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INTRODUCTION: COMING OF AGE


Watch out! The Year’s Best Horror Stories has turned 21.
As they say, we have come of age. The series now embarks upon its third decade of collecting the very best of horrors, selected from the many hundreds of nasty creepy depraved terrifying unsettling grim horrifying strange gruesome weird mind-blowing tales published during the past year.
And, if this past year is any indication, we’re all in for a wild ride by the time The Year’s Best Horror Stories turns 30. The past two decades have witnessed powerful changes within the horror genre. If you’re lucky enough to have them, delve through a file of all twenty-one volumes, and you can follow the rise of such then relatively unknown writers as Stephen King, Ramsey Campbell, Brian Lumley, Dennis Etchison, Charles L. Grant, David Drake, and many others. You can also follow the perseverance of an older generation of horror writers (sadly, some of them no longer with us): Manly Wade Wellman, Hugh B. Cave, R. Chetwynd-Hayes, Robert Bloch, to name a few. In recent volumes, you can watch the emergence of a new field of horror writers: Wayne Allen Sallee, Joel Lane, D.F. Lewis, Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Kim Antieau, Joe R. Lansdale, and many more. You read and decide which of the new talents will become the Grand Masters of the next century.
Other aspects of change are readily apparent—stylistic as well as thematic. When The Year’s Best Horror Stories first appeared in 1971, markets for short horror fiction were few and far between. Much of what did find print was a bad imitation of the adjective-laden prose of H.P. Lovecraft, who was himself on the cutting edge of horror some four decades earlier. (“Even as I pen this, the polymorphous nacreous mass of putrid blasphemy is macerating my right leg!!”)
As Lovecraft passed from vogue, the trend shifted toward plotless violence and explicit sex, presumably inspired by the outpouring of countless and interchangeable splatter films. Basic premise: A group of teenagers have sex and show some T&A, then get horribly murdered by some unkillable fiend, who will hang about for another dozen sequels of more of the same. The result was a similar outpouring of small press horror magazines. Good news for beginning writers. Bad news for readers who wanted something more than a few pages in which the expendables have sex and meet gory deaths. (“The typewriter keys began to chew off her youthful breasts, even as the carriage ripped its way down her screaming throat.”)
Well, I like a good laugh as much as the next person, and I need a sense of humor to wade through the thousands of stories I’ve read over the years for The Year’s Best Horror Stories. However, through it all, I’ve had the very genuine pleasure of finding excellent stories in unlikely places, of discovering new and brilliant writers as they emerge from the pack. It makes my job exciting, and my job is to plunge recklessly headlong until I find the best, and then to present the best to you.
So. Here’s the most excellent news.
In a field of proliferating small press and Big Press markets, the new horror writers are getting good. They, too, are coming of age. They now write about genuine characters rather than cardboard expendables. Violence, whether graphic or restrained, has become inherent to the story rather than gratuitous. Sexual themes are now being used intelligently and are crucial to the story, as opposed to the teenage wish-fulfillment jerk-off exercises too often seen before.
I have often wondered how many of the exuberant sex-and-gore writers are actually virgins and are incapable of cutting up a chicken or cleaning a fish. Or peeling a potato.
Much of this new sophistication in treating violence and sexual themes in horror fiction is due to the fact that the new writers are coming of age. However, the relaxing of taboos has made it possible for writers to explore themes and material that were forbidden not too many years ago. Personally, I have had three stories rejected (then placed elsewhere) because of their sexual themes. Ramsey Campbell in his introduction to “The Limits of Fantasy” (which you are about to read within these pages) explores the area of society-imposed and self-imposed censorship far better than I can, so I’ll leave you to him. I just hope you’re over 21—and have no dependents.
So, then. Here are 26 stories: the best horror stories of 1992. As usual, about half of the writers presented here have never before appeared in The Year’s Best Horror Stories—proving that the horror genre is a dynamic and changing genre. All types of horror are offered to you here: traditional, experimental, gore, surreal, psychological and psychotic. Screams and shivers. We don’t play favorites here—writers or themes. Horror fiction has no boundaries, defies all categories, sneers at those who would try to tame it.
Boundaries? We don’t need no stinking boundaries.
Political correctness? We spit in the milk of political correctness.
After all, The Year’s Best Horror Stories is 21.

—Karl Edward Wagner
Chapel Hill, North Carolina



THE LIMITS OF FANTASY

by Ramsey Campbell


In the summer of 1974 Michel Parry, an old friend, complained to me that nobody was sending him tales on sexual themes for his black magic anthologies. Aroused by the suggestion, I wrote “Dolls,” which enabled me both to explore what happened to the supernatural story when the underlying sexual theme (not always present, of course) became overt and to write a long short story that was stronger on narrative than atmosphere, a useful preparation for writing my first novel. Michel hadn’t expected anything quite so sexually explicit, and I was amused when his publishers, Mayflower, felt compelled to show “Dolls” to their lawyers for advice. They were advised to publish, and over the next two years Michel commissioned several more such tales from me, including two for a short-lived series of anthologies of erotic horror which he edited as Linda Lovecraft, who was, in fact, the owner of a chain of sex shops and who is one more reason why asking for Lovecraft in a British bookshop may earn you a dubious look. Perhaps the anthologies were ahead of their time because More Devil’s Kisses, the second in the series, was pulped shortly after publication, apparently in response to objections from Scotland Yard. Rumor had it that the problem was a tale reprinted from National Lampoon, involving a seven-year-old girl and a horse. I confess to being more amused than irritated by the ban, much as I felt upon learning that my first novel had been seen (in a television documentary) on top of a pile of books for burning by Christian fundamentalists—something of a compliment as far as I’m concerned. On reflection, though, I think I wasn’t entitled to feel quite so superior about censorship. Though my sexual tales had been, on the whole, progressively darker and more unpleasant, I’d suppressed the third of them, “In the Picture.” It was the initial draft of the story published here.
At the time (May 1975) I believed I had decided not to revise and submit the story because it wasn’t up to publishable standard, and that was certainly the case. However, the reasons were more personal than I admitted to myself. All fiction is to some extent the product of censorship, whether by the culture within which it is produced or by the writer’s own selection of material, both of which processes tend to be to some extent unconscious. Perhaps the most insidious form of censorship, insofar as it may be the most seductive for the writer, is by his own dishonesty. For me the most immediate proof is that it wasn’t until Barry Hoffman asked me if I had any suppressed fiction that I realized, on rereading “In the Picture,” that my dishonesty was its central flaw.
One mode of fiction I dislike—one especially common in my field—is the kind where the act of writing about a character seems designed to announce that the character has nothing to do with the author. On the most basic level, it’s nonsense, since by writing about a character the writer must draw that personality to some extent from within himself. More to the present point, it smells of protesting too much, and while that may be clear to the reader, for the writer it’s a kind of censorship of self. I rather hope that “In the Picture” is the only tale in which I succumb to that temptation.
“In the Picture” follows the broad outline of “The Limits of Fantasy,” though much more humorlessly, up to the scene with Enid Stone, and then Sid Pym begins to indulge in fantasies of rape and degradation which I believe are foreign to his sexual makeup and which are contrived simply to demonstrate what a swine he is—in other words, that he is quite unlike myself. Of course nothing could be further from the truth. In response to Barry Hoffman I treated “In the Picture” as the first version of the story and rewrote it exactly as I would any other first draft, and I had the most fun writing Pym’s boarding-school fantasy, which is at least as much my fantasy as his. For me his presentation of it is both comic and erotic.
It seems to me that even the most liberal of us employ two definitions of pornography: the kind that turns ourselves on, which we’re more prone to regard as erotic, and the kind which appeals to people with sexual tastes unlike our own and which we’re more likely to condemn as pornographic. In my case the absurdity is that the group of scenarios which I sum up as the boarding-school fantasy (which is obviously as much fetishistic as sadistic) is the only species of pornography I find appealing, and it was therefore especially dishonest of me to include no more than a hint of it when I collected my sexual tales in Scared Stiff. I suppose, then and in my original suppression of “In the Picture,” I was afraid of losing friends, but that really isn’t something writers should take into account when writing. I suspect I was assuming that my readers and people in general are squarer when it comes to erotic fantasy than is in fact the case. Since the publication of Scared Stiff I’ve heard from readers of various sexes that they found parts of the book erotic, and a female reader gave me a copy of Caught Looking, a polemic published by the Feminist Anti-Censorship Taskforce, in which one of the illustrations (all chosen by the FACT designers on the basis that they themselves found the images erotically appealing) is a still from a spanking video made in Britain before such videos were banned outright under a censorship that is fast overtaking the equivalent glossy magazines. (The Spankarama Cinema in Soho, rather unfairly chastised in the Winter 1982/83 Sight and Sound and touched on by association in Incarnate, is long gone; perhaps I should have had a publicity photograph taken under the sign while it was there.) Incidentally, perhaps one minor reason for my reticence was the notion that this sexual taste is peculiarly British, but a day in Amsterdam proved me wrong.
So I trust this hasn’t been too embarrassing. I haven’t found it so, but then I may sometimes lack tact in these areas: I once greeted a friend I met in a sex shop, who immediately fled. Still, I’m committed to telling as much of the truth as I can, as every writer should be. If we can’t tell the truth about ourselves, how can we presume to do so about anyone or anything? Secretiveness is a weakness, whereas honesty is strength.

As Sid Pym passed his door and walked two blocks to look in the shop window, a duck jeered harshly in the park. March frost had begun to bloom on the window, but the streetlamp made the magazine covers shine: the schoolgirl in her twenties awaiting a spanking, the two bronzed men displaying samples of their muscles to each other, the topless woman tonguing a lollipop. Sid was looking away in disgust from two large masked women flourishing whips over a trussed victim when the girl marched past behind him.
Her reflection glided from cover to cover, her feet trod on the back of the trussed man’s head. Despite the jumbling of images, Sid knew her. He recognized her long blonde hair, her slim graceful legs, firm breasts, plump jutting bottom outlined by her ankle-length coat, and as she glanced in his direction, he saw that she recognized him. He had time to glimpse how she wrinkled her nose as her reflection left the shop window.
He almost started after her. She’d reacted as if he was one of the men who needed those magazines, but he was one of the people who created them. He’d only come to the window to see how his work shaped up, and there it was, between a book about Nazi war crimes and an Enid Stone romance. He’d given the picture of Toby Hale and his wife Jilly a warm amber tint to go with the title Pretty Hot, and he thought it looked classier than most of its companions. He didn’t think Toby needed to worry so much about the rising costs of production. If Sid had gone in for that sort of thing, he would have bought the magazine on the strength of the cover.
The newspapers had to admit he was good, one of the best in town. That was why the Weekly News wanted him to cover Enid Stone’s return home, even though some of the editors seemed to dislike accepting pictures from him since word had got round that he was involved in Pretty Hot. Why should anyone disparage him for doing a friend a favor? It wasn’t even as though he posed; he only took the photographs. There ought to be a way to let the blonde girl know that, to make her respect him. He swung away from the shop window and stalked after her, telling himself that if he caught up with her he’d have it out with her. But the street was already deserted, and as he reached his building her window, in the midst of the house opposite his rooms, lit up.
He felt as if she had let him know she’d seen him before pulling the curtains—as if she’d glimpsed his relief at not having to confront her. He bruised his testicles as he groped for his keys, and that enraged him more than ever. A phone which he recognized as his once the front door was open had started ringing, and he dashed up the musty stairs in the dark.
It was Toby Hale on the phone. “Still free tomorrow? They’re willing.”
“A bit different, is it? A bit stronger?”
“What the punters want.”
“I’m all for giving people what they really want,” Sid declared, and took several quick breaths. The blonde girl was in her bathroom now. “I’ll see you at the studio,” he told Toby, and fumbled the receiver into place.
What was she trying to do to him? If she had watched him come home, she must know he was in his room even though he hadn’t had time to switch on the light. Besides, this wasn’t the first time she’d behaved as if the frosted glass of her bathroom window ought to stop him watching her. “Black underwear, is it now?” he said through his teeth, and bent over his bed to reach for a camera.
God, she thought a lot of herself. Each of her movements looked like a pose to Sid as he reeled her toward him with the zoom lens. Despite the way the window fragmented her he could distinguish the curve of her bottom in black knickers and the black swellings of her breasts. Then her breasts turned flesh-colored, and she dropped the bra. She was slipping the knickers down her bare legs when the whir of rewinding announced that he’d finished the role of Tri-X. “Got you,” he whispered, and hugged the camera to himself.
When she passed beyond the frame of the window he coaxed his curtains shut and switched the room light on. He was tempted to develop the roll now, but anticipating it made him feel so powerful in a sleepy generalized way that he decided to wait until the morning, when he would be more awake. He took Pretty Hot to bed with him and scanned the article about sex magic, and an idea was raising its head in his when he fell asleep.

He slept late. In the morning he had to leave the Tri-X negatives and hurry to the studio. Fog slid flatly over the pavements before him, vehicles nosed through the gray, grumbling monotonously. It occurred to him as he turned along the cheap side street near the edge of town that people were less likely to notice him in the fog, though why should he care if they did?
Toby opened the street door at Sid’s triple knock and preceded him up the carpetless stairs. Toby had already set up the lights and switched them on, which made the small room with its double bed and mock-leather sofa appear starker than ever. A brawny man was sitting on the sofa with a woman draped facedown across his knees, her short skirt thrown back, her black nylon knickers more or less pulled down.
Apart from the mortar-board jammed onto his head, the man looked like a wrestler or a bouncer. He glanced up as Sid entered, and the hint of a warning crossed his large bland reddish face as Sid appraised the woman. She was too plump for Sid’s taste, her mottled buttocks were too flabby. She looked bored—more so when she glanced at Sid, who disliked her at once.
“This is Sid, our snapshooter,” Toby announced. “Sid, our friends are going to model for both stories.”
“All right there, mate,” the man said, and the woman grunted.
Sid glanced through the viewfinder, then made to adjust the woman’s knickers; but he hadn’t touched them when the man’s hand seized his wrist. “Hands off. I’ll do that. She’s my wife.”
“Come on, the lot of you,” the woman complained. “I’m getting a cold bum.”
It wouldn’t be cold for long, Sid thought, and felt his penis stir unexpectedly. But the man didn’t hit her, he only mimed the positions as if he were enacting a series of film stills, resting his hand on her buttocks to denote slaps. For the pair of color shots Toby could afford the man rubbed rouge on her bottom.
“That was okay, was it, Sid?” Toby said anxiously. “It’d be nice if we could shoot Slave of Love tomorrow.”
“Wouldn’t be nice for us,” the woman said, groaning as she stood up. “We’ve got our lives to lead, you know.”
“We could make it a week today,” her husband said.
“They look right for the stories, I reckon,” Hale told Sid when they’d left. “I’m working on some younger models, but those two’ll do for that kind of stuff. The perves who want it don’t care.”
Sid thought it best to agree, but as he walked home he grew angrier: how could that fat bitch have given him a tickle? Working with people like her might be one of Sid’s steps to fame, but she needed him more than he needed her. “I’ll retouch you, but I won’t touch you,” he muttered, grinning. Someone like the blonde girl over the road, now—she would have been Sid’s choice of a model for Spanked and Submissive, and it wouldn’t all have been faked, either.
That got his penis going. He had to stand still for a few minutes until its tip went back to sleep, and the thought of the negatives waiting in his darkroom didn’t help. He would have her in his hands, he would be able to do what he liked with her. He had to put the idea out of his head before he felt safe to walk.
After the fog, even the dim musty hall of the house seemed like a promise of clarity. In his darkroom he watched the form of the blonde girl rise from the developing fluid, and he felt as if a fog of dissatisfaction with himself and with the session at the studio were leaving him. The photographs came clear, and for a moment he couldn’t understand why the girl’s body was composed of dots like a newspaper photograph enlarged beyond reason. Of course, it was the frosting on her bathroom window.
Having her in his flat without her knowing excited him, but not enough. Perhaps he needed her to be home so that he could watch her failure to realize he had her. He opened a packet of hamburgers and cooked himself whatever meal it was. The effort annoyed him, and so did the eating: chew, chew, chew. He switched on the television, and the little picture danced for him, oracular heads spoke. He kept glancing at the undeveloped frame of her window.
By the time she arrived home the fog was spiked with drizzle. As soon as she had switched on the light, she began to remove her clothes, but before shed taken off more than her coat she drew the curtains. Had she seen him? Was she taking pleasure in his frustration at having to imagine her undressing? But he already had her almost naked. He spread the photographs across the table, and then he lurched toward his bed to find the article about sex magic.
By themselves the photographs were only pieces of card, but what had the article said? Toby Hale had put in all the ideas he could find about images during an afternoon spent in the library. The Catholic church sometimes made an image of a demon and burned it to bring off an exorcism… Someone in Illinois killed a man by letting rain fall on his photograph… Here it was, the stuff Toby had found in a book about magic by someone with a degree from a university Sid had never heard of. The best spells are the ones you write yourself. Find the words that are truest to your secret soul. Focus your imagination, build up to the discharge of psychic energy. Chant the words that best express your desires. Toby was talking about doing that with your partner, but it had given Sid a better idea. He hurried to the window, his undecided penis hindering him a little, and shut the curtains tight.
As he returned to the table he felt uneasy: excited, furtive, ridiculous—he wasn’t sure which was uppermost. If only this could work! You never know until you try, he thought, which was the motto on the contents page of Pretty Hot. He pulled the first photograph to him. Her breasts swelled in their lacy bra, her black knickers were taut over her round bottom. He wished he could see her face. He cleared his throat, and muttered almost inaudibly: “I’m going to take your knickers down. I’m going to smack your bare bum.”
He sounded absurd. The whole situation was absurd. How could he expect it to work if he could barely hear himself? “By the time I’ve finished with you,” he said loudly, “you won’t be able to sit down for a week.”
Too loud! Nobody could hear him, he told himself. Except that he could, and he sounded like a fool. As he glared at the photograph, he was sure that she was smiling. She had beaten him. He wouldn’t put it past her to have let him take the photographs because they had absolutely no effect on her. All at once he was furious. “You’ve had it now,” he shouted.
His eyes were burning. The photograph flickered, and appeared to stir. He thought her face turned up to him. If it did, it must be out of fear. His penis pulled eagerly at his fly. “All right, miss,” he shouted hoarsely. “Those knickers are coming down.”
She seemed to jerk, and he could imagine her bending reluctantly beneath the pressure of a hand on the back of her neck. Her black knickers stretched over her bottom. Then the photograph blurred as tears tried to dampen his eyes, but he could see her more clearly than ever. By God, the tears ought to be hers. “Now then,” he shouted, “you’re going to get what you’ve been asking for.”
He seized her bare arm. She tried to pulled away, shaking her head mutely, her eyes bright with apprehension. In a moment he’d trapped her legs between his thighs and pushed her across his knee, locking his left arm around her waist. Her long blonde hair trailed to the floor, concealing her face. He took hold of the waistband of her knickers and drew them slowly down, gradually revealing her round creamy buttocks. When she began to wriggle, he trapped her more firmly with his arm and legs. “Let’s see what this feels like,” he said, and slapped her hard.
He heard it. For a moment he was sure he had. He stared about his empty flat with his hot eyes. He almost went to peer between the curtains at her window, but gazed at the photograph instead. “Oh, no, miss, you won’t get away from me,” he whispered, and saw her move uneasily as he closed his eyes.
He began systematically to slap her: one on the left buttock, one on the right. After a dozen of these her bottom was turning pink and he was growing hot—his face, his penis, the palm of his hand. He could feel her warm thighs squirming between his. “You like that, do you? Let’s see how much you like.”
Two laps on the left, two on the right. A dozen pairs of those, then five on the same spot, five on the other. As her bottom grew red she tried to cover it with her hands, but he pinned her wrists together with his left hand and forcing them up to the dimple above her bottom, went to work in earnest: ten on the left buttock, ten on its twin… She was sobbing beneath her hair, her bottom was wriggling helplessly. His room had gone. There was nothing but Sid and his victim until he came violently and unexpectedly, squealing.

He didn’t see her the next day. She was gone when he wakened from a satisfied slumber, and she had drawn the curtains before he realized she was home again. She was making it easier for him to see her the way he wanted. Anticipating that during the days which followed made him feel secretly powerful, and so did Toby Hale’s suggestion when Sid rang him to confirm the Slave of Love session. “We’re short of stories for number three,” Toby said. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything good and strong for us?”
“I might have,” Sid told him.
He didn’t fully realize how involving it would be until he began to write. He was dominating her not only by writing about her but also by delivering her up to the readers of the magazine. He made her into a new pupil at a boarding school for girls in their late teens. “Your here to lern disiplin. My naime is Mr Sidney and dont you forgett it.” She would wear kneesocks and a gymslip that revealed her uniform knickers whenever she bent down. “Over my nee, yung lady. Im goaing to give you a speling leson.” “Plese plese dont take my nickers down, Ill be a good gurl.” “You didnt cawl me Mr Sidney, thats two dozin extrar with the hare brush…” He felt as if the words were unlocking a secret aspect of himself, a core of unsuspected truth which gave him access to some kind of power. Was this what they meant by sex magic? It took him almost a week of evenings to savor writing the story, and he didn’t mind not seeing her all that week; it helped him see her as he was writing her. Each night as he drifted off to sleep he imagined her lying in bed sobbing, rubbing her bottom.
At the end of the story he met her on the bus.
He was returning from town with a bagful of film. She caught the bus just as he was lowering himself onto one of the front seats downstairs. As she boarded the bus, she saw him and immediately looked away. Even though there were empty seats she stayed on her feet, holding onto the pole by the stairs.
Sid gazed at the curve of her bottom, defining itself and then growing blurred as her long coat swung with the movements of the bus plowing through the fog. Why wouldn’t she sit down? He leaned forward impulsively, emboldened by the nights he’d spent in secret with her, and touched her arm. “Would you like to sit down, love?”
She looked down at him, and he recoiled. Her eyes were bright with loathing, and yet she looked trapped. She shook her head once, keeping her lips pressed so tight they grew pale, then she turned her back on him. He’d make her turn her back tonight, he thought, by God he would. He had to sit on his hands for the rest of the journey, but he walked behind her all the way from the bus stop to her house.

“You’re not tying me up with that,” the woman said. “Cut my wrists off, that would. Pajama cord or nothing, and none of your cheap stuff neither.”
“Sid, would you mind seeing if you can come up with some cord?” Toby Hale said, taking out his reptilian wallet. “I’ll stay and discuss the scene.”
There was sweat in his eyebrows. The woman was making him sweat because she was their only female model for the story, since Toby’s wife wouldn’t touch anything kinky. Sid kicked the fog as he hurried to the shops. Just let the fat bitch give him any lip.
Her husband bound her wrists and ankles to the legs of the bed. He untied her and turned her over and tied her again. He untied her and tied her wrists and ankles together behind her back, and poked his crotch at her face. Sid snapped her and snapped her, wondering how far Toby had asked them to go, and then he had to reload. “Get a bastard move on,” the woman told him. “This is bloody uncomfortable, did you but know.”
Sid couldn’t restrain himself. “If you don’t like the work, we can always get someone else.”
“Can you now?” The woman’s face rocked toward him on the bow of herself, and then she toppled sideways on the bed, her breasts flopping on her chest, a few pubic strands springing free of her purple knickers like the legs of a lurking spider. “Bloody get someone, then,” she cried.
Toby had to calm her and her suffused husband down while Sid muttered apologies. That night he set the frosted photograph in front of him and chanted his story over it until the girl pleaded for mercy. He no longer cared if Toby had his doubts about the story, though Sid was damned if he could see what had made him frown over it. If only Sid could find someone like the girl to model for the story… Even when he’d finished with her for the evening, his having been forced to apologize to Toby’s models clung to him. He was glad he would be photographing Enid Stone tomorrow. Maybe it was time for him to think of moving on.

He was on his way to Enid Stone’s press conference when he saw the girl again. As he emerged from his building she was arriving home from wherever she worked, and she was on his side of the road. The slam of the front door made her flinch and dodge to the opposite pavement, but not before a streetlamp had shown him her face. Her eyes were sunken in dark rings, her mouth was shivering; her long blonde hair looked dulled by the fog. She was moving awkwardly, as if it pained her to walk.
She must have female trouble, Sid decided, squirming at the notion. On his way to the bookshop his glimpse of her proved as hard to leave behind as the fog was, and he had to keep telling himself that it was nothing to do with him. The bookshop window was full of Enid Stone’s books upheld by wire brackets. Maybe one day he’d see a Sid Pym exhibition in a window.
He hadn’t expected Enid Stone to be so small. She looked like someone’s shrunken crabby granny, impatiently suffering her hundredth birthday party. She sat in an armchair at the end of a thickly carpeted room above the bookshop, confronting a curve of reporters sitting on straight chairs. “Don’t crowd me,” she was telling them. “A girl’s got to breathe, you know.”
Sid joined the photographers who were lined up against the wall like miscreants outside a classroom. Once the reporters began to speak, having been set in motion by a man from the publishers, Enid Stone snapped at their questions, her head jerking rapidly, her eyes glittering like a bird’s. “That’ll do,” she said abruptly. “Give a girl a chance to rest her voice. Who’s going to make me beautiful?”
This was apparently meant for the photographers, since the man from the publishers beckoned them forward. The reporters were moving their chairs aside when Enid Stone raised one bony hand to halt the advance of the cameras. “Where’s the one who takes the dirty pictures? Have you let him in?”
Even when several reporters and photographers turned to look at Sid, he couldn’t believe she meant him. “Is that Mr Muck? Show him the air,” she ordered. “No pictures till he goes.”
The line of photographers took a step forward and closed in front of Sid. As he stared at their backs, his face and ears throbbing as if from blows, the man from the publishers took hold of his arm. “I’m afraid that if Miss Stone won’t have you I must ask you to leave.”
Sid trudged downstairs, unable to hear his footsteps for the extravagant carpet. He felt as if he weren’t quite there. Outside, the fog was so thick that the buses had stopped running. It filled his eyes, his mind. However fast he walked, there was always as much of it waiting beyond it. Its passiveness infuriated him. He wanted to feel he was overcoming something, and by God, he would once he was home.
He grabbed the copy of the story he’d written for Toby Hale and threw it on the table. He found the photograph beside the bed and propped it against a packet of salt in front of him. The picture had grown dull with so much handling, but he hadn’t the patience to develop a fresh copy just now. “My name’s Mister Sidney and don’t you forget it,” he informed the photograph.
There was no response. His penis was as still as the fingerprinted glossy piece of card. The scene at the bookshop had angered him too much, that was all. He only had to relax and let his imagination take hold. “You’re here to learn discipline,” he said soft and slow.
The figure composed of dots seemed to shift, but it was only Sid’s vision; his eyes were smarting. He imagined the figure in front of him changing, and suddenly he was afraid of seeing her as she had looked beneath the streetlamp. The memory distressed him, but why should he think of it now? He ought to be in control of how she appeared to him. Perhaps his anger at losing control would give him the power to take hold of her. “My name’s Mr. Sidney,” he repeated, and heard a mocking echo in his brain.
His eyes were stinging when it should be her bottom that was. He closed his eyes and saw her floating helplessly toward him. “Come here if you know what’s good for you,” he said quickly, and then he thought he knew how to catch her. “Please,” he said in a high panicky voice, “please don’t hurt me.”
It worked. All at once she was sprawling across his lap. “What’s my name?” he demanded, and raised his voice almost to a squeak. “Mr. Sidney,” he said.
“Mr. Sidney sir,” he shouted, and dealt her a hefty slap. He was about to give the kind of squeal he would have loved her to emit when he heard her do so—faintly, across the road.
He blinked at the curtains as if he had wakened from a dream. It couldn’t have been the girl, and if it had been, she was distracting him. He closed his eyes again and gripped them with his left hand as if that would help him trap his image of her. “What’s my name?” he shouted, and slapped her again. This time there was no mistaking the cry which penetrated the fog.
Sid knocked his chair over backward in his haste to reach the window. When he threw the curtains open, he could see nothing but the deserted road boxed in by fog. The circle of lit pavement where he’d last seen the girl was bare and stark. He was staring at the fog, feeling as though it was even closer to him than it looked, when he heard a door slam. It was the front door of the building across the road. In a moment the girl appeared at the edge of the fog. She glanced up at him, and then she fled toward the park.
It was as if he’d released her by relinquishing his image of her and going to the window. He felt as though he was on the brink of realizing the extent of his secret power. Suppose there really was something to this sex magic? Suppose he had made her experience at least some of his fantasies? He couldn’t believe he had reached her physically, but what would it be like for her to have her thoughts invaded by his fantasies about her? He had to know the truth, though he didn’t know what he would do with it. He grabbed his coat and ran downstairs, into the fog.
Once on the pavement he stood still and held his breath. He heard his heartbeat, the cackling of ducks, the girl’s heels running away from him. He advanced into the fog, trying to ensure that she didn’t hear him. The bookshop window drifted by, crowded with posed figures and their victims. Ahead of him the fog parted for a moment, and the girl looked back as if she’d sensed his gaze closing around her. She saw him illuminated harshly by the fluorescent tube in the bookshop window, and at once she ran for her life.
“Don’t run away,” Sid called. “I won’t hurt you, I only want to talk to you.” Surely any other thoughts that were lurking in his mind were only words. It occurred to him that he had never heard her speak. In that case, whose sobs had he heard in his fantasies? There wasn’t time for him to wonder now. She had vanished into the fog, but a change in the sound of her footsteps told him where she had taken refuge: in the park.
He ran to the nearest entrance, the one she would have used, and peered along the path. Thickly swirling rays of light from a streetlamp splayed through the railings and stubbed themselves against the fog. He held his breath, which tasted like a head cold, and heard her gravelly footsteps fleeing along the path. “We’ll have to meet sooner or later, love,” he called, and ran into the park.
Trees gleamed dully, wet black pillars upholding the fog. The grass on either side of the path looked weighed down by the slow passage of the murk which Sid seemed to be following. Once he heard a cry and a loud splash—a bird landing on the lake which was somewhere ahead, he supposed. He halted again, but all he could hear was the dripping of branches laden with fog.
“I told you I don’t want to hurt you,” he muttered. “Better wait for me, or I’ll—” The chase was beginning to excite and frustrate and anger him. He left the gravel path and padded across the grass alongside it, straining his ears. When the fog solidified a hundred yards or so to his right, at first he didn’t notice. Belatedly he realized that the dim pale hump was a bridge which led the path over the lake, and was just in time to stop himself from striding into the water.
It wasn’t deep, but the thought that the girl could have made him wet himself enraged him. He glared about, his eyes beginning to sting. “I can see you,” he whispered as if the words would make it true, and then his gaze was drawn from the bridge to the shadows beneath.
At first he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. He seemed to be watching an image developing in the dark water, growing clearer and more undeniable. It had sunk, and now it was rising, floating under the bridge from the opposite side. Its eyes were open, but they looked like the water. Its arms and legs were trailing limply, and so was its blonde hair.
Sid shivered and stared, unable to look away. Had she jumped or fallen? The splash he’d heard a few minutes ago must have been her plunging into the lake, and yet there had been no sounds of her trying to save herself. She must have struck her head on something as she fell. She couldn’t just have lain there willing herself to drown, Sid reassured himself, but if she had, how could anyone blame him? There was nobody to see him except her, and she couldn’t, not with eyes like those she had now. A spasm of horror and guilt set him staggering away from the lake.
The slippery grass almost sent him sprawling more than once. When he skidded onto the path the gravel ground like teeth, and yet he felt insubstantial, at the mercy of the blurred night, unable to control his thoughts. He fled panting through the gateway, willing himself not to slow down until he was safe in his rooms; he had to destroy the photographs before anyone saw them. But fog was gathering in his lungs, and he had a stitch in his side. He stumbled to a halt in front of the bookshop.
The light from the fluorescent tubes seemed to reach for him. He saw his face staring out from among the women bearing whips. If they or anyone else knew what he secretly imagined he’d caused… His buttocks clenched and unclenched at the thought he was struggling not to think. He gripped his knees and bent almost double to rid himself of the pain in his side so that he could catch his breath, and then he saw his face fit over the face of a bound victim.
It was only the stitch that had paralyzed him, he told himself, near to panic. It was only the fog which was making the photograph of the victim appear to stir, to align its position with his. “Please, please,” he said wildly, his voice rising, and at once tried to take the words back. They were echoing in his mind, they wouldn’t stop. He felt as if they were about to unlock a deeper aspect of himself, a power which would overwhelm him.
He didn’t want this, it was contrary to everything he knew about himself. “My name is—” he began, but his pleading thoughts were louder than his voice, almost as loud as the sharp swishing which filled his ears. He was falling forward helplessly, into himself or into the window, wherever the women and pain were waiting. For a moment he managed to cling to the knowledge that the images were nothing but the covers of magazines, and then he realized fully that they were more than that, far more. They were euphemisms for what waited beyond them.



CHINA ROSE

by Ron Weighell


It was the French detective Vidocq, I think, who used to say that every act of evil had its own distinctive odor; that in a crowd of a thousand persons he could tell transgressors of the moral law by the sense of smell alone. What would a man of such singular olfactory accomplishments have made of Nicholas Hallam and Rose Seaford, I wonder? Nothing redolent of brimstone or corruption: rather a subtle whiff of something clinical masked by a sweet incense. And about Rose, of course, always the troubling fragrance of hibiscus.
It began one golden autumn morning in 1923, when I, young, poor and happier than I knew, walked over Parliament Hill Fields to deliver a belated birthday present to my cousin, Diane Harewood. An attack of asthma had prevented me from attending her fancy-dress party the night before, robbing me of the chance to appear as a swashbuckling pirate. The Theda Baras and Nell Gwynns would never know what they had missed. I remember worrying as I rang the bell in case I woke Diane, which shows how little I knew then of her riotous life style. Coming from the poorer side of the family, I had no experience of life among the Hampstead set. So I was surprised to find the door answered by Napoleon Bonaparte, who let me into a scene of chaos.
It appeared that some colossus had lifted the lid off the house and buried the floor under a ton of streamers, balloons and unconscious bodies. The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the fumes of alcohol, the lounge curtains still drawn, so all was seen in an unearthly half-light. The clouds of noxious smoke and the notorious historical figures lying around in postures of pain and despair made it all a bit like Hades, but at the far end of the room a Lalique lamp cast a golden glow across armchairs drawn up around a coffee table laden with empty bottles. There sat Diane, transformed by white silk pajamas, bathing cap and greasepaint into a fetchingly malevolent Pierrot. She was deep in conversation with a 90s dandy in the Des Esseintes style.
I edged past two exhausted females shuffling together beside a gramophone. The rasping voice was exhorting them to “Charleston, Charleston!” but I could see they didn’t have it in them.
Diane accepted my carefully chosen gift with no interest whatsoever and after a kiss and a gushing greeting, proceeded to ignore me. The dandy was telling her of an encounter he had had on a plateau in the Himalayas with a two-hundred-year-old man who lived in an underground chamber, guarding an enormous book with clasps of horn. He claimed to have won the old man’s confidence by some yogic trick of sitting naked in the ice fields and melting the snow by generating bodily heat. (I commented that two-hundred-year-old men were notoriously easy to impress, but no one took any notice of me.) He learned that the book contained the whole history of the human race, and the old man had inherited the job of turning over a page each day until his successor should come. The dandy had had a devil of a job convincing the old sage that he was not the man, but he had got a sneaky glimpse of our future! The earth was soon to be destroyed by fire. It seemed that we were only here to prepare the way for another species!
It was while I was listening to this account that I first saw the strange couple seated in a corner of the room. One was a tousle-headed, handsome and athletic youth with the look of one of Aubrey Beardsley’s more sinister satyrs. It seemed the trousers and shoes he wore were only there to hide his shaggy legs and cloven hooves. The other was the most unhealthy-looking woman I have ever seen. The wrist of the hand that supported her chin looked so thin, so horribly fragile, that it seemed the grip of anger or an accidental blow would have broken it like a twig. She drew on a cigarette held lightly between the first and second fingers of the other hand, flapping the wrist back limply after each inhalation and pouting a lazy gray cloud toward the ceiling. I noticed a curious silver ring on her index finger. It showed a homed serpent coiling back and forth inside the oval collet.
Her features were angular and ordinary, her skin was positively yellow, like old ivory jaundiced by years. Her teeth, which would become visible as she pouted out the smoke, were finely shaped but faintly tinged with blue and jagged along the edges.
She had about her a strange, sickly charm such as Poe might have delighted in, or Rossetti taken for an image of deathly elegance; another Beatrice. As I looked at her wide, dead eyes shadowed beneath the lower lashes by restless nights, I could almost see a ghostly pillow hovering behind her head. That was the first of two very perceptive fancies.
The most disturbing thing about her was her absolute lack of human response. She was not listening to the young man who sat beside her, she was watching him talk to her, observing him like some peculiar and only vaguely interesting phenomenon. The only sign of emotion I could discern was a fleeting twist to the corners of her mouth which suggested sarcastic amusement. I couldn’t help feeling, though, that she was too withdrawn to find direct humor in her surroundings. The real source, I felt, must be more secret than that. The second fancy came to me then, of an unseen companion, a familiar as it were, crouching at her shoulder, its mouth to her ear. It was this creature, and not she, who thought human beings were all bloody fools, and who twisted her mouth, despite herself, with a stream of evil, whispered observations.
My attention was drawn back at that moment to the dandy, who had taken Diane to the window and drawn back the curtain. A wave of sunshine flooded the room, edging their forms in a shared aura of gold.
“Awake!” he cried melodiously. “For Morning in the Bowl of Night has flung the stone that put the stars to flight, and lo! the Hunter of the East has caught St Pancras Station in a noose of light!”
Diane turned her grotesquely made-up face to his and laughingly called him a fool, and something in the tone of her voice made me sorry that no woman had ever spoken to me in such a way.
I found myself rising to join them, so we stood close together peering out into the bright world. Close to, the dandy smelled strongly of some musky perfume. Diane introduced us and I learned that his name was Nicholas Hallam. When he learned that I was a clerk, he looked at me with sympathy.
“You’re always telling me that my life is too selfish, Diane”—the sarcastic twist that came to her mouth suggested that she had said no such thing—“I have decided to make Thomas my good cause. I will save this poor wretch from himself. If he’s still a clerk in one month, there is no hope for him. Be honest, young man. Do you really wish to spend this sequence of precious and unrepeatable sensations we call a day languishing in the dungeons of Messrs. Kneebone and Kneebone, or whatever they are called, pining for adventure while your life goes drifting away, along with the desks and the uncounted dirty ledgers, toward the grave?”
“Not particularly,” I conceded, “but I have rent to pay, and lately I’ve developed some expensive habits like eating. So I’m afraid,” I finished checking my pocket watch, “I must push off, or the desks and ledgers will be drifting toward the grave with my replacement at the helm.”
“Yes, and we must leave too, Diane,” said Hallam, glancing across her to the woman in the corner who had so aroused my interest. “Our young friend has reminded us of our duty. Rose and I have a hard day too. It is our plan to walk away the morning, giving common people a chance to look at us and dream. Then a good lunch with fine wine in a little restaurant I know, and a trip to my bookbinders, where my volumes of Swinburne await me clad in a new raiment of leather, scarlet as the tongue of Sin.” He sighed deeply. “And if we have the strength after such a day of toil, a whole decanter of cognac remains at home to be disposed of unaided. I hardly think we shall have the energy left to invoke Ashtoreth tonight!” Bending forward he kissed Diane’s hand and whispered, “Goodbye for now, my sweet Pierrot.”
Diane simpered and let go of his hand with reluctance.
“Call in on us some time, Lenihan,” he added to me, holding out an expensive-looking calling card. The address was 13 Tamar Gardens, Hampstead.

A couple of days later I took the umpteenth look at that black and gold card, pondered again the weird charm of Rose Seaford, for such apparently was her name, and decided to take Hallam up on his invitation. The evening wind was blowing fine rain down the streets, and my asthma had been playing up a little, but I had just bought a rather snappy trilby which, I thought, gave me a touch of style, so I said “what the hell” and took a taxi.
Tamar Gardens sounded very plush. It turned out to be a rather rundown block of flats. Somewhat disillusioned, I rang the bell and waited; and waited. Just when I was about to give up and go home, Rose Seaford opened the door and stepped out, wearing a voluminous black raincoat and a black slouch hat. Drawing me in out of the lamplight, she whispered fearfully, “Did you see anyone watching the flat?”
I shrugged in confusion. “I need your help,” she said, peering over my shoulder. Then she put her finger to her lips and pointed to a solitary walker who came into view, and glanced in our direction as he went by. I was beginning to enjoy my close proximity to Rose in the shadowy doorway, but she pushed me out into the rain, whispering, “We’ve got to keep him in sight, but don’t let him see us.”
So I found myself tailing a complete stranger through the strengthening rain, ducking into doorways now and then, and worrying as I did so about the condition of my drooping, saturated hat. Soon the whole thing became rather exciting. My inborn flair for detection, nurtured on Dupin and Holmes, got the better of me. Whenever the man passed under a street-lamp I scrutinized him. It was strange, I reflected; he looked like a man walking home in the rain! He paddled along with his hands thrust into the pockets of his sodden overcoat, apart from the moments when a stronger gust came, lashing along the street, and he clutched desperately at his trilby. I found myself wondering ruefully whether it was a new one. We followed him for miles before losing him in a positive warren of alleys. Rose hovered for a moment, seemingly quite rattled, then said, “We’ve got to get there first.”
“Where?” I cried, but she was already off with a brisk step. Then followed the most exhausting hour I have ever experienced. Rose might have been frail of form, but she set a fast pace and held it up hill and down dale.
I was soon trailing behind with a stitch, my breath steaming out into the chill drizzle. When she was obliged to wait until I caught up, the stream of invective to which she subjected me would have staggered a stevedore. I would never have guessed how rich and fruity her language could be. Eventually we came onto a steep lane where the gutters were awash, causing our sodden shoes to slip on the smooth flagstones. Beside a set of high, barred gates set in a towering wall we stopped, and I realized that we were in Swains Lane, at the old gates of Highgate Cemetery. The place should have been locked up at such an hour, but inexplicably, Rose must have known that the lock had not been turned for she threw her weight against the wet iron bars, and with a deep and ominous groan, the gates rolled back on their rusty hinges.
Here, let me confess, I loitered somewhat. Highgate Cemetery is ruinous, overgrown, shadow-haunted and choked to overflowing with more than four thousand corpses. An unwholesome necropolis of crumbling tombs, it has never figured highly in my list of daytime haunts. By night, “a blended scene of moles, fanes, arches, domes and palaces, where, with his brother Horror, Ruin sits,” it was the last place on earth I would have chosen to pursue some nameless and doubtless unpleasant errand.
Rose, though, was striding off along a gloomy, rain-washed path hemmed in by ivied slabs, stone crosses and contorted, leafless trees. An owl actually had the audacity to hoot. I stuck close and whistled carelessly as we descended some ruined steps and followed the path to a tall gate built on the design of an Egyptian temple, as if a normal gateway were not sepulchral enough. Here Rose turned and gripped my arm.
“Wait here,” she said firmly. “And no talking to strangers.”
Then she turned and disappeared up the path by which she had come.
My initial desire was to follow her, but I set my back against the wall on one side of the gate and tried to think beautiful thoughts. Although I had become oblivious to the rain, the wind seemed suddenly to penetrate my drenched mackintosh, cutting me to the bone. I began to shiver. My imagination was playing up too. There I was, trying desperately to keep my mind on something sensible and healthy, and all the while my inner eye was plagued by images of death and decay. Every novel, every theory I had ever read concerning the horrors that reach from beyond the grave unwound before me. I was scaring myself stiff.
In annoyance as much as anything, I began to pace up and down the path along which Rose had departed, that is, first away from, and then toward, the Egyptian gate. It was while turning away from it for the tenth time that I heard a distinct slow scuffing of feet walking out of the darkness toward my back! There could be no mistake. I was being approached out of the dark central labyrinth of the cemetery.
I must have aged visibly at that moment. It was my first taste of supernatural fear, and it robbed me of all volition. All I could do was to stand paralyzed as the steps drew nearer. My heart lurched violently as fingers tightened on my shoulder, then a voice close to my ear whispered, “It’s only me.”
I have never struck a woman, but it was a close thing at that moment.
“What in God’s name are you playing at?” I gasped, too shaken up to shout. Rose set off along the path.
“Nothing in God’s name,” she called back. “All the paths return to that spot—I came round that way to save time.”
“What are we doing here, Rose?” I asked, recovering a little composure as I caught up with her.
“That,” she replied wittily, “would be telling.”

Not much more than an hour later we were in Hallam’s front room drying out, and I had still received no satisfactory explanation for the adventure. The room was not what I had expected of Hallam. There were no vast cases of old tomes, no Gothic trappings and no luxurious furniture. The place had a spartan, Oriental look to it, with acres of bare floor scattered with cushions, a folded screen, and two glass cabinets of simple but sound workmanship which contained small ornaments and perhaps a dozen volumes with fine but hardly extravagant bindings. A few silken banners hanging on the walls showed brilliantly colored images of fierce Tibetan gods, and a crystal ball supported on the coils of a magnificent gilt dragon sat on a low cabinet. There was, too, a small but exquisitely detailed statue of some female deity of the East, not Kali, who has many arms and blue skin, but a being with a normal quota of limbs and skin the color of flame, her voluptuous body twisted into a dancing posture. She wore a grisly torque of human skulls.
I was squatting, a little self-consciously, in a silk kimono sipping a glass of cognac. Rose was reclining on the opposite side of the fireplace, her eyes on the vortex of steam that was swirling above our drying clothes. Hallam had just entered wearing a robe of black velvet and was pacing back and forth before the fire like a caged tiger, gesticulating grandly and chuckling, as though he were as high as a kite.
“Rose is right, of course,” he decided. “It is better that you don’t know her purposes tonight. There are some things,” he concluded darkly, “which man ought not to know.”
He took the decanter from the low cabinet and refilled my glass with cognac. “In any case,” he continued on a lighter note, “you have had an intense experience, which is surely our purpose in being here if we have one at all. To be where the vital forces of life unite most intensely. For an hour or so you did have a quickening sense of life.”
That had been the case, but I had no intention of conceding without reasoned arguments, so I said, “Piffle!”
“Pater actually,” he pointed out, quite unperturbed, “but no matter. I must admit you disappoint me, Lenihan. I had such high hopes for you, but it seems your hard, gemlike flame is guttering.”
I gave up gracefully; there was no arguing with either of them. In any case, having accepted a glass of brandy to warm me up, I had begun to see what people saw in the stuff, and with each refill had sunk deeper into the warm lagoon of intoxication. Now I had reached the point where the gears of the mind had started to slip and the commonplace takes on an unguessed profundity. Even as he spoke, I was watching the smoke of the fire billowing in slow, ghostly waves of unendurable beauty. I was suddenly overcome with an inexplicable melancholy.
“Really, I’m not mocking you, Lenihan,” Hallam was saying. “I merely wish to impress upon you one important fact—the most important it may be! Simply that life is a desperate business; you should seek experience itself and not some imagined goal that you may never live to see. You have had an experience this evening, that is all. The reasons, the rights and wrongs of it do not concern you, nor should they. Now come on, Lenihan, have another drink and relax.”
I glanced vacantly about me, searching vainly for some blade of wit that had not been blunted by the brandy. A mahogany display case just behind me, quite plain and simple but looking at that moment like no other display case in creation, caught my eyes. I moved over to look at it. The interior was lined with crumpled red silk, a waste of frozen blood across which was trekking an ivory figure no larger than a thumbnail. He was an old Japanese gentleman in short breeches and a ragged vest. His tiny arms were withered to sinew and bone, his lean jaw locked in an agony of exhaustion. The burden under which he struggled so grimly was a lion-headed demon riding his back, one foreclaw tangled in the old man’s hair, the other thrown back in a finely observed struggle for balance. So perfect was the impression of pain and unendurable weight that it seemed the old man had staggered for days across those cruel wastes while the monster threw back its finely-carved jaws in triumphant laughter. It was a beautiful and a terrible vision seen only for a second before my breath defiled the glass and swallowed the scene in mist.
“Netsuke,” said Hallam at my elbow, conjuring back the vision with a magical pass of his handkerchief. “I have quite a few, though it would be rather ostentatious to display more than one at a time. Many of the designs are based on legends.” He handed me my glass and went on to describe a few, which I cannot honestly pretend to remember in any detail, though one concerned a deity on the floating bridge of Heaven, whatever that is, forming islands from the foam that dripped from the tip of his celestial spear, and another told of a dwarf who traveled in a vessel of gooseskins and had once bitten the cheek of some god or other. (Strangely enough, I do remember the name of the little god-nibbler, though why it stuck in my mind I can’t imagine. If ever anyone is lost for that name, I hope I will be there to prompt, casually, “Sukuna Bikona.”) Rose had taken a peach from a bowl by her side and was tearing the luscious flesh with wet, sucking bites, like a rapacious Oriental succubus.
That much impressed itself upon my fuddled brain but no more. I was engulfed in the warm flood, and Hallam’s voice became steadily more remote. I remember the spines of the few leather-bound books in a case, glowing like crystal columns full of green and gold amber liquor, full of the liquor of the gods; and the gilded lettering on one, a copy of Pater’s Greek Studies, at which I stared until the word “greek” became the most stupid combination of letters imaginable. My next distinct recollection is of Rose drawing back the drapes and a faint, pinkish radiance giving a suggestion of living color to her face. Hallam was saying, angrily I thought, “Too risky—one is enough.” Then he saw that I was awake and his tone changed.
“Dawn, Lenihan,” he said. “Time to go. You can walk home across Parliament Hill Fields. See the dawn over London. Another priceless experience.”
He was laughing to himself as he said it.

The drenching mist must have left me with a cold, because I was shivery and lethargic for days after. Every morning I searched the papers with fear, expecting reports of some dark deed among the tombs of Highgate Cemetery, but I found nothing of significance.
One day about a fortnight later, I met Hallam and Diane outside the Bargate Cafe in York Street. This was the occasion on which I realized that they were lovers. It was also the first time I noticed Diane’s failing health. As they talked, betraying their new-found intimacy with every tone and gesture, I took in her drawn, pale face and lackluster gaze. What disturbed me most was her mirthless, lethargic manner. I gave her the openings for a couple of her usual digs at my expense and she let them go without a word. Watching them off into the gray, overcast afternoon, I kept thinking “first Rose, now Diane.” Whatever Hallam got up to, it seemed to take a fearsome toll on his women.
I wondered, too, how Rose would take this change of affections. Somehow I could not see her sitting back meekly and accepting such a state of affairs. To my surprise, I found myself hoping that those blank, pitiless eyes might turn toward me. By some obscure alchemy of her own, she had transformed the slightest gesture of human acknowledgment—a glance, a sarcastic smile—into gold. The indifference was a challenge. I don’t know that I was foolish enough to fall in love with her, but I did apparently want her to like me.
Hallam’s romance with Diane began to stimulate gossip among mutual friends and without actually prying I kept my ears open. Unfortunately, where facts are scarce, opinion is generally most plentiful among the uninformed. There is always the friend of a friend—more often it is the friend of an enemy—who is willing to extemporize. The view of the man that emerged was nothing if not comprehensive.
Hallam, it seemed, was a penniless sponger; he was a millionaire. A student of Ancient Mysteries, he “dabbled” in the Black Mass. He was a scholar of no mean repute, and the author of some fine poetry. He affected false scholarship and coined pornographic verse. He had published some distinguished essays on comparative religion; he produced spurious “studies” of pseudooccultism. He was a homosexual, though it seemed that no woman was safe with him.
For a while I did my best to keep track of this pendulum of opinion as it swung its crazy way between adulation and scorn, but growing sick and dizzy with it all, I decided to hold my judgment and size up the man on the basis of my own experience. One piece of evidence a little more substantial than talk did give me cause for concern though. There had been newspaper reports a few years earlier that Hallam used dangerous drugs and encouraged his acolytes to do the same. It could have been scandal-mongering of course, but I couldn’t see the newspaper in question throwing mud so blatantly unless sure that a certain amount of it was going to stick. It was significant, too, that Hallam had not sued.
Around this time, the firm to which I had given ten years’ faithful service decided that I was surplus to requirements, thus fulfilling Hallam’s resolution at our first meeting. I had not lasted the month!
For a while my financial circumstances, which had never been exactly healthy, were precarious, a factor which no doubt contributed greatly to a renewal of my asthma. Things were pretty black, one way and another, and I lost contact with our main protagonists for some weeks. Only when my health began to return did I venture out to visit Diane. I ragged her about her laziness and gave her an outrageously exaggerated account of my own illness, but all the while I was inwardly appalled by her condition. She was thin and listless, quite drained of her old energy and her complexion was sickly white. Most disturbing of all, she had quite lost the last spark from her eyes. It was a shell of Diane that I spoke to.
My concern rapidly gave way to suspicion when she admitted that she had not seen a doctor. “Nicholas says I have a leak in my aura,” she explained seriously. “I’ve been losing energy for ages. It’s a good job he knows about these things because he can put it right.”
Just how he was achieving this Diane was unwilling to say, but it involved an ancient ritual into which she had been initiated at Hallam’s flat, by Hallam and Rose! At least it had been Hallam and Rose at the start, but on that first occasion they had been interrupted by the doorbell. Rose had left to answer the door and had not returned.
Then the penny dropped and I guessed who the unexpected visitor had been. Diane could not remember the date but she did remember that it had been raining that night!
So I knew the answer to the mystery of Highgate Cemetery! It had been a way of keeping me occupied for a couple of hours. The method, and choice of destination, had probably been left to Rose’s peculiar sense of humor!
After that, I was in the mood for a confrontation with Hallam and made straight for his flat. I was some thirty yards from the house when a taxi drew up outside and Hallam emerged, followed by a woman in a dark coat and slouch hat. Even without the familiar clothing from the night of the wild chase, the slow pantherine sway would have identified Rose. Hallam paid the driver, put his arm around her shoulder and together they entered his flat.
I walked by and kept on walking. The realization that Hallam was seeing both women did not surprise me overmuch but Diane’s state made the whole thing seem doubly squalid. There was something petty and two-faced about pulling such a trick on a sick girl, especially as Hallam was in all probability the one who had made her sick in the first place. It was then that I decided to set my scruples aside and get down to some serious prying.
An afternoon in the reading room of the British Library with Hallam’s published works proved edifying. All the books were de luxe, privately printed editions with exquisite bindings. Some were poetry, metrically dextrous and clearly influenced by Baudelaire and Swinburne. Others dealt with Egyptian Magic, Tibetan Tantric Yoga and the erotic temple sculptures of India. One work entitled The Serpent of Khem had an acrostic on the title page that spelled out the identity of the personage whose worship was recounted within.


Serpent of Khem, by old mysterious Art.

Allures with the coiling favors of the Worm.

Twines with the knot of love about my heart.

Abomination in beguiling form!

Nature supreme who rules our every part!




Altogether a charming dedication. Little that I read made sense to me then, but I could hardly fail to notice the constant references to drugs, from peyote to the deadly refinements of heroin. In the powers of magic I did not at that time believe, but in the deleterious power of drugs I certainly did.
One of the most striking features of these wonderfully printed books was the wealth of weird and disturbing illustrations by an artist called Alphonsus Gaunt. That name rang a bell. I remembered a quite terrifying edition of Grimm’s Fairy Tales that had overshadowed much of my early childhood. The plates accompanying one of Hallam’s poetic effusions—Hymns to the Nephilim—surpassed that dark masterpiece by a long way. Then I made a significant discovery. In one of the volumes was a frontispiece drawing of Hallam and Gaunt and both faces were equally familiar. Alphonsus Gaunt was the satyr I had seen speaking to Rose at Diane’s party!
That threw me for a moment. Either Gaunt had been a boy-genius when he illustrated the Grimm’s, or he was older than he looked. In any case I might have found a source of inside information on the Hallam ménage.

Alphonsus Gaunts were not plentiful in the street directory. I traced him to a basement flat of a once-grand house in Deyton Street: not quite the residence I had expected of a distinguished artist! My ring was answered by an incredibly pale and shriveled old woman, who nodded at the mention of Gaunt’s name and gestured me to enter.
The flickering radiance of a candle cupped in her hand gave enough light to show the way between stacks of magazines and newspapers smelling of damp. We passed through a kitchen with a huge sink and cold-stone flags underfoot, where an immense range lay, long ago choked on soot and fat. There was a sound of dripping water. Coming at last to a great door of oak, she threw open the carved panels and shrank away into the gloom. I stepped through and the door closed behind me.
Many candles were burning in the room. I saw skulls of men and animals; distorted, elongated sculptures of stone and clay; the tattered spines of a thousand old books. And I saw a host of faces watching me.
In the candlelight were faces benign and malevolent, beautiful and hideous. One I will never forget, bony and blotched, with a cruel, wet-lipped mouth and obliquely-slanting eye-pits, watery, yellow and alive with a vile intelligence. The head was crowned with a thatch of white, downy fur, and above it, as though unfurling from a hunched back, immensely powerful wings, serrated and membranous like those of a bat, but gnarled and shaggy at the joints like the forelegs of a dray horse.
Then my eyes adjusted and I made out frames and easels. They were paintings, wonderful, living faces on canvas and wood, even on the sound boards of old radio sets. Then one face, a benign and monumental Greek head, let out a slow breath and moved.
It was Gaunt, seated crossed-legged before an odd little altarlike table. He held a pencil, which was moving swiftly over a sheet of paper. It seemed the pencil lead was kindling a black fire on the page, tongues and billows of a sinuous burning that licked and swirled to engulf the virgin parchment. Out of the swiftly and perfectly formed flames and smoke, faces began to form, receding ranks and columns of profiles, sphinxlike and vigilant. Soon a half-formed monstrosity of a face emerged, growing under the moving pencil, a soft, twisted mask that watched me with living eyes. It was a shock to realize that, in order to produce an image that was the right way up for me, Gaunt had to be drawing it upside down. But not as great as the one I got when I looked closely at the artist, for his eyes were tightly closed.
He was himself as singular as anything in that weirdly disturbing place. I could now put his age at around forty, but he had a honed, hawklike handsomeness of features and an unruly thatch of dark, curly hair that would give an impression of youth from a distance. He was dressed not in some garment of ritual, but in a threadbare jacket over a tattered, paint-spotted pullover and no shirt. He might have been a laborer hardened by hears of toil in the sun and wind. Yet there was about him the look of a magus.
Laying down his pencil, he opened his eyes and looked on me without the slightest sign of surprise. The appearance of strangers in his room was apparently a common occurrence. Leaning forward, he touched my arm.
“A flesh and blood visitor for a change,” he observed mildly. “Who are you, an emissary from the parasites and eaters of filth? Another sleepwalker from the dung heaps of society?”
“I saw you at Diane’s party. You were with Rose Seaford—”
“The whore of Hell,” he interjected. “Do you follow the cult of the Ku?”
I hesitated, unsure of the answer that was most likely to win his confidence. The delay betrayed me.
“No, you don’t, do you? What are you here for? My work is no longer for sale.”
“I’m not here to buy—although I do find your work fascinating.”
My choice of words seemed to please him. Encouraged, I poured out the whole story of Hallam’s activities. When I’d finished, he pondered a moment, then offered a tobacco tin full of roll-ups. When I refused he lit one up himself and proceeded to make a pot of tea. There was something incongruous about that figure, who looked, in the smoke of his cigarette like an alchemist crouched over his alembics, engaged in so domestic a task.
The tea, however, was strong and good. Gaunt sized me up for a while, then said abruptly, “When I called her the whore of Hell just now—it wasn’t an insult. It was a title—” He took a sip of tea. “You really don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?” His voice was heavy with contempt. “That silly little girl of yours—has she any idea what she’s involved in? I thought not. Sleepwalkers! She’s in real danger, boy!”
“I know. Hallam uses drugs—”
“I’m not talking about drugs, fool! Do you think a book like Hymns to the Nephilim can be made without a cost? They have to be lured to visible appearance and that takes energy. What is drained has to be replenished. The Kiss of the Shade, boy—the Mors Osculi. The soundless reverberation of silent gongs. Get your girl out of it now, right away. Tonight! Stay with her—keep them away!”
Despite myself, I was letting him get through to me. I felt terrified. I must have looked it, too, because Gaunt shook his head and said, “Wait—I may have something that will help you.” I found myself thanking him.
“I’m not doing it for you—or that stupid girl. I have a difference of opinion with Hallam over Rose.”
He produced, of all things, a small plate or shallow dish painted with spirals of looping script and a symbol reminiscent of the outline of a bat. Holding it up before his face, he focused all his attention on it.
As I sat waiting, my mind began to play strange tricks on me. It seemed to grow darker in the room, and much colder. I swear that some of the paintings seemed to move, so that I seemed to be sitting in the middle of a decidedly hostile crowd. Then Gaunt took up a piece of white linen and wrapped up the plate. As he handed the bundle to me he said: “Take this and place it in the girl’s room. Close to her as you can get it. She’ll be all right then.”
I took the thing to humor him. By that time my only thought was to get out of the place before I ended up as mad as he was. Doubtful of my ability to find the way out, I asked if the old woman could show me back to the door. In the candlelight his expression became more than ever that of a malevolent satyr as he answered “There’s no old woman living in this house.”
That did it. I got out of the room as quickly as I could and made my own way through the dark labyrinth of the house. If there were any light switches, I didn’t find them so I stumbled through the piles of papers in the passages, ridiculously afraid of coming upon that wizened old woman who, in Gaunt’s ambiguously stressed expression, did not live in the house at all. It was just an irrational fear of the dark, I told myself, but that didn’t help me one bit. By the time I found the door and let myself out into the deserted streets, my nerves were in a sorry state.
Let me admit that my only thought was to go home and forget all the mumbo-jumbo. I actually got to my own front door, but I didn’t go in. Something told me that I was right about Diane being in danger, if only from the drugs that Hallam was so fond of. And if Gaunt was an example of the adherents of this Ku cult, Diane’s sanity was doubly in danger.
So despite the lateness of the hour, I made my way to Diane’s house. I got no reply to my knock, and all the windows were in darkness, but when I looked through the letterbox, I glimpsed the distinctive fur lining of Hallam’s overcoat hanging in the hall.
All the tension of the previous few hours came out in anger. I began pounding at the door and shouting through the letter box. Just as curtains were drawing back all over the street and shouts of complaint began, I heard a sound of bolts drawn, and Hallam’s face appeared in the doorway.
At first he refused to let me in, but when I began to shout about the police he had a sudden change of heart. The house was unheated, but Hallam was bathed in sweat. He was dressed in a black robe with wide sleeves and a thrown-back hood that gave him the look of a sensual and worldly monk, an impression compounded by the smell of some heavy incense that hung in the air. If Hallam intended to keep me talking in the hall, he was out of luck. A glance had shown that the living-room was in darkness, and that a light was glinting through the crack of the bedroom door. Before he had a chance to say, or do, anything, I had crossed the hall and thrown open the door.
The image frozen by my sudden entry will never fade from my mind. Diane lay on her bed, her face pale and slick as a mask of white silk. She was naked, and running with sweat, or some glistening unguent. A heavy gold plate, or plaque, lay over her groin. The air in the room was thick with incense and pulsed with a deep, throbbing that troubled the eardrums without creating a sensation of actual sound. Rose Seaford stood over Diane, her hands gesturing over the throat and breast regions with the movements of one warming her hands over a fire. Rose’s hair was disheveled, her yellow skin glinting with sweat. She wore a long, diaphanous garment of flame-colored silk, gathered at the waist with a single black cord. On her forehead was a disk of polished metal. A heavy choker at her throat held a second disk and suspended from it on a fine chain hung a variety of geometric shapes.
There was nothing languid or sickly about the gaze she turned on me then. She radiated quite diabolic power. Hallam began to say something, but she silenced him with a venomous look, and returned her wide, white gaze to me. The gash of her mouth tightened hard, and the muscles of her jaw flexed spasmodically. I really thought she was about to launch herself on me like a great cat. Instead she straightened up and extended her arms in my direction. I felt a crawling over my flesh, and the atmosphere grew suffocating, as though the very pressure in the room had increased. Suddenly, I felt fear, a blind, unreasoning urge to run, to escape the stifling radiation that beat out from her like waves of intolerable heat. My brow felt as though it would burst. And then the face of Rose Seaford began to change.
How can I describe what happened in the pulsing, smoky atmosphere of that room? If I say she grew old, you will not understand. She became ancient, as the visage of the Sphinx is ancient, as the colossi at Memnon are ancient. It was a face that might have gazed for eons upon desolation, or brooded through time in some jungle-draped ruin. And out of her body, coiling thickly down both arms, came a black flowing of serpents.
But this was not the greatest horror. For she multiplied before my eyes, generated a host of identical snake goddesses on every side, until the spiraling black coils of her hatred filled the space between us, and the air became black with it.
Against that onslaught a puny human could have done nothing. I was frozen with terror, and could only close my eyes and wait to be engulfed in the seething blackness.
Then the pulsing on the air stopped, and the room became very still. I opened my eyes and saw that the blackness had dispersed. There was only one figure before me, one Rose Seaford staring with a look of puzzlement at the region of my chest. I felt a warm, bracing sensation radiating from that spot, like a gulp of brandy on a cold day. The source was the inside pocket of my coat, where I had placed Gaunt’s amulet.
With trembling fingers I drew it out and tore off the linen wrapping. Holding it before me I moved toward the bed, and as I did so Rose Seaford drew back and skirted the room until she and Hallam stood between me and the door. Close to, I could see that the metal plate on Diane’s groin was engraved with animal-headed gods and snakes. I picked the thing up and shied it at the watching couple. It was probably just as well it missed them. The impact took a two-inch chunk out of the wall. Hallam scooped up the plate and took Rose’s arm.
“Come on,” he said levelly. “You’ve got what you wanted. “Turning to me he added, “You wasted your time, Lenihan. We’d finished with her tonight in any case.”
When they had gone I breathed for what seemed to the first time in minutes, and covered Diane with a sheet from the floor.

Diane recovered in time, but she was never quite as vital again. She was devastated when Hallam would have nothing more to do with her, and, ironically, blamed me for driving him away. Hallam, she said, had done everything he could to cure her “loss of energy” and my interference with the rites had offended him! We were never as close after that, which was a pity.
One bitter December night the following year, I made the short journey to the Everyman Theatre in Hampstead to see Coward’s The Vortex, which by only its second week had ensured a successful run in the West End, establishing once and for all the name of its already famous young author. I caught one of the last performances before the play left the confines of that “converted drill-hall” for the more salubrious setting of the Royalty. It seemed to me in my naiveté a tremendously powerful piece, and the wild response of the audience could not but have an unsettling effect on a ragged-arsed clerk a whole year older than the author whose hour of triumph he had just witnessed. I left the theater dizzy with fantasies of suddenly discovered talent and critical acclaim. It was with something of a shock that I glimpsed those two familiar faces in the buffeting crowd. Slipping behind a nearby stanchion, I paused to watch them.
Hallam was deep in conversation with a young couple, smiling the smile of one who has no need of dreams to sustain him. He was wearing immaculate evening dress, and a cloak thrown back at the shoulders to reveal the crimson lining; all very Mephistophelean. In fact, with his elegant appearance and those bloody gashes at the shoulders like torn wings, he looked every inch the fallen angel. Rose stood beside him, her arm linked so lightly with his that her gray leather glove barely compressed his sleeve. There was no clinging with her, no sacrifice of her independence for anything as human as love. Her tawny hair was drawn tightly back into an elaborate knot at the nape of her neck, displaying the fine, strong line of her jaw. She was engulfed in a mist of gray furs piled pillow deep behind her head and tucked snugly under her chin like a winter blanket. She stood apart, even in the crowd, sweeping the passersby with her cold, heartless expression. As I watched, her other, unseen companion must have whispered something, because she smiled that nasty secret smile. And I knew that somewhere they had found another victim and completed the dreadful process of reparation. This knowledge did not come from the smile of Rose Seaford as she scanned the crowd flocking home through the December darkness. It was the healthy bloom of her skin, and her eyes, no longer blank and dead, but ablaze with replenished inner fire.



THE OUTSIDER

by Rick Kennett


When the Earl of Woodthorpe cut down a gum tree in his Manor grounds and air-freighted it out to Australia, most people assumed his mind had thrown a rod. I knew otherwise.

I’d always thought of doing the rounds of the haunts of England, so when the Antarctic winds of June hit town I decided to do more than just think about it. Stowing my bike in cold storage, I packed a few necessities like The Gazetteer of British Ghosts, Poltergeists Over England, Haunted Britain and such like items—along with a few clothes—before grabbing the first big silver bird heading north into Summer.
I landed on my feet in London by finding a rent-a-bike place that had me thumping up the A 40 motorway toward Buckinghamshire on a 750 Norton that afternoon. Over the following week I toured sites of supernatural interest: hotels, cottages, stately homes, wishing wells. My camera clicked like a mad cicada, though never once getting a phantom in the view finder.
Undeterred, I continued my tour, and somewhere between Devon and Dorset I ran into the Earl of Woodthorpe—at about 90 KPH.
It was seven o’clock on a straight road. The sun was low in the west, and suddenly there was this long, silver car pulling out from a gateway to my right. There was no time for brakes, to throttle back, or to even have an articulate thought. The car’s bumper smacked my front wheel. The world twisted into a blur as the Norton and I went sprawling.

Shock’s a crazy place.
Somewhere in its shattered time sense a middle-aged woman said, “I’ll fetch a blanket,” as I lay bundled on a couch, shivering. “I… I swear, I didn’t see him, My Lord,” said a younger man’s voice as I lay facedown on the road.
There was the smell of leather upholstery.
The sound of tires.
The feeling of movement.
And somewhere in all of this the woman kept fluttering about, sounding apologetic, feeding me broth.
“Best call Dr. Rutherford, Mrs. Winton,” said a tall bloke with an aristocratic look.
“No, just let me rest,” I heard myself say. Nothing was broken or missing; and I hate fuss, especially when I’m dying, or think I am.
I remembered being partly ushered, partly led, partly helped along corridors lined with paintings, and up an oak staircase as a clock somewhere chimed eight.

I woke up in a bed the likes of which I’d only seen in period costume movies. The room, with its paneled walls, ornate ceiling, and heavy furniture of another time, had a beautiful view over the morning. Whoever owned this place had a backyard that wouldn’t stop. It was all lawns and trees and hedgerows, stone outbuildings, ponds, paths, hillocks and dips.
A knock on the door. A voice I’d heard before said, “Breakfast, Mr. Pine.”
Having already dressed, I opened the door to allow the broth pusher of the night before—Mrs. Winton—to enter with a clatter of cup, saucer, and tray, and with the welcome smell of bacon and eggs.
“Good morning,” I said.
“Good morning, sir. How have you mended?”
“I’ll survive. Look, er… sorry if I asked this last night, but, ah, exactly where am I?”
“Woodthorpe Manor, sir. The country estate of the Seventeenth Earl of Woodthorpe.” She placed the tray on the table by the window with practiced neatness. “I hope you like orange juice.”
“Yes. Thank you. Is His Earlship about at the moment?”
“His Lordship,” Mrs. Winton replied without emphasis, “left for the Continent last night. He asked me to pass on his most sincere apologies—once again—and to assure you that all expenses in respect of your motorcycle will be met.”
I fumbled a chair out from the window table, feeling awkward under her eyes. “Where’s the bike now?”
“Keenen, the head gardener, has taken it to the village garage: Scudamore’s. They’ll have it mended in a couple of days, sir.” She hesitated, then added, “Until then you may stay here as His Lordship’s guest.”
I was going to say, “That’s nice of him,” but instead I said, “Are my bags here?”
“Still downstairs, sir. I’m afraid the one containing your books burst in the accident.”
“Hey?”
“Nothing to worry about, sir. Duncan, His Lordship’s chauffeur, picked them all up.”
“Good old Duncan,” I muttered.
I started in on my eggs, but barely had the yoke running when I felt her eyes again. I looked up and Mrs. Winton cleared her throat.
“Pardon me for asking, sir, but are you Australian?”
“Guilty. What gave me away? My accent or the jars of Vegemite in my other bag?”
Mrs. Winton said nothing, only stood there as if wanting to say more but not knowing how to start. I already felt out of place here, and this wasn’t helping. I tapped the cosy on the teapot. “Sit down and pour yourself a cuppa. I won’t tell His Earlship.”
I was half surprised when she did take the seat opposite, and totally surprised when she said, “Are you a psychical researcher?”
I stared at her for a good five seconds, then remembered she’d seen my books. “Well, I have done what I like to call ‘ghost hunting’ in the past, but…”
“Is that why you’ve come to England?”
She said it as if I’d come to extradite some fugitive antipodean apparition. I said, “Not exactly. I’m just doing the spooky tour of England, the places I’ve only read about: Borley, Cloud’s Hill, Raynham Hall, 50 Berkeley Square. You know, places like that. I am interested in the supernatural, but… no, no more ghost hunting. I’ve found out the hard way that the occult is too unpleasant at close quarters.”
“But it must be a real experience to hunt a ghost.”
“It is. That is if that’s what you call trying to shove a cranky water elemental into a crystal geode, or facing up to a demon with all your runes round the wrong way, or nearly being strangled by a book illustration. No, no more ghost hunting for me, Mrs. Winton. Not even if you threatened me with money. From now on I’m strictly a tourist.”
“Oh.”
“You sound disappointed. Do you have a ghost in the house?” I got ready to run in case she said yes.
“There are no ghosts under His Lordship’s roof, sir, and that’s the plain and simple truth. It may make us look a bit out of step, what with every Manor and Lodge hereabouts sporting a haunted bedroom or a ghost’s gallery, some of which I dare say are trumped up for the tourist pound. Not that I’m a scoffer, sir. I’ve been in service since I was a lass, and know a lot more than most about the quality homes; and I can tell you, sir, that some of the best have things walking in them that aren’t right things, if you follow my meaning. Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I best be about my duties. Even with the family away there’s still a lot to be done.”
Mrs. Winton left me then to my own memories of things that walked that weren’t right things. It really spoiled my breakfast.

I got lost trying to find the front door.
There was a North Wing and a South Wing, an East Front and a West Front. There were wide corridors of thick carpet and polished oak paneling, and a long gallery of ancestral portraits that glared after me as I tiptoed past.
Once through the massive columns of the East Front I struck out on the first path I found, letting it take me where it would.
At first it wound its way through the trees scattered about the southeast lawn, at one point passing a scraggly palm looking decidedly unimpressed by the English climate. On the side of a hillock was a square of trees that looked very familiar. I’m no treeologist, but these looked like fair dinkum Australian gums—the smooth, light gray/dark gray-spotted bark, the eucalyptus tang of the leaves, the little plaque saying “Australian Gum.”
The path sloped, then forked farther along. The left-hand path led me to a lawn surrounding a marble structure I could only think of as a summer house with delusions of grandeur: open-sided, circular and gleaming white, its steps splaying out from three openings in its half walls, mock-Grecian columns, scrolled and fluted, supporting a domed roof.
Chiseled over one of the openings was THE SECOND PAVILION, below that ANNO DOMINI 1827. There were stone seats running along the inside wall and a circular slab raised at its center. Nothing I didn’t expect… except, there was this arrow scratched into the stonework between two of the columns. It was pointing to nothing but the tops of distant trees somewhere in the lower part of the grounds to the northwest. I started walking in that direction. I had no idea what I might be walking to, but it gave me time to think.
Here I was in the proverbial English country garden. To my left were outbuildings I took to be stables or garages, and the glittering glass of a greenhouse where the Earl probably grew his prize-winning marrows. To my right were ponds and grass and trees, what amounted to a private wood. Private. The word made me pause, to wonder, not exactly for the first time—What was I doing here?
Of course the Earl felt responsible for the accident and all, but…
I put myself in his place. A grand, ancient home crammed with paintings, silverware, jewelry, antiques, history; and into this he allows not only a stranger but a “colonial” of dubious social standing. Wouldn’t it have been safer, as far as the Earl was concerned, to simply put me up at the nearest hotel until the bike was fixed?
Something wasn’t quite kosher here. In fact the more I thought on it the more that uncomfortable out-of-place feeling increased.

It was a maze.
I somehow knew this even before I reached the ivy-crept stone wall. Possibly it was the wrought iron gate and the roofless walls I could see beyond it. The gate looked like it hadn’t been opened in years, and in fact there were rust marks showing it’d been chained shut until very recently. But when I pushed the gate it opened with a shiver and a screech, so I edged in.
The walls were all weatherstained and mossy, in some places even cracked and pitted. It was cold. Quiet, too. So quiet that I found myself stepping softly to lessen the echo of my footsteps in the stone paved alleys.
Every now and then I stopped to scrape dirt into piles against the walls as markers. The alley I followed had began to fork and twist fantastically, and the prospect of getting lost had become real, perhaps even dangerous.
Sometimes the path crossed another, making me wonder if I wasn’t going round and round and round. Farther in, the alleys widened occasionally into little gardens, all dead from long neglect, oblongs of dust and empty flower beds. And every time I found one I found more of the same coldness and a sense of sadness that the sun, sitting on the east-facing walls, couldn’t burn away. All I could see of the world was the sky holding one small cloud. It was just enough to show me that I was spiraling in toward the center. So I pushed on, now noticing a slight downwardness as I passed other oblong boxes of once-was gardens and the craters of dry pools with dry ruts leading in and out.
Small statues stood guard at random places, and there was even the occasional stone bench. It was while passing one of these that I thought I heard slow footsteps in the next alley. I stood up on the bench, but the wall was still too high. So I yelled, “Hello! Is anybody there?” For a long time I listened for an answer, hearing nothing, yet sure there was someone or something behind that wall. The silence grew, and I was wishing now I hadn’t called out. Then a wind leaped up with an almost human cry, stinging my face and hands with dirt. Something winked across the sun and was gone, leaving silence again, and an odd impression of dry heat and vast distances that passed as quickly as it’d come.
The alley was still, and for a long time I sat on the bench, wondering if it mightn’t be wiser to search my way out. No, I’d come too far to turn back just because a bird had startled me. And the wind? A freak gust. So I told myself, and so I continued on.

The alleys were still cold but had less shadow in them by the time I saw tree tops looming over the walls ahead. Not long after that I hit a path running beside a curving wall that these trees grew behind. I guessed they were the trees I’d seen from “The Second Pavilion.” But this curving wall, this inner circle, was beyond guessing. Following it round I came to a gate.
This was not like the one at the entrance. This inner gate was big, solid and sported a padlock perhaps a century old or more. It was as good as any Keep Out sign. Above the gate was a piece of stonework that had the look of being tacked on as an afterthought. On it was carved RETINE QUOD AQUA COERCETUR.
It was all Greek to me, or rather Latin, though the third word was obviously water. I noted the words down on a parking ticket I’d gotten in Oxfordshire, then set off following the rest of the wall. It took me a few minutes to get back to the gate. I’d found only that one gate in my circuit of the wall, though at one point I thought I heard something like tinkling bells coming from somewhere.
By now I was beginning to feel hungry and more than a little thirsty. Great Britain isn’t known for its deaths by dehydration, so, not wanting to start a trend, I tried to recall the paths that had led me in.
There was no pattern to the maze, no every-third-gap-on-the-left-continues-the-path sort of thing. I just had to do my best in following memory and my little markers of heaped up dirt. Between them I wound up in more dead ends than there are in any two cemeteries. But I persevered, and what with finding dirty marks that I hoped were my earlier footprints, I eventually worked my way out.

There was a small truck in the drive by the steps of the East Front. There was an oil stain and a piece of mirror among the plant cuttings and soil in its tray. Keenen the gardener, I presumed, had returned from taking the Norton to the garage.
I slunk in through the great marble columns, half expecting to be turfed out by some snotty-nosed butler. I was coming down bad with doses of class consciousness and culture shock, an easy frame of mind to fall into with these imposing surroundings. So, gathering all my nerve, I pushed open the door and strode in as if I owned the place. Truth to tell, I felt less like “Lord Ernie” than “Ernie Pine, lower class interloper,” and I couldn’t help looking around to make sure no one saw me.
There was no one in sight, but muffled voices, raised as if in argument, were coming from behind the grand staircase.
A gray-haired man wearing a bib-and-brace stood in the doorway of what I supposed was the housekeeper’s under-the-stairs office. He was almost back to me, and as I approached I recognized Mrs. Winton’s voice coming from within.
“But he’s a gift.”
“But he ain’t black,” said the man. “And any road, if His Lordship—”
“Who ain’t black?” I asked.
The man turned sharply, and for several seconds just stared at me as though I’d committed some unforgivable social blunder. Mrs. Winton leaned out through the door and smiled.
“Mr. Pine, we were beginning to wonder if you’d lost yourself in the maze. You wouldn’t be the first.”
“Aye, not the first,” echoed the old man, looking away.
I muttered something about it being formidable, though there were other adjectives that came to mind more readily—weird, for instance. I was introduced to the grayhaired man, the Manor’s head gardener, Keenen (“Keenen, sir, just Keenen”).
“About the bike,” I said.
“Took your machine into town first thing, I did,” said Keenen, “and Scudamore’s workshop they be onto it promptly.”
“Meanwhile, Mr. Pine is welcome to stay here,” said Mrs. Winton.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
Mrs. Winton fluttered her hands. “Think no more of it. It’s only right that we should put you up while you’re off the road. Isn’t that so, Keenen?” But before he could answer, she continued, “And you won’t be the only stranger at the Manor soon as there’ll be outside contractors coming in tomorrow to see to the grounds. Now, sir, what did you think of our maze?”
“A quiet place, isn’t it,” I said, trying to think of something nice to say about it. “Why is the center closed off? What’s in there?”
Keenen and Mrs. Winton glanced at each other like parents desperately trying to put off explaining the facts of life to their pregnant daughter.
“Well… it was built like that,” said Keenen lamely, at last.
“The inner gate was locked and probably had been for a long time.”
“It shouldn’t have been,” said Mrs. Winton, and I caught her funny look at the gardener. “You were some time in the maze, Mr. Pine. Nothing happened, did it? That is, did you lose your way?”
“Only a couple of thousand times.”
“No singing?” said Keenen, looking down.
“Pardon?”
“I think there’s a diagram of the maze in the library,” said Mrs. Winton. “Perhaps you’d like to have another go tomorrow?”
“Isn’t there rain forecast for tomorrow?”
“Not until the evening. Well, I think it’s about lunch time. You must be starved, Mr. Pine. Afterward we’ll see if we can find the diagram of the maze.”
While Mrs. Winton cut bread in the kitchen, I asked, “By the way, what does this mean,” and I read slowly from the back of the parking ticket: “‘Retine quod aqua coercetur’?”
“It means ‘Keep that which is bound by water,’ ” she replied without a moment’s hesitation, as if the phrase had been in her thoughts all along.

The library, like everything else in and about Woodthorpe Manor, daunted me. It wasn’t that it was large (in fact it was much smaller than the average public library), it was that all of these volumes—five thousand, Mrs. Winton told me, and some of them incredibly old and rare—were a private collection.
And there was that word again: Private. And here was I. It didn’t add up.
Mrs. Winton made straight for one of the glass cabinets lining the walls, unlocked it and after a moment’s search took from between two books a leather wallet. In this was the plan of the maze with its convoluted paths, its statuary, brooks, and miniature gardens all plotted out. The middle, however, was blank.
“What’s in there?” I remembered asking this before without getting an answer.
“I’m sure I don’t know,” Mrs. Winton said. “It’s been closed for many a year.”
I thought it odd that in all her time at the Manor she’d never once been curious enough to find out what was behind the wall and trees in the center of the maze. Perhaps she had no interest in things outside her own sphere. Perhaps she had asked once and had been rebuffed. Perhaps she was lying.
“If you wish to make a copy, there are pens, pencils and a sheaf of quarto in that drawer.” She indicated a nearby writing desk. “Unfortunately the photocopying machine is in the town being repaired.”
“Duncan ran it over, too, did he?”
“Now if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Pine, I’d best be about my duties.”

I was glad I didn’t have to “dress” for dinner, being as it was in the servants’ hall. Wearing a tie is against my religion as a confirmed slouch.
There were just Mrs. Winton, Keenen, and myself at table. The only other people on the estate at this time were those who lived in the lodge, the gatekeeper and his wife, and their two sons who served as groundsmen during the night.
The talk got around (rather quickly, I thought) to the maze: Yes, I copied out the diagram… Perhaps I’ll have another go at the maze tomorrow if it doesn’t rain… Well, yes, I think it will rain tomorrow, Mrs. Winton. I can smell it…
Keenen kept pretty quiet during the meal, just picking at his food, though drinking steadily, making casualties of two bottles of rough red. “Drinking with a purpose” was a phrase that came to mind. I got the impression he was sulking, probably after an argument with Mrs. Winton which probably had me in it somewhere. This line of thought seemed to be confirmed when, during a lapse in the housekeeper’s conversation about the various notables who had dined and slept at the Manor over the centuries, Keenen muttered, “And you’re only the second Australian we’ve—”
He jolted as though kicked. He glared at Mrs. Winton in a half focused way. She continued her dinner as if nothing had happened. I would hate to have played poker with her.
I excused myself not long after that and wandered upstairs to the library. I paused halfway up, listening for the explosion I thought must erupt in the servants’ hall. But all remained quiet. They probably were at each other again, but in a restrained way, which befitted this stately home.
I’d noticed that the library had been catalogued on the Dewey decimal system and that the cabinet where the maze diagram was shelved was labeled 133, the listing for books on occult matters. I guessed it was a Woodthorpe family joke as “occult” can also mean “hidden.”
Luckily the cabinet was still unlocked. That afternoon I’d seen a first edition of Elliot O’Donnell’s Screaming Skulls with which I hoped to read myself to sleep. While looking for the O’Donnell, I came across a folder bound in red buckram that had the appearance of a scrapbook or diary. Conscience and curiosity tugged me in opposite directions. Curiosity won.
The date on the first page was 26th July, 1823. The handwriting was crabbed, and for the most part illegible; a sure sign, my conscience took glee in reminding me, that it’d been meant for the writer’s eyes only. I leafed over the pages, pausing here and there to attempt to decipher a passage, a sentence, or even just a word, usually without any luck. But partway down the second page was a word beginning with K, followed by something like Birdfellow. Whoever or whatever this may have been, both names were referred to several times throughout the diary. Another name that was repeated, though only in the last few pages, was “Mother Gwynne.” She seemed somehow to be associated with that Latin phrase about being bound by water, as it was referred to (in semilegible printing) on two separate pages immediately following her name. Around the middle of the diary I managed: “The Ground Keepers have communicated their distress in that there are Shapes abroad.” Nowhere was the writer identified.
Before I left the library I noticed in passing that the folder had been shelved tightly against Wentworth Day’s Here Are Ghosts and Witches.

I sat at my window for a long time, alternately reading Screaming Skulls, trying to decipher more of the diary, and watching the long summer twilight come in, all English and still new to me. Nothing like sunset at home, where night falls out of the afternoon sky like a black weight.
In the distance were the tops of the trees standing inside that inner wall of the maze. Perhaps it was the fading light or my eyes tired from reading, but I could’ve sworn they were nodding and tossing although there Wasn’t a breath of wind anywhere.

Next morning I woke up early and ragged, having had nightmares of screaming skulls half the night.
A phone was ringing somewhere downstairs, and ten minutes later as I passed the drawing room door I heard Mrs. Winton saying, “… booked a room, as per your instructions, My Lord…”
I scratched up a bit of breakfast for myself, and was just cracking into a boiled egg when Mrs. Winton entered the kitchen. She said, “Oh, Mr. Pine…” and for several seconds more found nothing else to say. Then, “Have you been here long?”
“Three minutes, unless your egg timer’s slow.” I wondered if she’d meant Did you overhear me on the telephone? I said, “Was that His Lordship?”
“Yes. It was.” She made a pretense of looking out the window. “It’s going to be a lovely day today. If you’re going for a hike around the grounds, I’ll make you a packed lunch. What would you like?”
Subtle, yes, in a sledgehammer way. Half an hour later I picked up a small hamper bag from the entrance hall table. It was heavier than a roast beef sandwich had a right to be, so I checked it out. Sandwiches. Bottle of cordial. Binoculars.
“All right,” I muttered to myself. “All right, I’ll play your silly game,” and headed for the maze.

Keenen was outside the stables, arming his contracted gardeners with hoes, rakes, and other implements. He glanced my way as I passed, then turned back quickly to his charges. It was a sure-thing bet that he knew as much as Mrs. Winton why I was being guested here at the Manor, against, as I was beginning to suppose, the Earl’s instructions. It all had to do with the maze.
I stopped at its entrance, remembering its complexity, feeling defeated, already lost. I didn’t have much faith in my copy of the diagram. Still, I stepped through the gate—straight into a sticky splash of whitewash. A few steps on was another splash, and another, and another. Soon I was following a trail of whitewash and the prints of gardeners’ Wellingtons past the dead flower beds and dry ornate fountains, over dwarfish bridges and dusty ruts, in and out of wall gaps, past stone benches and statuary and a sundial that was an hour behind the times.
Following this whitewash paper chase, it took me only ten minutes to reach the center. Unsurprisingly, the ancient padlock was gone, the iron gate ajar.
Retine quod aqua coercetur.
“I think those Indians are friendly, General Custer,” I muttered, and pushed hard on the gate.
It grated open onto a lawn run amok. The sight of all that long grass made me think instinctively of snakes. Then I remembered where I was and that Britain has just one poisonous snake whose track record is ten people in a hundred years. Hoping there wasn’t an adder out there that could count to eleven, I waded in.
It’d once been a sloping lawn, and what it sloped down to was a pond that was perhaps fifteen meters across. I stumbled down to the edge, where the water was deep green with algae. With a long stick I tried to find the bottom, and couldn’t. I looked out over the lake. It was utterly flat, undisturbed by fish or bird, and I began to wonder what I might see break the surface if I sat down to wait.
But I didn’t want to sit down. Instead I set off along the stone path running beside the lake, kicking moss pads into the water. At one place I almost joined them as I tripped over a rusty ring fixed into the stone. It sported a rag of rope, giving it the look of a mooring point, which I supposed it to be. But whatever, it’d been a hell of a time since anyone had taken a punt out here.
Farther along were the wooden remains of what may have been a small summer house halfway up the slope. Once upon a time this had been a pleasure garden of the most stylish kind. Today all it had were its memories (whatever they were) and an air of ruined elegance. Why, with the rest of the grounds so carefully manicured, had this garden been forgotten?
I spotted the island.
It’d been hidden by the foliage. In an instant I had the binoculars out of the bag and up to my eyes.
An island, a tiny island overgrown with grass and bushes. But here and there they were threaded through by pathways, and in a couple of places the weathered stone of some broken structure poked into view. Something moved.
I joggled the glasses, trying to sharpen focus. I could’ve sworn something had flitted past a break in the bushes. But, no. Nothing out there moved now. Perhaps it’d been imagination, or maybe a bird flitting from one branch to another. If it had been a bird, it was the only animal life I’d seen so far in this garden. The pond, if properly cleaned out, would’ve been ideally suited for ducks and carp; probably had been once, though that would’ve been long, long ago. I continued on, hoping to find a bridge to the island. Instead I found something else.
It lay in the water ahead. Stenciled letters and numbers along one side of the rubber raft proclaimed it a navy surplus job, which put the kybosh on my “good fairies” theory. Obviously it was a setup, and it was obvious by whom. Only the why of it all remained as murky as the pond. But here was the raft and over there was the island.
Paddling slowly, I did a circuit of the island, looking for a place to land. In a sort of little cove I found a jetty. But its fungus-covered poles, rotted boards, and smell of decay kept me paddling. Finally I found a bit of pebbly beach and ran ashore there.
There was a path of discolored stones winding round and round, looking like a maze within a maze. The notion seemed to fit the landscape. But no other path crossed this one, so I supposed it led to a definite destination. I was right, and I came to it suddenly—what had to have been the original for the white marble Second Pavilion out in the grounds. But this one was much smaller and a ruin. Its foundations had sunk, cracking the walls, toppling one of its columns, and opening the roof. The interior was a green riot of weeds.
I wandered around it, trying to find an answer to this garden’s isolation. Not that I knew what I was looking for, nor was I sure it was here just because this was the middle of the maze. It just seemed a more likely place than any other.
All I found was a bone, half buried in the dirt. Although I wasn’t sure what sort of bone it was, I was fairly sure what sort of bone it wasn’t. It wasn’t human. Trying to remember my biology lessons I thought it might be the wing bone of some large bird. A swan seemed the likeliest. I dug into the dirt a bit deeper, but couldn’t find any more of the beast.

It was good to sit in the English sun, eating roast beef sandwiches and drinking orange cordial on that extraordinary within-a-maze island, my back propped against marble ruins. But soon clouds were scudding over from Cornwall, and before I was even through the inner gate heavy raindrops were pattering down.
Getting wet wasn’t my only problem. The whitewash marks on the path were blurring as the rain increased, and before long the best I could do was to look for white streaks on the stonework.
I was pretty much a white streak myself as I splashed through the East Front and shook the water off like a dog. The smell of brewing coffee and a cheery crockery clatter did nothing for me at all. But I stopped outside the kitchen door in the hope of overhearing something.
Keenen was saying, “It’s come on to rain.”
Has It? I thought, and squelched upstairs to change.

The distance to the local village of Harringford-in-the-Vale was longer than I thought. But the rain had gone, the afternoon sun was out, and I felt I needed a good long walk to anywhere away from Woodthorpe Manor.
Coming down from changing I’d met Mrs. Winton like a specter on the stairs. “Went into the maze again?” she asked at once, a question I dodged with a few unpleasantries about English weather. She took the hint, but I knew she wouldn’t let up for long. I could see now with the clarity of 20-20 hindsight that her curious behavior had started the moment she’d clapped eyes on my ghost books, and was compounded by my blabbing about my ghost hunting experience. Yes, and how disappointed she’d looked when I voiced my attitude toward further ghost hunts. So now it was subterfuge and manipulation. And it all centered about the maze. The only thing that puzzled me was why she’d waited for a ghost hunter to fall accidentally into her clutches when Britain is the home of the ghost hunter. The only difference I could see was one of nationality, but I couldn’t think how it would have a bearing on the matter. A ghost is a ghost is a ghost, no matter who hunts it.
Perhaps I could’ve, perhaps I should’ve, confronted Mrs. Winton then and there on the stairs, ask her if she was having me look into a haunting without me knowing I was doing it. But then she would’ve just said, “How lovely, the sun’s back out. Run along and play in the maze again.” I could’ve threatened to leave, of course, but that seemed childish somehow and might’ve only made matters worse. Besides, I’d never find out what it’d been all about, and that would’ve driven me crazy. The only way to tackle the situation was to arm myself with some information, and the only place to get it was in town.
Harringford-in-the-Vale was an inn, a church, a huddle of shops, a scatter of cottages along a main road or “high street” that was neither as main nor as high as it had been before the advent of the motorway bypass. But it did possess a side street, and at the end of this side street I found Scudamore’s Engineering Workshop, a do-it-all, fix-it-place that repaired just about anything; a grand sort of name for what looked like a First World War airplane hangar. Fact is, I thought I could make out SOPWITH in faded paint over the doors.
Asking about, I was told Mr. Scudamore himself was working on the Norton. I found him off in a corner of the workshop, refitting the exhaust system, handling the machinery with an expertise that had me wondering if he’d learned his engineering from James Landsdowne Norton personally. He seemed old enough. He said, “So you’re Ernie Pine. His Lordship telephoned, said he’d put you up at the inn, but when I called there they’d not heard of you.”
“No. The last two days I’ve been staying at the Manor.”
He peered at me over the bike’s petrol tank as if I’d just admitted to being Jack the Ripper. “Do what?”
“The housekeeper and the head gardener have conspired to keep me at the Manor for as long as they can.” I explained why, adding, “Is there any sort of story connected with the maze, particularly the garden and the island inside?”
“Didn’t know there was a garden and island inside it. That there maze been locked up for donkey’s years, ever since some kids got in one night and came out screaming, not knowing why. They never was really right in the head after that. Grew up with a proper hate for crows and magpies, and didn’t like hot winds, neither. Made ’em go mad, almost like a fit. Sorriest thing I ever saw, watching young Johnny Wilkes one hot summer day, crawling about and bawling his eyes out for no reason he could ever tell us.”
“But there’s no ‘ghost story’ to explain what happened to those kids in the maze?” I asked.
“Not really. There’s the legend of the blackamoor’s ghost that run amok in the Manor maybe a hundred and fifty year ago until it got nailed down someway by a North Country witch woman, but that has naught to do with the maze.”
“Her name wouldn’t have been Mother Gwynne, would it?”
“There’s naught saying who she was. The Woodthorpes don’t speak of the matter.” He fell to thinking for a moment, then said, “But I think I might once seen a picture of him, when I was a kiddie and up at the Manor for a Christmas do. They’d set a marquee on the lawn, but I got away somehow and played a game of hide-and-seek with myself in the Manor House where I weren’t supposed to be.” He chuckled at his memories. “Well, one way or another I managed to get right up under the roof, and I found this painting there, just lying there on its face. So I picked it up.” All expression of happy memories disappeared as he said, “I tell you I near died of fright, because it weren’t the sort of painting a six-year-old expects to find in the roof of the manor House at Christmas. It was the head of a black man, like a ebony block all chopped about to make a face. His hair and beard was gray, especially the beard, all stringy-like and had a little pouch tied into it.”
“If he was the one haunting the Manor way back when,” I said, thinking things through, “it could be that the witch woman stopped it by having his body buried on the island maze. There’s a notion in magic that spirits lose strength if they have to cross water.”
“It’s a thought, isn’t it,” said Mr Scudamore.
It was indeed, and I was thinking on it as I asked my way to my next port of call—the local vet.

The Norton was thumping along beautifully as I approached Woodthorpe Manor late that afternoon. The sun hung low in the west, and this time I wasn’t flattened by a sudden Roller.
Throttle back. Lean it through the gateway. Twist the grip, crackle up the drive.
The two groundsmen were emerging from the lodge to begin their evening rounds as I passed. Big boys carrying big sticks, they stared for a moment, then waved. I’d never met them, though I expected Keenen had spun them some story to explain my presence at the Manor. Perhaps they were even in on the conspiracy. Paranoid as that might sound, with what I’d heard from Mr. Scudamore and especially from the vet I was prepared to find almost anything under the bed now.
A face pulled away from an upstairs window as I pulled up outside the East Front. Now, I thought, perhaps now that I look on the verge of leaving, Mrs. Winton might be forced to resort to honesty.
She must’ve flown like a broomstick to get from that upstairs room to the entrance hall where I met her a few seconds later.
“Well,” she said after looking at me as if for the first time.
“Yes, well, I suppose I’ll be off now.” I was grinning inside, lying through my back teeth and loving it.
“Right now?”
“I’ve imposed long enough.”
Her expression was saying Please impose!
“Oh, by the way,” I continued, “I found this on the maze island,” and produced from my jacket pocket the bone. “Did you know the local vet used to work at the London Zoo? He was able to tell me that this is part of the wing bone of the Australian emu bird. Now how do you suppose—”
I would never have guessed Mrs. Winton to be the fainting kind.

“It’s like Burke and Hare.”
I said nothing to Keenen’s comment, apt though it was. The sun was going down, the shadow of the marble ruin creeping over us. I just kept digging.
Mrs. Winton had revived after a moment, and I’d helped to get her into a sitting position on the stairs. “You should never have taken the bone from the island,” she said, settling herself against the banisters. “It was the only thing that really held him there; that and the water, though the water won’t stop him now once the sun goes down.”
“You should’ve told me all this—and a lot more besides—in the first place.”
“You would’ve left.”
“I should leave now.”
“He’ll run amok.”
“All the more reason to scram.” I let that sink in a moment. “He’s the black man whose ghost haunted the Manor a hundred and fifty years ago, isn’t he?”
She nodded. “Actually he’s from New South Wales. His name was Korrabilla, but they called him Birdfellow because he practiced bird-magic.”
“I see. It takes an Australian ghost hunter to hunt an Australian ghost.”
“Do you think we haven’t tried in the past, Mr. Pine? A dozen investigators over the past five years haven’t even known where to start. All they could tell His Lordship was to let sleeping dogs lie. But they haven’t looked across the grounds on still evenings to see the trees in the center of the maze tossing and tossing. They’ve never felt as if there’s an animal out there crashing against its cage, and that one day it’ll break out.”
“And the bone?” I held it up at eye level.
Mrs. Winton flinched. “I suppose you’ve been talking to Mr. Scudamore.”
“Yes.”
“Back in 1823 the Eleventh Earl brought this Birdfellow back from a voyage into the Pacific.”
“Which explains the palm and the gum trees in the grounds,” I said.
She nodded again, nervously. “The Earl though to train him as a servant, and perhaps even have him work magic. But Birdfellow ran away only a week after coming to the Manor. It must’ve been a terribly alien place to him—England, I mean. He didn’t know how to survive in one of our winters, and so he died. But it wasn’t long before his ghost began plaguing the Manor in the shape of a monstrous bird like an ostrich.”
“Emu,” I said.
“Was it? Servants and tenant farmers ran off, and livestock died. So the Earl called in the witch known as Mother Gwynne. She told him the body had to be surrounded by moving water, and to bury that,” she gestured at the bone I was holding, “with him as it was his source of magic. That stopped the haunting, though it didn’t put him to rest; possibly Mr. Scudamore told you about the children who wandered into the maze one night?”
I nodded.
“When the brooks running into the maze dried up five years ago, the pond water stopped moving, and the ghost began to come out into the maze itself. If it wasn’t for the bone, the ghost would’ve broken loose. It’s going to break loose tonight.” She peered despairingly through the banisters.
I sat down beside her. “What if I put the bone back.”
“The spell’s broken,” she said, and she was probably right. “Mother Gwynne said he couldn’t rest because he wasn’t buried in his own land, so you might think the obvious thing would be to ship his remains back to Australia. But she warned that the moment his bones leave the island he’ll come chasing them.”
What had been so wrong with winter back home?
I tried to remember all I knew about Aboriginal burial customs, which took about ten seconds. All I came up with was something to do with trees, a half-formed idea at best. Then, scraping the bottom of my brain, I recalled that during an inquest into Black deaths in police custody the court was instructed to refer to the dead only as “Deadfella” and “Deadlady,” as it was Aboriginal law that no record of the name, no image or belongings of the individual must be allowed to exist after death. I said, “There may be a second reason why Birdfellow doesn’t rest. Is there anything connected to him that’s still in the house: writings, drawings, paintings, belongings?”
“There’s only the diary I hoped you’d find on the library shelf and a portrait painting up in the roof.”
I suddenly remembered where trees might come into all of this. “Better find it and bring it with the diary to the southeast lawn. Get the groundsmen to hollow out one of the gum trees with axes.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Shift old Birdfellow’s bones.”
The front door opened. Keenen entered, his footsteps echoing in the hall, slowing to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. He saw the emu bone in my hand and went very pale.
“But I won’t be shifting the bones alone,” I said, and meant it.
“It’s like Burke and Hare.”
I said nothing to Keenen’s comment. The sun was going down, the shadow of the marble ruin creeping over us. I just kept digging, and presently our shovels brought up vertebrae. Birdfellow had been buried facedown, an ancient way of burying the feared dead.
We dug with small spades, with our hands and with the care of archaeologists, gathering up the arms, legs, pelvis, ribs, every vertebra, every finger and toe bone. And of course the skull and its gray, stringy beard with the little kangaroo skin pouch tied into its strands. “This contains magic powders,” I said to Keenen, trying to sound like I knew what I was talking about as I placed the pouch in the canvas sack with the bones. One of the eye teeth on the lower jaw was missing, had probably been knocked out as part of manhood initiation ceremonies. But to make sure we sifted the bottom of the grave until just on sunset when we made a hurried retreat from the island.
As we reached the gate in the inner wall, I yielded to temptation and turned around for one quick look. There was a shadow over the island, somehow darker than the night coming on; a shadow that seemed to flex out across the water. I hurried Keenen through the gate, pulling it shut on its rusty hinges. We were out of the garden, but not yet out of the woods. There was still a long, crooked course ahead of us to the southeast lawn.
A couple of minutes later and several alleys into the maze we became aware of a growing dryness in the air, a smell of deserts and a sense of open spaces.
“The ghost is following its bones,” said Keenen.
I nodded. “God knows what’ll happen if it finds them, and God help us if it finds them with us.”
“I think it’s about to catch up,” whispered Keenen.
We dodged through a gap into a dead end to hide.
The bones in the sack rattled of their own accord. We hugged it tightly, smothering the sound. Then Keenen went “Ugh!” as something writhed inside the bag. We flung it from us. It hit the ground with a dry crunch, then began to squirm as if something alive was inside, fluttering, pushing, clawing to get out. I kicked it back against the wall where Keenen and I stood on it, hearing bones snap. It was only then that I realized there was the sound of birds in my head, getting closer.
We lay down with our faces to the wall, making ourselves small and silent with our arms wrapped around the bag. The bird sounds and the desert dryness grew, seemed to beat against the wall we hid behind, then faded. We waited a minute, maybe two, but heard, felt smelled no more.
We did the bone-bag shuffle back into the main alley. Keenen, while wed been digging up Birdfellow’s grave, told me he’d had Mrs. Winton coaching him on the ins and outs of the maze from the library diagram since the night of my arrival (an unsurprising revelation), so I followed on blind faith. He took what he explained was the roundabout way out as the ghost would be stalking the more direct route, at least at first. Both of us wanted to carry the sack by its extreme edges, but we knew it would only rattle again. So we held it close, all the time afraid of sudden squirmings.
We had torches, but didn’t dare use them. There was half a moon out, which helped sometimes. But a lot of the alleys were still in deep shadow.
A kookaburra’s laugh, a strident oooohahahaaaoooorrrr of mental noise right between the ears, no telling direction or how close. We froze.
“It’s trying to psych us, make us panic,” I said, not admitting how good a job it was doing on me. “It’s probably reached the entrance and now knows we’re still here.”


Keenen wet his lips. “If it’s at the entrance, we’re trapped. It can just sit there and wait.”
“Yeah, that’s a thought.” It’s what I would’ve done if I were the ghost. But then… I wasn’t the ghost.
We were huddling in the shadows of a five-way junction of alleys, looking this way and that and over our shoulders when it happened. The bag wriggled and a skeletal arm ripped out, thrusting into the air, wavered a moment, then clutched at Keenen’s throat.
The old man yelled—and the arm fell back into the sack with a laugh of clattering bones.
“No more!” Keenen yelled. He threw the sack from him. “No more! No more!”
He ran.
And so did I, because panic is contagious.

A blur of walls, of benches and statues. A blaze of stars as I ran headlong into a dead end.
I collapsed, dazed and shaking, eyes watering from the blow to my nose. And in all this, the raucous cawing of crows heard with the mind and a human scream heard with the ears.
Then silence.
For a long time only silence.
Something was scraping along the pavement outside in the main alley, coming nearer. A scrape, a pause. A scrape, a pause, coming on, coming near. I tried not to imagine what it was. I wished I had a stick to smash its bones to dust.
The only moonlight in this alley was far up one wall. All else was dark. I felt for the torch in my pocket. I had to will my hand to switch it on.
It was almost at my feet, that one arm, bones white in the light, dragging the bag behind it. The bag reared up as I stood there, staring stupidly. The bony fingers spread and struck.
The torch went spinning, hit the wall, went out. Finger bones, cold and clicking, smelling of the grave, dug into my face. The bones in the bag knifed through the sacking, into my leg, into my side.
I pulled away, bringing my head against the wall, smashing the hand against stone. Its grip loosened. I wrenched it from me. But the finger bones closed about my hand, trying to crush it, make me cry out so the spirit of these bones stalking the alleys would come.
I pushed to my knees with all my strength, swinging the arm, bringing the bag around after it in a half circle, smashing it against the wall. Bones splintered with a lovely crack! But the grip was still there. I swung the bag again and again. “Goddamn it! I’m trying to help you!” Finally the arm itself snapped and the bag sagged to the ground like a K.O.ed fighter, the skeletal hand dead in mine.
As quick as I could, I shoved all the bones I could find back in the sack. There were noises in my head like tinkling bells, the bush chimes of the bellbird getting louder and louder. I limped from the dead end alley, dragging the bag behind me.
“Now where?” I asked myself. I had no idea which way I’d run, not even which way was in and out. Birds were singing, chiming in my head, louder than before. I struggled off as fast as my leg and side allowed, leaving a trail of blood old blind Harry could’ve followed. I was trying to find a familiar statue or flowerbed. But everything looked so unfamiliar. Behind me the maze pushed back into angles of darkness where a form, a shape glided and flitted. Parrots screeched. I’m dead, I thought.
But a long moment passed and nothing happened.
Something white lying on the path back down the alley caught my eye. It was a bone fallen from the sack, and it occurred to me then that maybe other bones had fallen out of rips in the bag, and that the thing tracking me had been stopping to pick them up with an exalting cry of parrots.
Hoping this was true I dropped a rib here, a collar bone there to keep it busy as I worked my way through the maze. I was beginning to feel the loss of blood, starting to get cold, dizzy, and tired. It wouldn’t be long, I knew, before I’d get to the point where I’d throw down all the bones, sink down into sleep, and never wake up.
The most useless thing in the world is a sundial at midnight.
But the moment I stumbled up to it I hugged its pedestal, knowing now there was a fighting chance. It was a landmark I remembered. Nearby was one of my dirt mounds from yesterday, farther along another and another. Across this dead oblong garden and through that gap, over to the right and round to the left, a back-track here and—
I dropped an ankle bone at the gate, hoping it would slow it down just that little bit more. It was still some distance to the southeast lawn and I was in no condition to sprint.
There were lights on in the house, far away. The grounds were moonlit, except for the slim sticks of tree shadows.
“Hello!” said someone from a distance. I stared behind me, disoriented, saw the gate to the maze swinging wide.
The next thing I knew I was being picked up off the grass where I’d collapsed. Someone said, “Quick!” and someone else said, “For Gawd’s sake don’t look back!”
They carried me and the bones between them like so much hand luggage toward a waiting smell of petrol. I must’ve been holding on to the bag with a death-grip as they didn’t even try to take it from me. They just ripped open the bag, and I saw as if from a long way away the two groundsmen tumbling bones into the newly hollowed out gum tree.
There was just one more thing to be done—and damnit!—it should’ve been done already.
Mrs. Winton, hands fluttering with nerves, stepped back from the painting of Birdfellow, an old black man with a mysterious pouch tied into his stringy gray beard. Beside the painting, face up and open, was the diary.
Mrs. Winton looked down at them, shook her head sorrowfully.
“It has to be,” I said, surprised at the croak my voice had become. “No images, no record of name, nothing of the dead must be allowed to exist after death. It’s their way of life. It’s that portrait and his name in that diary that’s keeping him earthbound and angry just as much as not giving him a proper tree burial in 1823.”
From the direction of the maze came the sound of something big galloping across the manor grounds toward us.
A match scratched a spark. The petrol-soaked painting and diary whoofed into flame. In that sudden glare I glimpsed the emu, far bigger than any in nature. Its neck was an elongated travesty of a human neck, and far above it a human face of ebony and gray. In that instant I read in its features anger, and then… happiness?
Birdfellow’s portrait had crisped, the book, each word and name shriveling, had become an open flower of fire.
A few seconds later I looked back into the silent darkness and knew we were alone.

Later that night they found Keenen wandering the maze, eyes vacant and staring. It was many days before he was reeled back to reality, before doctors were able to convince him that his eyes had not been clawed out. He never went back to the Manor, having now an aversion to birds and their noises. Where in the world he’ll find a place without birds is a place I can’t imagine. Certainly not the maze island which now teems with water fowl.
I would’ve liked to have been a fly on the wall the afternoon Mrs. Winton explained things to His Lordship, in particular why one of his trees on the southeast lawn had been so strangely mutilated, then plastered over. But on that afternoon I was still in the local hospital being treated for, among other things, serious loss of blood and what the doctors described as nervous exhaustion.
“If there’s anything to be learned from all this,” Keenen said, the day they wheeled me down to his ward for a visit, “it’s that you should always put things back where you found them.”
And it was just such a thought that had me laugh near to breaking my stitches when I read that the Earl of Woodthorpe had cut down a gum tree in his Manor grounds and was air freighting it out to Australia. Naturally, most people assumed the Earl’s mind had thrown a rod.
I knew otherwise.



BRIAR ROSE

by Kim Antieau


She opened her eyes to white and realized she knew nothing.
The nurse was white, too.
“Good morning, sugar,” the nurse said. “Do you know who you are?”
She shook her head and wondered where the window was. Maybe if she saw the sunlight, maybe if she saw the world really existed, she would know. Silly thought. The world existed. It was she, she was certain, who was not supposed to be.
“Turn over,” the nurse said. Her voice was as pretty as anything she could remember. Though that wasn’t much. She turned over. The nurse threw off the covers and pulled up her hospital gown. “Lookie here, girl,” the nurse said. “Maybe that will jar your memory.”
She looked down at her own bare ass, twisting her head and arching her back. A small rose bloomed on her white butt, its red petals surrounded by a crown of thorns.
She touched it.
“Maybe my name is Rose,” she said.
“All right, Rose, honey,” the nurse said, putting the hospital gown and covers back over her bare skin. “We don’t know who you are either. You came in with glass all over your arms, cut deep.”
Rose held up her bandaged arms.
“You said you’d fallen through a plate glass window.” The nurse smiled. “We decided to take your word on that and not put you in the psych ward. All you have to do now is eat that shit they call food, rest, and get better. Just whistle if you need anything.”
The nurse in white smiled; for a moment, Rose thought she was dressed in shining armor. Rose shook her head and the nurse was gone. She closed her eyes and reached into her memory. Nothing. Except a man with a needle that looked like those wood burners they used in shop class when she was in high school. “Have you come to be transformed?” the man asked. “I don’t think so,” she answered. “I just want a rose tattoo.” He hummed some tune, Beethoven’s Fifth, while he rat-ta-tat-tatted on her backside.
When he was finished, he smoothed a bandage over the patch of skin and handed her a card with care instructions, as if she had just bought a sweater. She pulled up her pants and went home. Home? She couldn’t really see it, only her reflection in the mirror, somehow, as she pulled off the bandage and looked at the scab forming where he had drawn the rose with his needle and ink.
“There now,” she said. “I am whole again. I am myself. My body is mine.”
Rose opened her eyes and started to call to Nurse White, to tell her she did know something. Instead, she closed her eyes again and went to sleep.
In the morning, after she ate the shit they called food, Rose got out of bed, found her bloodstained clothes, and got dressed. She was frightened until she thought of the rose blooming on her butt, and then she was no longer afraid. She walked into the hallway, got on the elevator, and went down to the lobby. Outside through the revolving doors, Rose saw a world she had never seen before, bright, noisy. White with color. No, bright with color. She reached into her pockets as she went down the street, away from the hospital. She pulled out forty dollars, crumpled up in her front pockets. That was it.
She hummed Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture as she walked. Pigeons shadowed her as she went down the street, toward the tall buildings and bridges arching the river or expressway. The pigeons dogged her steps, looking for handouts. As she walked she remembered nothing except the rose, knew nothing except the feel of her own skin under her hand. She smiled. Ignorance was bliss.
When she got downtown, the pigeons swore at her and flew away to the Burger King parking lot. Rose went onto a street called Burnside and walked until she came to a door which said: TATOOS. CLEAN SURROUNDINGS. NO ONE UNDER 18 ADMITTED. Rose gently pulled off the gauze from her arms. Scabs traced the places the glass had cut. She dropped the gauze and scabs into a garbage can and then pushed the door open and went inside.
The man with the wood burner looked up when she came in. He smiled. He was the man from her memory.
“Sorry, honey, I can’t take it off.”
“I don’t want it off,” she said. “I want another one.” She stepped past the swinging door and into his domain of stencils and needles, inks and memories. She looked at the drawings on his walls.
“You going to pick from my flash this time? Last visit you wanted something no one else had.” He stood next to her and pointed. “There, how about another flower?”
She shook her head. “I want a child. Here on my arm. Do you have a child? I need to remember.”
“No, but I can draw one,” he said. He had curly black hair and tattoos everywhere she could see. A dragon belched smoke up his right arm. Jupiter surrounded by stars rotated on his left arm. A butterfly flew beneath that.
She followed him to the tattoo place behind his drawing table. He wanted her to lie down, she wanted to sit. He hummed as he cleaned her arm with alcohol, let the air dry it, and then drew a little girl. Rose watched his fingers and arm move and knew that she could do it, too. Draw. Sketch her life. After a time, when no one else came into the shop, he stopped and asked her if she liked the little girl he had drawn.
She looked down at her arm. “That little girl is me,” she said.
“Yes,” he said, “I know.”
“I don’t remember if I liked her.” The girl was smaller than Rose had imagined, two years old perhaps. The man began spreading the inks onto her arm. Then he sewed the girl into her skin with the color. When he finished, it was dark outside and the little girl was blowing out two candles on a blue-frosted cake.
“Someday, Charlie, my brother, some little prick’s going to get her,” her uncle Bobbie said, “and it’ll all be over. That’s the way with girls. Dad always said so.” He laughed and spilled beer on himself while her mother sliced pieces of cake. Rose looked over at her father and saw the fear in his eyes; she was only two but she saw it, and Bobbie was too young to drink beer, maybe thirteen.
“Are you all right?” The tattooist touched her arm with his fingers. She moved her arm away from him. “Sorry,” he said. “You only want to be touched if it hurts.”
She looked at the little girl on her arm. Her lips were pursed, forever trying to blow out the candles.
“Can you teach me how to do this?” she asked.
“Transform yourself? Or tattoo?”
“Draw with a needle.”
“Do you have any money?”
“Forty dollars and two memories,” she said. “I could stay here. Clean up. Do anything else you want.”
“Don’t scratch your tattoo,” he said. He started to hand her the card with care instructions written on it. She stared at him.
“All right,” he said. He nodded as if he had known it all along.
“I want another,” she said. “The other arm. A snake.”
He got up and went to the door and locked it. He pulled the shade down. Then he took a stencil from his flash and returned to her. “Turn around,” he said, “so I can work on your other side.” He pressed the drawing onto her arm. When he pulled it away, Rose could see the outline of a snake. She stared at the bandage on her other arm and imagined the girl beneath it while the tattooist drew the snake.
When he was finished, he dropped his instruments. “I can’t do any more,” he said and walked up the steps that led to his loft. She listened to his heavy breathing for several minutes before she got up. She threw out the needle and put away the inks. Then she went into a small office in the back and curled up on a battered couch.
When she awakened, it was still dark. She felt hurried, as if something had to be finished soon. Something she had started and somehow had messed up. She turned on a light over the desk and looked at her arms. Where the glass had pierced her skin were now black lines, jagged shapes tattooed into her arms.
She remembered standing in the motel room, wondering why she was there. Her mother was dead. Too many sleeping pills. Her father was dead. Too many cigarettes. And she was alive. Her body ached. Her body that wasn’t hers. The tattoo itched. It had not brought her back from the edge. Something had pricked her, just as her father had feared: men, boys, life. She hurt, as if slivers of glass were tickling her insides. She had raised her fists in anger, wanting to pound the windows that looked out onto the parking lot, when suddenly she knew how to have peace.
She ended up in the hospital eating shit and getting sponge baths from Nurse White.
She turned her arms around and pulled off the bandage over the little girl and her birthday cake. The scab came off with the bandage. The girl had tears in her eyes. She had heard the conversation, had known her life had changed.
Rose peeled off the other bandage. The snake shed his scab, and Rose was in the backyard of her home, eight years old, bent over a translucent snake skin, wondering where the snake had gone. What an easy life. If you don’t like it, just shed it and begin anew. She reached out a finger and touched the skin tentatively. Dry.
“If it’s from a poisonous snake you could die.” She looked up. Uncle Bobbie. He smiled. All his smiles looked monstrous. She wasn’t sure why. He snatched up the snake skin and began running. She went after him, into the woods where the oaks and maples were shedding their leaves. Suddenly his footsteps stopped and she was alone in the woods. Then Bobbie jumped from behind a tree and threw her to the ground, laughing all the time, tossing the skin into the air, out of her reach. He pulled off her pants and then his. When it was over, he promised to get her a pony if she didn’t tell anyone.
Rose turned off the light. Now she had four memories.
She watched the man prick pictures into other people’s skins all day. She took care of his inks and needles and cleaned the floors. At night, she counted his money and gave it to him. He needled her when everyone was gone. A drop of blood tattooed on her right forearm brought Bobbie back to her, brought his smile as he zipped up his pants and she put her hands between her legs. She cried and he told her to shut up. Her parents were afraid to leave her with anyone else except family. Afraid of the outside world. Uncle Bobbie had been right, they would tell each other, there were millions of guys out there just waiting to hurt their child.
A willow tree brought her father back. She leaned her head against his knee. He stroked her hair while he read his newspaper. Her mother knelt in her garden and whispered to the flowers.
“I’ve never seen anyone heal as quickly as you do,” the tattooist told her. He seemed tired, as if he felt it all, too.
She nodded and took the needle from him. “May I try?”
“Don’t hurt yourself,” he said.
“Isn’t that what this is all about?” she asked, holding the needle like a writer holds a pen, poised to express herself.
“No,” he said. And he went up his steps. She waited until she heard his heavy breathing and then she began drawing.
She tried a flower but it turned into a warped sun, bringing back a summer when she was four and Bobbie was pushing his fingers between her legs while he held onto something between his legs. Rose laughed at his face, funny Bobbie, until he hurt her and she started to cry and wondered where her mother was. The sun was too hot and the flowers were dying.
“Momma,” she whispered.
She tried tattooing flowers again, this time on her thighs. First violets, then roses, gardenias, rhodies; a garden bloomed on her skin and she was next to her mother in the dirt. Her mother was crying, the tears making paths through the dust on her face. “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” Rose asked. She was ten and her throat hurt from trying not to cry. Bobbie lurked in the bushes somewhere, always waiting, and Momma cried.
The tattooist came down the stairs when it was morning. He looked at her thighs.
“You’re an artist,” he said.
“The agony and the ecstasy?” she said. “I’m my own Sistine Chapel.” She held up the needle. “Will you do my back?”
“Why?”
“I have to remember,” she said.
“But wasn’t it nice before?” he said. “When you knew nothing?”
She shook her head. “I knew nothing when I was two years old and look what happened.”
“You hardly scab,” he said.
“I go straight to scarring,” she said.
She took off her shirt and camisole. She didn’t care if he saw her. He made holes in her back and let the ink soak in, making the memories permanent. They could be wiped from her brain but not from her skin.
“What have you drawn?” she asked when he paused.
“Can’t you tell?” he said. “Don’t you remember being a kid in the bathtub with your brother or sister? You’d wipe the other guy’s back and then put soap on it and draw, usually words, and the other person would have to guess.”
“I didn’t have any brothers and sisters,” she said. “But I do remember a cousin, Mary, and we played together. Sometimes we took baths together, when we were real little and we’d do that. Yes, I remember now.” It had been nice to touch her and to be touched by her. They were each the other’s drawing boards. They got water and soap everywhere. “We floated little plastic ships in the water and pretended we were seeing the world.”
“That’s what I put on your back,” he said.
She got up and went into the bathroom where there was a full-length mirror and looked at herself. Two girls stood on a sailing ship. They held hands and waved to the mermaids in the water. The ship bobbed in the waves. A flag with a rose on it flapped in the breeze.
Rose smiled. Some of the memories were good.
She went back into the room where the tattooist sat.
“You understand that I have to do this,” she said.
“Yes,” he said. “It’s part of what I do. Transformations, remember. It’s difficult sometimes.”
She nodded.
She drew a lady on her left calf. Her golden hair flowed away from her as she lay on the bed of skin. Her eyes were open but Rose knew she was dead. Her open eyes had surprised Rose. She had died of an overdose of pills. Eaten one at a time.
“Why?” Rose asked as her mother swallowed a little white pill.
“Because I ache,” she said. “I’ve been stabbed in a million places.”
Had Bobbie played with her, too?
“I need you to stay,” Rose said. She started to cry. Where was her father? At work? The car was with him. Their closest neighbors, the Nelsons, were gone on vacation. She wasn’t sure she could reach anyone else. They lived too far from the city. Out in the country where nothing could hurt them. Her mother had ripped out the phone.
“Bobbie’s been playing with me,” Rose said. She was twelve, desperate. She’d tell her mother, get her to stay.
“What do you mean?” Her mother swallowed four pills this time.
“You know, putting his thing in me,” Rose said. Stop it, Mom. Stay with me.
“Tell your father,” she said. “He’ll protect you.”
That was it. That was all her mother had to say to her after all the agony she had been through.
“He promised me a pony,” she said.
“I’m so tired,” her mother said.
Rose ran downstairs and out the door. She ran into the dusty afternoon and through the woods toward the house Bobbie shared with his parents, farther and farther away from home. He worked in town at night. Maybe he’d be home now. She pounded and pounded on the door. After a while, she heard his voice from deep within the house. He came to the door, half-asleep.
“What are you doing here?” he said.
“It’s Momma,” she said. “She’s taking too many sleeping pills. Please, you’ve got to do something.”
He opened the screen door and she came in. He went to the phone and called the police and an ambulance. She hated him, despised him, hated herself. But he was going to save her mother.
He took her hand and they went out to his car. He drove her back to her house and together they went upstairs. Her mother lay on the bed, her hair spread out around her, like a golden-haired Snow White waiting for her Prince Charming. Her eyes were open.
Bobbie started to cry. Rose went away. She wasn’t certain where she went. Her soul wandered for a time. She thought she had died when she was eight, but she had been wrong. Now she died. Pricked by her mother’s death.
She drew a garden on her other leg. Its weeds and thorns twisted around her calf and up her knee. A man stood among the weeds.
“He never let me near him after that,” Rose said.
“Who? Your father?” the tattooist asked.
“No,” Rose said. Tears stung her eyes. “Bobbie.”
She felt like she was going to throw up. “I hated him, but he was all there was. I guess. Momma had left me a long time before she died. And my dad was… my dad.”
The tattooist took the needle. Rose lay on her stomach and he drew on her back. Her butt became a tangle of dark briar that went up her back, no way to get through.
She remembered leaving her bedroom window open. The boys knew where to come in and they did, one at a time. She didn’t care who they were. She just opened her legs to them. She had to fill the emptiness somehow.
The briars pricked her skin; the tattooist drew drops of blood down her legs.
She touched the blood and remembered being seventeen. Her father was drunk. She had never seen him drunk before. But he was blind with grief. He wept and started calling her Joanie. Her mother’s name. She went into the bathroom and curled her hair up and behind her, dabbed her cheeks with powder, put her mother’s pearl necklace around her neck, slipped into her mother’s blue flowered dress, the one her mother had worn often, especially when she was in the garden, and then she went out to her father. In the darkness, she opened herself to him, not understanding, and he pushed into her, sobbing, until in the middle of it, hard inside her, he opened his eyes and screamed with the horror of it, knowing it was she; knowing it, he kept going. When he was finished, he curled up on the floor and asked how she could have done it.
“Does it hurt?” the tattooist asked.
“Yes.” Rose wiped her tears and sat up. “I want you to do my breasts.”
He drew flowers and restaurants and neon lights and cowboys. It hurt. He drew her trek across the country after her father told her to leave. She went to Bobbie’s house first. He had a wife and a child and he could not look at her. Rose turned away from the house and hoped he never touched his little girl the way he had touched her. She took a ride from a trucker. She let him have her at night, after they drove several hundred miles. She felt dry inside and he told her she wasn’t much fun. “I don’t want nobody don’t want me,” he said. He let her out in the darkness. The next one beat her up. The tattooist pricked the black and blue spots onto her skin. She hadn’t minded the beatings so much. She deserved it. Touching was meant to hurt. She ended up working in a restaurant in Tucson, fifteen hundred miles from home. For some reason, she told Bobbie where she was.
She looked down at her breasts and saw the envelope, saw the writing on the letter. The tattooist bit his lip as he pushed the needle into her.
“It’s for my own good,” she said.
“It’s for your death,” he said.
She nodded.
The letter told her her father was dead. A year to the day she had left. Lung cancer. She didn’t go back for the funeral. She stayed in Tucson. A cactus grew from her navel. An old Indian woman tried to heal her insides. But she couldn’t let the woman touch her. Couldn’t let anyone touch her.
When she turned nineteen, she went north. She found the tattooist and had him etch a rose into her body. It was her body now.
He painted the house around her side. It wrapped her. She had never gone back to the house. She had heard they sold it. Another family lived in it now. After she got the rose, she thought it would be better. It was supposed to be better. A reason to go on: because she had reclaimed her body. Instead, she stood in the motel room and wanted to die.
The tattooist moved away from her. He was crying.
“There are scabs all over your body,” he said.
She was naked except for the tattoos.
“Are you glad you remembered?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “Thank you.”
“Don’t go,” he said. “You’re very good. An artist. You could transform people.”
“I can’t even transform myself,” she said. She put on her clothes. Her entire body hurt.
“I could help you get started,” he said. She was quiet. “Stay until the scabs are gone, then.”
“All right,” she said. “I’ll at least stay the night.”
He started to touch her arm, but he stopped. “I’m going to bed,” he said. He slowly walked up the steps to his loft.
Rose went to the office and sat on the couch. Her body was now covered with her memories. It ached with them. She took off her shirt; the throbbing lessened somewhat. She wanted to cry. The memories burned her skin. Hurt. Too much. She stood up and took off her pants. How could she live with it all? Stand it? She touched one of the faces on her body that was Bobbie. He peered at her from her right shoulder. She shook herself, like a dog shaking water from its fur, and the scabs fell away from her body, becoming flower petals, red, yellow, blue, floating slowly to rest on the carpet. Now she could clearly see all her memories. Her life was etched into her skin.
She went into the bathroom and stared at her body in the mirror. Her ruined body. Bobbie had ruined her. Killed her. Doomed her to sleep until she died. Her mother had ruined her. Her father had ruined her. She had only been a child. They had all taken pieces of her and had forgotten to give them back.
She started to cry. She thought of those hours when she hadn’t remembered anything. When Nurse White had turned her over. A babe from the womb. Being taken care of, loved, patted. She had known nothing. Now she knew everything.
Bobbie drank too much. His wife had left him. Her father was dead, never forgiving her. Never realizing it had been his responsibility, not his daughter’s. Her mother was dead. Never caring what she left behind.
“Time to wake up,” she whispered to her reflection.
She reached down and pulled a briar away from the patch that circled the rose on her butt. Her skin itched. Crackled. She sat on the floor and pressed the thorn into the top of her head until she drew blood. It had been good to remember. Blood ran into her eyes. To realize she had only been a child. Her mother had chosen to die; Bobbie had chosen to hurt her; her father had chosen to blame her. It was past. Time for reclamation. Seeing it all had made it, somehow, understandable. She remembered touching the snake skin when she was a child, being amazed that it could just start fresh, shed its old life.
She stretched and creaked and rubbed herself along the carpet and her past started to fall from her. She sat up and helped it: she peeled away the dead skin. It felt dry and cool, just as the snake skin had. Lifeless. No power. The flowers came away, Bobbie’s face, her mother’s eyes, the weeds, the ship on her back, the snake, the blood. All of it. She stood and dropped the past onto the carpet. She shook herself, causing the last pieces of skin to fly away. She looked down at her body. She was white and pink. New. Only the rose on her buttock remained, without the crown of thorns.
The tattooist stood in the doorway. He leaned over and picked up the skin.
Rose touched his arm. “Leave it,” she said. “I don’t need it anymore.” She reached down and smoothed her hand over her rose tattoo and smiled. “I am myself again.”



MOM SCHOOL

by Rand Soellner


“Faster, faster!” J’hompool ordered.
“I’m going as fast as I can,” Txly answered. Txly’s dark talons clawed at black soil in the lightless hole, scraping it around her furry gray body. J’hompool pushed it down the opening behind them. Their round bodies bored a four-foot tunnel up from the cavern under Muncie, Indiana. “The sun’s down. I can feel the difference,” said J’hompool. “We need to hurry. There is much to do tonight.” Txly bit her gray, wormlike lips and continued her angled ascent. After several hours, they neared their goal.

Thirty feet above, Mrs. Kraft warned her daughter Kate, “Your teeth are gonna rot outta your head!” Kate finally relented and jammed her toothbrush into her mouth. She and her little brother Kevin never brushed or spent much time grooming unless Mom made them. Kevin smiled his buck-toothed “Ha-ha You Gotta Do Something I Don’t Gotta Do” smile at her from across the hall; he had missed this routine. Kate did not care. She and her brother helped each other get away with lots of things. She did not believe her teeth or Kevin’s would really rot, but obeyed her mother’s incessant orders because Mom was bigger than she was, and Kate had learned that You Better Do What Mom Says if you want to keep your privileges. Thirteen-year-old Kate had experienced a full day: birthday party, afternoon rock concert, video tape movies with her friends in the family room until midnight, and crude instructions from these same friends on the proper usage of tampons. She had received several miniskirts and low cut blouses and looked forward to wearing them tomorrow along with her usual gloppy mascara and eyeshadow.
“Good night, dear,” said Mr. Kraft, winking at his daughter as he plodded to his bedroom. His graying hair was as rumpled as his pajamas.
“Nighty-night,” added Mrs. Kraft. She looked immaculate in her pressed housecoat and fresh, though modest makeup. Kate had never seen her sweat. Neither had Mr. Kraft.
“Night, Mom and Dad,” Kate responded, drooling mint Crest into her sink. She held her blonde hair back as she rinsed.
“Don’t let the bed bugs bite,” called Mr. Kraft with a tired smile.
“My, she’s getting old,” Mrs, Kraft whispered to her husband. “On her way to becoming a woman. Just think. Some day, she’ll be a mom, too.”
“Not too soon, I hope,” commented Mr. Kraft as they entered their bedroom. Kate’s parents loved her dearly and wrestled with the problem of how to educate her in the ways of adulthood.
In her room, Kate jumped into bed and turned off the light. She gathered her stuffed animals around her: Mr. Bunny-Hugs, Lady SoftAsMink, and a time-worn Teddy. She knew her friends would have made fun of her had they known she still slept with these toys, but she was used to Teddy and the others; they made her feel safe and soft and warm inside. As her head hit the pillow, a pile of earth puffed out a four-foot pit below the raised floor of her bedroom. This crawlspace gave Mr. Kraft a place to store tools. He had also stuffed pink fiberglass insulation between the joists to insulate the floor against the harsh Midwestern winters. Although it was only September, the trees were rusting, losing their green clothes. Kate did not understand that. Soon it would be cold. If she had to stay outside all winter, she would want a thick coat to keep warm, and would not take it off.
CREAK said a floorboard.
“What’s that?” Kate wondered.
CREAK.
Rats? Sometimes they got under the home and into the crawlspace.
Daddy has to set traps sometimes, and—
CREAK. BOOMP.
That sounds like a board coming loose.
Two round shapes the size of her father’s snow tires burst up through the floor. Through Kate’s window, pale moonlight revealed little, only their rotund bodies and shining green eyes. Their hind claws grated on the maple floor. Kate’s eyes widened and cold sweat popped out on her forehead. She trembled under the blanket and sheet, her arms stiffly clutching them to her chin. The creatures’ shining green eyes scanned the room, casting emerald sabers like flashlights, then fixed on her quivering lump on the bed. Before she could scream, one invader rolled to her bedside, bumped into it and lifted a stuffy arm. From its armpit sprayed a purple fog that made Kate groggy. The gas smelled like sweaty cinnamon toast. The… gremlins, Kate decided to call them, snapped her out of bed, snarfled her down the hole in the floor. Oh God, I’ve seen movies like this: ATTACK OF THE KILLER MOLEMEN. Please don’t rape me. I haven’t even learned what sex is yet… Gremlins and girl disappeared down the tunnel below the Kraft house while Mr. and Mrs. Kraft and Kate’s little brother Kevin slept soundly.
For a half hour Kate saw nothing. Black on black. Smells of earth. Clawed hands pawing at her, dragging her relentlessly down, down. Green eyes suspended in darkness. Her thin cotton nightie scraping against dirt walls. Finally, flickering light ahead.
The gremlins rolled out of the tunnel and bounced like rubber balls onto the cavern floor thirty feet below. Kate screamed, her shredded nightgown flapping as she fell. She plunged into a deep pool. Cold. Am I going to drown? She fought her way up to the surface, wondering if her heart would stop, frozen and shocked by the cold. Gasping like a fish, she swam to the pool’s edge and scrambled onto the floor. Her tiny nipples hardened. Good grief, I’m naked! Self-consciously, she pulled her arms about her body, vainly trying to conceal herself. Goosebumps made her skin look like cottage cheese. The two gray gremlins that had brought her beckoned silently. No way I’m following you guys! Kate noticed bulges on the gremlins’ chests. They’re female. That was a little better. Not much, but something.
Kate’s blue eyes surveyed the huge cavern. Stalactites hung overhead. Between them were hundreds of holes, just like the one from which she had fallen. Signs hung above each hole. She could not read them from the floor. A wooden catwalk crisscrossed the ceiling about five feet below the holes, and offset just enough so that things could fall out to the pools below. Hundreds of pools. Something screamed from two of the holes. Flesh-colored lumps splashed down before her. In seconds, two thirteen-year-old girls popped to the surface, gulping air. I’m not the only one. Four gray lizard hands grabbed Kate’s arms and legs, carrying her flailing, screaming body to a bonfire at the cavern’s center. A part of her mind detached itself from the shrieking portion and asked: Are they going to cook me? Eat me? Tears gushed across her face; her nose became congested. She wished she had a tissue. She would have to snort like the street people she had seen behind dumpsters downtown. She realized one’s dignity evaporates quickly without clothing and comforts.
Through the gremlins’ sharp teeth huffed smells of something sickly sweet, like the rotten steak Kate had helped her mother throw into the trash last week. Kate’s stomach churned. She wondered where these things obtained their meat.
There at the center of the cave, before the raging fire, an old female gremlin with sagging breasts waved a baton like an orchestra conductor. A thousand human girls chanted. The girls sat on crude wood benches in concentric, stepped semicircles around the grandam. This is like a movie theater or band shall, thought Kate. The fire warmed her skin, calming her gooseflesh. Her two overseers sat her down on a seat at the end of a bench by the other chanting adolescents. What are these girls saying? Kate frowned. The multitude of voices made it hard to understand.


“… milk…

Chew… food.

Don’t be crude.”




Gradually Kate interpreted the mind-numbing chanting around her.


“… starving people in China.

Clean your plate.

Go to bed, it’s late.”




“Pick up your clothes.

Wear a sweater.

Don’t pick your nose.

Try to do better.




“Be home by ten.

Study for your test.

Don’t forget your pen.

Do your best.




“I had to walk ten miles in the snow to get to school when I was your age.

Clean your hamster’s cage.

Go to the bathroom before we get in the car, or we’ll not get very far.




“Wash your face, brush your teeth, scrub your hands before you leave.

Drink your milk, cut your meat, these are good things for us to eat.”




Hundreds of girls in the amphitheater mindlessly repeated this litany, their glazed eyes registering a trance. The other children were mostly nude, but tattered nightgowns and T-shirts clung to a handful of them. All were wet.
A hundred gremlins moved through the crowd of mesmerized adolescents. The beasts lifted their armpits, spraying numbing purple cinnamon gas. Kate held her breath and chanted with the other girls:

“Wear clean underwear in case of an accident and you go to the hospital.

“Oh, you kids are just impossible.”


Her two gremlins passed with their noxious purple pits opened. Kate continued holding her breath for at least a minute, giving the fog time to dissipate. With her reddening cheeks puffed out like Louis Armstrong playing the trumpet and her blue eyes bulging, she finally sucked in a fresh breath, then another and another. She remained conscious.
I always wondered where girls learned all that stuff women know—how to be moms. I never imagined… The gremlins moved, working the far side of the crowd. Kate saw her chance. Running from the amphitheater to the cavern’s side wall, she scampered up a rickety wooden stair, her small, unrestrained breasts bouncing. Its steps were smaller than she was used to; she climbed two and three at a time. In moments, a shout rose from the amphitheater, unintelligible shrieks from a score of gremlins, dismayed at her defection. They tucked their arms and legs, becoming huge dirty tennis balls, rolling after her. Right up the stairs they came, emitting little “Oofs” and “Arghs” as they bounced up the treads. Kate ran along the catwalks frantically, searching for escape.
“Milwaukee” read a sign above her.
“Detroit” said another.
The signs were posted above tunnel holes in the cave’s ceiling. Where’s Muncie? Her heart beat loudly in her ears, like when she ran the mile once a year in gym class. The catwalk divided, one path left, the other right. Gremlins behind. Without thinking, she felt the right path was the correct choice.
“Evansville.”
“Indianapolis.”
“Fort Wayne.”
“Muncie!”
Kate smiled grimly and jumped to the railing Damn, a splinter in my toe! and jumped up into the hole. It ascended at an angle, so she clambered through it on all fours. Her delicate, pampered skin was chafed and scraped, but she ignored the pain, squeezing her body through, hoping she could squirm fast enough, God it has to be fast enough, has to be… Heavy breathing at the hole’s entrance below her. Got to go faster! Clammy sweat peppered her brow; grit clung to her damp naked skin. Strange gibbering behind. Faster! Clawing sounds. Darkness.

An alarm shattered the cold morning air. Kate sprang out of bed. Got to… What? My, what’s all this dirt? I’m filthy! Kate jumped into the shower, the layer of dirt turning to mud, then washing away, swirling down the drain. The warm water stung her abrasions at first, like old-fashioned Mercurochrome on a hundred knife gashes. She sucked in her breath and tensed her punished back, leg and arm muscles. Gradually the water’s soothing wet warmth calmed her complaining body.
“Cleanliness is next to Godliness,” she singsonged as she turned off the water. Kate selected a modest matching plaid outfit her mother had purchased for her birthday. She dressed, cleaned her teeth, brushed her hair back from her face, and decided against the heavy makeup she normally wore. Although she usually skipped breakfast, she looked forward to it today.
She opened her bedroom door. Her mother walked by. “An apple a day keeps the doctor away,” Kate chanted. Her mother beamed at her appreciatively. Kate’s little brother Kevin zoomed down the hall, half clothed. Mrs. Kraft opened her mouth, ready to reprimand him, but Kate beat her to the punch. “Kevin!” ordered Kate, “march back to your room, young man. Put some decent clothes on. And brush your teeth.”
In Kevin’s betrayed gaze was the understanding that his relationship had changed in some fundamental way with his sister and all females past her age. “Geez! Where do you girls learn that stuff?”



THE HYACINTH GIRL

by Mary Ann Mitchell





“—Yet when we came back, late, from the Hyacinth garden,

Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not

Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither

Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,

Looking into the heart of light, the silence.”



T. S. Eliot—“The Wasteland”




Beverly adjusted the jalousie on the living room window in order to view Carl. Among his blond strands stood some conspicuous grays. The gray hairs were coarser, sturdier than the blond wisps which had carried him through his fifty years. He swept his callused hand through his locks and settled into his chair.
“Carl, do you want something to drink?”
Carl waited for Beverly to come to the porch door, then shook his head. Beverly, dressed only in her underwear, walked out onto the porch and sat at his feet. The cold wooden planks touched her thighs and caused her shoulders to shiver.
“Night is creeping up on us,” she said.
“I’ve got to go home.”
“Stay, Carl, please. I’ll make bouillabaisse and fresh garlic bread.”
Carl shook his head. She knew he could see the lake peeking out from behind the trees. His rowboat would be just on the edge of the lake. If he started rowing upstream now, he would be home before dark. He rubbed his hands together, then stretched his arms out wide. As he brought his hands down to his knees to rise, Beverly grabbed one hand.
“Do you love me?” she asked.
He looked at her without expression. With a free hand he reached into the pocket of his white trousers and pulled out a piece of paper. It was folded into a small square. Uninvited, she took the paper from his hand and unfolded it. There was her body, sketched out in pencil; her long legs, the slightly domed tummy with the public hair rising almost to her navel, the funnellike breasts peaking in dark swirls, and the slender nape reaching behind the earlobes. But it was the perfection of the facial features which gave her the confidence to smile up at him. He stood.
“Tomorrow?” she asked.
He shrugged and moved down the steps to the gravel path. She waved, but he never turned to see it. He probably would listen to some Mahler, she thought, and finish the book by Nietzsche, which they had discussed earlier that day. He’d have a light supper.
Most of the next day Beverly pecked at letters on her computer keyboard, forming words that ran into sentences. The sketch lay to the right of the board. She was sorry she hadn’t asked him to sign it, “Love, Carl.” Maybe tonight.
She had dinner late that night. She didn’t know whether to make it for one or two. Eventually she put single portions on the stove. At bedtime she plumped up some pillows along his side of the bed and threw her left leg across the bottom pillow.
The pillow was still buried between her thighs when she felt a hand slide up her buttocks. She looked at the clock. Seven a.m. The hand felt rough against her. It coursed her flesh like sandpaper leveling a rough board. His full lips touched her shoulder blades, then she felt the hair of his chest rest softly against her back. She could feel her wetness spreading across the pillowcase as her pelvis pushed into it.
Later at breakfast she noticed how dark Carl’s skin was, as if he had been working outdoors all the previous day. His blond hair had been whitened by the sun, almost camouflaging the gray. His hands were raw. Many calluses had broken open into wounds.
“You must have worked hard yesterday.”
He didn’t say anything.
“By the way, I’d like you to sign the sketch.”
He looked at her and shook his head. His handsome features were pensive. She saw a cruelty that had never been there before.
“Why not?”
“I shouldn’t have given it to you. I should have kept it for myself.”
She smiled.
“I’m sure you can duplicate it.” She started to remove her bathrobe. “I’ll even pose for it.”
Beverly dropped the robe over the back of the chair and stood.
“Let’s go back to the bedroom and see if we can manage a repeat performance.”
A few hours later there was a blank paper and pencil on the nightstand. On the bed Carl and Beverly lay entwined. She was awakened by the jolting movement of his body. Carl was trying to reach for the drawing material. Beverly moaned and Carl terminated his attempt, and instead lay still beneath her. His breath halted a second or two and then slowly gained its rhythm. She waited. Ten minutes, a half hour, a day later she didn’t know which, then she suckled his teat. Beverly spread her legs across his hips and sat atop his body; she smiled, satisfied but hungry. He picked up the pencil and paper. Immediately she stood up on the mattress and heaved her auburn hair up across her forearms. He sketched.
The drawing was not as perfect as the first. His hand was shaky and the lines were not following her body contours. This seemed to anger him.
“I think it’s good.” She pecked him on the cheek and got up to prepare lunch. As she left the bedroom she turned to look at Carl. His hands obviously ached for he grimaced as he opened and closed his fists. He stopped only to shred the paper and let the bits fall into the stained sheet.
Beverly retrieved her robe in the kitchen and prepared an elaborate lunch. After setting the table she found Carl dressed and in her office playing with the computer keyboard.
“You’ve got to turn it on if you want to produce anything,” she giggled from the doorway.
She saw Carl glance at the sketch that she had left next to the keyboard. Every curve, every shading was in place.
“Carl, come on. Lunch is on the table.”
She was already seated when Carl entered the dining room.
“Slow-poke,” she teased.
At the table Beverly kept staring at his hands.
“How do you get those things?” asked Beverly, a forkful of pasta poised in front of her lips.
Carl looked at his cut and calloused hands. “I bury things.”
“Bulbs?”
“What?”
“What do you bury? Are you planting a garden? God, it’s been, what, six months since I’ve been at your place. Remember, it was the day I signed the lease for this house.”
Carl nodded.
“Can you imagine? We’ve been neighbors now for six months and lovers for five of them.”
Carl smiled at her.
“And it’s been days since you smiled at me like that.”
“I’m sorry, Beverly. I’m under some stress right now.”
“That why you’ve been working so hard in the yard?”
Carl laughed. “As a matter of fact that’s exactly why I’ve been digging.”
“You want to talk about it?”
“No!”
Beverly looked down at her plate and realized she couldn’t finish the pasta.
“You’re a special person,” Carl said as he reached for her hands. He squeezed her hands tightly. “I have to go.”
“Please, Carl. You never wanted to leave in the past. You would spend as long as a week with me and go home reluctantly to check on your place. Now I can’t get you to spend a single day with me. Why?”
His eyes seemed to shimmer under salty tears that never fell. As he got up she watched his linen suit fall in wrinkles around his robust body. He still had the body of his youth and Beverly assumed it was due to his penchant for digging. She watched him walk to the threshold of the dining room and stop. His hands reached up and grasped the lintel. He hesitated. Beverly rushed from her seat and threw her arms around him. She could smell his body through the cloth, rich and heady stifling her breath.
“I love you, Beverly, but…”
She waited for the “I can’t make a commitment,” which never came. He merely reached down to his right trouser pocket, almost slid his hand in, but stopped. Instead he patted the pocket and pulled away from her.
She watched him walk down the gravel path until he was hidden by the fir trees. When she brought her hands up to her face to rub away the tension, she smelled the garlic embedded in her fingertips and remembered she had to clean the dining room after the half-eaten lunch.
After completing innumerable petty chores she decided to hunker down to write. As she entered the office she noticed that the sketch was missing. She searched the floor around the computer table hoping that it had fallen. It was not there. Beverly sat on the hardwood floor and felt her tears sliding across her cheeks.
That night, in bed, Beverly lay naked upon her cotton sheet, the tan of her body emphasized by the white of the material. Her dark eyes penetrated the dimness of the moon-sprayed room. The ceiling fan whooshed the air above her head. Her mind settled on that sound for comfort as she closed her eyes. Whoosh… whoosh it lullabied amongst the hyacinth smell of night. Her limbs softened on the verge of sleep when suddenly her breath halted and she found herself panting for air. Her head turned toward the open French doors leading to the garden. She swallowed and choked, then with her hands she pushed her body up off the bed scrambling to the floor. Finally she was able to stand and move to the garden. The summer heat cooled by the moon’s full glow hugged her body. Her breasts, stimulated by the night chill, ached as she sucked in deep breaths of air. A dream, she said to herself, as her breath started to come in normal rhythms. A dream, a nightmare, she thought.
But sleep never came that night, and it seemed that over the next few days she dozed lightly only at the keyboard or while reading on the garden swing. Deep, dreamy, reviving sleep never came. Neither did Carl.
One morning after her shower Beverly stood in front of the full-length mirror behind the door to her bedroom. She had been skipping meals and when she did sit to eat, she barely touched her food. However, her body seemed to be swelling. There was a gnawing inside her gut, a steady nibbling at her intestines. She belched as she tried to push on her stomach. Then she noticed the nail on her right index finger was loose, not just a portion of it, but the entire nail was coming free of its bed. She swung the bedroom door open and rushed to the bathroom for a band-aid.
“Shit,” she audibly complained and wound the bandage tightly around the finger.
When she looked in the mirror she saw two reddish, bloated cheeks beneath the dark semicircles that undermined her big eyes.
She had been pondering the possibility of an allergy or asthma, but these new symptoms frightened her. Could her ailment be more severe? If Carl did not come today she would have to try to reach him. He had no telephone and no road led to his house, but she knew if she just kept walking upstream along the water’s edge she would reach his place. But she didn’t have to, because that evening, as the sun was leaving he arrived.
He looked refreshed and even smiled when he saw her. Beverly moved awkwardly toward him as he entered her house. Her body felt full, her skin was pigmented with splotches of dusky red tint. A stale eggish odor emanated from the folds of her flesh.
“Oh, Carl, I need you.”
Carl held her and swept his long fingers through her thinning hair.
“I don’t know what’s happening to me. It started the day you left. I’ve had trouble breathing and…”
Carl pressed his lips to her mouth and thanked her.
“What for?” she asked moving her head back slightly so she could see him.
“For what you’re doing.”
“Carl, I don’t understand.”
He moved her back through the hallway to her bedroom and sat her on the bed. He knelt before her and undid the buttons on the front of her dress. His hands caressed her shrunken breasts and his tongue circled the hardened tips. Beverly was embarrassed, amazed, and soothed. He pulled the dress completely open and let his lips slide down to kiss her distended stomach as if she were pregnant from his seed.
“Do you know what’s wrong with me?” she asked.
He nodded.
“You’ve taken my place in the grave, Beverly.”
“What are you talking about?” Her voice was louder than she meant it to be.
“I’m so afraid of dying, Beverly. I’m afraid of the brown earth encasing me, swallowing me into its bowels. Several years ago when I found out that I was terminally ill, I traveled the Amazon where I learned a trick from a small tribe that lived at the mouth of the river, a means to stay alive. To forestall death the tribal chief would carve out an exact replica of someone in an enemy village. Then he personally would bury the reproduction deep in the soil. The deeper he buried it the longer the spell would last. At times it’s lasted as long as five months for me.”
“My God! What are you talking about?”
“The sketch, Beverly, I buried it after I left here last time. I had to do it. I could feel the maggots starting to eat away at my innards. I would have bloated like you and…”
Beverly screamed and grabbed her stomach with her hands. Her shoulders hunched upward as her body tilted forward to release a hoarse cry. Carl held her tight and kissed the auburn hair already lying rootless on top of her head.
“I love you, Beverly. That’s why I almost gave you the sketch. But it was too late for me to find someone else. Neurological control had dissipated in my hands to the point that I couldn’t draw a straight line and it had to be created by my hands, a photograph wouldn’t do. The original sketch was made when we first slept together. Then I didn’t mind the idea of using you but later it preyed on my conscience. I thought of how I would miss you. But this is the greatest act of love you could give me, and I realize you’ve always been braver than I. Probably loved me more, too.”
“What about me, Carl? What about my life?”
“I’ll always think of you, Beverly. When the time comes to take your remains down the river I promise to pray for you. I built an elaborate casket for your image. It’s sturdy; should hold up for quite some time. It’ll make the decay take place more slowly. Give you time to settle any matters you think are important.”
“What if I go to the police?”
“And say what?”
Beverly swung her body down across the mattress and rolled over onto her right side while still clutching the churning life contained in her stomach.
“I lined the casket with the best white satin I could obtain and smoothed the sketch across the bottom among some rose petals. Before closing the lid I kissed your representation, and sang a hymn as I lowered the coffin into the grave. It was a moving ceremony, really. This is the first time I’ve ever buried someone I loved.”
Beverly was screaming. Was it inside her head or coming up through her body? She was too confused to know for sure. Carl rolled her over onto her back and she felt him trying to enter her. Her hands beat against his head. She pounded and kicked to release herself from this bringer of death.
From far away she heard him say that he was leaving, he couldn’t stand to see her like this.
“You did it! You did it!” she yelled and watched him walk out of the room.
She slid off the bed and stumbled into her office. She was alone in the house now. As she sat at her desk she remembered every detail of Carl’s face and form. She tried to duplicate it on paper but failed. If only her hands could mirror the image in her mind. All she could see were the pronounced cheekbones, the straight slender nose…
She wrung her hands together and as she did sheaths of skin dropped onto the desk blotter. Her howling reached as far as Carl, who was about to push his boat into the lake.



MIND GAMES

by Adam Meyer


The old woman opened her eyes. Shafts of sunlight peered from between the drapes, illuminating swirls of dust. The sheets were damp with her own sweat. A glance at the clock. 6:37 a.m. At least she’d had a few hours’ sleep. It was hard to sleep these days.
She lifted her head from the pillow and sat up arthritically, old bones aching. She looked around the room, saw heavy oak furniture and rocking chair and a thirteen inch T.V. and photographs on the wall, but the faces staring back at her from the frames were those of strangers, and—
Oh my God, she thought. Where am I?
Afraid to move, afraid to stay still too long, remembering that, there had been someone here last night, forgetting who, knowing only that she didn’t want to meet him again.
Where am I?
The faces: smiling, staring, screaming with their eyes.
Who are you? she asked them silently.
But they were deaf, and their frozen mouths permitted no words anyway.
Oh, dear God where is this where is this where is—
She moaned, a short, pained sound that rose from her tortured soul. She was home. This was her own apartment. She had been lost in her very own bedroom. Herman would have laughed if he had seen her a moment ago, a senile old woman who couldn’t recognize her own name. But Herman was lucky: he had never been old, he was young forever, just like the photos on the wall. Just like in her mind.
Except when she tried to picture his face she couldn’t. She saw only a plane of gray like the one that waited outside the window.
She felt the familiar terror rising up, swallowing her whole, like the whale that swallowed Pinocchio.
Pinocchio. She remembered taking the girls to see that a couple of years ago. Oh, yes. Where were the girls? She had to get them off to school. The bus would be here soon.
She padded out of the bedroom and found herself in the middle of the hallway, wondering where she had meant to go.
Christ, the old woman thought, it’s eating away at my mind, cell by cell, piece by piece.
Only it wasn’t the Alzheimer’s. That was just an excuse the doctors had made to explain something they couldn’t understand. She knew what it really was.
But the old woman tried not to think about that as she shuffled into the kitchen and started to make breakfast.

The old woman’s daughter arrived at one-thirty. She was carrying a brown bag filled with groceries. She set it down on the counter and took a seat at the kitchen table beside her mother, who sat at the window and looked at the motion of people and cars below.
“You left eight messages on my machine this morning, Mom. You sounded worried, afraid. Did something happen?”
The old woman’s gaze was focused out the window, sifting between the dull blue sky stitched with gray clouds, and the figures scurrying along the sidewalk, carrying umbrellas in anticipation of rain. She looked briefly at her daughter and then away, as she said, “What are you talking about, dear? I only called once.”
“When?” The younger woman’s eyes softened, though her tone was still angry.
“Oh… I’m not sure. I don’t know, it was several hours ago at least.
“Five of the messages pleaded me to come over right away, and the other three…” She didn’t seem willing to discuss those.
“Well, Barbara dear, I’m sorry if I caused you any trouble,” the old woman said.
Her daughter gave her a strange look, hurt and angry and regretful. She said, “I’m Sarah. Barbara’s dead, mom. She died almost thirty years ago, remember? The car… I was only five, and she was eight. Jesus, Mom, don’t you even remember that?”
“Of course I do,” the old woman lied. “Of course, how could I forget. Don’t cry, Sarah, don’t cry.”
Sarah wiped the tears from her face with a napkin. “I brought you some groceries, Mom. Should be enough to hold you through the week.
“Thank you, dear, that’s wonderful. Did you bring the spaghetti?”
Yes.”
“Good, I thought we’d have spaghetti for dinner. That was always your favorite.”
“Mom, I—I can’t stay that late, you know that. I’ve got to get back for John and Eddie.”
The old woman smiled, revealing a mouthful of teeth, most of which weren’t real.
“I wish you’d stay, dear. Your father would love it if we could all have dinner together, like the old days.”
“Oh God oh God oh God.”
“What’s the matter?” the old woman asked her daughter.
“Nothing,” Sarah said. “Nothing.”

They sat in companionable silence for almost an hour. Finally, Sarah spoke.
“Mom, have you thought about what I asked you the other day?”
Needles of rain splattered the window, exploding against the glass with a faint pitter-patter sound.
“What did you ask me? I can barely remember my own name, let alone what happened the other day.” The old woman frowned, eyes glistening with internal pain. It was bad enough that she was losing her mind, worse was the realization of it, and the fact that she was helpless to stop it.
“About coming to my house.”
“I’d love to visit. I don’t get out of this damn apartment for weeks at a time. It drives me nuts. I’ll go anywhere.”
“Not to visit,” Sarah said, voice low, compassionate. “To stay.”
“For good?” The old woman’s eyes widened. Her lips parted, but no words came forth. “I… I’d love to, but… I can’t. I can’t leave this old place.
“Mom, I think maybe it would do you some good. I talked it over with John, and he says he’d give up his den for you to use as a bedroom. That way I could be near you, take care of you. I come out here for a little while every day, but it’s not enough. I don’t think you can take care of yourself much longer.”
“Well, as long as I can take care of myself, I want to. I have to. This is my home. I don’t want to leave. I won’t.
“But Mom!”
The old woman gazed at the window, watching the raindrops race each other from the pane to the sill.
“I’d like to go outside,” she said. “Take me out.”
“It’s raining. You’ll catch a cold.”
She chuckled. “That’s what I used to tell you girls when you were little.”
Sarah nodded. She knew.
“Will you go over to the supermarket for me, then? I need some things. I need spaghetti. For dinner.”
“I already did,” Sarah sighed, forcing back the steadily mounting anger and resentment. “I left the stuff on the counter.”
The old woman turned, nodding as if seeing the brown Waldbaum’s bag for the first time.
“Oh, yes,” she said.
Mother and daughter watched each other wearily.
“I’ve got to go, Mom,” Sarah said. “Eddie’ll be getting home from school in a little while.”
“I understand.” But the old woman’s eyes were filled with fear. She didn’t want her daughter to go and leave her alone. She wanted to go back with her, live there instead of here, hoping that things might be better somehow. But they wouldn’t, she knew that. He would find her. He would know.
Sarah started to move away from the table, but her mother’s hand sprang out and clamped her around the wrist. The old woman’s fingers were bony but strong.
“Please,” she said in a husky voice. “Don’t go yet.”
“Look, Mom, I—”
“I want to tell you something.”
“What?” Sarah said impatiently. “What is it?”
Yes, the old woman thought. What? What are you going to tell her? What can you say that will make any kind of sense? She can’t understand. A few years ago, if somebody had told you, would you have believed her?
“Well?” Sarah said, with a mixture of annoyance and concern.
“It’s nothing, dear, nothing really. Just… I love you, Barbara.”
Sarah’s face fell. “I love you too, Mom,” she said.

Darkness. The old woman lay in her bed, curled up like a fetus, pores sweating and her body shivering from the midnight cold. She waited, knowing he was coming, if not this minute then the next, or the one after that, or—
Was that a sound?
She could hear the noise of the wind and rain battering the window from behind the drapes, but over that, she thought she heard something else.
Like the creak of the front door being pushed open.
No, just her imagination. Ghosts don’t use doors. Or did they? And who said he was a ghost? She didn’t know what he was, where he came from. It didn’t matter.
She curled herself tighter, becoming a human ball, as if she could make herself so small she’d be lost in the vast blackness.
The waiting was the worst. Knowing he was coming and not knowing how long. The nights seemed to stretch endlessly, each one taking a few more seconds of the day, and soon there would be no more sunlight, only this dark, both inside her head and out.
The soft tread of feet along the parquet floor of the hallway. She was old and her senses had dulled over the years, but she could hear well enough to know. It was him. He was coming. Finally.
Fear tightened her throat. The old woman told herself that she would ignore him this time. She wouldn’t tell him her secrets, not any more. Because once you told him your secrets he kept them. Forever.
She felt rather than saw the doorknob being turned, and her body stiffened as she watched the door yawn wide. She could only barely glimpse the outline of his body as he emerged from the fabric of the night.
No, please not tonight go away go away I’m a poor old woman why won’t you leave me alone—
“Hello.” His voice was soft, but she heard it clearly; its cold penetrated to her marrow.
A million miles away, rain drummed at the window.
“Hello, Marian.” She didn’t ask how he knew her name. Of course he knew. Soon, he would know everything, and she, nothing.
“Would you like to talk?”
No, she thought. I don’t. But the dark was so huge, so lonely, and she was a frightened child lost within it. Only he could save her from the darkness, he who was the darkness.
Don’t! a more primitive part of her mind screamed. Don’t! He’s just playing games with you, he’s making you feel like that, he—
But she ignored that voice, drowned it.
“Would you like to talk?” he repeated.
“Yes,” the old woman said. “I would.”
“Tell me something, then.”
“Where should I begin? There’s so much…”
“Anywhere. Tell me anything. We’ve got plenty of time.”
She considered this. “Did I ever tell you about the trip Herman and I took to California?”
“I don’t believe so,” he said.
She opened her mouth, and before she could even think, the words fell from her lips, one after the other, like anxious children tumbling over each other’s heels.



MAMA’S BOY

by C.S. Fuqua


Everyone could see where Carl Baker was headed, even me. After two years on his belly in Vietnam, Carl had come home with a habit most people called “a shame.” They’d shake their heads, say, “It’s terrible, but I hear a lot of ’em get hooked over there,” and go on about their business, figuring that sooner or later he’d get his head together and body clean. After all, he had his mother. In time, with her help, he’d be fine.
I was twelve then. We lived in a remote northern part of the county directly across a pond from the Baker house. I saw Carl nearly every day, walking around the pond, hands in pockets, glassy eyes staring into the ripples of the water. I’d stand beside him sometime for upwards of half-an-hour before he’d acknowledge me. Then we’d toss a football or take a walk through the woods. He’d tell me about the women he’d been with in ’Nam and the great drugs he got his hands on there. But, when he was with me, he never consumed anything other than water or an occasional beer. My presence, I suppose, was good enough. Maybe he saw something special in me, maybe the childhood he’d lost in war, I don’t know. In those days, though, I was his only friend.
Out of politeness, I’d ask how his mother was getting on, and he’d shrug, his face going cold, unreadable, say, “Okay.” I don’t know if he really liked his mother or not. A frail, brittle woman, she returned after forty years of nursing when Carl returned home, hoping I suppose, to devote her remaining years in service to Carl’s needs, but Carl didn’t need much—a few bucks, a fix, and a patch of grass to lie on as he drifted into oblivion. One day, he didn’t come back. Too much smack slammed into his brain, leaving him a vegetable.
A month after Carl’s OD, Mrs. Baker took him home from the hospital. Mom stopped by the house a couple of times, but Mrs. Baker never invited her inside, talking instead from the front porch for a few minutes before returning to her son. Mom said she admired Mrs. Baker’s determination, but she wondered if the old lady was physically capable.
Over the next few months, I rarely saw Mrs. Baker. She ordered all her groceries and medicines delivered, each paid for at the door. I once saw a man with a black satchel—a doctor, I assumed—get out of a blue Buick and go inside, but, as far as I know, after the doctor’s single visit, no one but Mrs. Baker ever saw her son.
By Valentine’s Day, Carl crossed my mind only when I looked out my bedroom window to see lights from the Baker house shimmering on the pond. I’d get images of him lying in bed and start to feel trapped. I’d turn away, slide into bed, making a tent with the covers, and lose myself in my school books as Mom and Dad downstairs watched Johnny Carson.
One warm night in early March, I had begun to nod off when something hit my bedroom’s outer wall. Faint laughter drifted up from the TV. I sat up as another knock sounded against my window. I slipped out of bed, over to the glass. Pale light glittered on the pond. Carl’s face, twisted in agony, flickered in my mind, the image abruptly vanishing as footsteps started up the stairs. I slipped back into bed, settling as the door opened and Mom looked in. A few minutes later, I drifted into sleep, figuring the knocks against my wall were nothing more than pine cones falling from the tree outside my window.
Two nights later, it happened again, a solid knock, like knuckles rapping, not pine cones. I searched the darkness, saw nothing but the single light in the Baker house. I turned away from the window, froze. A bump against the outer wall. Then again, and again, a gradual progression around the side wall, the inner wall, to my door.
“Mom?” I whispered, Thump. “Dad?”
I crossed the room to the door, jerked it open as Mom turned toward me at the head of the stairs.
“What are you doing up, young man?”
“I—uh…” What could I tell her? My room was twenty feet off the ground. Who’d believe me? “I need to pee,” I said.
Back in bed, I expected the knocking to start again, but what came were screams. Faint, guttural groans, ending in suffocating shrieks. I twisted out of bed and hit the door at a run.
“Mom! Dad!” I took the stairs in twos. They bolted from the den, their faces drained. I raced back to my room, my parents following. Mom switched on the light. They glanced around the room, their questioning gazes falling finally to me at the window.
“Listen,” I said in a hushed voice.
“To what?” Dad said irritably.
Frogs croaked at the pond. Night birds chirped. “Somebody was screaming.”
A roll of the eyes.
“I swear!”
Dad shook his head, left the room. Mom paused in the doorway, flipped off the light. “Just a bad dream, honey. Back to bed. It’s late.” A few minutes later, the TV downstairs silenced, and I heard my parents’ bedroom door at the end of the hall softly close. Then came faint music from their radio, masking the random sounds of night from their room. Sometime later, the screams started again, faint, muffled. I wrapped the pillow around my head and began to hum.
The following night, nothing banged against my walls, but the screams began as Carson set into his monologue.
I called for my parents, but only Mom came. She sat on my bedside, listened for a few moments, then lay her palm against my forehead. “Is something bothering you, Kevin? You need to talk to somebody?”
Great. She thought I was a nut case. Next stop, the base psychiatrist, one of those convenient military freebies. Dad, a Navy machinist, had three years left before retirement, and Mom was determined to use any service she didn’t have to pay for. I was glad I’d kept my mouth shut about the slaps against the wall. She tucked me in and left me lying in a pale, steel-gray shaft of moonlight. A quarter-hour passed; another. Then screams. The television audience cackled.
Every night, anguished shrieks echoed across the pond. Mom and Dad could not hear them, secured in their bedroom at the front of the house, the radio playing softly within. I would sink deeper under the covers, wrapping my pillow around my head until sleep finally overtook me.
The following week, Dad shipped out on the Lexington for a month’s sea duty. The night he left, a rapid slapping circled the walls of my room, ending with a bang against my door. Mom shouted from downstairs, “Kevin! Go to sleep!” Then came the screams, more anguished than ever. Gooseflesh waltzed up my neck. I threw off the covers, stomped downstairs, grabbed Mom’s hand and pulled her toward my room, ignoring her demands of “What’s going on?”
“Listen,” I said as we entered.
“Is this about…?”
“Mom, please, just listen”
With a reluctant sigh, she leaned out the window beside me. Nothing. She pulled back in, shaking her head sadly. Poor boy, her eyes said. Abruptly, her expression changed. She snapped around, her mouth unhinged. Nightmarish shrills snaked through pines and oaks. She glared across the pond at the Baker house. A moment later, she fled to her room to call the police.
She hung up, came into my doorway, slipping on a windbreaker. “I’m going over to the Bakers’, Kevin. You stay here.”
As soon as I heard the car door slam shut, I yanked on my jeans and tennis shoes, slipped out of the house, circled the pond and skirted through Mrs. Baker’s back yard. A police car pulled into the front yard, followed by Mom’s car. I crept up to the only lighted window and peeked in, gasping as my gaze briefly met Carl Baker’s. Something stirred behind those dilated, milky pools, a sense of relief, of gratefulness.
His room door swung open. A tall, uniformed policeman stepped in, his expression sickening. Mrs. Baker pushed by, placing herself between him and her son. Beyond the officer, Mom waited in the hallway. The policeman turned away, and I heard him mutter that he’d radio for an ambulance. Mom backed away from the door as Mrs. Baker knelt beside the bed and began to stroke the sweating brow of her son. His head rolled side to side, tongue waggling between his lips. Mrs. Baker began to cry, pressing her cheek to his shoulder.
I crouched below the windowsill until the ambulance arrived. I rose cautiously as two attendants situated a stretcher beside the bed, positioning themselves at Carl’s head and feet to transfer him. They threw off the yellow spotted sheet, both pausing momentarily, eyes widening at the cadaverous chest heaving gray and crinkled, skin sinking between ribs with every struggled breath. Cloth strips bound Carl’s thin and brittle wrists and ankles to the bedposts. Scabbing flesh clung to the catheter running from his penis into the urine bag at the foot of the bed.
One attendant narrowed his eyes, swallowed, then transferred the urine bag to the gurney while the other untied Carl’s bindings. The man at Carl’s head slipped his hands under Carl’s shoulders as the other lifted Carl’s knees.
Mrs. Baker cried, “He belongs here!” The policeman held her gently back as the attendants lifted her son. Carl shrieked mindlessly during the brief instant he floated from bed to gurney, bottom sheet stuck to his backside.
My mother’s face turned ashen. She spun away and vomited.
The attendants dropped Carl, causing him to writhe and shriek as thousands of tiny roaches skittered from underneath him to race down the gurney’s legs. Carl flailed his arms and legs helplessly as the roaches burrowed out from folds of sheet and skin. His back and buttocks had become a massive bed sore, developing and healing repeatedly until the bottom sheet had grown into his skin. The policeman glared in disbelief and disgust at the bed where Carl had lain unmoved for months. A thick mass of tiny roaches scurried in fear of the light.
I spun away in a tripping, tumbling run home, scratching my hands, ripping my jeans. I entered through the garage and made it to my bedroom window as the ambulance pulled out of Mrs. Baker’s yard. Mom’s car was the next to leave, and, finally, the policeman’s. I tried to shake Carl’s tormented image from my mind, but could only soften it by thinking of Carl’s eyes, the way they had somehow thanked me.
I undressed quickly and was in bed by the time Mom came upstairs. She opened my door, and I knew she was looking in at me, probably wondering how a mother could subject her son to such horror, but love can be far more cruel than hatred. She closed the door softly, and, a few minutes later, I heard her retching in the bathroom.
She woke me as dawn slivered through the trees and bathed the pond in gray iciness. She sat on my bedside, looking frail, drained. She reached back, took my hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Poor, poor man”
The state placed Carl in a long-term convalescent home, his care VA funded. As for Mrs. Baker, she stayed in her house. No charges were filed, but, in the long run, it didn’t matter. In June, the same policeman who’d answered Mom’s call about the screams found Mrs. Baker dead.
Twelve years later, lung cancer killed my dad. And last summer, a drunk murdered Mom in a head-on crash. I moved back to this house last October. The Baker place across the pond is still standing, but kids have shattered all the windows, and termites have weakened the structure so that it sags in the middle.
After that terrible night, I tried to forget Carl, but, lately, I can’t get him off my mind. Maybe it’s because I see that old house every day; maybe not. In any case, I’m sure he’s still alive, although I have no idea where he’s living. I must find out. And soon.
Last night, frenzied knocking rattled the outer wall of my old bedroom.



THE SHABBIE PEOPLE

by Jeffrey Osier





I


Their skin was smooth and colorless, so translucent that it looked like a liquid held in place by a thin, glutinous membrane. The long, loose threads along the edges of their shapeless garments seemed to wave in synchronized patterns, like cilia or some delicate reef-dwelling invertebrate. Even now I believe the Shabbies were human beings, although it seems as time goes on, that I base this conviction more and more on a desperate hope that has less to do with them—or even her—than it does with the way I cling to the notion of my own humanity.
I had a job in those days. Five days a week I rode the “L” train downtown, where I immediately took a narrow set of stairs down to Lower Wacker Driver, a bleak dust-blanketed stretch of road that ran directly beneath Wacker Drive proper and alongside the Chicago River. It was not a short cut—in fact, it added a good five minutes to my walk—and the only practical excuse I had for preferring it to a shorter, street level route was that it was cooler in summer and warmer (because of the heating vents from the buildings) in winter. But I walked Lower Wacker for a different reason entirely—for the darkness, the solitude. At street level I would have been no better than the rest of the office workers and clerks: in a hurry to get to work or to their trains, all milling and colliding and seething beneath the screeching elevated trains.
On Lower Wacker I’d seen transients scattered along the catwalk, many asleep between scraps of newspaper and cardboard in the early morning. Otherwise there were only those few commuters who parked their cars in the designated spaces between the catwalk and the street itself. Occasionally a car would slow and the driver—hoping to claim a parking space—would ask if I was going to my car. I would cast the driver an accusing, condescending glare and simply say, “I don’t drive.”
I would look up at the concrete ceiling and listen for the sounds of heavier traffic flowing above, but I never heard it. Sometimes that ceiling seemed to be a mile or more thick, and the blackest, sootiest patches on it the entrances to vast, inaccessible caves.
On the morning I first encountered them I was going down the steps when I saw a haggard old man with worried eyes waiting for me at the foot of the stairs. Before I even made it to the bottom he was talking to me. I averted my eyes and attempted to pass him by, but he held out a shaking hand to block my path.
It was then that he said the word, not as part of a sentence, but just as a single, exhausted exclamation: “Shabbie.”
As I attempted to sidestep him, I lost my balance and nearly fell onto the dusty, glass and ratshit-laden sidewalk. I cursed the old man and continued on my way.
I knew what he’d been talking about as soon as I saw them. There were about twenty on that first day: men and women—none of them standing any closer than ten feet from each other—on the catwalk, among the parked cars at the foot of the catwalk, even along the edges of the road. They didn’t look at anything except each other, with vacant, expressionless faces, hands deep in their pockets, hugging shapeless garments around themselves. There were a few more street people hovering along the edge of this strange, scattered group. They whispered to each other, laughed, complained, but refused to pass beyond a certain point into that arena where the brown-ragged strangers stood so silently, so oblivious to anything but each other.
Another old man called to me as I walked past the huddled transients and onto that stretch of blacktop where the strangers stood. Almost immediately I could hear a ringing, feel the pressure of an invisible fluid closing around me. I looked into their incredible eyes. If they knew I was even walking among them, they made no sign; and when I finally passed the last of them I felt a tremendous release in pressure, as though I’d just surfaced from a deep swimming pool.
All the rest of that day I felt as though there was a wet gloss clinging to me, but whenever I ran fingers over my skin, they came away dry and clean.
I didn’t see them again for several days, but in the meantime I saw a piece of graffiti on one of the cement pillars that lined Lower Wacker:
“BEWARE OF THE SHABBIE PEOPLE.”

It was an unseasonably cold evening in early October. For some reason I can no longer remember and probably couldn’t have pinpointed at the time, my usual depression had been boiling into an uncharacteristically vicious rage against everyone around me, against inanimate objects that got in my way, against my pathetic little room and, of course, against myself and everything about me: my thick, hopeless face, my job, my loneliness. I pushed my way through the Wabash Avenue crowds and made for the nearest stairway down to Lower Wacker Drive.
A rat, obese from eating the garbage that filled the dumpsters and piled along the base of the catwalk, waddled quickly across my path. I had to stop in my tracks to keep from kicking the beast. I suddenly focused all my rage on this foul-smelling creature that had the audacity to block my way for even a split second. My fists clenched and I searched the shadows, wishing I had kicked it, wishing I…
When I first heard her voice, I could swear she was laughing. It was only when I heard the telltale impact of flesh smacking against flesh that I was sure she was crying—no, screaming. Then I heard the man’s voice: loud, cruel, wet with lustful anger, and I realized what was going on.
They were on the catwalk, near a stairway that led to street level. I jumped onto the walk and grabbed the man before I had any idea who or what they were. With a downward straightarm, I loosened his grip on her clothes as I grabbed his collar and swung him around to face me.
He was a Shabbie. They were both Shabbies. He was about my height, very thin, but there was an animal hunger across that emaciated face that would have scared me off had I not already been so wound up in my own furies. He screamed, a high-pitched flurry of incomprehensible sounds, and his face seemed to stretch forward, forming a threatening, toothy snout.
I was standing too close to take a swing at him, so I brought up my elbow and struck his nose. The glancing blow stunned him long enough to allow me to step back and punch him as hard as I could with my good arm. He stumbled off the edge of the catwalk, bounced onto the hood of a car and melted into the deep shadows, moaning and whimpering.
When I turned to her she was looking at me with horrified eyes, as though I had been the sole aggressor. I opened my mouth to say something in my own defense, but she ran up the nearest set of stairs. I took one last look at the Shabbie man lying between two cars and then followed her.
She was on the top step, looking out at the city lights as though she had never seen anything like them in her life.
“Are you all right? Miss? Did he hurt you?”
The sound of my voice sent a brief tremor across her face. She reluctantly took her eyes from the skyline and looked me in the eyes.
“I didn’t mean to scare you like that. Down there, I mean.”
Once her eyes locked into mine, she would not let go. She looked at me as though I was something disgusting she had just been ordered to eat. She nodded toward the buildings, trying to draw my attention to them.
“It’s a pretty skyline, isn’t it? When they turn on all the lights…”
But she wasn’t listening. I looked at her closely then, because she seemed to have lost all interest in me. Her hair was thin and medium brown, laced with silver streaks and hanging limp and careless to her shoulders. From this vantage point, only a couple of feet away, it was almost impossible to resist trying to make out the skull beneath that clear skin and those delicate blue veins just beneath the surface. But her face was too wide—or her head was too narrow; at any rate, the effect was to jut her nose and the center of her lips forward and pull her eyes and the edges of her mouth around to the side.
I could make out her delicate slenderness even beneath the shapeless brown rags she wore. Her feet were big and her breasts were small, like a young girl’s, but she was clearly more than a girl. There were traces of age and pain in her face. In spite of her plainness, her strange face and her ragged clothes, I found her unusually attractive and appealing. The fact that she was one of the Shabbie People who had been haunting stretches of Lower Wacker Drive only made the attraction stronger.
“Miss, could I… buy you something to eat? A cup of coffee or something?”
She made no response, so I turned away, humiliated, and headed for the train. I did not bother going back down to Lower Wacker; I was only two blocks from the train now and the crowds were beginning to thin. As I walked I tried not to think of the latest, capstone humiliation of this wretched day; I had saved a pretty girl from an attacker only to have my respectful advances ignored afterward. The incident seemed to have neutralized me. I no longer felt any anger, only that creeping numbness that was my biggest enemy but probably also the one thing that had kept me from taking my own useless life years before.
I went downstairs to the ticket window and showed my monthly pass. As I pushed through the turnstile I turned and saw her standing there, looking at me, looking at the turnstile and the glass booth, confused and afraid. She stared me straight in the eye, the skin of her brows furling over her eyes.
“What?” I asked her, my voice impatient and suddenly exasperated. I was not so numb that I wasn’t willing to strike out just a little at the woman who’d rebuffed my only minutes before. “Huh? What is it? Do you need money? Is that what you want? You could say something to me, you know.”
I turned away and headed for the stairs, but as I reached them I heard that cry again. But this time it was not a cry of fear over a man who was beating her and probably about to rape her, but the cry of a young child, alone and lost with absolutely no idea what to do. When I turned back she was looking at the lady in the pay booth with a terrified expression.
So I did what I had to: I paid her fare. She followed me down the stairs and when the first train came and I did not get on it, she gazed thoughtfully back and forth from me to the train and then let out a strained breath and relaxed at my side, no more than six inches away from me.
When my train came, we got on. There were no seats, so I had to stand, clutching a vertical bar; and when the train lurched for the first time, she grabbed the shoulder of my jacket and did not let go until we stopped at my station.
She followed me down the street, into the foyer of my building, up the steps and finally, while a quaking mixture of excitement and suspicion surged through my every limb, up to my door.
“Do you need a place to stay? Is that it?” I opened the door and she followed me in, passing by me and moving through my apartment with a timid, quiet grace, her face stretched with the same wonderment with which she’d looked at the skyline.
She was the first woman who had ever stepped into my apartment. She did not react when I shut the door and locked it, and didn’t even bother to turn and look me in the face for another hour.

II


What was I to think, so afraid of her presence and the peculiar bearing with which she carried herself through my cheap, unkempt room? She would not respond to my questions, and though she seemed interested when I finally got the nerve to step into my kitchenette and fry myself a cheese sandwich, she seemed not even to understand when I offered the sandwich to her. As soon as the sizzling in the pan died, she turned away from me and the kitchenette and returned to the window, where she looked out with rapt fascination upon a brick wall, a neon sign, an alley and a sliver of street. Or maybe she was just enthralled by the duct patterns on the window. Her manner was so strange, the sudden shifts of attention so abrupt, and yet, to judge by her expression, so true to some obscure inner logic, that there was no way of telling just what she saw when she looked at the shambles in which I lived.
I considered throwing her out, but of course I couldn’t. This strange but otherwise very plain young woman seemed graced by a kind of dangerous beauty when seen in the context of my lonely little apartment. I tried ignoring her as the evening progressed, drinking a beer or thumbing through a book, but I literally could not take my eyes off her, so finally I just watched her until I caught myself nodding off to sleep in my chair.
I offered her my bed, indicating with hopelessly loud and well-articulated words and awkward arm gestures that I would sleep on the couch. I lay on the couch then, a blanket pulled up to my eyes, watching her in the semidarkness. She continued to move from one end of the apartment to the other, occasionally stopping at the window before moving on again, examining books, wall prints, the dirty plates in the sink.
The last thing I remember is her going into the bathroom and using the toilet with the door open. I could see nothing—would not even look—yet I ended up with a furious erection that followed me into sleep and writhed its way to climax within the confines of some forgotten dream.

I tried to convince her to leave the next morning. At least I told her she should. In truth, I didn’t want her to leave at all. She had slept on the floor at the foot of the bed and was still there when I left. I wondered whether she would be there when I got back as I locked the bottom lock but not the top, giving her the final option—but only after debating for a full minute whether I should just lock her in.

I was thirty-four years old at the time and still a virgin. Only my hands—and even those with awkward, infrequent rendezvous—stood between me and a lifetime of abstinence. Perhaps it was because I was ugly or had difficulty speaking to people, or because of some kind of physical or social flaw to which I was simply blind. Whatever the cause, I had never slept in such close proximity to a woman, and all day I reeled with the myriad implications of that event. I fantasized that on my return home she would be communicative, thanking me for saving her virtue or maybe even her life the day before and for offering her refuge and, of course—inadvertently though it might have been—for having been a gentleman through it all.
When I returned home she was watching television. She stared at the screen as though hypnotized not by the images themselves but by the thousand flickering signals that made up the images. I tried talking to her, I offered her food, I offered her the bed; but nothing worked. Once again she slept on the floor.
It went on this way for a week. I was growing more and more dependent on the idea that when I opened the door at night, I would find this warm, living, increasingly attractive creature placidly sharing my apartment.
Finally I gave up offering her the bed. The couch was starting to bother my back anyway, so on the seventh night I decided to sleep in the bed myself.
In a gesture of had-it-up-to-here defiance, I threw back the sheets, undressed and crawled into my bed, leaving only the hoodlight on in the kitchen. She stood by the refrigerator, eating pickles out of the jar and watching me with a puzzled expression. I shut my eyes as I nested in my bed for the first time in a week, sure that I’d be asleep in a minute.
I could hear her, feel her breath as she suddenly stood over me, watching me as she’d never done on the nights I’d slept on the couch. Was it our “familiarity” or was it the fact that it was such a sudden shift in routine? I was never able to figure out which of the two might have prompted her actions as I opened a single eye while she pulled the shapeless dress over her head and dropped it to the floor. The naked body underneath was sleek and had a sweet, pleasant aroma. When she pulled back the sheets and crawled in next to me, immediately folding her arms around me, I opened both eyes and gazed deep into a face that suddenly looked equally tender and eager. I leaned over to kiss her, realizing that I had never kissed a woman in my life and wasn’t even close to being sure exactly how it was done.
She forced her mouth against mine in a brief, awkward struggle and after that, I just followed. My hands wandered the contours of her body in absolute disbelief while she finished undressing me. I climaxed the moment her hand glided between my legs, but she did not laugh or grow angry, and instead seemed to understand everything about me at that point. For a week she had been living on the periphery of my world, and she must have realized that beneath these sheets together we had passed beyond the edges of that world and into hers.
At least it seemed to be wholly her world. My clumsy gestures grew smoother and more acute under her guidance and as her kisses and caresses grew more passionate, I began to mimic them. My next erection followed soon after and she guided it gently into the soft, wet darkness between her thighs. We remained very still for a while after that—neither our hands nor our hips moved more than a slight quiver as she looked deep into my eyes and smiled her first real and perfect smile. By the time we began our slow rhythmic movements I knew, from the feel of our interlocked bodies and from that sweet, understanding face, that both our lives had been irrevocably changed.
When I finally slept, I dreamed of her. We were standing at the gravely edge of a body of water at night, with only the light of a distant suspension bridge delineating us in the darkness. She looked at me and began to speak. The things she said were shocking and horrifying, but they made perfect sense to my dream-self. I remembered the entire dream in vivid detail the next morning—all except the words she had spoken.

She grew more at ease within the grimy, chaotic confines of my apartment and widened her palette to include an increasing variety of foods in my cupboards and refrigerator. If anything, she paid less attention to me than she had before we’d first made love. As soon as I turned off the lights and crawled into bed each night, she would crawl in with me and we would make love for half the night, so that I found it almost impossible to get up in the morning for work. I finally had to start going to bed two hours earlier than usual. As we made love or held each other tenderly afterward, I seemed to be the absolute center of her life. But the next morning or the next evening, I was merely a more active, more transitory piece of furniture in a tiny room in which she seemed to be hiding from something… out there.
I gave her a name. Mona. My mother (the original Mona) died when I was four years old, and so I felt no particular attachment to the name—at least none that I realized, but it gave me comfort to bestow the name on the frail, bewildered and unceasingly curious girl. Most of the time I believed she was a simpleton and that I was doing her a favor by protecting her from the outside world, by trying to find foods she could eat, trying to teach her to speak, all the tiny gestures that seemed to fail at every turn but which, in the end, always brought her back to my bed.
I would dream of her almost every night after our love-making. Sometimes it would be just the two of us, sometimes there would be others, loud, shadowy and enveloped in a thick luminescent haze that seemed to spread for vast distances across landscapes that, as weeks progressed, became more and more uninviting, even threatening. In these dreams she always spoke with words that I could never remember upon awakening, trying to lure me into the bright haze that seemed to recede from us as we approached, the haze that was so full of cascading, breathtaking lifeforms too diffuse to see clearly, but always very real and, in spite of their retreat, always very near.



III


And so Mona consumed those late fall and early winter months. We did not communicate; we rarely even looked each other in the eye and I never quite got over the sensation that she was—or would have preferred to be—completely oblivious to my presence. But I was utterly dependent on the sound of her breath, of the creaking floor beneath her feet, of the fact that this creature had consented to keep me company and in only a few months had made the vision of my past life almost unbearable to remember. And that she made love to me, that even in some strange, limited way, I was someone’s lover, began to strengthen my confidence and gave me the sense that I was a functioning, even determining factor in the world around me, a world that had always seemed close to collapsing upon me.
But she grew restless. She discovered the apartment door—as though it had never been there before. She would tug at it and pound on it and I was afraid the commotion would bring too much attention to us. So I gave her a key, taught her how to use it, bought her some winter clothes and a coat, took walks with her and, finally, because I was afraid to use the physical force to stop her, I allowed her to go out by herself. I told myself this was only right, that otherwise I was her jailer, she was my prisoner—or worse, my pet. And yet Mona was not a normal human being, was she? She was no longer with her people and I was the only thing between her and that hostile world out there, the world that had crushed me, the one she had stared at with such wide-eyed amazement one night from the top of a set of concrete stairs.
Soon she began staying out late or, once in a while, all night. I couldn’t ask where she’d gone, and though I considered it, I never really had the nerve to follow. I just sat in my apartment fretting, no longer understanding or even wanting to understand the loneliness and solitude I had learned to accept in my previous life, merely aching for that presence, that touch, those simple, living sounds.
She would return with things she’d found on the street. I tried to keep her from bringing them in, but at these moments she would suddenly grow hostile and protective. Desiccated rat and pigeon corpses, rusted shards of metal, branches, wire, all of which she would arrange methodically in the darkest corner of my apartment and hide behind a sheet. I stopped protesting, because more than disgust over the garbage she insisted on accumulating in my apartment, I felt fear of her independence. She could leave and never come back. The possibility was inconceivable.
I tried to ignore the shrine she was constructing behind the sheet, this complex mingling of forms that after a while no longer seemed random at all. They were no longer dried corpses or discarded hubcaps and splintered boards; they were minor elements in a dense and disturbing mosaic. Mona was reconstructing something of her own world in this tiny corner of mine.
In late February I began walking to work along Lower Wacker Drive, after having avoided it completely since the day I saved Mona from her Shabbie attacker. I found no trace of them—only a cloud of white spray-paint where someone had scrawled BEWARE OF THE SHABBIE PEOPLE.
I wondered where she went at night. Would she have remembered the train ride up to my neighborhood; would she know how or have money to pay and get on the “L” train and find her way down here on her own? There were times when I would linger down there as though all it would take was the right squint and the right tilt of my head in order to see them there. I wondered if she came down here to do this very thing, not knowing how to find them and trying desperately to summon them back from whatever inaccessible netherworld into which they’d retreated, crying out for them to take her away from this cold, bleak place and the stumpy little man who held her prisoner.
Then one night, during an unseasonably warm spell after weeks of heavy snows, I walked Lower Wacker, avoiding the widening pools and the spouts of water spilling from the streets above and whining to myself about Mona, whom I had not seen in two days. Had she disappeared for good? Could something have happened to her? I wandered Lower Wacker for a while, drinking in the desolate and expansive solitude that seemed like such a perfect extension of my mood.
The area where the Shabbies used to stand was now under a foot of water. As I stepped to the edge of this pond I saw a rat half-swim, half-scurry across it, cutting a line of splashes neatly down the middle. As the waters settled, erasing all traces of the rat’s pathway, I saw what I believed to be a reflection of the ceiling above me, and my tired eyes began to unfocus along the strange contours formed there.
Suddenly there was movement in the water, something large, struggling up from an impossible depth in this shallow pool. In the brief moment it broke the surface I was sure that it was a man, but the water settled over it and the pool grew still and silent, as though nothing had happened. I looked around; there was no one anywhere, and the green lights illuminating the underground were all flickering in synchronization.
Another splash—there it was again, exploding to the surface. Only this time it did not seem to be a man at all, but rather some kind of slimy, chaotically misshapen encephalopod, transparent and thrashing furiously before sinking once again beneath the surface. I looked carefully at the once-more placid surface, then at the ceiling above. Only a reflection.
I hurried on my way, considering for a moment taking the nearest stairway up to street level and then changing my mind when I saw the ominous shadows moving along the entrance to the stairway. I began to run, but there were puddles and roaring downspouts everywhere, and in the weak, still-flickering green light, it was difficult to negotiate the water, and the soles of my shoes were sliding treacherously on the wet ground. Finally I stopped, leaning against a steel and concrete beam while a downpour of water roared just on the other side. I crept around to look at it more closely as I caught my breath. Was this water running down here from the street? I looked up but there was only a blackness from which the water didn’t seem so much as fall as simply appear, materializing out of a void.
And then I heard it. Oh, I recognized the sound, all right. The moment I heard the voice I was sure I must be lying in bed alongside Mona and having another one of those dreams, because it was Mona herself, speaking in the voice with which she had so often called out to me in so many of those early dreams. But it wasn’t just a single woman’s voice, it was several, along with manly voices that spoke in deep, threatening tones. I looked into the falling column of water and saw transparent figures struggling within, little more than water themselves, thrashing away as though trying to force their way free. I blinked and leaned closer, my face set in what must have been a ridiculous, gaping mask. I could see human forms in there, all occupying the same small spaces, trying to break away from each other. Every splash against my face felt like fingertips grasping out toward me. Finally a hand emerged, then an arm. I backed away as it reached out and then disappeared. I can’t say for sure whether it sank back into the spout of water or merely splashed shapelessly to the ground.
I screamed and ran onto the catwalk, where the shadows were heavy, but it was dry and I had quick access to the next set of stairs leading up to the street.
Though my train ride home was uneventful, I couldn’t stop thinking of the hallucinations I had experienced on Lower Wacker. I arrived home in an absolute panic. Inside I found Mona, wearing one of the simple, second-hand dresses I had bought her, looking up from the television and smiling sweetly.
“Mona!” I cried, rushing over to her.
And then she did a strange thing, unlike anything she had done before or would do over those last few days she remained with me. She put her arms around me and rocked me, shushing me as though I were a small child. As we stood there, her rocking me gently and running her fingers through my shamelessly thin, greasy hair, I stared at the bulging contours of the sheet draped across her shrine. And as I listened, it was almost as though her wordless whispers were rising from the things she had hidden away there.
Then we made love—for what turned out to be the last time. I drank of the sweetness between her thighs and then sank deep inside of her while we lay still, both of us breathing hard, both of us trying to freeze this instant in time while her soft hands glided over me until they began to urge my movements.
When it was over I buried my face between her cheek and shoulder and fell into an unsettling sleep which was disturbed by a series of unbearably sharp stomach cramps. I tossed and turned, trying to force my eyes open, gradually becoming aware that the pains I was feeling were something more than those of a simple stomach ache. Something was burrowing into my body and tearing it apart, breaking through my rib cage and devouring my heart, my lungs… everything inside that twisting, struggling cavity. Though my eyes were still not open, I was able to see the thing that was eating me. It glared at me, shreds of meat hanging out of its bloody mouth.
Mona.
I awoke screaming. I sat up in bed and looked over to the kitchenette light, the only light on in the apartment. There, drowning out my single scream with its constant, hideous cries was an animal—not much different from the one I’d seen struggle in the explicable depths of that shallow pool on Lower Wacker—stretched out upon the kitchen table, thrashing furiously beneath the slender young woman who dug through its flesh with her teeth and claws.
“Mona…” I croaked, as a piece of the transparent beast was ripped from its body and flung across the room. A small bit of it stuck to my cheek and I collapsed onto the sheets, trying to rub the hot, steaming mass from my face. I pulled the covers over my head and tried to wake up, realizing that the stomach pains had disappeared without a trace, as though they had belonged to someone else all along.
When I rose the next morning Mona was gone. I examined the kitchenette thoroughly, trying to find traces of the gruesome feeding I had witnessed the night before, but I detected no sign of a struggle among the usual clutter on the table. I felt the spot on my cheek where the glutinous flesh had splattered me and remembered that elusive oily sensation I had felt on my skin the first day I’d walked through the motionless array of Shabbies.
Then I heard it. A familiar ringing noise that seemed to snake through the air, stinging my skin and jabbing into my ears like a long needle.
I turned to the corner where Mona’s secret shrine lay. As I stepped toward it I could feel the pressure of that invisible fluid closing in around me again. I knelt and placed my hand on the sheet. It was warm, its surface like silk; and when I ran my palm across the gentle luxurious folds in the fabric, it sighed and twisted like reacting flesh.
When I yanked the sheet aside I did not see the disturbing mosaic of clutter, but an emptiness, black and cold. A stench rose from that emptiness, and with it invisible clouds of oil that struck at my face and hands. I let the sheet drop back into place. Its movement was slow and graceful and did not end until it stretched and spasmed, letting out a quivering sigh as it finally stopped.
I touched my face and my hand came away with a layer of transparent ooze that grew warmer and warmer the longer it remained in contact with my skin.



IV


Her last few days in the apartment were a nightmare for me. She was in and out all the time, leaving each time as though she would never return, and later walking back in the door as though returning had been an unforgivable failure of nerve. It was no longer as though she didn’t know I existed; it was as though she were suddenly so aware of my presence, so appalled by it, that she had to keep moving and distracting herself to keep from being overcome by it.
The warm weather that had brought the Shabbies from whatever realm they ordinarily inhabited would be returning in a matter of weeks and so, I believed from Mona’s nervous manner, would the Shabbies. I knew that every time she walked out the door could easily mark the last moment I would ever see her.
Finally, one especially frigid night, she opened the door and cast a hateful, unregretting glare in my direction. I was sure that the time had finally come. I broke down and ran to the door, slamming it and whirling her around to face me.
“Mona. Please…”
She averted her eyes and tried to slip quickly past me.
I grabbed her by the shoulders and fought her sudden thrashings, but her strength and her will to resist were far greater than I had expected. I found myself literally trying to tackle her, pull her down to the floor. I was willing to kill her just so that she might have to look me in the eyes. Mona shrieked and wailed as she had on that evening on Lower Wacker Drive when the Shabbie tried to wrestle her to the ground for what were probably the exact same reasons.
She struck me across the face. I could feel the blood spreading down my cheek. I struck her next blow aside and backed away.
I called her Mona one last time.
And then she attacked. It was all a blur, the hazy, fading end of it a frail human girl, the harder, on-rushing, leading edge something ugly and ferocious—rows of twitching, flickering blades mounted on glutinous, transparent cords of flesh. I covered my face with folded arms and dropped to the floor as a thousand needle-points pierced and broke off inside my skin. I felt a sprinkle of cool water, then heard the door slam.
I lay there for quite some time, afraid to move. When I finally sat up, it was dark, and Mona was gone.
My skin was clean and unbroken.
I tried to sleep that night, but every time I closed my eyes I was struck again by the image of that girl zooming forward through a self-generated haze, her face turning into a grotesque, glass-flesh monster, mouth open and ready to tear me to shreds. I didn’t want to know what my dreams would have made of such a vision, and ended up going to work the next morning with no sleep whatsoever. I didn’t sleep the next night either, only nodding off occasionally on the train for the next three days, until on the fourth night sleep finally beat me into submission.
I avoided Lower Wacker and spent as little time in the apartment as I could; and when I did, I scrupulously prevented my eyes from coming to rest on that corner of hers.
Did I really believe she wasn’t coming back? It was only in my most agonizing moments that I actually convinced myself I was really in love with Mona and not merely a slave to the presence she had offered me as an antidote to my suffocating loneliness. I began to fantasize that she returned to me in the guise of a shy, repentant but otherwise quite normal woman who would speak to me and not only heal the wounds she’d left me with, but explain away the madness she had suffused into my body and my home and into the world I saw through my tired, suspicious eyes.
It was this hope, pierced with a lifetime’s worth of bitterness, that ruined me in the end.
I lost my job. Various reasons were given for my abrupt termination, but the real reasons were obvious and plentiful. I no longer bathed. I rarely changed my clothes. I talked to myself. Sometimes I talked to Mona. And sometimes I just wept for her, in loud but stifled gasps.
On the night I lost my job I returned to the apartment in a rage. I looked at the shambles I had made of it since I’d frightened Mona away; dirty clothes strewn and wadded across every surface, half-eaten food festering away on the floor and tabletops, magazines opened and tossed across furniture as though I were always in the middle of reading a dozen different useless articles and advertisements. The TV had remained on for three weeks, until the picture fizzled out and I was left with no more than twenty-four hours of static. I felt another useless bout of crying coming over me.
No, not again. No more.
I let out a scream and proceeded to tear the place apart. Why not finish the job since it seemed to be what my body really wanted to do? I tore up clothes and magazines, emptied the contents of my refrigerator and freezer across every surface upon which those contents could land or stick.
And then I tore the old sheet away from Mona’s corner. I was struck again by the insane logic that made it look like so much more than a mere collection of garbage. I began tearing away at the complex, symmetrical formation she had created, hurling rusted metal, grime-coated shards of glass, rat and pigeon corpses, and completely unidentifiable, convoluted masses of slick or hairy or sharp material across my room, so that what had once been a carefully but enigmatically constructed puzzle was no more than a scattered addition to the wasteland of filth and clutter that had once been my apartment.

But within days, the apartment was clean and barren and lifeless. I, too, had grown clean and barren and lifeless. I took showers until I was covered with red, raw patches, and though I stared out my windows for hours on end, I did not leave the place for over a week.
When I finally did, it was to take a train downtown and revisit my old haunts: Lower Wacker Drive, the crossroads of my former life. It was early April now, and the weather had that cruel, unpredictable bite Chicago weather always has in spring along the lakefront: cold or warm—not merely on one frustrating day to the next—but from one gust of wind to another, from one patch of light to the adjacent shadow.
And there they were. I don’t know why it surprised me so much. Only three of them, standing brittle and motionless, as though just barely focusing their translucent flesh into this world. Upon first seeing the three thin and ragged men, all their attention centered inward on some kind of transitional pain, I felt as though I could have stepped right through them and they would have collapsed—like water escaping through an abruptly ruptured membrane. I sat on the catwalk and watched them for several hours, waiting for a sign of movement—of life—just waiting for something that might be a clue, a signpost that would lead me to my Mona.
But as the rush hour began on the streets above, some of it spilled down onto Lower Wacker and people began to pass by on their way home. They didn’t seem to notice the three Shabbies at all. Instead they focused on me, sitting pensive and alone, a very clean but ragged man on a filthy catwalk.
I kept coming back. Soon I began to read those unsettling stares and glances of pity and revulsion on the faces of the passersby and I realized that they thought I was just another homeless resident of Lower Wacker Drive. But of course I had a definite purpose. I was watching the Shabbies, watching their numbers increase slowly and steadily, watching as they came gradually into focus and began moving around, transparent and iridescent at first, but nearly solid, nearly corporeal as the weeks progressed. I walked among them, trying to follow—to imitate—their seemingly random patterns, listening to them speak to one another in those rapid, wordless whispers, and occasionally looking one in the eye and have him return my stare, and acknowledge my existence with a nod of the head or with that unsettling stretch of the facial muscles that I had seen so often in Mona, that grimace which I had always told myself was a smile.
Soon there were dozens of them, milling about a stretch of Lower Wacker that was just over three blocks long. The police would drive by, sometimes lean out the window, but they seemed incapable of seeing the Shabbies for what they really were. So did the muddled and preoccupied commuters. Even the transients who haunted Lower Wacker feared them too much to get close and see what the Shabbies really were, or feel the tension their presence created on the thin, wet fabric of our world. When I arrived in the morning I would feel the warm, oily hug of the membrane as it closed in on me, greasing me as though to ease my passage into the great dark otherspace where Mona hid from me, not knowing how much I needed her, missed her.
Eventually I could no longer return home. I had to stay down there with them, knowing that they could all disappear at any moment, knowing that when that time came, I would have to be there with them, ready to cross over with them, ready to face Mona again and make her understand.
I began to think of myself as Shabbie. I told myself that my clothes and the pallor of my skin were beginning to resemble theirs, that when I spoke to them they were no longer merely words but part of that deeper, hushed language the Shabbies used themselves, that when Mona’s thousand needle-points had pierced me just before her departure, she had passed some of that essence into me.
But the Shabbies could not understand me and I could not understand them. And when I was hungry I had to buy something to eat—at first with my dwindling supply of ready cash, and when that was gone, with money I could squeeze from the people on the streets above me. The Shabbies merely disappeared—only a few at a time—and would return gorged, the stripped limbs of lesser creatures dangling limp from their hands.
One very cold October morning they began to migrate. I followed them as they marched toward lower Michigan Avenue, feeling the tug of the oily strands that brushed and bathed me, anointed me and, finally, held me back as the Shabbies began to disperse before my eyes, spreading out as weightless globules of amber fluid, scattering into smaller and smaller droplets until they were no more than a mist.
When it seemed I was all alone I turned and saw one last Shabbie, a young woman who looked not much difference than Mona had on her first day. I called her Mona but she did not respond. I could already see the frayed threads of her clothes pulling apart, waving like the cilia of smaller and smaller drifting organisms, her transparent flesh and the tissues underneath softening for the final diffusion.
I leaped at her, crying out. I caught a hot wave of the sweet smelling flesh and felt it rupture and collapse around and upon me. I fell to the street, sobbing out that name over and over again.
When I finally gathered myself and trudged toward the nearest stairway, I thought about my apartment, wondering whether I had been gone so long that it had been rented out from under me, whether I could even remember enough about the world up there to reintegrate myself into even the margins in which I had lived my life.
I made it to the top of the stairs and scanned the passing crowds. I breathed in the October city gases and felt the cold winds slap and sting at my dry, brittle flesh and the whispers of bitter cold darkness that seeped in toward my shabby soul.



THE UGLY FILE

by Ed Gorman


The cold rain didn’t improve the looks of the housing development, one of those sprawling valleys of pastel-colored tract houses that had sprung from the loins of greedy contractors right at the end of WW II, fresh as flowers during that exultant time but now dead and faded.
I spent fifteen minutes trying to find the right address. Houses and streets formed a blinding maze of sameness.
I got lucky by taking what I feared was a wrong turn. A few minutes later I pulled my new station wagon up to the curb, got out, tugged my hat and raincoat on snugly, and then started unloading.
Usually, Merle, my assistant, is on most shoots. He unloads and sets up all the lighting, unloads and sets up all the photographic umbrellas, and unloads and sets up all the electric sensors that trip the strobe lights. But Merle went on this kind of shoot once before and he said never again, “not even if you fire my ass.” He was too good an assistant to give up so now I did these particular jobs alone.
My name is Roy Hubbard. I picked up my profession of photography in Nam, where I was on the staff of a captain whose greatest thrill was taking photos of bloody and dismembered bodies. He didn’t care if the bodies belonged to us or them just as long as they had been somehow disfigured or dismembered.
In an odd way, I suppose, being the captain’s assistant prepared me for the client I was working for today, and had been working for, on and off, for the past two months. The best-paying client I’ve ever had, I should mention here. I don’t want you to think that I take any special pleasure, or get any special kick, out of gigs like this. I don’t. But when you’ve got a family to feed, and you live in a city with as many competing photography firms as this one has, you pretty much take what’s offered you.
The air smelled of wet dark earth turning from winter to spring. Another four or five weeks and you’d see cardinals and jays sitting on the blooming green branches of trees.
The house was shabby even by the standards of the neighborhood, the brown grass littered with bright cheap forgotten plastic toys and empty Diet Pepsi cans and wild rain-sodden scraps of newspaper inserts. The small picture window to the right of the front door was taped lengthwise from some long ago crack, and the white siding ran with rust from the drain spouts. The front door was missing its top glass panel. Cardboard had been set in there.
I knocked, ducking beneath the slight overhang of the roof to escape the rain.
The woman who answered was probably no older than twenty-five but her eyes and the sag of her shoulders said that her age should not be measured by calendar years alone.
“Mrs. Cunningham?”
“Hi,” she said, and her tiny white hands fluttered about like doves. “I didn’t get to clean the place up very good.”
“That’s fine.”
“And the two oldest kids have the flu so they’re still in their pajamas and—”
“Everything’ll be fine, Mrs. Cunningham.” When you’re a photographer who deals a lot with mothers and children, you have to learn a certain calm, doctorly manner.
She opened the door and I went inside.
The living room, and what I could see of the dining room, was basically a continuation of the front yard—a mine field of cheap toys scattered everywhere, and inexpensive furniture of the sort you buy by the room instead of the piece strewn with magazines and pieces of the newspaper and the odd piece of children’s clothing.
Over all was a sour smell, one part the rain-sodden wood of the exterior house, one part the lunch she had just fixed, one part the house cleaning this place hadn’t had in a good long while.
The two kids with the flu, boy and girl respectively, were parked in a corner of the long, stained couch. Even from here I knew that one of them had diapers in need of changing. They showed no interest in me or my equipment. Out of dirty faces and dead blue eyes they watched one cartoon character beat another with a hammer on a TV whose sound dial was turned very near the top.
“Cindy’s in her room,” Mrs. Cunningham explained.
Her dark hair was in a pert little pony tail. The rest of her chunky self was packed into a faded blue sweat shirt and sweat pants. In high school she had probably been nice and trim. But high school was an eternity behind her now.
I carried my gear and followed her down a short hallway. We passed two messy bedrooms and a bathroom and finally we came to a door that was closed.
“Have you ever seen anybody like Cindy before?”
“I guess not, Mrs. Cunningham.”
“Well, it’s kind of shocking. Some people can’t really look at her at all. They just sort of glance at her and look away real quick. You know?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“I mean, it doesn’t offend me when people don’t want to look at her. If she wasn’t my daughter, I probably wouldn’t want to look at her, either. Being perfectly honest, I mean.”
“I’m ready, Mrs. Cunningham.”
She watched me a moment and said, “You have kids?”
“Two little girls.”
“And they’re both fine?”
“We were lucky.”
For a moment, I thought she might cry. “You don’t know how lucky, Mr. Hubbard.”
She opened the door and we went into the bedroom.
It was a small room, painted a fresh, lively pink. The furnishings in here—the bassinet, the bureau, the rocking horse in the corner—were more expensive than the stuff in the rest of the house. And the smell was better. Johnson’s Baby Oil and Johnson’s Baby Powder are always pleasant on the nose. There was a reverence in the appointments of this room, as if the Cunninghams had consciously decided to let the yard and the rest of the house go to hell. But his room—
Mrs. Cunningham led me over to the bassinet and then said, “Are you ready?”
“I’ll be fine, Mrs. Cunningham. Really.”
“Well,” she said, “here you are then.”
I went over and peered into the bassinet. The first look is always rough. But I didn’t want to upset the lady so I smiled down at her baby as if Cindy looked just like every other baby girl I’d ever seen.
I even touched my finger to the baby’s belly and tickled her a little. “Hi, Cindy.”
After I had finished my first three or four assignments for this particular client, I went to the library one day and spent an hour or so reading about birth defects. The ones most of us are familiar with are clubfoots and cleft palates and harelips and things like that. The treatable problems, that is. From there you work up to spina bifida and cretinism. And from there—
What I didn’t know until that day in the library is that there are literally hundreds of ways in which infants can be deformed, right up to and including the genetic curse of The Elephant Man. As soon as I started running into words such as achondroplastic dwarfism and supernumerary chromosomes, I quit reading. I had no idea what those words meant.
Nor did I have any idea of what exactly you would call Cindy’s malformation. She had only one tiny arm and that was so short that her three fingers did not quite reach her rib cage. It put me in mind of a flipper on an otter. She had two legs but only one foot and only three digits on that. But her face was the most terrible part of it all, a tiny little slit of a mouth and virtually no nose and only one good eye. The other was almond-shaped and in the right position but the eyeball itself was the deep, startling color of blood.
“We been tryin’ to keep her at home here,” Mrs. Cunningham said, “but she can be a lot of trouble. The other two kids make fun of her all the time and my husband can’t sleep right because he keeps havin’ these dreams of her smotherin’ because she don’t have much of a nose. And the neighbor kids are always tryin’ to sneak in and get a look at her.”
All the time she talked, I kept staring down at poor Cindy. My reaction was always the same when I saw these children. I wanted to find out who was in charge of a universe that would permit something like this and then tear his fucking throat out.
“You ready to start now?”
“Ready,” I said.
She was nice enough to help me get my equipment set up. The pictures went quickly. I shot Cindy from several angles, including several straight-on. For some reason, that’s the one the client seems to like best. Straight-on. So you can see everything.
I used VPS large format professional film and a Pentax camera because what I was doing here was essentially making many portraits of Cindy, just the way I do when I make a portrait of an important community leader.
Half an hour later, I was packed up and moving through Mrs. Cunningham’s front door.
“You tell that man—that Mr. Byerly who called—that we sure do appreciate that $2000 check he sent.”
“I’ll be sure to tell him,” I said, walking out into the rain.
“You’re gonna get wet.”
“I’ll be fine. Goodbye, Mrs. Cunningham.”

Back at the shop, I asked Merle if there had been any calls and he said nothing important. Then, “How’d it go?”
“No problems,” I said.
“Another addition to the ugly file, huh?” Then he nodded to the three filing cabinets I’d bought years back at a government auction. The top drawer of the center cabinet contained the photos and negatives of all the deformed children I’d been shooting for Byerly.
“I still don’t think that’s funny, Merle.”
“‘The ugly file?’ ” He’d been calling it that for a couple weeks now and I’d warned him that I wasn’t amused. I have one of those tempers that it’s not smart to push on too hard or too long.
“Uh-huh,” I said.
“If you can’t laugh about it then you have to cry about it.”
“That’s a cop-out. People always say that when they want to say something nasty and get away with it. I don’t want you to call it that any more, you fucking understand me, Merle?”
I could feel the anger coming. I guess I’ve got more of it than I know what to do with, especially after I’ve been around some poor goddamned kid like Cindy.
“Hey, boss, lighten up. Shit, man, I won’t say it any more, OK?”
“I’m going to hold you to that.”
I took the film of Cindy into the dark room. It took six hours to process it all through the chemicals and get the good, clear proofs I wanted.
At some point during the process, Merle knocked on the door and said, “I’m goin’ home now, all right?”
“See you tomorrow,” I said through the closed door.
“Hey, I’m sorry I pissed you off. You know, about those pictures.”
“Forget about it, Merle. It’s over. Everything’s fine.”
“Thanks. See you tomorrow.”
“Right.”
When I came out of the dark room, the windows were filled with night. I put the proofs in a manila envelope with my logo and return address on it and then went out the door and down the stairs to the parking lot and my station wagon.
The night was like October now, raw and windy. I drove over to the freeway and took it straight out to Mannion Springs, the wealthiest of all the wealthy local suburbs.
On sunny afternoons, Mary and I pack up the girls sometimes and drive through Mannion Springs and look at all the houses and daydream aloud of what it would be like to live in a place where you had honest-to-God maids and honest-to-God butlers the way some of these places do.
I thought of Mary now, and how much I loved her, more the longer we were married, and suddenly I felt this terrible, almost oppressive loneliness, and then I thought of little Cindy in that bassinet this afternoon and I just wanted to start crying and I couldn’t even tell you why for sure.
The Byerly place is what they call a shingle Victorian. It has dormers of every kind and description—hipped, eyebrow and gabled. The place is huge but has far fewer windows than you’d expect to find in a house this size. You wonder if sunlight can ever get into it.
I’d called Byerly before leaving the office. He was expecting me.
I parked in the wide asphalt drive that swept around the grounds. By the time I reached the front porch Byerly was in the arched doorway, dressed in a good dark suit.
I walked right up to him and handed him the envelope with the photos in it.
“Thank you,” he said. “You’ll send me a bill?”
“Sure,” I said. I was going to add “That’s my favorite part of the job, sending out the bill” but he wasn’t the kind of guy you joke with. And if you ever saw him, you’d know why.
Everything about him tells you he’s one of those men who used to be called aristocratic. He’s handsome, he’s slim, he’s athletic, and he seems to be very, very confident in everything he does—until you look at his eyes, at the sorrow and weariness of them, at the trapped gaze of a small and broken boy hiding in there.
Of course, on my last trip out here I learned why he looks this way. Byerly was out and the maid answered the door and we started talking and then she told me all about it, in whispers of course, because Byerly’s wife was upstairs and would not have appreciated being discussed this way.
Four years ago, Mrs. Byerly gave birth to their only child, a son. The family physician said that he had never seen a deformity of this magnitude. The child had a head only slightly larger than an apple and no eyes and no arms whatsoever. And it made noises that sickened even the most doctorly of doctors…
The physician even hinted that the baby might be destroyed, for the sake of the entire family…
Mrs. Byerly had a nervous breakdown and went into a mental hospital for nearly a year. She refused to let her baby be taken to a state institution. Mr. Byerly and three shifts of nurses took care of the boy.
When Mrs. Byerly got out of the hospital everybody pretended that she was doing just fine and wasn’t really crazy at all. But then Mrs. Byerly got her husband to hire me to take pictures of deformed babies for her. She seemed to draw courage from knowing that she and her son were not alone in their terrible grief…
All I could think of was those signals we send deep into outer space to see if some other species will hear them and let us know that we’re not alone, that this isn’t just some frigging joke, this nowhere planet spinning in the darkness…
When the maid told me all this, it broke my heart for Mrs. Byerly and then I didn’t feel so awkward about taking the pictures any more. Her husband had his personal physician check out the area for the kind of babies we were looking for and Byerly would call the mother and offer to pay her a lot of money… and then I’d go over there and take the pictures of the kid…
Now, just as I was about to turn around and walk off the porch, Byerly said, “I understand that you spent some time here two weeks ago talking to one of the maids.”
“Yes.”
“I’d prefer that you never do that again. My wife is very uncomfortable about our personal affairs being made public.”
He sounded as I had sounded with Merle earlier today. Right on the verge of being very angry. The thing was, I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t want people whispering about me and my wife, either.
“I apologize, Mr. Byerly. I shouldn’t have done that.”
“My wife has suffered enough.” The anger had left him. He sounded drained. “She’s suffered way too much, in fact.”
And with that, I heard a child cry out from upstairs.
A child—yet not a child—a strangled, mournful cry that shook me to hear.
“Good night,” he said.
He shut the door very quickly, leaving me to the wind and rain and night.
After awhile, I walked down the wide steps to my car and got inside and drove straight home.
As soon as I was inside, I kissed my wife and then took her by the hand and led her upstairs to the room our two little girls share.
We stood in the doorway, looking at Jenny and Sara. They were asleep.
Each was possessed of two eyes, two arms, two legs; and each was possessed of song and delight and wonderment and tenderness and glee.
And I held my wife tighter than I ever had, and felt an almost giddy gratitude for the health of our little family.
Not until much later, near midnight it was, my wife asleep next to me in the warmth of our bed—not until much later did I think again of Mrs. Byerly and her photos in the upstairs bedroom of that dark and shunned Victorian house, up there with her child trying to make frantic sense of the silent and eternal universe that makes no sense at all.



EYES LIKE A GHOST’S

by Simon Clark


I found the cassette in the boxful of books I’d bought at the cancer shop. I never even realized it was in there until I’d brought the box home, balanced on the PVC hood of my daughter’s pushchair. Elizabeth would have played merry hell about that. The hood was already splitting in three places. Well, at the time, Elizabeth would be hammering at the till keys in the supermarket, so what the eye doesn’t see…
“Dad! A computer game!”
My seven-year-old son, who had been rooting in the box, rattled the cassette box excitedly above his head.
“I shouldn’t think so, Lee,” I said, pulling my gloves off. “Someone’ll have left it there by mistake.”
“Oh… music.” He pushed “music” out from his lips with disgust.
“Probably.”
“Music, crap music.” He threw the tape back in the box and returned to the television. Bart Simpson was spraying “EAT MY SHORTS” on the school wall.
“Someone phoned up,” called Lee, swinging his legs over the arm of the chair. “They said, ‘Can I speak to Martin Price?’ ”
“Well, that’s my name,” I said, “What did you tell them?”
“I put the phone down.”
“Didn’t you ask if you could take a message?”
Lee didn’t answer. The television had greater pulling power than me.
I toyed with the idea of delivering a lecture on manners but apart from the likelihood of it falling on deaf ears, the tape Lee had pulled from the box caught my attention. For some reason I felt pleased. The tape hidden among the books seemed a minor bonus. I intended a closer look but an annoyed yell from the kitchen signaled my daughter wanted release from her pushchair. And a biscuit… And a drink… And toys… And…
The tape would have to wait.

YOU CAN’T SEE ME, BUT I SEE YOU
I am Joseph Lawton. This happens:
I ride with you on bicycles I have painted golden, to where the trees paint the watery face of the river that shines beneath the sun. There we drink wine, eat sandwiches and you describe your paintings: tight, tight canvases all covered with ice-cream smiles, cats and gnomes and fishes and laughter.
Later, I play my guitar as you lie across the blanket and look up at the sky.
The sky is as blue as my guitar and full of music.

“The man on the telly said it was going to snow.” Lee gleefully bounced up and down on the sofa while looking out the window. “Snow, snow faster. Ally-ally aster.”
“Lee, stop bouncing. How many times have I got to tell you?”
He ignored me. “Can we get the sledge out?”
“If it snows. Have you seen my slippers?”
“Saw Jug chewing them.”
“Oh, bugger. Did you stop her?”
“No.”
“Thanks a lot, Lee.” Barefooted I crossed the room to where I’d left the box on the sideboard. The wood’s scratched to high heaven as it is… Elizabeth would scold. Not that she really minded. I knew she loved me and the kids more than anything. A long time ago she’d stopped worrying about pristine furniture and spotless carpets. I don’t believe there’s such a thing as a houseproud parent.
On top of the box lay the cassette. It might as well have been calling my name. I picked it up. Someone had turned the inlay card inside out as if ready to make a contents list but for some reason had never got round to it. Penciled very firmly in the corner of the card were the letters JL.
I glanced across at the stereo. A few minutes remained before Elizabeth returned home. I tapped the cassette thoughtfully against my chin.
I’d taken three steps toward the stereo when I stopped suddenly. My bare toes sank into wet pile.
“Lee.” I sighed. “Did you spill your pop this morning?”
“No,” he replied innocently, then continued his snow watch.
Kids make you philosophical. I dropped the cassette back in the box and went to hunt for a cloth under the kitchen sink.

MILES OF SMILES
I am Joseph Lawton. This happens:
“This is for you,” I say. I give her the ring with a diamond. She puts it on the third finger of her left hand. On the middle finger of her other hand is another ring set with an emerald as big as a man’s eye. She looks down at her new ring for a while; her hair the color of Turner sunsets falls across her face. Then she sits on the end of the bed and cries. I put my arm around her shoulder. These moments, I think, are precious.
Later she stands and tells me she will make a stir-fry.
I lean back across the bed, play the guitar and sing. It sounds like the golden bells that hang in the smiling trees of paradise.
I know I love her, because they told me so.

“See you tonight, Martin. Chops all right?”
“Perfect, love.” I kissed Elizabeth, then Lee, then Grace, sitting so warmly wrapped up in her pushchair that only her eyes peeped over the blanket.
They waved me good-bye in a line as I drove away from the house. I watched the figures grow small in my mirror, still waving like a family from the Waltons.
My hand groped across the back seat among the toys and my plastic sandwich box, then closed over the small, sharp cornered box of the cassette. I snapped the tape into the car’s stereo.
For a second nothing much happened, just the hiss of the old tape. Then emerging from the hiss, almost growing from it rather than a recording came a voice.
“Yes.” A male voice; in his twenties perhaps. No accent. You could imagine the man nodding as he spoke, as if acknowledging he was ready.
More tape hiss then in a flat voice. “This is it.”
I was ready to eject the tape in favor of the radio. My surprise find was turning out to be a nonevent. Then the music started.
A guitar, slightly out of tune, as if the strings lacked the proper tension. I’d played electric guitar in the youth club band as a teenager, but I wasn’t even sure if I was listening to an electric or an acoustic.
The strumming chords were fumbling, hesitant. A pause. Then the guitar started again. This time vigorous, with a newfound sense of assurance.
When the man began to sing I nearly switched off. The voice sounded flat and very nearly tuneless.
A wannabe pop star, I decided, with all the talent of a no-hoper in a tailspin, had simply been filling a Sunday afternoon. But my hand paused on the switch. The dirge had almost been laughable, yet as I listened to the lyric a quirky kind of charisma began to shine through.
The first song sounded faintly psychedelic with repeated reference to “the black bear that sleeps by my head,” and “I may be tall but I feel so small.”
I became so engrossed in the songs, their stark beauty so unearthly, that I drove on a kind of autopilot, not noticing the queues of traffic over the bridge into town.
The strange lyrics and hypnotic guitar filled the car. I upped the volume. There was a trembling tenderness and sincerity in the voice; the words wound their way around my brain like spiderwebs. They stuck. The songs made me think of a child who had seen or experienced something profound; something they did not understand, yet which they desperately, desperately tried to describe using the only imagery they had available to them. The effect was of an attempt at communicating a transforming experience but failing. Yet even in failure some essence of the message filtered through—and its power winded me.

SMILE? THIS MIGHT HAPPEN TO YOU
My name is Joseph Lawton. This happens:
“There’s one! And there’s another!” cries Sophie excitedly.
“How many’s that?” I ask. “Have you kept count?”
“Have you, silly?” she laughs. We are both giggling. The cat watches us; it jumps from the sofa to the drawers then back again. She knows.
“What do you think they are?” She holds my bare arm under the table lamp. “Can you feel them? Do they itch?”
At first I’m not sure. “No… Not itch. No, but I felt a tingling.”
“Hold still, silly.” She looks at my arm so closely her hair washes over my skin like cool silk. “They are on both arms. Look. There must be… four, five… Six. That’s just on this forearm… Here. Oh! I think they really are, you know.”
“What?”
“Ancient writing. Yes! Sumerian cuneiform.” She looks up at me, her eyes shining. She is beautiful.
Then I gaze at my arms. They are covered with white marks under the skin, like tattoos without color. It started yesterday as I lay on the bed playing my guitar. This morning my arms are covered with ancient cuneiform symbols—stars, squares, spiky pennants, snowflakes, crooked crosses, tactile swastikas: ghosts’ tattoos. Something marvelous is happening to me.
“I recognize this one,” says Sophie. “This is Ishtar. A Sumerian goddess.”
“Ishtar,” I whisper. She looks quickly up at me with her eyes shining like diamonds. “She is sending you a message. We have to copy these down and take them to someone who can read them.”
On the little table in the corner of the room the television shows a film in black and white. A ghost with sparking eyes and graveyard teeth plays a violin as the gates to a thundering hole in the earth open. There is movement behind the gate. The ghost plays faster. I recognize the music. Because it is mine.

“I’m going out on site,” I told Brian. “I’ll be about an hour.”
Brian, his mouth crammed with a sausage sandwich, could only manage a nod.
I didn’t switch on the stereo until I parked my car at a rural paddock surrounded by trees without leaves. In eighteen months it would be buried beneath executive homes. Now it looked bleak.
I listened to the tape from end to end. It had its hooks deep inside of me.
More songs, some spangled with bizarre surrealist imagery. Some very plain. These plain ones were perhaps the most effective. They were sparse descriptions of what the singer might have been seeing from his window at that very moment. But all the songs carried this potent charge that was electrifying. And always the plod, plod, plod of the guitar. Often the songs did not end in the conventional way. They simply fell apart as if some joker had stolen the last sheet of music; then the singer faltered to a halt. Sometimes you thought the songs would continue as a change of key seemed to herald a new verse. Then the song would abruptly end. As I listened, gazing at the bare winter fields, I thought of God at the egg-crack of creation, rehearsing making Man and Woman only to break off in failure to toss away a part-formed torso, a fragment of head.
The collection of songs ended in a scrabble of fretwork sounds followed by the ringing thump of the microphone falling on the floor. The singer spoke for the last time; the voice weary, defeated: “That’s it. There is no more.”
I listened to the tape one more time before driving back to work.
When I walked through the door I thought I’d walked into the wrong office. I saw my name plate, MARTIN PRICE, on my desk, I knew the names of the dozen people sitting at their desks, but just for an instant they looked like strangers.
Brian, peeling the wrapper from a Mars Bar, looked out of the window.
“It’s starting to snow,” he said.

CONCRETE HANDS CLAP THE FUNERAL CLOWNS
My name is Joseph Lawton. This happens:
I know there are people who are suffering and who are unhappy now, while I, happy, warm and at peace, sit and play my guitar. Sophie stands at the kitchen table, buttering bread, slicing red cheese. She looks up and smiles at me. Sad people thoughts push roughly into my brain.
I try to forget. I cannot.
All over this world people are suffering pain. Someone must be to blame. My thoughts spill into the song. Maybe with the stars on my arms I can help.
“A sad song,” says Sophie, licking butter from her ring with the green stone as big as a man’s eye. “Oh, look. Don’t cry. Don’t be sad.” She walks to me, her bare legs look pale beneath her tassled skirt. Her hands that touch my face are cool and buttery.
The sorrowing voices of all the people that suffer fill my head. I imagine them crying out to me. Only I can save them. Only I can save them. They cry and they cry.
And that’s when I know Sophie must die.

I think you’ll find this interesting. I found the tape in a box of books in a charity shop. God knows who the singer is, but there’s a weird kind of charisma there, almost hypnotic. When you hear it, you’ll know. I thought you might consider it for one of your special limited edition albums. Anyway, have a listen, Bob, and let me know what you think. In the meantime I’m going to try and find the guy. I’ve got a couple of leads. Christ! Now I know what it feels like to be a detective!
I posted the copy of the tape to Bob Finch, an old school mate. He now owned three record shops and did some record producing. Very small time but his records were highly regarded.
Then I drove to the area of town which can adequately be described as “bedsit land.” Tree-lined Victorian avenues; redbrick houses subdivided into flats and bedsits. From some windows red bulbs glowed.
I parked the car and pulled an envelope from my jacket pocket. One of those brown municipal ones that litter drawers in every household. This one had fallen from a children’s illustrated book of fables I found in the box of books from the cancer shop. Penciled on one side: Ishtar—Sumerian goddess—arrives at the gates of the underworld—threatens to break down the gates and set the dead upon the living. On the reverse, a computer-printed label gave an address in this street. Flat 7b, Park View. The name, Joseph Lawton. I felt a rush of triumph. Coincidence be buggered! That matched the initials JL on the cassette inlay card. I had found him!

I OWN DEAD COW HANDS. I OWN A VEGETABLE SOUL
My name is Joseph Lawton. This happens:
I wake Sophie who sleeps by my side. I tell her about my dreams. I tell her I must save thousands of sad lives.
“How?”
I tell her she has to die.
She looks at me as the sunshine pushes its way into our bedroom. Then she sits up, holds my armful of stigmata to her little bare breasts, and looks hard into my eyes and says, “All right.”
I feel happy, I feel sad, I feel GHOST. No I don’t know why I said that.
I feel transforming.
I make breakfast—a bowl each with one Weetabix and a handful of bran. Milk. There’s milk in the bowl for the cat. I have cat-shaped thoughts in my head. Black cat thoughts.
We go shopping.
In Poundstretcher I pick up a knife. It flashes like a solid sliver of light. Pure, pure light. Hygienic-looking.
“Is that the one?” she asked.
“Yes.” I put the knife in the basket. The time is 9:30.
She admires a picture of a black cat in a yellow frame. I take it from her and put it in the basket. “I’ll put it on the wall for you,” I say, then I pick up the knife and study the way it flashes Morse under the fluorescent lights. What messages, I wonder. The blade is long and clean. I know I will need it soon.
We go to the tills where she puts three packets of cherry sweets into the basket. Smiling, Sophie talks to the girl at the till. We pay £3.40. The time is 9:50.

Before I left the car I sat listening to the tape, looking up at the huge brick facade of the house; a molded brick plaque bore the legend PARK VIEW 1875. Which one of those lighted windows held Joseph Lawton? What did he look like? I imagined a young man with Christ-like hair; aesthetic build; a pair of burning eyes. Reclusive. Like one of those Victorian poets who starved in garrets. I pictured him walking, shoulders hunched, down this tree-lined avenue, so completely absorbed by his blistering visions that on one level he saw nothing; yet on a deeper level he saw everything.
This seemed so important to me now. Last week I found my old guitar in the loft, restrung it and was busy learning the songs from the tape by ear. They were an inspiration to me.

ORANGES, ORANGES, ORANGES IN YOUR HAIR
I am Joseph Lawton. This happens:
I sing to Sophie who sits on the wooden chair at the kitchen table. She looks at the picture on the wall. The cat within its yellow frame.
Her hair looks orange in the afternoon light. She smiles and fiddles with her ring with the green stone as big as the eye of a ghost.
I go drench the knife in boiling water and leave it on the drainer to dry. I know I will need the knife soon.
It is 3:30 p.m.
I begin my preparations. I take the blank cassette tape from the box under the bed. I blow the dust from the tape deck. The guitar has fresh strings. Microphones are checked and plugged into the deck.
The sheets of paper on which my songs are written are spread carefully on the table. There is a special order to this. Like a ceremony.
Sophie glances at my arms covered with the ghost white tattoos; Sumerian symbols of life, death, hope, love, death, rebirth, bitterness, black cats, tactile feelings, love-dove-shove… 4:15. Everything is ready.

Evening. Dark. Cold. Snow on the ground.
I stood in the avenue with its huge Victorian town houses and trees long since stripped of their leaves.
Loud voices argued nearby. That’s the kind of area it was.
“He is!”
“He’s not.”
“He’s going to do it, I tell you. He is actually going to do it.”
“He’s not.”
“Look at him. He’s decided. He’s crossing the street.”
Ignoring the voices I approached Park View. Most of the window frames looked rotten. The front door had been roughly painted purple. But there were enough scratches on it to show every color it had been painted since 1875. A dozen door bells set in an illuminated plastic panel caught my eye. A few had cards bearing handwritten names. Joseph Lawton was not among them.

I FEEL UNREAL I FEEL ALONE.
I am Joseph Lawton. This happens:
On the rug, the black cat sits licking her paw. It is 5:30.
“Sophie, are you frightened?”
“No,” she replies with a little shake of her head and watches me with her clear eyes.
“There is no hatred in this, “I explain. “I have read the messages. I must save lives. When I kill you I will be doing it for love.”
She agrees.
“I hear them shouting from the street. Sophie, they have voices like ghosts—all in pain and crunching out. I have to save them.”
She sits on the settee, wearing a purple skirt and a white T-shirt. It bears the picture of a black cat playing with a ball of wool.
I smile, hoping it will stop her worrying. Lightly, I run the knife, like a single-toothed comb, through her hair. No, don’t be frightened, sweet Sophie, smile and smile and smile.
Once those voices that crunch and crack from the pavement are gone I will be happy again. We can ride the golden cycles to the river once more.
It all goes quickly. The knifing.
She took it very well. That pleases me. She doesn’t cry out or wriggle.
She just sits there as I press the knife into her neck. Three times there. Four times through the cat picture on her T-shirt.
I pull the knife out of her, wash it, and put it in the drawer.
When I return she still sits on the sofa, the hair about her white face looks very red.
“Will it take long?” she asked. “My neck is sore.”
“Not long, sweet Sophie.” I hold her hand and stroke her hair. “After you’ve left this place, will you still love me?”
She makes a little smile; then her eyes go cloudy.
At 6:15 pm she is dead. I prop her up with cushions so she can still see me. Then I switch on the tape deck. The voices in the street stop screaming at me; my arms are clean; and yet I feel as if all the magic that I once knew has gone. My world is cold and lonely now.
Now the guitar is in my hands. I sit on the chair by the table.
“Yeah.” I nod to Sophie. “This is it.” Softly, I begin to play my guitar.

I pushed open the door of Park View and stepped inside. I stopped suddenly. It was as if I’d been there before. Incongruously the place smelled pleasantly of cooking smells, especially garlic.
With no trace of hesitation I half-ran up the stairs to the second floor. No carpets made the sound of my feet echo up and down the stairwell.
When I reached a door with 7b written large in black felt tip, I stopped. For some reason I was holding my breath. Then it came. I don’t know why, but for some reason the place I was in suddenly scared me. The squares of carpets outside doors looked too thick, the doors too big for their doorways; nail heads swelled from the skirting boards in a way that was somehow disgusting, gray metallic stumps forcing outward. I closed my eyes to stop the images lodging like parasites inside my head.
The sickening feeling went as quickly as it came. I felt calm. Somewhere in the distance came the sound of a girl singing. A ballad, slow, haunting. Outside, trees gently waved in the breeze. The sense of peace was beautiful.
I knocked on the door. “Mr Lawton. I happened to come across a tape of your songs in a…”
Maybe that was better. Mentally rehearsing the greeting I knocked again.
“Hello?”
The door remained closed. I realized the voice came from behind me. I turned to see a girl. In her twenties, ginger hair; she wore a vaguely hippy-style dress and plain white blouse. There was a black cat in her hands which she stroked nervously.
“Hello,” I smiled. “I’m looking for the tenant.”
She wrinkled her freckled nose. “Sorry?”
I looked back at the door. “Does a man live there? A musician?”
“No… no. That one’s empty. It’s been empty for months.”
Gone. I was on the verge of swearing furiously, but the fury did not come. I felt a lightness oozing through my body; a pleasant sensation. And life looked different now. I looked, no, I felt different. Enlightened. I would become a different person. Something was happening to me. Something special.
“Is there anything else you want?”
Her voice pulled me back. I must have been staring.
“Yes there is,” I said firmly. “I need a place to stay. The empty flat will be fine.”
She stroked the cat in a shy but quietly pleased way. She liked me. “The landlord comes to collect the rent about now. You could ask him about the flat.” She looked up with the tiniest of shy smiles. “If you want… if you’re not in a hurry… you could wait for him in my flat. I’ve got some tea.” She rubbed the cat’s head. The green stone in her ring caught the light with an emerald flash.
As I followed her through the door she paused and looked back up at me. “What’s your name, mister?”
I smiled, feeling a liquid heat run through my body. “My name?” I reached out and ran my fingers through the cat’s coal-black fur. “My name’s Joseph Lawton.”
I followed her inside and shut the door.

Martin!

Thanks for the letter. From what you say the songs sound fascinating. But check your stereo for gremlins. The tape you sent me was blank!

Good luck, Bob Finch.





FALLEN IDOL

by Lillian Csernica


I watched her while I ate my sandwich at a table in the mall. The gang of skinheads and punkers around her did nothing without her approval. She never smiled. She never spoke. Only a faint nod or a limp gesture, but the gang responded as if they were commands.
Her face. That was what really caught me. I could do a series of portrait photos on that alone. Her paleness made her black-painted lips stand out harsh and strange. Her eyelids were silver with the faint blue shine of bad meat. Shed shaved her eyebrows then painted lines like barbed wire over her dull eyes.
I was in the mall covering a fashion show held by one of the major stores to kick off a new line. The models were so many bits of clumsy flash next to the dark, sullen poise of this girl. Girl? Woman? Hard to tell. Her bizarre makeup hid her age. After watching the models float around in bright spring florals, I was drawn to the maze of black cloth around her: a high-necked ruffled blouse, tight black leather miniskirt, black stockings ending in little boots with pointy heels. Over it all she wore a coat with immense shoulder pads, its hem brushing her boots. Delicate gloves hid her fingers, between which dangled a cigarette whose smoke stung my nose with strange sweetness.
Excitement made me gobble my sandwich. After years of covering fashion shows and garden parties, taking mother-and-baby shots for the feature pages, I wanted something wild, something dangerous. Here she was. The paper paid me well enough, but I was a guy who wanted more. My hands itched to snap her photo, to catch her in other costumes. Her gaudy clash of face and clothing could make a modern Mona Lisa.

I chased her for a week, haunting the mall and using a telephoto lens to get as close to her face as possible. Six of her faces were proofed and protected in a small album inside my backpack, next to my camera. She never wore the same face twice, and not one of the faces ever smiled.
At the end of the week I sat watching her through a screen of ferns, my coffee cooling in front of me. Today she was done up like a zombie Pierrot. Her face was dead white, her lips blackened in a shape that mocked Betty Boop’s kiss. One eye was ringed in black, the other leaked painted tears. Again she wore nothing but black. She was a true artist, knowing the right backdrop for the paintings she wore.
Every day toward sunset she would appear here, taking a table near the food counters where she would sit and smoke. The punkers and skinheads would find her and begin their complicated games of boredom and gossip, their glances at her and hidden whispers a way of paying homage to her superior outrageousness and consummate ennui. Their obvious fascination took on the nature of worship. If she was grateful, it never showed.
Another week yielded more faces, each unique. I stayed up late in my darkroom every night, examining the day’s “catch.” Other assignments got shelved while I compared a black eye on a flesh-colored cheek to that eerie blue shimmer leaking tears onto smeared rouge. I couldn’t wait to see her and the next day’s ingenuity. I debated showing my many-faced lady the album. Would she be flattered? Angry? I wanted to light a spark in those empty eyes. I thought of her while I lay in bed, wondering where she was, what she was thinking. My eyes made shadows into her long hair, dyed that dull black so popular among her worshipers. Not once had I seen even an inch of her naked skin. She was always hidden by black cloth or heavy makeup. I had no idea what color her skin might really be. I wanted to watch her strip, see her shed the black layer by layer, revealing her own skin while my camera caught every naked inch.
Sleep would not come until I decided to force some reaction from her. If the old superstitions were true, I had a lot of power over her. I had her soul on film. Thirteen faces—thirteen different souls? I intended to count them all. On Monday I waited outside the mall for her, just before closing time. The crowds dwindled and the parking lot emptied. Lights went out inside. Gates came down over the doors of the shops. She had to come out this door. It was closest to the food counters where she held court. Another ten minutes passed. Security guards checked the door and locked it. I felt the rising sourness of disappointment. The way back to my car felt impossibly long. I was halfway to it when I heard the peculiar sound of spike heels on cement. The red spark of a cigarette caught my eye. There she was! She walked straight across the parking lot, weaving in and out among the few remaining cars.
I paced her, trying to keep my own stride slow and casual. She lounged on the bus stop bench, still smoking. The night deepened around her. The evening breeze brought me that sweet smoke like her singular perfume. I went to the opposite end of the bench and sat down. She didn’t look over, just stared straight ahead and smoked with that curious determination.
“Hello,” I tried.
No response. I unzipped my backpack and pulled out the album. She had to react to it. I flipped it open and held it out to her.
“I have all your faces.”
Those cadaverous eyes swung around. She stared down at the open pages.
Four of her faces stared back. Her painted brows rose. The black pucker of her mouth fell open. At last her eyes met mine.
“They’re good shots.” I turned the page. “I took several. Have you ever considered modeling?” Another page, and four more. None the same. She reached out toward the album, her hand shaking. Then she snatched her hand back, leaped up and ran. I stuffed the album into my backpack and charged after her, fumbling with the backpack’s zipper. She ran toward the mail’s loading bay. Few light poles lit the area. The gaping mouth of the only open bay doorway loomed ahead of us. The shadows reached out to her. I lost her for a moment in the blended darkness, then the shower of sparks from her thrown cigarette told me where she was. I ran for the doorway as she vanished into it. The bay was a cavern, filled with boxes and crates. The few yellowed bulbs burning high above cast a feeble light.
“Hey!” I called. A chorus of echoes answered. “Don’t be afraid. I’m a photographer. I just wanted to show you—”
Metal screeched off to my left. Something came flying at me out of the gloom. I fell to my knees, hugging the backpack to protect my camera. Overhead a thick chain whistled past. I scrambled over to a big box and crouched there in the dark behind it, trying to quiet my ragged breathing.
Her heels clattered somewhere ahead of me. I followed the sound, moving farther into the maze of crates and boxes. I eased the zipper open on my backpack and pulled out the Swiss Army knife I kept inside. It was handy for tightening screws or opening film boxes, but right now its blade could serve a more defensive purpose. If she wanted to play rough, I was ready.
I crept forward, listening for her heels. At a crossroad in the narrow aisles she darted past, the tail of her long hair flashing by. I lunged forward, trying to keep her in sight. Echoes told me she turned down another aisle close by. I followed, turning the corner into an even darker and tighter aisle. Cardboard rasped. A weight hit my shoulders and flattened me. The heavy box pinned me. My legs were bent oddly. Thank God the camera wasn’t under me.
Her little stiletto-heel boots tiptoed around the corner. I twisted my head around to follow them but the box blocked my sight.
“Hey! Are you crazy? Get this off me!”
I felt a jerk on my left arm. The backpack straps were tangled around it, cutting off circulation. She tugged harder. I heard the zipper give an inch or so. She fought with it. Good thing it was partially wedged under the box with me.
“Listen! I can get you reprints. Who are you? Talk to me?”
Her silence was scaring the hell out of me. The tugging and zipper noise stopped. Pain stabbed my knife hand. I twisted my head around to see the heel of her boot digging into the back of that hand. Her gloved fingers reached down for my knife. I clung to it, pulling my hand back as far as I could. She stamped down again and wrenched my fingers free. The knife vanished upward in her grip. Real fear chilled me. Maybe she was insane.
More tugging on the backpack, and the rasp of the knife on the straps. She was trying to cut it free! I kicked out, fighting to shove the box off me; it was too heavy. I couldn’t drag the backpack any closer. My left arm was nearly numb. The straps slid down it a few inches. I strained to grab them with my right hand. She was not getting my camera!
The loud clang and roll of the bay door closing filled her horrible silence. The wrenching of the backpack stopped. I heard the knife hit the cement floor. The clatter of her heels faded as she ran. I let out a long breath, sucked in another. My heart hammered and sweat slicked my palms. Now I had to get out.
With much grunting and scraping, I managed to roll over part way onto my back. That gave me enough room to shove the box upward inch by inch, working my knee up under it and wedging it between the walls of the aisle. I worked myself out, dragging my limp arm and backpack after me. I snatched up my knife and staggered down the aisle to retrace my way to the door.
Full night filled the bay with darkness. Even the dim ceiling lights had been turned off. A narrow rectangle of faint light showed me the door was still open a little. I hurried toward it, wary of ambush. She’d need a cigarette after going so long without. I sniffed the air, watching for the red glow, but that oddly sweet smoke had vanished with her.
Out in the parking lot, I leaned against my car and calmed down. Sense told me to find another project. Sense told me to stick with the bread-and-butter work at the paper. Another part of me whispered this was my chance. She was wild. She was dangerous.
I pulled out the album and flipped through it, marveling again at all her different faces. She was gifted, to think up so many and execute them with such precise skill. And the flair she had, to parade her art in such a bourgeois setting. It was too late to listen to sense. With every face I looked on, my fascination with her grew.
The first answer would have to be where that bus took her. I’d start there.

On Sunday the mall closed early. I waited in the parking lot, watching from inside my car. I had my knife in one pocket and in my backpack a flashlight big enough to double as a club. The gas tank was full.
The sun went down. Parking lot lights flickered and lit themselves, pale halos shining against the gathering dark. Shoppers poured out of the mall. Again she was the last one out the door. She reached the bench and smoked a steady stream of cigarettes until a bus pulled up. She stepped inside the steel body and it rumbled off. I was out the driveway and behind it before the bus got too far ahead. It wound its ponderous way through the city. Stores and residences began to thin. The occasional neon of a bar sign lit otherwise blank rows of buildings. City noise faded, leaving me with the audible groans of the bus brakes.
On the dingy outskirts of the industrial zone, the bus pulled up beside the sign marking the isolated stop. The last passenger aboard, she stepped out the back door and took off down a straight stretch of sidewalk.
An empty parking lot was just ahead. I parked, watching the bus make a U-turn. So this was the end of the line. I shouldered my backpack and went after her. She was a block ahead. She kept walking, on and on through the pools of darkness between street lights. I followed, feeling the hum of the overhead power lines in my bones. No cars passed, no dogs barked. We were alone. No fear or anxiety hurried her, a woman on her own in this concrete desolation.
She turned in at a gravel drive which led through a rusted chain link gate hanging crooked on its hinges. I stepped lightly on the gravel, begging silence from my battered Nikes. A small shed offered cover. I ducked behind it. I watched her stop before a large warehouse. In the glare from the single streetlight by the gate, all I could see was cracked wood and a litter of debris. No metal shone through the dark smears of rust.
She crushed out her cigarette beneath her boot and walked around to the side of the building. Ringing thuds carried through the stillness. I ran across the gravel to the warehouse, hoping her noise would cover mine. A door opened and closed, its hinges crying with rust. I inched around the corner. The metal stairway around the side of the warehouse was empty. I eased up the stair and listened at the door. Nothing. The stairway continued upward. I started up, hoping for a skylight.
More gravel and splintered boards lay everywhere on the roof. Air vents thrust up their squat rusty squares. I stepped carefully around them. One bad board and I was in serious trouble. I prowled among the skylights. Those that weren’t boarded over were too dirty to see through.
The sound of voices froze me. I crouched behind a large vent. The sound grew, the thin whisper of several voices. I peered over the chill metal’s edge. There was no one up there but me. I glanced down. A feint streak of light showed between the blades of the enormous ceiling fan inside the vent. The voices rose. They were coming from inside.
Their whisper grew to a babble. They talked over each other, all at once. I couldn’t make sense out of their increasing clamor. Beneath the voices I could hear something else, a sound like a guitar badly out of tune. It had a coughing, chugging quality more like someone pounding on a calliope rotten with age. I strained to recognize it over the babble.
Laughter. Cold, ugly, laughter.
I crept on stiff, cramped legs to the stairway and inched down each step, fighting the panicky urge to hurry. Every step took me closer to the door. I prayed it stayed closed. I did not want to meet whatever made that horrible sound.
Crossing the gravel was an agony of slowness. At last silent concrete led me to the comfort of my car. I slid behind the wheel, dropping my backpack on the seat beside me. For a moment all I did was sit there. I switched on the car heater and fired up the engine. Calm, warm, away from the weird scene happening in that warehouse, I started to think again.
Now I knew where she went after holding court at the mall. I knew she was afraid of something, to judge from her reaction to the album. She was strong, could be crazy, might even be mute. She might live in that warehouse, along with whatever made that godawful noise. I shivered again, thinking of it.
Sense nudged me again and told me this was likely nothing more than a group of aspiring actors rehearsing together. The paper had run a few articles on the movement among the homeless who created collections of stories and art based on their experiences. The warehouse could also be a drug hangout, a shooting gallery where she met more of her bizarre crowd. Or the voices could be just another obnoxious type of punk music.
My curiosity would not be bought off. The weird makeup was becoming almost a side issue now. More than ever, I wanted to know more, to know her name and hear her speak. Most of all, I wanted inside that warehouse with a pack full of film and my camera. There was a story here, and a good story always meant good photos.
There was only one thing to do.

The next night I waited until eight p.m. to be sure no after hours business might keep anyone in the neighborhood. The mall would close at nine. The bus would drop her off around ten. I had until ten-thirty at most. This could be the only chance I’d get. If she heard me last night, she might panic and run for another hideout.
I parked my car in the same lot. The only lit windows were three blocks back. The door off the stairway was jammed shut. The lock was so badly rusted a key couldn’t turn in it. I twitched at every shadow, scanning the landing for some clue about what to do next. The landing was clear but for a two-by-two split down the middle. I picked it up. It fit through a large crack in the door. I pulled upward, felt it bang against a crossbar. I gave it a hard jerk upward. Something hit the floor inside. The door opened.
The dust was thick as shag carpeting. Smashed crates and smaller debris had been pushed against the walls. The flashlight’s beam showed me a path worn through the dust. It led me back to a far corner.
A rickety cane chair sat by two small crates piled to form a table. A smudge of blue glittered against the splintered wood. Next to it was a waxy blob of hard red. Makeup. None of her clothes were visible, hung up or piled nearby. Seeing their total blackness would have been a trick anyway. No mattress or even a pile of blankets showed whether or not she lived here.
Broken glass sparkled on one wall when I turned. I walked carefully toward it, stepping over small piles of wood and plaster, and found the windows. No wonder it was darker than the inside of a cave. The windows weren’t just clouded over with age and dirt. They had been painted over in thick black paint from the inside. Even by day, no light would penetrate here. Uneasiness made me step back too quickly. My foot came down on another pile of rubble. I slipped, flinging out my empty hand. It closed on a fistful of old cloth.
A large curtain hung down beside me, so huge I couldn’t see the top or the other side. It rippled, disturbed by my frantic grab. The returning air billowed with dust and the stink of rotting fruit, sweet and awful. I fumbled around until I found a cord dangling beside the curtain and pulled down on it. Rusty screeching ripped the silent gloom. I jumped, heart pounding, and nearly fell again. I steadied myself against the windows and gulped the dusty air. Just some old curtain hooks. Nothing dangerous. The sweet stench was stronger, making me cough.
Row upon row of pale oval shapes reached up into the darkness cloaking the rafters. I ran the beam of the flashlight over them. Faces glared at me from eyeless holes. I sprang back. When they stayed still, I reached out to brush one with my fingertips. It felt a little like clay, more like wax. That face bore the frozen snarl of a Kabuki demon, with red eye holes and a black slash of a mouth. A mask! The breath whooshed out of me and I grinned a little at my silliness. I touched it again, guessing it to be some hybrid of papier-mâché.
I touched more of the masks, some down by my knees, others so high I had to stretch on tiptoe. Some were dried and cracking like autumn leaves, others smooth and pliant. A faint nausea stirred in me when I touched them. I wrote it off to that sweetish reek.
One mask wore the Betty Boop kiss. I dug out the album, flipping through and glancing up at the masks I could see. Here and there were the elements of her parade of faces. So this was where she got her inspiration! It must have taken her years to collect so many. Why keep them here, at risk from damp and decay? I had one answer, but a dozen new questions.
The whispering began. I shut it out. My imagination was overworked from raw nerves. I raised the beam to see the upper rows of masks.
Their lips were moving.
Fascination conquered my jolt of fear. I played the light over the faces, watching their expressions change with the things they said. Keeping my eyes on them, I set down my backpack and the album, then pulled out my camera and flash attachment. Both were worth gold right now. I had visions of a Time article on this lost hoard of ancient art. I needed better light, but I didn’t dare risk missing this by hunting for a switch. I ached for a camcorder to catch both the masks’ sound and movement. Time probably had somebody on call who would know what weird language the masks spoke.
I could see no electronic rig, no power cables. The on/off switch must be hooked up to the cord I pulled. The flash was ready and the focus all set when I heard another noise behind me. The sound of stiletto heels.
Nightmare fear clamped my muscles. I spun around, too slowly. The plank she swung caught me across the side of the head. The last thing I heard was that awful calliope laugh.

Pain pulsed through every inch of my skull, threatening to split it wide open. I tried to get up. Nothing moved. I strained, feeling blood pound as dizziness spun me around. I went limp and let the vertigo pass. Something tight pinned my wrist. I tried lifting the other. Same thing. My ankles, too. I was tied to something hard and flat. A strap bound my forehead and another clamped my mouth. The smell of old seatbelt made me want to gag.
Two desk lamps blazed down into my eyes. They were angled down from behind my head, letting me see past my feet. More lights were on, illuminating the wall of masks. My eyes went wide despite the painful light. Hundreds of masks reached up to the rusted girders in the ceiling. Every higher row held masks cruder than those below, less stylized and far older. On them the quasipapier-mache was brown and cracked, making their designs impossible to see.
Then I spotted her.
She sat at the makeshift table and stared at me, crushing out yet another cigarette. She smiled. It was a slow stretch of muscle, empty of any human warmth. Those dead eyes stayed cold. I shut my eyes against the sight of it. Thank God I never got that on film.
“I’m so glad you woke up.” Her voice was full of odd clicks and slidings, like marbles gargled in oil. She fired up another cigarette. “You were very brave, coming here. There are those who fear to walk in my shadow.”
Behind her the masks chanted, a low rumble of old thunder. The album sat next to her on the table. She picked it up. One by one, she pulled out each photo and tore it to pieces. Then she yanked the film from my camera.
“You wanted these.” Bits of photo sprinkled through her fingers to the dusty floor. “And even those.” She tilted her head at the chanting masks. She drew on the cigarette. Its red glow shone in her eyes. “You came to steal! Thieves die quick deaths for lesser prizes. But you… It has been so long since I have spoken.” She smiled again, running one fingertip over her painted cheek. “Did you touch them? They feel like leather, or rice paper, or old wax. Do you know the worth of what you sought to steal? Of course not. But you will learn. Oh, yes.” She turned to the table and snapped on the lights of a small portable makeup mirror.
My neck ached from straining forward against the straps. I kept straining, anxious to see what she took out of a small case. She raised her hand. Metal flashed. She drew the metal across her forehead at her hairline, then down along the edge of her cheek and jaw. She tilted her head to do the other side of her face. She wiped the metal on her skirt and laid it aside, then stood up and walked over to me, bending close. The harsh light showed a thin bloody line edging her face. I cringed back against the plank.
She leaned closer, forcing me to see only her, then grinned, baring teeth stained by tobacco and worse. Her breath stank like a wind off a sewer. She put finger and thumb to both temples and tugged downward. Muscles and veins stretched and throbbed as her skin peeled away. Bile flooded my throat, gagging me. My muscles cramped with the need to get away from her.
She freed the straps and forced my head sideways. I coughed, spitting over the side of the plank.
“Keep breathing! We can’t have you dying now.”
“Look,” I gasped. “You’ve had your fun. I’m sorry if I trespassed. Just let me out of here. You can keep your secrets. Just let me go!”
“You lie, little thief. You see your fortune made by using me, telling your world all about me. Do you think you are the first?” She dangled the flayed skin in front of my face. I jerked my head aside, bile gushing into my mouth. “I think I will allow you the answers you seek. You know art. You recognize the skills I possess even in these poor times.”
She went back to the table and bent to lift something out from under it. It was a thin plastic mask, a mockery of a human face, the kind on sale for a few dollars at Halloween. She arranged the flayed skin over it, then lifted a spray can from under the table. She shook it, then sprayed the skin. She turned to grin at me. I flinched, eyes slamming shut.
“Fixative,” she said. “When I first began, there were no such marvels. My works would just rot away. Such a waste.”
Her works? My mind clawed its way back from the horrid implication. Row upon row of them, not the source of her inspiration, but the evidence of it? She carried the rigid skin to the wall, hanging it among the lower masks. The higher ones decayed, and that rotting smell… I shoved away the frightening answers. This was no kinky punker. She was insane!
“I see you begin to understand. They are all mine, all parts of me. My only solace.”
“What about the kids at the mall?” Maybe I could talk my way out of this. The paper had run an article on a woman who escaped rape and probably death by getting her attacker to talk out his violence.
“My little friends? Poor substitutes for past glories.” She picked up her chair and sat next to me, close to the lights. I had to watch her, had to be alert for her next move, but I shrank from every glimpse of those dead eyes bulging out of the raw meat on her skull. Why wasn’t she bleeding?
“Once there were temples in my honor. Priestesses to offer sacrifice, priests only too glad to maim themselves in my honor. An army of assassins making daily offerings, bringing me new worshipers.” She sighed, exhaling the stench of old blood. “The altars were never dry. The fires, the chanting, the screams… I miss it.
“This is what I am reduced to. Imitating the games of children with no real bloodlust. I wanted to go to England. To rip the pulsing heart from their smug queen, to take vengeance for my servants slaughtered to the gods of their morality… Yet here I sit, chatting with a frightened thief. I cannot even raise a proper pyre in this modern barn. The whole place would go up. I cannot risk my faces. They are my only believers now.” She sighed again. I held my breath, turning away.
“Look at me.”
I fought until I thought my neck muscles would snap. Yet my eyes opened and my head turned. Instead of raw flesh, I stared at scabbing which grew as I watched.
“A little longer and you will see a fresh canvas for my paints. Do you know me yet? Have you guessed that I cannot do these things and be human?” She threw her head back and laughed. The sweat froze on my body. Of course. That hideous laughter was hers.
She stared down at me, a slow grin cracking the scabs. She ran her fingertips across my forehead and down my cheek.
“Why, little thief, you have given me an idea.” She went to the table. The metal flashed in her hand again. She carried it back and sat down. “You tried to capture me in your little box. You want more than my faces—you want my soul. When my word was law, such arrogance would have you dragged bodily to the temple. My priestesses would lash you to the altar and rip the skin from your body, hacking off that dangling bit of flesh you men are so proud of. Then your chest would be split and your beating heart flung on the fires to appease me!”
The masks roared their chant, filling the warehouse with the echoes of their fury. She smiled on them, then raised a hand. They quieted, their chant the pulse of an enormous heart.
“I am tired of living like a beast, alone and unworshiped. You chose to invade what little peace I had. I could simply kill you, little thief.” She stroked my hair. My skin crawled from her touch. “And yet,” she crooned, “you have brought me a gift. I see now I do not have to be alone with only my own faces. Those stupid children will delight in the lesser of my rites. When the time comes, they will join my present worshipers. How am I to reward you, when all you deserve is agonizing death?”
I screamed. I kept screaming until my throat was raw. There would be no talking her into untying me. It had to be near morning. Somebody had to hear me!
“My editor knows I’m here. I told my girlfriend where I’d be. Let me go now and I won’t even call the police! If you don’t—”
“Silence!”
My voice died in my throat. Even the masks shut up. She glared down at me, looming taller and more ferocious than the body she wore. My soul begged to run from the unholy rage flaming in her dead eyes.
“Know what all who meet me know, little thief: I am the Destroyer! All that is created comes into my hands. You are mine now, as surely as the skin I wear. For you, there is… no… hope!” She dragged the seatbelt back over my mouth and lashed it tight. She stood back as I thrashed and kicked against the bonds. No belt gave even a fraction of an inch.
“Why such fury, little thief? My gift to you is one many have died to obtain.” She held up the glittering metal. She sliced across my forehead with the scalpel. I screamed, arching up against the merciless straps. The pain was hot and sharp. She cut downward through my cheek. Red wetness dripped into my eyes. Blackness smothered me.

Dirty yellow light. No more straps, no feeling at all. Chanting all around me, from me, through me. Over and over, words whose meanings I don’t know. I can’t stop chanting.
Below me, she crouches over the body still tied to the plank. She lifts her head from her feasting and smiles with her bloody mouth.
“Too long since blood has sated me! You have your reward, little thief!”
I am first among her new worshipers, in a new row on the wall.



AND SOME ARE MISSING

by Joel Lane


The first time, it was someone I didn’t know. Inevitably. I’d gone out to use the phone box, around eleven on a Tuesday night. This was a month after I’d moved into the flat in Moseley. I phoned Alan, but I don’t remember what I said; I was very drunk. Coming back, I saw two men on the edge of the car park in front of the tower block I lived in. It looked like a drunk was being mugged. There was one man on the ground: gray-haired, shabby, unconscious. And another man crouching over him: pale, red-mouthed, very tense. As I came closer, he seemed to be scratching at the drunk’s face. His hand was like a freeze-dried spider. I could see the knuckles were red from effort. With his other hand, he was tugging at the man’s jacket.
Too far gone to be scared, I walked toward them and shouted, “What are you going?” The attacker looked up at me. His eyes were empty, like an official behind a glass screen. I clenched my fist. “Fucking get off him. Go on…” He smiled as if he knew something I didn’t. Then he got up and calmly stalked away into the darkness behind the garages. The man on the ground looked about fifty; from his clothes and stubble, he could have been a vagrant. There were deep cuts on his face, slowly filling up with mirrors of blood. He was sweating heavily.
I ran back to the phone and called an ambulance. Then I went back to the injured man and dabbed uselessly at his face with my sleeve. Now the shock was wearing off, I needed to go to sleep. I looked at my wristwatch; it was past midnight. There was no blood on my sleeve. I looked again at the drunk’s face. It was pale with sweat and blurred by a grayish stubble. But there were no wounds. Jesus, I thought, I’ve started to hallucinate. It’s strictly Diet Coke from now on. Leaving him for the ambulance, I struggled into the building. Living on the top floor meant I didn’t have to keep count. The next thing I knew, my alarm clock was ringing. I didn’t remember setting it, let alone going to bed.
The flat’s okay, though it costs more to rent than a poorly furnished studio flat should. At least it’s pretty secure. You’d need wings or a sledgehammer to break in. Before I paid the deposit, I asked if there was a phone point; the landlord showed me where it was. It was only when I’d moved in that I discovered the phone point hadn’t been used in decades and was no longer viable. When I tried to contact the landlord, a snotty assistant told me it was hard luck, but they weren’t responsible for telephones. I said that having been told there was a phone line, I had a right to assume it was viable. She said they hadn’t told me it was. I thanked her for explaining, then hung up. My hands were shaking. Unless I was prepared to make the landlord a free gift of an installation costing a month’s rent, I’d have no telephone until I moved.
A few nights after the incident in the car park, I woke up in the middle of the night. I’d been dreaming about Hereford, Alan’s home town. We’d spent the last Christmas there with his family. I remembered the cathedral, the old houses, the hills out toward Fownhope that were so heavily wooded you seemed to be indoors. Suddenly I was crying. Then I felt something touch my face. Fingers. They seemed to be following the tears. One of them scratched my right eye. I lay very still, sweating with fear. The touching was gentle, but there was no kindness in it. A cold palm slid over my mouth. I pulled away, then lashed out in the darkness, cursing. Something moved at the side of the bed. I switched the light on, but the room was empty. There was nobody else in the flat.
I was more scared than I’d been when I thought there was someone in the room with me. I’m a real coward when it comes to dentists and hospitals, but with people my temper takes over. A few years ago, I was walking home late at night when I was stopped by this massive bloke. He asked for directions to somewhere or other, then pushed me against the wall and tried to take my wallet. I pushed him hard, shouted “Fuck off” and ran; he didn’t follow me. I sat on my bed, remembering this, staring at the walls of the flat. There was a picture of a town covered with snow at night, done in pastel blue and white on black paper; Alan had drawn that for me. There were Picasso and van Gogh prints, stills from James Dean films, and a sketch of mine that showed an abandoned card table on a bridge over a canyon. I’d filled the flat with images that made me feel at home. But it didn’t work.
Some evenings, my head was full of a violence I could only control by drinking myself unconscious. The new flat had been rented in a hurry, while I was staying with friends after the split. Alan was in love with another man: a bearded American, younger than me and more intelligent. Two years of living together, and now suddenly it was all gone. Hard to believe; but every day I had to rediscover it by waking up. Alan and I were still close: we met regularly for coffee or lunch in the city center, to exchange news or just spend time together.
He wanted to go to America with Paul, and live there. Until that happened, I needed to hold onto whatever feelings for me still lived in him. Perhaps by refusing to let go of him completely, I was damaging both of us—as though the relationship were a kind of wound that we both carried, and which the contact between us kept reopening.
It was at one of those awkward meetings that he told me Sean was dead. I hadn’t known him well—a familiar face in one or two pubs, always chatty, but genuinely friendly underneath the banter. He invented nicknames for people that were invariably perfect, and never malicious. One Sunday afternoon we met by chance at the Triangle cinema, and he gave me a lift home. He struck me then as rather subdued and thoughtful. We talked about people we both knew; Sean said he’d grown out of the scene, and wanted a more settled life.
And now—what, eighteen months later?—he’d killed himself. From what Alan said, he’d been suffering from mental illness and couldn’t see himself recovering. I cried suddenly, briefly. Sean was only twenty-three. I wish I understood why so many people don’t value themselves. Why someone with vitality and humor and warmth should deliberately end his life. Perhaps it’s people like that who get hurt the most, and can’t hide from it. Somehow they come to believe that they don’t matter. And there’s nobody to tell them they’re wrong.
Everyone seemed to be in trouble that week. It was late summer; the days were hot and sticky, you had people wearing sunglasses and carrying umbrellas. That kind of weather makes everyone restless and uneasy. A couple that Alan and I had known for years split up unexpectedly, and had to sell their house in order to live apart. I started losing track of who was seeing whom, and which affairs were open and which were secret.
Jason, a good friend of mind, lost his job as the result of a pointless row. He was working for the council, answering phone calls from the public. A few of the senior management people had started complaining about the way he dressed. His clothes were colorful and stylish enough to have some of the gray people muttering about “flamboyance.” Perhaps Jason was too stubborn for his own good. Or perhaps he felt that, after four years of successful work, he deserved more acceptance from his colleagues. Either way, he tried to shame the management into an apology by offering his resignation. They accepted it.
I didn’t have problems like that at work, but sometimes the general level of unhappiness in the company was frightening. Our salaries had been frozen indefinitely, while mishandling of computer files had cost the company a fortune. The directors blamed the recession; but the recession didn’t force them to be arrogant, inept and cynical. Nor, indeed, to be absent most of the time.
At the end of that week, I went out to the Nightingale. They’d redecorated it in black wood-chip wallpaper, with black leather seating. The effect was deadpan and oppressive. I brought someone back to the flat. He was a quiet, sensitive guy in his mid-thirties, with a strong Back Country accent. It was more for company than anything else. We were both quite drunk. He used amyl nitrite in bed, which only seemed to distance him. I tried it, but it just made me sweat. Probably I was too tired. When he climaxed his body was immobile, like a statue melting in the rain.
He was asleep when I woke up and saw a figure at the foot of the bed. It seemed hardly more than an outline, and it was somehow too jagged, stretched-looking, like some kind of satirical cartoon. It was just watching. Perhaps waiting for something to happen. That was when I first thought: the antipeople. I shifted closer to the sleeping man, touching his arm, his shoulder, his hair. But the cold feeling remained. In the morning we both felt a bit awkward, and didn’t arrange to meet again.
A few days later, Alan drove round with some things I needed from the house. Because my new flat was so small, I’d left a lot of possessions behind. I’d have to collect them soon, before Alan moved out. He hoped to be with Paul in New York by the end of the year. We circled around each other nervously, able to hug but not kiss. He’d already said that I could sleep with him again if I wanted to. Paul wouldn’t mind—after all, he’d been seeing Paul for three months while I was still in the house. Moving out had reduced the stress, enabled me to get some kind of grip on things. But underneath, I still felt the same way.
It didn’t happen until Alan was on the point of leaving. I kissed him fiercely and started to unbutton his shirt. “Lie down. Please.” It took less than fifteen minutes, but it was as good as any sex I can remember. Afterward, we lay there and rested, no longer touching—as always when we slept together. Then I saw the creature sitting over him. It was probing his face with its narrow fingers; the nails were broken. Then it bent farther down and pressed its teeth against his arm, just above the wrist. The creature looked a bit like me, but not very much. I hope.
For a few seconds I wondered if I should just let it happen. It wasn’t that I wanted to hurt Alan. But… why should I protect him, after what he’d put me through? Then I reached out, grabbed the pale thing’s shoulder and pulled hard. My finger sank into the stale flesh and hooked on the bone. The creature pawed at my arm, scratched it with one ragged finger. The skin turned white and hard. Then I was alone with Alan. He opened his eyes and reached for me.
After he’d gone, I put a record on the stereo. Leonard Cohen sang: Now I greet you from the other side of sorrow and despair / With a love so vast and shattered it will reach you everywhere. I poured myself a glass of gin and tried to think. Was human love enough to motivate life, to give everything a meaning? Or was it so debased that the only source of meaning was something above humanity? I didn’t know. In fact, I didn’t trust people who claimed that they knew. The scar on my arm was numb; it seemed to be frozen. About a week later, the strip of dead skin fell away.
From the window in my flat, I can see out beyond the garages, to where a semicircle of trees forms a natural skyline. There’s a cedar, a few birches and a pine tree of some kind. It makes me think of forests, green places full of shadow and drifts of leaves; places where there are no people.
The last few weeks of that summer were close and humid. The newspapers were full of road accidents, murders, rapes. I can remember walking through the city center and seeing the crowd of people suddenly blur and sway, as though they had all started to dance. Alan and I kept in touch; he was under increasing stress, not knowing whether Paul really wanted to be with him in the future. He was holding onto a job and a home while hoping that he’d be asked to leave them behind. He said he still missed me. We were uneasy with each other, not really knowing what to say or to hope for. For me, it wouldn’t have been hard to forgive him. The most difficult thing would have been to trust him.
In spite of this uncertainty, the glare of madness was fading in my head. I was drinking less heavily, though that had never been the core of the trouble. Many people helped me, Mends and strangers; and while nobody’s help was crucial in itself, the total effect got me through. There’s more humanity around than I’ve tended to think. It’s not human nature that gives power to the vultures and maggots; it’s only human culture. Dead things like money and authority.
The last time I saw one of the antipeople was in August. It was outside the Nightingale, between two and three a.m. on a Saturday night. I was drunk and on my own, wishing I had someone to share the taxi fare with; or even pay it myself, but not have to go home alone. Opposite the Hippodrome, I saw a body crumpled against a wire fence. Somebody was kneeling over it. As I crossed the road, the figure reared up and gave me an unmistakable look that meant Go away. This one’s mine. When I saw the face of the man on the ground, my skin turned cold. It was Jason, and he was bleeding from a deep cut above one eye. The creature’s long fingers were pressed against the wound. I saw them turn red and stiffen like tiny pricks. They were hollow.
For a moment, I hesitated. It seemed impossible to change what was happening. Then I lurched toward them, almost falling, and grabbed at the thing’s hair. It felt like a mesh of dry plastic threads. I was afraid the hair would pull out and leave me with no grip. But he tilted backward and twisted around to face me, his arm stretching before the fingers came loose from Jason’s face with a kind of tearing sound. The creature’s own face was flat and expressionless, with eyes like holes in the ground. He fell against me, knocking me over; when I picked myself up, he’d gone.
Jason was lying very still, but he was breathing. One arm was pinned under his body. His face was like a copper mask, melting at the nose and forehead. I shook him gently; his eyes opened. “David,” he said. “My God. What time is it! I must… I got beaten up. Did you see them?”
I shook my head. “You’ll be all right. Take it easy.” He stood up, then wavered and nearly fell. I caught hold of him, and we hugged each other for a few moments. He was wearing a crimson silk shirt which was dark with sweat. The cut in his forehead was like a jewel, and suddenly I thought of Douglas Fairbanks as Sinbad in a film I’d seen as a child. Still holding onto him, I steered Jason across the road and down the sidestreet to the club entrance. They were about to close up, but I told them what had happened and one of their staff went to get some tissues and ice. They knew Jason. He sat down on the doorstep, quite calmly. There was hardly anyone about. The night was blue and warm.
When the wound was cleaned up, I could see a bruise forming around it. His nose and right cheek were puffy, too, though the skin was even paler than usual. The ice seemed to lessen the pain. After a few minutes, we walked down to the taxi-hire firm. I told him we’d have to go to the hospital. “Can’t I just go home?” he said.
“If you don’t get that cut stitched up, it won’t heal properly.” He nodded slowly. We waited in silence, Jason holding a ball of clotted tissues like a rose stiff with color. I bit my lip to stay awake. Eventually a taxi came.
The casualty department at the General Hospital was brightly lit and reassuringly blank. Several rows of plastic chairs marked out the waiting area. In front of Jason was a rather gaunt-looking man of thirty or so, who was explaining loudly to the nurse that he’d swallowed a penny and was now unable to shit. It had been three days, he said. “I don’t know why I swallowed it. It was just something I had to do.” The nurse, with well-concealed impatience, suggested he try a curry. “Nothing works,” he said. The look of hopelessness in his face betrayed him. I could pencil in his background easily enough: he lived alone, was unemployed, an incipient schizophrenic or perhaps an outpatient at Highcroft. But no amount of psychiatric help could change the fact that he had no friends and no way of gaining affection from another human being. When the nurse dismissed him, he took a seat behind us and waited to be seen again.
After Jason had talked to the nurse, we went and sat in another waiting area, with red upholstered seats and a number of silent people, all with minor injuries. I thought about the antipeople. They seemed to be everywhere in this hospital, waiting just out of sight. Perhaps they hung around the little curtained rooms where patients were left alone. One thought kept recurring to me, something Alan had said once. The opposite of love is indifference.
Eventually, Jason’s name was called and he followed a nurse out through the swing doors. I waited, still drunk but sober in whatever part of me reacted to what was happening. Half an hour later he came back, with fourteen stitches in his forehead. It was past four o’clock. Jason lived in Kidderminster with his parents; he’d had to move back there after losing his job. I took him back to my flat, where he slept like a child. In the morning, I woke up and lay there for a while, looking at him. If anything visited him in the night, I didn’t see. He woke up around midday and left soon afterward, thanking me repeatedly for my help. But somehow, I still felt responsible. Fourteen stitches are not enough.



WELSH PEPPER

by D. F. Lewis


I was on a solitary walking holiday, the way I always liked it, with my rucksack, large colored umbrella and personal headset.
For many years, I had been coming to this part of North Wales, enjoying the rugged scenery and challenging treks, far from most tourist enclaves. I slept rougher than many would countenance, my only shelter being the umbrella which I would stake to the ground with string guyed from every pinion to keep it steady in most winds thereabouts, but sadly not preventing the driving rain from slanting in upon my sleeping bag.
Good job I always slept “like a log,” as my mother used to say.
She never liked the idea of me coming away on these ventures, for fear of me catching the death of cold or falling down some (god)forsaken ravine.
As she had been dead now for a year or two, I no longer felt guilty at making her fret. One thing I do remember is her telling me never to beat about the bush, even when telling a story.
I was listening to my favorite Beatles album, as the path took me into an unfamiliar valley. I had decided earlier in the day, after a particularly dreadful night of really soaking rain, that I would turn almost full circle on myself and head toward a hostel that I had once before visited on a previous hike, where I would be able to dry out for a day or so. This inevitably meant putting up with the back-to-back discos and irritating bonhomie of the young set but, too bad, when the devil needs, the devil must. The girls there would make a nice change of view, in any case…
I admit that I am one of those men who believe any shortcomings are the fault of factors other than themselves. On coming across this valley, I automatically assumed that geography was to blame, rather than myself, for the valley should never have been there at all. I was quite familiar with the waterfalls a mile or so back which should have led to some nuclear silos in view of the hostel’s back bedroom windows. But the turnings instead had taken me to a deep cleft between mountainous slopes which, if I did not know better, were tantamount to twin Snowdons. A mighty frothing river surged between wooded slopes…
I had not heard the crash of the waters for my headset was an expensive one, more or less acoustically leak-proof and, in any event, it was a specially noisy bit at the opening of the Sergeant Pepper album.
Sitting down to remove a large stone from my boot, which I had been enduring for some while, I suddenly felt as if I were being watched.
A young girl, certainly not more than half my age, was crouched upon a nearby rock and, since she was wearing a gray dress, I was not surprised at missing her presence until now, merging with the rock as she did.
“Excuse me! What’s the name of this area?” I asked.
She opened her mouth to speak, but before I had the chance to remove my earphones, she had finished.
“Sorry,” I said, “that’s my fault. Can you please repeat what you said?”
“The name of this valley is forgotten.”
Her voice was silky, with a lilt peculiarly Welsh at the same time as being un-Welsh.
“Show me on the map, please.” My mother had always taught me to be polite. I picked up the boot and hopped over to her rock.
I cursed myself for being a prize chump, for I had lost the map earlier; I did not think it mattered since I was so familiar with this territory, or so I thought in my usual pig-headed fashion.
The girl, seen up close, was decidedly attractive. Her face was very young, but the curves of her body gave a clue to her real age.
She pointed to my personal stereo. “Can I try it on?”
I adjusted the telescopic arch of the headset and positioned it carefully over her cropped brown hair. I felt a warm tingle in my hands as I fitted the cans upon her small ears. Listening to the faint distant tinkle, I could still just about follow the familiar music myself. Her face had filled with delight at the first surge of stereophonic sound.
I smiled as I looked down the river. Uncanny, even without the headphones: I was still unable to hear it flowing, as if it were behind glass. Broken shards of the sun shone off its careering waters.
Turning back to the girl, I had a sudden impulse to place my arm around her shoulders. Much as a father might… but I was not her father nor was she my daughter.
She had in fact begun to lean upon me, nodding her head gently to “Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds,” and quietly singing along.
Her gray dress was partially buttoned down the front, exposing small swelling patches of flesh. Could she really be from the hostel, as I had automatically assumed?
I looked back at the rucksack where I had left it, beginning to steam in the growing heat of the morning sun. The umbrella, leaning against it, was opening gradually on its own accord, like a fast-motion flower. No, I looked again—it was my fancy playing tricks or the umbrella’s springloading was working loose, after being dropped.
She abruptly jumped down from the rock, pulling me with her by the hand.
“Follow me, I want to show this to my family,” she said, pointing to the throbbing cassette player which she held tightly against her breasts.
She took off more like an animal, the obvious inner strength of her limbs belying their slender shapeliness. I admired the backs of her knees… and the fine fuzzhair accentuated, rather than softened, the long new-moons of her calves.
I realized there could not be any underwear within the skimpy gray dress, for no telltale lines marred the incipient cut and thrust of her buttocks. I could not help recalling in a new light how the dress had ridden to her upper thighs, whilst she was sitting on the rock. I followed, even in spite of myself, more to retrieve my expensive headset than to pursue a vision of delight, who should be beneath the concerns of a man of my years. Or that was what I told myself at the time.
The woods that bearded the lower reaches of the valley were deceptive in their extent. Once through a seemingly slight outcrop of some trees which I could not recognize (their branches having thicker foliage than the lower ones intertwining in an apparent conspiracy to hide the sky), the two of us came into a large clearing unseen from my previous vantage point by the rock. Scattered over what was little better than colorless scrubland was a commune of wooden sheds, some leaning against each other in mutual support. Young men and women, also in gray dresses, like my guide, were waving.
The girl tugged me by the hand toward one particular older man who stood in the middle, hands on his hips, arms splayed at odd angles, like a kite ready for flight.
“Listen to the sounds that Steve has brought us,” said the girl excitedly.
Wondering what the hell I had gotten into, I recalled that there was no way she could have known my name, other than by a wild guess.
I decided to take the initiative.
“Excuse me, I don’t know your names or who you people are… or come to that, where I am…”
“Our names are forgotten,” interrupted the man I took to be the girl’s father, using the same strange lilt in his voice. He refused to try on the headset, and the girl took it back, as she was led away by a surly-looking individual who delivered her into the hands of the other females.
“Can you show me the way back to my rucksack and umbrella?”
Nobody moved. The father, after a while, pointed to the edge of the clearing whence I had originally appeared to them with the girl, and I could just make out a moving shape, human in its form, but weirdly treelike in its coloring. The face appeared to have on a cheap party mask, since it was painted a bright green and pig-snouted, its overlarge brown eyes with very little white, and fangs like large splinters of wood. I could discern a red tongue flickering from between the fenced lips. Its dress was an aged deeply wrinkled trunk, moving swiftly like a snake on end.
“Get the goads!” shouted the father.
I was frozen to the spot, not through fright so much, but by the anger at suddenly realizing that the creature was dragging my opened umbrella behind it over the tussocks and thus damaging it beyond repair.
The gray people had by now gathered several long rods, thicker than the fishing variety, but just as bendy. I was handed one and encouraged to help the group in cornering the creature between two conjoining shed walls—which, to me, looked so ill-constructed that it would only take a light touch to topple. However, the silent creature, evidently smiling—though it was difficult to tell whether it was indeed a smile or a grimace—stood its ground, accepting that it was trapped. The father started prodding its chest with the “goad” and black sap oozed from the rupture. We all had a go, me included, for I had not forgiven it for the umbrella (its shattered skeleton now lying by the creature’s feet, shreds of material still clinging to the ribs).
The creature’s carcass eventually became little better than that umbrella, its life force mercifully long departed—mercifully, because I could not accuse myself of acting cruelly in continuing to pierce the sides of something that was already dead.
Toward the end of our bloodthirsty ruck, I turned to see the girl who had led me here, heaving with tears, the upper part of her dress now sodden and doing little to hide the pert, lightly-nippled breasts. The shattered cassette player was in her hands, the headphones still resting from ear to ear, its sound pads yellowed over with some sort of earwax.
I could not believe my eyes. Could any of this have happened? Why had I taken it all as a matter of course? The girl’s eyes indeed told me that the creature I had helped flay to death had only brought me my umbrella in its own clumsy fashion because it thought I had forgotten I left it behind.
She must have listened right to the end of Sergeant Pepper for, as she handed back the case (but at the same time keeping on the earphones as a sort of ornamental souvenir), I could see that the tape had certainly run to the end.
This was a day in the life, and more! Grabbing the wreck of the brolly as an insane keepsake, I took to my heels, with the whirring, whirling crescendo of nightmare in my ears, fleeing, as I now understood, from a people more monstrous than the monsters they feared. Except, of course, the sweet girl who knew not who she really was and would figure no doubt in all my erotic dreams for ever and ever.
And dreams would certainly be very wet, when all I’d have was that brolly to guard me against the drenching nights. My mother’d turn in her grave with worry, I thought, as I entered the trees which rustled behind me, camouflaging my escape.

It was twenty years ago today.



TRACKS

by Nicholas Royle


Do you love me?”
“Of course I love you.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
I used to torment Melanie like this a lot, unintentionally, constantly asking the same questions when the answer should have been abundantly clear: of course she loved me. She told me sometimes how irritating it was and in exasperation asked: “What do I have to do to convince you I love you?”
“Nothing,” I’d say. “Just keep on loving me.”
She’d reply: “But if you constantly doubt me, I feel undermined. It’s tiring.” An edge would have crept into her voice and I’d feel compelled to ask again: “Do you love me?”

Egerton spoke: “That company in Birmingham have paid, Alex.” He flashed me a proud smile as he passed on this information. Egerton was responsible for chasing up bad debts. “That means you can go ahead and process their festival entry. The check arrived in the lunchtime delivery.”
I couldn’t care less about the Birmingham company paying up—I’d already processed their festival entry in the knowledge that I could delete it in one keystroke if they failed to pay—but Egerton’s interruption reminded me of what had happened before I left home for work that morning.
Melanie lived in the Midlands, which accounted in part for my insecurity in our relationship: I lived in London and missed her during the week when we were not together. We wrote letters so I was always eager for the sound of the postman in the mornings. He often came when I was in the bath, gaining entry from the street by pressing the service bell, then climbing the stairs to deliver letters to the individual flats. I waited for the rattle of the letter box.
It had become one of my favorite sounds, and I invariably jumped out of the bath to see what the postman had brought, then got straight back in. Bills I dropped unopened on the bathroom floor where they generally stayed for at least a week. Circulars and marketing scams from Reader’s Digest went straight behind the laundry basket and only when the basket started to walk did I take them and put them in the rubbish. If there was a letter from Melanie, I would open it and read it in the bath, sinking down in the bubbles and steam, always a sensuous experience, to be enjoyed to the full, even if it meant being late for work.
She wrote long, involved letters. They all said how much she loved me, but I still found it hard to believe anyone could love me as much as she claimed to. Does she love me? I used to ask the inflatable frog soapdish. Does she really love me?
The letter box rattled and I jumped up, quickly drying my feet before stepping out onto the bathmat. It was only three steps out of the bathroom and into the hall to reach the front door.
There was nothing lying on the Oh-No-Not-You-Again doormat. I lifted my leather jacket which hung on a hook on the back of the door, but there was nothing sticking out of the letter box. I unlocked the door and opened it a crack, the cold draft reminding me I was naked and wet. The postman sometimes left larger items outside in the hallway but there was nothing there today. Puzzled, I closed the door. I had heard the flap bang shut. It was an unmistakable sound. I bent down and opened the flap again, peering inside, even pushing open the exterior flap with my dripping fingers. Not a thing.
I lifted the doormat. On the carpet underneath the mat were just the familiar brown stains left by the stenciled words.
Nothing.
It was impossible. I had heard it. I got down on my hands and knees and scanned the hall floor. I looked behind the storage heater and in the wardrobe cupboard in case the letter had broken the usual laws of movement through space.
Disconsolately I drained the bath and tried to come to terms with the possibility that the luxury of my bath had lulled me to sleep and I dreamed the rattling letter box out of wish fulfilment.

Egerton was always a source of acute irritation, but inadvertently reminding me of the morning’s phantom delivery was too much for me to bear. I cleared my screen with a short sequence of angry keystrokes and left the office. From behind his desk in his own office Whitehead saw me slamming out. I hoped I hadn’t incurred Whitehead’s displeasure. I tolerated him marginally better than Egerton, but Whitehead was the boss and I needed the job.
Across the road I bought a bar of chocolate in the shop and ate it sitting on a railing. There was a pay phone nearby and I contemplated ringing Melanie to see if she’d posted me a letter the day before. I still wasn’t completely satisfied by the dream theory. I wondered if maybe the postman had rattled my box in error or—and my chest tightened as I thought of this—on purpose to torment me because he knew how much I looked forward to receiving letters.
I didn’t phone Melanie because it seemed silly to pay when I could call her from the office for nothing.
“The Arsenal stuffed up their chances yesterday, eh, Alex?” Egerton asked just as I was reaching for my phone. He seemed to think that if he leavened his accountancy qualifications with a little authentic-sounding football chat and the odd reference to his heavy weekend drinking, people would not think him a boring bastard. But it didn’t seem to work.
“I really don’t know,” I replied with deliberate pomposity. I’d stopped indulging Egerton after only a couple of weeks in the same office, yet still the man persisted. He was either thick-skinned or completely mad; I hadn’t made up my mind. In any case, Arsenal’s cup chances were of no concern to me.
I rang Melanie’s number but she was in a meeting. I was glad to get away when 6 p.m. came around. I said goodnight to Whitehead on my way out. He gave me one of his weak smiles: it lurked behind his thick moustache and failed to light up his eyes.
I thought about Melanie on the way home: was it my imagination or was she writing fewer letters these days and saying less in them? It seemed to me that I used to get one a day. The relationship is changing, part of my mind told me, she doesn’t need to write so many letters. Another part of my mind told me: she’s starting to love you less. But she’ll deny it if you confront her with it. She’ll deny it and deny it then one day she’ll say you were right and she doesn’t love you any more.
While I was in the kitchen making some tea, the phone rang. I put down the knife I was using to slice some lemon and went to get the phone, but it rang off after the first ring. My hand hovered over the handset in case the caller redialed immediately. The apparatus remained silent. I went back to slicing lemon and it rang again. I ran to get it, but again it rang off. Someone was having trouble. Then I remembered that a similar thing had happened a week before. Twice in one night the phone had rung off before I had been able to get it. It could only have rung once on each occasion because my flat is hardly big enough to get lost in. I finished making my tea and sat down on the sofa by the open window. The street smelled of dogs, petrol and fish and chips. I felt on edge.
I wondered if it had been Melanie. I went and got the phone and carried it over to the sofa.
I punched in her number. “That wasn’t you, was it, just then?” I asked her when I got through. For some reason my question confused her, even when I repeated it, so I assumed it hadn’t been her and we just talked. “Are you all right?” I asked.
“Yes. Why?” That slight catch was in her voice, the one that meant stop, don’t continue with this line of questioning. But I always did.
“You sound a bit funny, that’s all.”
“I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I was fine.”
“What d’you mean?”
“I mean until you started the cross examination.”
“All right. I’m sorry.”
“Yes, but it’s so irritating. I’m all right, but you make me not all right when you ask so many questions. Don’t you see?”
I saw only too well. I had to stop it before she did. “Do you love me?” I asked meekly.
“I’m going,” she said abruptly and hung up.
I replaced the receiver and dithered for a minute or two, not knowing whether I should ring her back or not and apologize. I waited five minutes and made another cup of lemon tea, then I pressed the redial button.
“Melanie?” I ventured.
“Yes?” She sounded tired.
“I’m sorry for being a pain. It’s just that when I can’t see you I don’t know what you look like. You could be smiling or frowning, but I don’t know because I can’t see you. Do you know what I mean? Just hearing your voice it’s hard to tell if you’re all right or not.”
“Alex.” Her exasperation could be heard in just my name. “Will you stop worrying if I’m all right? It wears me down. OK?”
I agreed and we tried to chat about nothing in particular, but I could tell I’d annoyed her and brought the call to an end before I could do any more damage. Later the same evening the phone rang again while I was dozing on the sofa. I stretched out an arm to pick it up, but my hand seemed to move very slowly as if in a dream and it rang off before I was able to reach it.
I went to bed hoping a letter would arrive from Melanie in the morning.
Again I was in the bath, luxuriating, possibly dozing, when I heard the letter box. I made to get out, but my arms slipped from the sides of the bath and fell into the water with a splash that shocked me out of my torpor. My empty stomach was aching, yearning for food, yet my mouth was dry and slightly bitter. I levered myself out of the bath and didn’t bother drying my feet before padding into the hall.
The doormat was clear. I lifted the leather jacket and raised the flap.
Nothing.
Oh, shit. This isn’t happening.
But it was.
I grabbed my dressing gown from the back of the bathroom door and unsnapped the locks on the front door. I fled down the airy staircase to the communal hallway. There were no letters on the window ledge by the door, where the postman left them if he couldn’t be bothered to climb the stairs. There was nothing but a pile of last week’s free local newspapers, and a couple from the week before. I opened the door to the street and looked up and down for the postman, but he wasn’t around. He moved quickly, I knew, but not that quickly. I shivered and stepped back inside.
Back in the flat I conducted a brief, futile search around the hall. I had to have been dreaming: it was the only explanation.
I was shaken from my gnawing displeasure by the phone. I went to go and get it, but to my dismay it rang off. I picked it up and heard the dialing tone.
Losing my temper, I threw the receiver back at its cradle. It bounced off and I had to control myself and reposition it more carefully.
As I swayed through the Piccadilly Line tunnels on my way to work, I hoped for his sake that Egerton wouldn’t come near me today. The mood I was in, I was liable to twist his unpleasant cheap polyester tie around his furry, animal neck until he choked to death. That way the day, which had started extremely badly, would yield some small pleasure.
The train stopped in the tunnel before King’s Cross and the bank clerk in the Oxford Street suit behind me huffed and tutted. I squared my shoulders against his pathetic noises. Such irritability on the part of other passengers was always worse than the wait for the train to go again. I told myself that if he tutted again I would turn round and ask him to be quiet, but mercifully the train moved.
“Good morning to you,” Egerton practically shouted as I stepped into the office. He was striding past the door, clicking his fingers purposefully as if they were part of the dynamo which powered his ceaseless activity. He always placed stress on the you. Perhaps he thought because he hadn’t yet been smacked in the mouth or taken out by precision bombing that people liked him and his studied eccentricity. They didn’t.
I rang Melanie but she said she couldn’t talk—too busy. We said goodbye. “I’ll ring you later,” I said, but she hung up and I didn’t know if she’d heard me or not. So I rang her back.
“Melanie,” I began.
“Alex. I’m busy.” She sounded pissed off.
“Are you all right?” I asked anxiously.
“Will you stop asking if I’m all right?” She was pissed off.
“Sorry. Look, I only wanted to make sure you’re all right.”
“I’m busy. I’ve got to go.”
Again she hung up. I hated being hung up on, but I couldn’t possibly ring her again. So I waited. Five minutes. Then pressed redial. This is stupid, part of my mind told me. I knew that was right. It was stupid, destructive, doomed to failure. But I couldn’t leave the phone alone when it sat there, saying, go on, use me. Phone her back. You might as well.
“It’s me,” I said quickly. “Listen, don’t hang up. I just want to apologize…”
She hung up.
I had to get up and walk around to try and calm down. But Egerton’s animated hand movements between keyboard and phone, and chin and coffee cup, just put me more on edge. I left the office and walked round the block, wondering what I could do about Melanie. I couldn’t leave things the way they were. I’d upset her and I needed to let her know I was sorry. It wasn’t just for my own peace of mind. I needed to know she wasn’t angry with me. Maybe it was just for my own peace of mind. But if she was still angry with me, ringing her again would only make her angrier.
When I got back to the office I rang a mutual friend, Steve.
“She’s all right, Alex,” was Steve’s opinion. Then the conversation veered away from Melanie and I formed the impression that Steve knew something he wasn’t telling. Something about Melanie.
“Is everything all right, I mean, does she still fancy me?”
“Of course she fancies you,” Steve said before once more steering the conversation into some gloomy sidetrack that seemed to lead nowhere. I allowed myself to be drawn along, as the feeling grew inside me that Steve had placed a particular emphasis on the word fancy, suggesting that yes she still fancied me but that was all and the least of my worries. I wanted to ask him if she still loved me but didn’t dare in case the answer was either no or an awkward silence.
When I got home I rang Holly, one of Melanie’s friends whom I knew well enough to chat to, and asked her if she thought Melanie still cared for me.
“Of course Mel cares for you,” Holly tried to reassure me. I was sure she stressed the verb and once more I was too cowardly to use the word love.
Now I began to convince myself that Steve and Holly were on the same track: they both knew the same thing about Melanie. Maybe it was that she still found me attractive and was fond of me but no longer loved me. Or that she had met someone else or that she had come out. Whatever it was, I worked myself into such a state of anxiety that when the phone rang I found myself virtually paralyzed. I tried to extricate an arm—they were folded around my body and I was rocking gently on the chair—but couldn’t and the effort dragged me off the chair and on to the floor.
Meanwhile the phone rang off after only one or two rings.
Who was trying to contact me? If I managed to answer, would a familiar voice soothe me and calm my fears or would some malicious interloper take delight in confirming my paranoid fears? I had a strong feeling that the world wasn’t as simple as I had always imagined. Not all lives proceeded at the same pace and there were different tracks.
It seemed to me that someone was trying to get through to me, but something about me or my flat was blocking them. Something needed to change, but I didn’t know what.
The phone rang while I was cleaning my teeth. I thought I would just carry on because it would ring off after one ring and I wouldn’t get to it. But it continued to ring and I still brushed.
It rang a third time.
I dropped the brush in the bowl and ran through to the other room, reaching for the phone. But it had fallen silent. I picked up the receiver and listened to the dialing tone for a moment.
I drifted off to sleep determined to catch the postman out in the morning. As soon as I heard the alarm I reached across and silenced it, then slid out of bed. I stood in the cold kitchen while the kettle heated up, and drank my coffee looking out of the sloping skylight, through which I could see only sky. The dawn was a gentle clash of violets and oranges. The coffee in my cup went down slowly. At quarter to eight I moved into the hall and took up a position two meters from the front door. If the postman came, if the letter box was lifted, if a delivery was made, I would see it. There would be no question that I wasn’t fully awake. I squatted and waited, patient in the pursuit of my objective. Nothing happened. I heard someone downstairs lock their door and leave the building. I wondered about Melanie without taking my eyes off the letter box. Did she love me? What would she say in her letter if one should arrive? That she loved me and I should stop worrying or that I had been right all along and she didn’t love me at all?
My haunches tingled with pins and needles then went numb. Straining my ears for sounds with which the postman might betray his approach, I began to notice a hum in the flat. Electrical appliances, storage heaters, the immersion, all would no doubt contribute, but it seemed as if the flat itself were alive and trying to tell me something. It was the first time I had sat and listened so intently. Normally I played a compact disk or boiled a kettle, switched channels or ran a bath. At night when I lay still, I covered my ears with the duvet.
Now, however, for the first time, I was listening to the flat.
I thought that maybe it was telling me not to take my eyes off the letter box. But I couldn’t live like this—watching the letter box every morning.
The humming seemed to acquire a rhythm, a beat, like a clock, as if my flat was in tune with the universe, a quartz clock. The flat was part of the great design. I felt it protecting me, like a mother or the mother’s womb itself. I watched the door. The flat hummed. It felt completely right.
Then the flap lifted slowly and the white corner of a letter slid through into the flat. I heard my heart beating faster. The letter pushed the flap open wider and fell on to the doormat. The metal flap fell back with the familiar rattle.
My body was tense, ready to spring. I wanted to open the letter. I realized I was sweating. The flat was still all right. I crawled forward and picked up the letter. It was a bill. I snapped it down on the narrow bookshelf in disgust and disappointment, and some small degree of relief.
The hum receded until it was barely perceptible, as if the flat was satisfied it had demonstrated to me that all was in order. A letter had arrived—although not the one I would have wanted—and I had been reassured that the world was still functioning as it should. Possibly had I not been watching, the letter box might have banged open and shut while some hateful, terrible communication slipped, not into sight, but between the tracks upon which my life ran, into the void I knew I would have to face one day. How many letters waited there for me? How many unanswered phone calls? How any small hands stretched out unseen? How many open mouths and proclamations of terrifying truths which would destroy the lies of the life that had gone before?
As I dressed I debated whether or not to phone Melanie. I needed to speak to her and get that part of my life back on the right track. Derailed, it could slip into the space where the letters and phone calls waited. But I left it too late to act: she would have gone to work. I realized I was late myself, so I grabbed my jacket and rushed out, locking the door behind me.
The morning was crisp with fragmented memories of winter. The promise of spring lifted my spirits. The world went on and it was good.
Halfway down the road I felt in my pocket for my travel pass and found it wasn’t there. For a moment I considered going on without it and paying a couple of quid on fares. But I could scarcely afford it and I didn’t know what I would be doing after work.
So I turned round and went back.
I unlocked the door and instantly felt the difference. It was like stepping into a stranger’s home. The flat was as quiet as death. No humming. I wasn’t supposed to be there. I had left for the day and in coming back after only two minutes found myself intruding. I felt as if I had penetrated some membrane in reality. Everything seemed colorless in the weak natural light my windows allowed. I stood stock still in the hall listening, but the flat was silent. I began to shiver. The hairs on the back of my neck pricked and gooseflesh crept up my arm.
The volume control on the phone was turned low, but when it rang in the stillness of the gray flat it was the shrillest, most frightening sound in the world. My heart faltered. But I wouldn’t miss the phone this time. I strode into the living room, wading tearfully through the thick air. I reached the phone and picked it up while it was still ringing. I held the receiver to my ear and listened. The flat had become like a photograph printed in a newspaper and the dots were gathering and re-forming and swarming before my eyes.
“Hello?” My voice was toneless and compressed with the suppression of terror.
A voice said, “Go to the door. Quickly. Go to the door!” The voice was familiar but seemed constricted by anxiety.
I could only obey.
The flat knew. I wasn’t supposed to be there so it couldn’t protect me. I shouldn’t have come back when I did. The flat knew everything but could do nothing to help me.
I stepped into the hall just as I heard the letter box bang shut and a letter fell through on to the mat. Had I not got there in time there would have been no letter; just an empty rattle.
I tore at the envelope, though I didn’t need to because I had recognized her handwriting and I knew what the letter would say.
Having crossed over accidentally from one track to another, I was now staring into the space in between.
Just as I had strained the relationship by worrying at it and asking all the wrong questions, so had I colluded now in my own downfall both by making the call and by answering it in time. Too late I realized it had been me also on the other occasions, when I’d hung up to save myself.
From the other room I could hear my own distressed voice on the phone shouting, “No no no!” It’s a bit late for that, I thought bitterly.



LARGESSE

by Mark McLaughlin


Mr. Pash, Mr. Pash. Could anyone be more wonderful than Mr. Pash? He was the best employer I ever had—a wise, thrilling person. And so generous.
Bosses are usually such atrocious beings. You have to nod and grin and act as though you are not afraid of them. You must appear to condone their boorish, money-hungry wickedness. You must pretend to be other than yourself. Such was not the case with Mr. Pash.
My work in the Tons of Tapes video store was quite simple. I waited on customers, kept the display boxes in neat rows, vacuumed a bit. Nothing too strenuous. Every now and then Mr. Pash stopped in to check on the store. To peek into the cash register. To offer a word of encouragement.
His eyes were deep, brown, and utterly unfocused. His nose was long and curved like the beak of a bird that eats meat. Thick brown hair, pale skin, a mildly spicy body odor, black stubble no matter what the time of day… and fat. Mr. Pash was fat, yet obliquely so in his bulky sweaters and baggy pants. It was hard to tell where Mr. Pash ended and the sag of his loose outfits began. But make no mistake: his clothes were clean and more or less fashionable.
When he placed his long white fingers on your shoulder, you knew instantly that he cared. If your mother was ill, or if your pet lost a limb in a freakish accident, he would give you the day off without question. If he had candies in his huge pockets, and he usually did, he would give you several nice plastic-wrapped mints. Large and fresh, with red and white swirls. No lint on these pocket treats.
The customers at Tons of Tapes often spent a great deal of money. Our gentlemen rented six or seven tapes at a time. I say “gentlemen” because our female clientele never exceeded a handful of poorly dressed, foreign-looking women of indeterminate age.
There was always plenty of time for me to watch movies during working hours. Mr. Pash did not mind: in fact, he insisted that I watch the movies so that I would be able to tell our gentlemen about them. A salesperson should be thoroughly familiar with his products. The bulk of the inventory was esoteric. To this day, I have no idea where Mr. Pash had acquired such oddities. New videos were never delivered to the store; Mr. Pash brought them personally.
The Green Claw was very popular, as were a number of other releases—Spine-Eaters, Flytrap Hell and Liquifier III: The Bubbling Death. There were many more, but those four were our top renters. The store’s computer inventory did not list any prequels to Liquifier III, and I have not been able to find this series in any catalog.
Mr. Pash brought Liquifier III to the store on a rainy My afternoon. It was a very hot day, and the rain made the air steamy. I remember worrying that so much moisture in the air had to be bad for the tapes.
“This should rent well,” Mr. Pash said; his voice was low and purring. “I watched it last night. Very exciting—I think you will agree. Let me know how it does.” He wandered the store for a minute or so, biting his nails (not out of nervousness, I’m sure: perhaps out of hunger or mild ennui). Then he left, smiling so warmly that I thought for a moment of my mother, who also had a large nose.
I watched the movie on the store monitor. The Liquifier of the title was a giant demon from outer space—a spiderish humanoid over sixty feet tall, with three-fingered hands and milky eyes. The Liquifier spun its victims into cocoons and injected them with acid venom, turning them into large slopping bags of dinner. I did not feel uncomfortable about running such a graphic feature; children rarely visited the store.
I was not Mr. Pash’s only employee. A frail old man named Bernard was also on duty. Bernard had unusually tight skin—so tight that it gleamed. I doubt if facelifts had been performed; he didn’t make that sort of money. “How can you watch that garbage?” he said, pointing at the screen with his cigarette. “All that death and screaming and whatnot. A movie didn’t used to have blood spilling all over the place to be scary. It’s not right. Don’t tell me it is.”
“Variety is very important these days,” I said. “What’s life without variety? Even sex would get pretty boring if that was all you ever did.”
“That’s for damn sure.” Bernard blew a cloud of smoke in my face. “You never met my Mrs. Spoon…” Bernard prefaced every anecdote about his deceased wife with this remark. “The woman was an animal. Whittled me down to a pencil, she did. Sometimes I’d catch her giving that look of hers to some man on the street. A nice-looking guy like you—she’d have sized you up. How did I ever get mixed up with a woman like that? She fixed a decent meal, though—I’ll give her that.”
A customer came in and Bernard went to wait on him. Bernard’s stories about his dead wife always included some reference to her voracious sexual appetites. The week before, he had shown me a yellowed photograph of Mrs. Spoon, taken on their honeymoon. The woman had been quite handsome in a cruel sort of way, with short blonde hair, sharp features, and snarling, oddly inviting lips.
The next day, I asked Mr. Pash if he had ever met Mrs. Spoon.
“The sex monster? She passed away just before Bernard came to work for me. Has he told you about the farm incident yet?” He didn’t wait for my answer. Instead, he moved to the New Releases shelf. “Good—someone has rented Liquifier. Is Spine-Eaters in? I haven’t seen that for a while.”
Whenever Mr. Pash borrowed a movie, he paid full rental price. Bernard and I were allowed to take movies home for free. Mr. Pash was a wonderfully generous man.
Bernard popped his head around the corner of a large display. “I heard you two badmouthing my Mrs. Spoon. The woman may have had her faults, but I won’t have you slandering my dear departed wife. If I want to talk about her, that’s my business.” He came closer, scowling. “You two. I don’t know about you two. Why do I even stay here?” He shook his head. “You two. At least Mrs. Spoon knew her way around a kitchen. I mix a drop of Holy Water with her ashes every Sunday so she won’t have to stay in hell too long. As for you two—I just don’t know.”
Mr. Pash raised an eyebrow as Bernard shuffled off. “Spine-Eaters please, Roger. And The Green Claw. I never tire of the scenes in the temple of Uranus.”

Business improved as the summer temperatures rose. Obviously, our gentlemen were spending more time indoors. For my birthday, Mr. Pash gave me a box of monogrammed handkerchiefs. He also brought a box of pastries to the store. Bernard ate most of them.
I had never especially favored The Green Claw, not being a fan of fantasy epics, but at Mr. Pash’s gentle insistence I watched it again with a critical eye.
The story, set in ancient Atlantis, concerned an amplebreasted, sexually active princess who needed to find a way to protect her people from a swarm of giant winged goats. The Green Claw was a rather avant garde production. The princess often spoke directly to the camera, and her breastplates were made of fluorescent plastic.
Upon my initial viewing, I had considered the film to be nothing more than a frothy morsel of soft porn. During one of his visits, Mr. Pash assured me that this work was fraught with inner meaning. “Think of the attack on the city,” he said. “Was not Aleister Crowley incessantly mocked by horned beasts?”
“I’m not entirely familiar with Crowley’s career,” I said. I knew that the man was some sort of grim mystic, but that was all, really. “No doubt the movie’s sexual aspects overshadowed the symbolism.”
“Yes and no, Roger. All activity is sexual, as are all symbols. Sex is all that is left after one dispenses with the extraneous. What were your impressions of the Atlantean temple to Uranus?”
“Wasn’t Uranus a Greek god? Still, the Atlanteans could have worshiped him, too.” I was talking like a fool, but words continued to issue from my mouth. “Needless to say, the ancient world didn’t have fluorescent plastic. It was a very confusing movie.”
“Uranus was the Heavens and Gaea was the Earth; they were the first parents, and their children were Titans.” Mr. Pash’s eyes glowed with pleasure. “Think on this, Roger. The world’s first act of love spawned giants.”
When Mr. Pash left, Bernard took it upon himself to inform me of Mr. Pash’s shortcomings. “That Mr. Pash has his nasty side. I once spilled some coffee on a cassette and he threw a fit. The coffee landed on the label and I wiped it right off. The tape was perfectly fine.”
“What was the movie?” I had never seen Mr. Pash in a foul mood and I found this news most distressing.
“One of his favorites—Spine-Eaters. New copies haven’t been available for years.”
“Then why does he even rent it out?”
Bernard shrugged. “Who knows? I told him he ought to make his own copy, but he won’t. He just rents the store tape along with everyone else.”
In Spine-Eaters, a family of cannibals was exposed to nuclear radiation in a bizarre military operation. They became as tall as trees and all the more hungry for their favorite delicacy—human spinal cords.
The summer grew even hotter and steamier. Our air-conditioning system did little to ease the swelter. The heat reminded me of the infernal jungle dimension of Flytrap Hell, where oversized meat-eating plants held sway. Bernard developed a rasping cough. Mr. Pash and I suggested that he stop smoking, but like many older people set in their ways, he refused to take advice.
Mr. Pash, ever concerned, set up a cot in the back room so that Bernard could rest if the heat made his day too taxing.
“You never met my Mrs. Spoon,” Bernard said to me one afternoon, “but that woman couldn’t pass a flat surface without looking around for a man. Still, she fried up chicken to die for. A devil and a half she was, but I treated her like a queen. I even gave her one of those fancy cocktail rings. Now it’s dangling on a string in my bedroom window. It catches the light.”
The gentlemen rented their movies in even greater quantities. Many asked why we stocked only one copy of each of our most popular selections. In turn, I asked Mr. Pash.
His reply was rather confusing. “These movies are special, Roger. There is a concentrated energy in this specialness that should not be diluted.”
I wondered what Mr. Pash would do if someone stole one of our movies, or lost it. My curiosity was satisfied by the matter of one Mr. Trisk, who would not respond to our correspondence regarding his failure to return Liquifier III.
The news shows made much of the explosion in Mr. Trisk’s home; there was even talk of spontaneous combustion. A few days after Mr. Trisk’s interment, a lean, silent gentleman bundled in an enormous overcoat entered the store and set the tape on the counter. His face was lost under the brim of his hat. His gloved hand creaked as he clutched a display to steady himself on the way out.
For the rest of the day, Bernard complained of bits of ash on the carpet. I insisted that he had probably dropped them from his cigarette. Nevertheless, I vacuumed.
The Mr. Trisk episode left me disconcerted. Mr. Pash was a wonderful employer and an exciting individual; even so, the suspicions that swam and roiled in my mind gave me constant headaches. The heat didn’t help, and Bernard’s coughing was beginning to get on my nerves. The gentlemen were always very nice, but there were so many of them now.
I decided to have a talk with Mr. Pash.

As I have said, Mr. Pash was an extraordinarily generous man. When I mentioned that I was having difficulties with my work, he immediately suggested that we have dinner that evening at his home to discuss the problems at hand. Mr. Pash asked if a late dinner would be agreeable, since he had a number of errands to attend to early in the evening. I told him that would be fine.
I arrived at his house at eight-thirty with a bottle of wine (a truly thoughtful guest never shows up empty-handed). Mr. Pash lived in an artistic sector of the city. His brick house was narrow and very old. The bricks were dark and exceptionally large; many were broken and askew. I felt sure that my hand would come away bleeding if I ran it over a wall. The yard was completely overrun with weeds. Tongue in cheek, I wondered if Mr. Pash had allowed the yard to go wild in homage to the jungle villages of Flytrap Hell.
Mr. Pash welcomed me in and led me down a dim hall to the dining room. Our meals were already served up on our plates. The room was poorly lit and smelled spicy—like Mr. Pash, only stronger. I guessed that Mr. Pash probably did not entertain often.
As I detailed my concerns, Mr. Pash listened closely, chewing at his stringy cut of meat. Mr. Pash was a fine employer, but a poor chef. The meat was tough and flavorless and the vegetables were overcooked. I was nervous, so I drank my wine rather quickly.
“I am so glad you decided to share your thoughts with me,” he said. “I see that it is time to tell you more about myself. I hope you will not mind, Roger. You are a very special person in my life. Am I special to you?”
“You are the best boss I ever had,” I said. With a sigh, I downed a second glass of wine.
“The store satisfies more than just my financial needs, Roger.” Mr. Pash leaned closer. “Do you believe in magic? Not the kind with rabbits in tophats. Not the kind with pentagrams and candles. Do you know what I’m talking about?”
I thought for a moment, but nothing came to mind. “You’ll have to spell this matter out for me, Mr. Pash. Certainly I’ve had too much wine.”
“Too much? You haven’t had enough.” Mr. Pash refreshed my drink. I suddenly noticed that he wore a lavish ring on his pinky. A woman’s cocktail ring.
Mr. Pash followed my stare. “Do you like my ring? I took it from Bernard earlier this evening.”
“You took it from him?” I blinked like a fish as I drained my third glass. “Why did you take it from him?”
“He no longer needed it. I think I can use these stones…” Mr. Pash shrugged. “But we were discussing the different kinds of magic. Crowley came close to the truth, but he relied too heavily on ritual. The best sort of magic—the most potent—is the kind you make up as you go along.”
I found that I couldn’t stop blinking. “Could we return to the topic of Bernard? Is he all right?”
“No, he is not all right.” Mr. Pash shook a blizzard of salt over his filet. “In fact, he tastes perfectly awful.”
I rose very slowly from my seat and walked around the room, looking for the door. It was not to be found. Mr. Pash watched me with his head cocked to one side. “I want you to be my disciple, Roger. I hope I haven’t alarmed you. Would you like some more wine?” He rubbed his new pinky ring against his stubbly chin. “Join the new Order of Uranus. Consider it a promotion, if you like. That may make it seem less threatening. Less like a religious endeavor and more like a business proposition. What do you say, Roger?”

In the basement of the narrow house, Mr. Pash showed me the four magic video players and the four magic televisions. By this time I was halfway through my fourth bottle of wine. Mr. Pash had several excellent vintages in his larder.
He explained to me that each of the store’s four top-renting movies contained a small, growing bit of his essential tissue. These dollops of obedient flesh absorbed mental energy from our renting gentlemen. Mr. Pash would then take the movies and transfer the accumulated energy from the cassettes into the magic televisions. The power built up so far was truly incredible: the merest spark had been used to persuade Mr. Trisk, with remarkable results.
Of course, Mr. Pash was correct—about magic, that is. You have to make it up as you go along. My employer handed me an urn. Her name had been Spoon, so I used a spoon to insert her ashes into the magic players. We then plucked the diamonds from the cocktail ring and tossed them into the players as well.
“Are you sure this won’t hurt the tapes?” I said as I picked up the Liquifier III cassette, looking vainly into its little windows for some sign of Mr. Pash’s tissue. “Mr. Spoon used to mix Holy Water with the ashes.”
“You needn’t worry. Our purpose is holy, Roger,” Mr. Pash said, removing his shoes and socks. He started to unbutton his shirt. “Are we not preparing for a wedding?”
I pushed Liquifier III into its slot. Soon all four of the tapes were in place.
I looked into Mr. Pash’s eyes. It had been his generosity, his royal largesse, that had convinced me to follow his path. I knew that once the new way was in order, I would be rewarded handsomely.
“Mrs. Spoon, Wanton and Licentious One,” I intoned, making up the words, “rejoice: from this moment on, you shall be known as Gaea, the Earth Mother. Prepare to receive the seed of Uranus, the Sky Father.” Mr. Pash removed the last of his clothes. His flabby body was a miracle of the grotesque; shallow, ribbonlike grooves covered every inch of his abdomen and legs.
“From this union shall spring Titans,” I cried, taking a swig of wine. “With their Father, they shall reign supreme throughout the universe. Noble Gaea, take from the magic televisions the power of our gentlemen, our unwitting congregation…”
Mr. Pash stood amidst the magic players, arms outstretched. The tops of the players bulged into round pods; soon these pods blossomed into metal flowers, spewing forth yard after yard of tape. The tape coiled and writhed around Mr. Pash’s body, sliding through the narrow grooves.
I continued to drink wine and rant. In retrospect, I believe that I should have set the bottle aside. “Arise from death, sweet Gaea. It is at last time to meet you. What shall you be cooking for us? We have already eaten Mr. Spoon. Arise: your new husband awaits.”
A cloud of ash rose from the players and formed itself into a translucent gray succubus. Sparks danced through the apparition as it lavished its affections on Mr. Pash.
On the screens of the magic televisions, scenes from the four tapes played—but with a difference. The prodigious creatures now wandered from movie to movie. Hulking cannibals stormed the Atlantean city. Immense carnivorous plants tried to steal a cocooned victim from the Liquifier. Outsized winged goats trampled helpless villagers in the jungle dimension.
Mr. Pash groaned and shuddered with ecstasy. Wires snaked up from the players and plunged into my employer’s heaving gut as he consummated the marriage ritual.
The expression of rapture on Mr. Pash’s face was simply too ridiculous—or at least, so I thought at the time. Drink can turn the kindest man into an unfeeling Judas. “I’ve had a wonderful time,” I said, “but I’m afraid that I have overstayed my welcome. Where was my mind? What must you think of me, Mr. Pash? But then, what must I think of you? It’s dreadfully impolite to rut in front of guests.” So saying, I laughed and laughed and laughed like a mad boy.
Poor Mr. Pash—scoffed by his own disciple! The rapture on his face was replaced by a look of terrified doubt. With a cry of triumph, the ash-temptress fled through a crack in the basement floor. Undone by his own momentary uncertainty, Mr. Pash was at the mercy of reality. I watched helplessly as wires in his belly fried him alive. A horrid, oily steam rose from his body. I ran up the stairs and out of the house.
Bottle in hand, I wandered the streets of a changed world.
Mr. Pash had perished, yes; but not before he had consummated the union, passing the magic on to Mrs. Spoon. I’m sure that his sacrifice had only served to strengthen her.
A winged goat larger than any ocean liner soared across the moon, bleating odiously. A monstrous Venus flytrap shot up from the turf of a children’s playground and snuffled ravenously at the swings and slide.
Screams of pain and horror echoed through the city. The earth thundered as impossible monstrosities lumbered through the night. From the shadows, I watched giant cannibals tear the heads from policemen at a doughnut shop. With great slurping noises they sucked the spinal cords from their victims. A few blocks down the road, a Liquifier slathered its web into a parked car and trapped a pair of lovemaking teenagers. Another Liquifier drew near to watch its sibling feast.

The Titans are everywhere. Spider-demons, cannibals, winged goats, vile plant-things. They see me, but leave me be. In fact, they regard me with trepidation. And why not? I am the usurper of their father’s throne. In their eyes, I am capable of unspeakable devastation.
I am writing this in a luxurious penthouse apartment. I had to walk up sixty floors. Mr. Pash, Mr. Pash—all of this should have been yours. I am sorry that I laughed. So terribly sorry. I had planned to throw myself off the balcony, but in the end, I could not.
Just as I was about to jump, an enormous pair of snarling, oddly inviting lips opened up in the pavement below.



CITY IN THE TORRID WASTE

by t. Winter-Damon


The air heatshimmered. The persistent wind moaned longingly. Spiraling dustclouds and fragile pinnacles of metal oxide salts, pigmented in a harsh, dusky rainbow taunting of empty promise, surrounded the smoky bronze, UV-screening bubble-dome that crouched above the City in the Torrid Waste. Ghosts of long-dead millions howled outside its gates.
Once, the festering pit in the alkaline earth nearby had disgorged a wealth of varied ores, copper its primary vein. But that was before payload dwindled and the peons of the ascian latitudes slaved it forth far cheaper. Before the acid rains swept westward. Before the Hole in the Sky ripped wide. The once-beautiful, fertile flesh of Mother Earth ravished, defiled, and corrupted. Made barren.
Now, the minds of the City’s denizens mirrored the nature-twisted configurations of the landscape. As it is without. So it is within…

The grass-green sheers billowed and swirled in the sweet-scented gusts of synth-breeze. The air was crisp, cool, and tinged with a whisper of magnolia blossoms and jasmine, a deft mingling accomplished by the dome’s air-conditioning plant. The total power consumption of the city must graph-out into stratospheric levels of mega-kilowattage, but the enormous pull, even at the summer’s ferocious peak temps, never caused a black- or brownout status. The solar collectors outside the dome, concealed beyond the nearest ridgeline, swallowed the sun’s fierce rays, collecting, storing, and assimilating the almost limitless energy. They were also virtually indestructible, built to last as long as the dream of humankind survived, and longer…
But the hidden machinations of tech-support were the farthest thing from this dark-maned nymph’s far darker mind.
Her long, delicate fingers caressed the gentle slope of shoulder, raising gooseflesh at the electricity of awakened desire. Her fingers trailed the sensuous curve of spine, the ripe, melonlike swell of lushly rounded buttocks, massaging the so-sensitive flesh with feather-tingling strokes. The taffy-haired girl giggled musically in Morrigan’s ear, letting her pink, warm tongue flicker into the shell-like orifice, seeking to return measure for measure every exquisite, eternal-moment of pleasure-torment she received. “Ooooohhhhh,” she cooed in ecstasy, “yes, yes, touch me there—” as Morrigan’s other hand splayed out, trailing down the soft taper of the girl’s lower belly, her fingers grasping the stiff penis jutting from her groin, encircling the thick shaft, stroking and toying with rigid gristle. The girl moaned, wriggling her hips in desire. “And there,” she mewled, as the ravenhaired woman cupped the swollen sac of her testicles, squeezing them ever so gently, savoring the wicked sensations as egglike glands rolled about within the hairy, wrinkled flesh of her scrotum. “Ohhh, yes, and there!” the girl groaned, as Morrigan explored lower, pushing her fingers into the wet heat of the girl’s sex-grotto…
The glistening mask of jet-black feathers betrayed no hint of emotion, save for the terrible hunger betrayed in the slits of the eyeholes, emeralds that sparked with a cold, unquenchable fire. The dark vision of the Raven’s mask with its cruel beak poised above her only served to whet the taffy-haired girl’s excitement. Her own elaborate mask of feathers was a bizarrerie of bobbing plumes and downy tufts the same color as her hair, but with bold accents of black and crimson.
Morrigan lowered her sleek body onto the girl’s lap, impaling herself on the upthrust phallus…

They were both bathed in sweet, trickling perspiration, reeking of pleasure-pheremones, as were the forest-green sheets rumpled beneath them. Two roses and a thorn all intertwined.
“When will you next bleed?” Morrigan whispered in query. “I desire the bright poppy blossoms of your flux…” Her teeth glittered whitely in the luring darkness of the mouth-slit.
“The delights of Yang. And Yin. These I can provide.” The girl answered. “But what you desire—this I cannot give, I regret. My flow, never more than a pain-ripe bud, withered by my late teens to an echo of misery, and by my majority was but a dessicated memory…”
“If all you can offer me, My Dear, is the pleasure of your flesh and soul, then I regret…”

Framed by heavy drapes of rich purple velvet, the filmy fabric billowed like clouds of lilac-tinctured smoke. Now, the sweet breath of unnatural breeze was scented of hyacinths, mountain laurel, and Persian lilac. Morrigan turned her Raven-masked face to stare into the eyes of her newest inamorata. The eyes behind the mask were vivid violet. The mask was an extravagant fantasy of rare feather tufts tinted in a rich palette of purple hues, stranded with ropes of tiny seedpearls and sparkling with faceted dangles of amethyst crystal. Her mouth was bare, lips glossed in matching pigments. Even the short spikes of her hair were dyed a coordinating shade.
Their lips joined, drinking deeply of one another’s passion.
Their lips parted. Slid down necks, trailing hot kisses.
Their lips savored the puckered berry-fruit of firm, luscious breasts. So many tasty berries. Suckling. Then slithered lower, leaving snailtrails of glistening saliva in their wake. They explored the warm, dark dimples of navels with their tongues. Then worked lower, into the soft tangle of pubic thickets…

The sheets were soaked with their perspiration and the sweet muskiness of their mingled nectar. Both were gasping softly, basking in the bliss of passion’s ebbtide.
“When will you next bleed?” Morrigan whispered. “I desire the bright hibiscus blossoms of your flux…” Again, her teeth glittered whitely in the luring darkness of the mouth-slit, forming some perverse equation of desire unfathomable to those who do not comprehend the secrets of the shadows…
“I would gladly please you, Darling Morrigan, but, alas, I, as so many now do, entered my menopause quite early, just before my thirtieth birthday… Some claim it is a price we pay for maintaining a strict, total gynarchy. You are two years too late, I fear…”

The girl was so blonde her hair sparkled like filaments of purest gold. She was sleek and voluptuously formed, with lush, cantaloupe-sized breasts, so firm and succulent. She was clad all in buttersoft black leather, with a laceup bustier, sleek, tapered pants, tall, spikeheeled boots, and a true relic, an ancient cycle jacket—truly a museum piece… But the girl could obviously afford it. She had it all. Wellturned. And. Wellheeled.
Oh, yes, and nahualli jaguar mask of exquisitely painted feathers.
Quite fetching, really.
They had met, as usual, at the Cafe Harry Zero (its namesake the legendary last-gasp neo-Surrealist genius), the au courant place for the avant garde of the City in the Torrid Waste, hangout for painters, Virtual-artists, psychmontagists, Chaos-tappers, poets, pagans, perverts, and all the hippest of hip dilettantes and cognoscenti.
The room, their trysting place, was a study in dark passion. A place to release the bete noir in all its raging, lustful fury.
An Asylum of Desire.
No doors.
No windows.
The interior of the massive trapezoid all done in tufted black leather with silver concho-studs. Alight with a myriad of firefly-flickering red candles, dripping, slowly dripping rivulets of bloodred wax.
At room center, a floor-to-ceiling turnstile of ebon wood and stainless-steel hooks, displaying an SOTA atrocity exhibit of whips and chains and manacles and leather masks and body corsets.
Oh, yes.
Tantric to the max.
They peeled.
They squealed.
In one another’s arms they reeled.
The blonde delighted in Morrigan’s six champagne-cup-sized breasts.
Morrigan found the blonde’s laceup back a deliciously wicked novelty. And the mutant pleasure-folds its unfettered cincture soon revealed. She’d squandered a fortune on the DNA-surgeons and graft-mod-clinicians. She was deep into body modification. Very deep. Both scrupulously shaved armpits sported synth-vulvas, exquisitely pink and alluring. The standard nipple-rings. Her belly, as was the current fashion, was double-sexed, brandishing a quite functional twelve-inch phallus, and beneath it, a golden-mossed mons tricked out with a series of silver rings piercing her outer labia, laced with a whip-thin thong of nightblack leather. Simply begging to be untied…
She had everything money could buy.
Everything the scalpel and hormones and gene-splice could offer.
She and Morrigan pushed one another beyond the thresholds of pain and pleasure. Again. And again. And again.
Oh, she was built for pleasure.
But, when it came to that crucial question.
No. She couldn’t bleed.

In desperation, Morrigan sought the services of the electronic bulletin board. Booted up her PC. Posting a WANTED in the PERSONALS.
How mundane!
How declasse!
But it expanded her network. The bonephone in her skull soon buzzed with fresh contacts reaching out to touch her neural nexus, sublim stims the next best thing to being there…

But what a mess of hags and skaggs her urgent plea unleashed!
The outcasts from Boilsuckers Anonymous they seemed indeed. The mutant spawn of rad-burned genes, most surely. As there were no men allowed within the City, once long ago known as “… Too Tough to Die,” all propagation was clinical. Sex was pure pleasure, love and tenderness so refined (with a few S&M-fixated exceptions), only one woman could bring another such exquisite, transcendent ecstasy. Stray males from New Babylon were captured by the valiant War Mays, tormented and abused, then penned in the subterranean laserbore tunnels just beyond the dome, and milked of their venom as one might milk a viper. Then exterminated. Recent graft technology allowed the taking of organs—the addition of a stalwart, functional penis to milady’s anatomy did away with the need for those outmoded and cumbersome dildos and vibrators, once a staple of intrafemale congress. But, regrettably, once in a while the unfortunate occurred, and a tainted male was taken for de-seeding. One with radiation-twisted DNA structures…
Morrigan could scarcely believe there could be so many pathetic creatures! And all seemed eager to couple with her. Eager to offer her the crimson blossoms of their flux. Horrid bat-winged grotesques. Blubbery travesties with piglike faces. Hairy, crook-shanked things like she-goats. Walking skeletons, with bones barely encased by pallid, taut-stretched skin. Flopping, flabby dugs hanging to their navels. Drooping, flaccid buttocks. And the stinking wounds between their legs! Flesh covered by festering sores and scabrous crusts and ringworm and enflamed clusters of pus-engorged pimples… Uuuggghhhhh! How could even another of their blighted kind enjoin in amorous pursuit with such nightmarish horrors…?
How could she ever sate her cravings with beasts such as these?

Very near admitting defeat, Morrigan followed the directions she’d been given, taking a floater into the City’s most exclusive section. The triangular pad skimmed gracefully along, several inches above the pavement, homing on the coordinate data she’d punched into the locator control mounted in the armrests of the body-conforming recliner.
When she buzzed up the sec system at the luxurious compound, the soft, sensuous voice of the computer begged her indulgence while it sought access clearance for her. The wait was a matter of mere seconds. The twin semicircles of the moongate in the high wall swung open of its own accord, and the sec’s synth-voice bade her welcome.
She entered a lush, tropical garden, following a flagstone path between the broad leaves of banana trees and splitleaf philodendrons, Morrigan soon found herself in an open, gladelike area, beautifully landscaped with surrounding stone tiers planted with a wide variety of succulents and other ground covers, interspersed with a seemingly limitless variety of bizarre cacti sprouting jutting shafts, near-geometric pads, arms, and assorted outthrusts, all bristling with vicious needles.
In the center of the glade was a zero-G bubble, its machinery and generators no doubt secreted beneath the flagstone patio on which it rested. Within, Morrigan could see two quite naked forms, twisting, twining, and pleasurably writhing in a slow pinwheel spin of shapely legs, arms and assorted curves, silver-blonde and auburn-red tresses whipping about in SloMo spin. The air was filled with musical giggles, warm and melodious and crystalline, accompanied by moaning gasps and oohs and ahhs of passionate abandon…
When the pair at last slowed their spin and floated gently to the ground, they collapsed at first into a tangle of intertwined limbs. When they untangled, the former kaleidoscope of girlflesh resolved itself into two very attractive individuals of quite similar physical appearance, though both, of course, were fashionably masked. Neither seemed embarrassed nor concerned by her otherwise total nakedness.
“You’re Morrigan?” the redhead questioned.
“Yes.”
“I’m Badb,” the redhead said.
“And I’m Fea,” the blonde said. “If you haven’t already guessed—we’re sisters.” Her chin was upturned slightly, and her lips were formed in a peevish pout even as she spoke.
“Don’t mind her, she’s such a bitch! But we’re very close…” Badb added, as if Morrigan needed that explanation.
The redhead sported an owl mask, in various tones and shades of rust and brown with accents of ochre and burnt sienna and rich umber.
Her sister wore an owl mask also. But hers was snowy white, blending with the flow of her tresses, making it quite difficult to tell exactly where the hair ended and the feathers of the mask began.
Morrigan’s breath came hard and trembly. Her pulse rate elevated, drumming a tattoo of lust in her ears, her temples, and her sleek throat. Her loins tingled quite naughtily, and she felt all hot and moist and quivery down there, at the sight presented by the two lusciously nude sisters.
They soon “coaxed” Morrigan into disrobing also.
They did a little mixing. Good hosts these girls were.
When at last all three collapsed in blissful languor, the Raven-masked brunette “popped the question” to her two newfound lovers: “I suppose this is a futile question, but when will you next bleed?” Morrigan whispered. “I long for the bright crimson rose blossoms of your flux…” Yet again, her teeth glittered whitely in the luring darkness of the mouth-slit.
“Well, a rather kinky request, I’d say,” Badb giggled, “but you are certainly in luck, My Dear Ms. M. Would you care to spend the night with us? You see, I am due tomorrow, or the next day, at the latest—”
“And my period is due two days hence,” Fea said. “We suffer together…”

The gossamer fabric billowed between drapes whose dark bulk suggested ancient standing stones. The rumpled satin sheets and coverlets of the bed were rippling surface of a chill, deep pool or a floe of glistening obsidian, mirroring the nightsky, appearing velvet-soft, yet deceptively razor-edged… All black as the glossy feathers of the Raven’s mask, poised above this sensuous interplay of light and shadows. Curves of snow-white flesh bared to her dark cravings in a tableau of Illusion precise in its every detail…
The dark eyeholes of the midnight-black mask burned fiercely. Her teeth glittered white, whiter than clean-stripped bone. Her tongue darted out, licking her lips, savoring the feral muskiness, the tang of salt and copper…
Her lips were brilliant red. Red as poppy blossoms. Red as hibiscus blossoms. Red as roses. Red with dripping effuvial rubies of poison-rich blood…
Her knowledge encompassed the jargonese term by which the ancient headshrinkers would have neatly pigeonholed her own desire: “Haematophilia” (blood loving) the clinical delineation for those possessed by the obsessive/compulsive fixation to indulge in bloodsucking. Or, more specifically, “haematomenophilia…”
But those were the Old Sciences, male-dominated, the same sciences that had raped and pillaged the Earth Mother through their self-serving greed, prejudice, and shortsightedness. Slaves. So ludicrously proud of their own intellect. Mindlessly serving their true masters. Lucifer. Mammon. And Baal Phegor (already long-corrupted to Belphegor).
Some would term her desire simply a perverse form of vampirism.
But Morrigan knew more. Far more. Morrigan was an adept.
Morrigan knew herself to be a savior. A martyr, yes. With the roots of her act of absolution traceable to ancient Knowledge of Blood, the legend of the Fisher King (a male-perverted interpretation of a far-older matriarchal parable), the menstrual cycles of the moon, and the Celtic ritual of Sin Eating… But even a martyr can temper the degree of her self-sacrifice, perhaps even temper it with pleasure.
Love can heal all wounds.
Through love, self-sacrificing, and sympathetic magick, the Earth Mother could be healed. The poisons purified. The soil and seas and air made whole.

So Morrigan at last found the blossoms of the lunar cycle she had sought for. And, able to indulge her need fulfilled twice over, she wasted no time moving in with the two sisters. And one may suppose they all lived and loved quite happily ever after, savoring (so to speak) their days of wine and roses.
At least until they reached that “midlife crisis.” But I quite suppose that is a story that will be later told.



HAUNTING ME SOFTLY

by H. Andrew Lynch


I’m trotting, about midnight. My dad is with me and he’s only nine years old. He asks me, “Can we get some ice cream?” I tell him it’s too late and too cold. Lying casually, I add that if he comes back tomorrow, around noon, sure, we can get some ice cream.
Between dad’s napless head and a pair of rugged denim pants predating Sears’ Toughskins by three decades is naked torso. He’s wet from an arc of hydrant water he ran through earlier today, thirty-eight years ago. His smile is simple and predominantly toothless; it speaks of a snapshot in history when mamas were legend and the even summer heat of Georgia was welcome cover for the riots and fires in nearby Atlanta.
We come to an intersection. Dad looks both ways (gran’ma taught him well), and it’s almost cute. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice he’s licking his lips. He wants to find a Good Humor truck so badly I can smell his excitement in the cold. Doesn’t he know that it’s too damned late?
At this uneasy hour, Washington is darker than I’ve seen it since my runaway days. Tracts of streetlamps are out or on their way. Aspirant of New York streets, nearby manholes exhale steam. I feel a lot like the city. Too late for Good Humor.
When we reach the other side of the street, I glance to my left, down between a gray corridor of dark, warm homes. Someone shuffles drunkenly toward me—toward us. Me. Farther down, a cab streaks through a red light. When it’s gone, I hear a terrific screech, then nothing.
“What was that?” dad asks, awed by the echo. I ignore him because I don’t think he really expects an answer. Since he appeared earlier this afternoon, all he’s done is ask questions. I don’t like questions. I’ve answered too many of them. They remind me of the interrogations I weathered as a teenager. Unspoken questions, questions asked with a look and with the crisp snap of recycled paper as the world news buried my father’s face, but not his disgust.
We reach Parliament Circle. A trio of homeless polar bears argue at the stone chess stand that pokes out of the concrete. The fountain is dry, the statue, frostbitten and bleak. About seven benches around from the chess players, a punk rocker I’ve seen before is curled beneath other people’s trash. I hope she’s alive in the morning. If she is, I might bring her a blanket. For tomorrow night. “You know who that is standing up there at the center of the fountain?” I ask, unable to conceal boredom. Dad squints as if the statue were a solar eclipse. He shakes his head. “Benjamin Banaker,” I say, as if anyone cares. “He’s the idiot architect responsible for making Washington, DC, one of the easiest cities to get lost in. I think he went crazy over the cliché, ‘circles within circles.’ ”
“Benj’min Banaker, we heard about him. He’s black, ain’t he?”
“Does it matter?”
“Miss Green says it do.”
“Who’s Miss Green?”
“She’s the mu-lat-to lady who helps the principal at my school.”
“Oh,” I say. I look down at the back of my hand. In the cold, it’s pale blue, but in the summer, when I tan, I almost pass for a purebreed. Flexing my fingers, I wonder how a black bigot ended up marrying a white woman possessed of three times his moral fiber.
We sit at the edge of the fountain. Except for the arguing chess players, the circle is silent. A crisp breeze picks up the ends of my dark “white-man’s” hair and carries it from one shoulder to the other. I flick my head to correct the problem, then sniffle; I may be getting a cold. Dad’s restless, banging the heels of his too-short legs against the fountain’s cold barrier. The motion produces no noise, but it annoys me. When I was this Georgia boy’s age, dad told me I should never let the silly things other people do annoy me, that they’d try, and that I should be better than they because the Simpson men have always been proud and unbothered. I was in the fourth grade. A fat girl with a permanent pimple on the flap of her left nostril used to stare at me on the playground during recess and play with her budding nipples. I ran home after school and told my mother. She told dad. He told me not to worry about what the girl was doing. I remember wondering if he gave his girlfriend speeches like that.
“See this?” dad says. He points to a thin scar that runs from the crook of his arm to his wrist. Most kids are ashamed of deformities. They hide them, inspect them when no one is around. Dad is proud of the raised worm that wriggles when he forms a fist. “I was climbin’ over a fence and I fell down. My arm got caught on the metal and scraped me from here—all the way to here.” I hold very still and stare at the scar, which is a lie, I now see, a catalyst for tall tales. Dad told me he got the scar when he was stationed in Cairo. He told me he got it in a street fight. He said I should have seen the other guy.
Winter is starting to annoy me. I’m not usually bothered by extreme cold, but tonight it presses against my face and makes my beard brittle. If I brush my hand against the coarse hairs, they’ll break. I know it. Dad scoots a little closer. My body is a board; it won’t respond to the boy’s offer of affection. It can’t. We have no common frame of reference, no history of touching. We’ve played ball and endured each other’s seasons of antipathy. But we’ve never had room for loving words or loving deeds. Winter is starting to annoy me.
“Do you know where you are?” I ask. Dad looks up at me, says, “I’m here wichoo.” He doesn’t know where he is. He doesn’t know that, as a nine year old, he’s been dead for thirty-eight years. He doesn’t know his adult self is about ten miles away, dreaming in a bed I’ve never seen in a house I couldn’t find because I’ve never been there, and that the man dreams of a boy from Georgia who’s lost yet content here at my side. “Are we s’posed to be someplace else?” “Not really,” I say. “This is as good a place as any, I guess.” He’s not really listening. He jumps up on the fountain’s edge and runs around it until he’s at my other side. Then he plops down and rests his chin in his palms.
“I think we should get going,” I say. I reach out and take dad’s hand. He slides off the fountain and skips beside me. I look down at him because I feel his tenure coming to a close. I ask: “Anything else you want to do before you leave?” “I ain’t going anywhere,” he says, then looks straight ahead; he knows something is not right about his being here. His little mind can’t encompass the idea of the haunt. He belongs somewhere else. He belongs in a Georgia existing only in my father’s dream. The others, when they come to me older than the nine-year-old, are more dangerous. They skirt an understanding of what they are about, as they seep into my awareness and stay with me until I can’t stand them any longer. But like the others, dad won’t face his fleeting moment in the present, where he doesn’t belong.
Dad’s seen enough, I think, because he’s moved away from logical questions about getting ice cream, and now asks silly, disturbing things like: “Have you ever seen how bad a bunch of white boys are to a black lady?” As with the ice cream, I say no. I know he’ll persist. He’s a wandering Jew; he’ll press his point all the way to the root. “I’ve seen what they can do,” he presses. “It’s like in a National Geographic, when you see tigers walking in circles around a dead moose.”
“I’ve never seen a moose,” I say. I’m walking faster. His little hand is tight in mine, slippery, but that’s because my palms are slick. His chin dips a little; he’s disappointed in me. It’s typical of us to head each other off at the crossroads: me, peeling away on fumes of shame because I’m not the son he wanted; he, broaching embarrassing subjects and then withdrawing behind motor-powered windows, eternally cool, tinted glass.
Dad stops dead. He’s small, bony, but he’s an anchor. I’m holding his hand so tightly I stumble backward and almost fall on him. He yanks his hand free. His chin starts to quiver. With a breathy timbre, he says, “I don’t wanna be wichoo anymore. Where’s ma?”
He’s a little big man now. He’d like me to believe he can handle anything. I know better. Children are pretty good at absorbing trauma, but if there’s one thing that’ll break them down every time, it’s the notion, the oppression, of being lost. I’ve seen it before, like a hint of madness. Lost kids… unravel.
“Where’s ma?” He’s real tough. I could tell him his mother was raped and killed twenty years ago by a group of black teenagers. But I’m not like that. I want only for him to go away, leave me alone. I want to unravel this little boy, but only because I can’t touch the man.
“You’re lost,” I say.
I have no tears left for these personal exorcisms. I do them all the time. I learn what I can from the loved ones who haunt me, yet still live, then I let them go. Giving up ghosts, and all that.
Anger. “I can’t be lost—I know you.”
My chin dips a little; I’m disappointed. In me. “No, dad,” I whisper. “You don’t know me at all.” I can see the first thread in dad’s round face. His eyes are big, tearless like mine, but behind them there’s not much of anything. It’s an emptiness I know very well. The thread is smoke, empty in its own way. It rises from his face, curls around his ears, his throat. I turn away before my belly turns to steel and I really start to hurt.
Dad’s more difficult than some of the others: Mom at ages fourteen and twenty-five; little Joey, who used to take baths with me before we knew “pee-pees” were more than stubs of flesh to be fondled playfully; Father Maddox, a surprisingly free young rebel compared to the puritan who starred in my adolescent nightmares; and Paulette, who still calls me once in a while, although she doesn’t know I’ve met her in almost every stage of her life. And have hated her for it.
Dad’s at my heels. Although he’s dissolving, he tugs the back of my shirt. His voice is a beggar’s. “Don’t leave me. I—I don’t want ma. I want you, ’cause you’re the only one I know, ’cause I don’t got ’ny friends, just the white kids who walk by and say I should carry a candle at night or I might get stepped on. Nobody says hello.”
I’m not a cruel person, but I pull away from him. It’s not difficult to do so; he’s losing form. Only his bleating remains, powerful and girlish. The world is cold as I rush up the avenue, but it can’t freeze the nagging. He’ll hang on until there’s nothing left to voice. His puny cry will mature. In fifteen years, it will accuse and hone in on vulnerable patches of another small boy’s failures. For now, though, because there’s a living man he’s too intangible to replace, the boy from 1950 will die, again.
Not that that should bother me. Dad’s still a phone call away, dreaming in a bed I’ve never seen, next to a woman who’s not ray mother.
Haunting me.



SPRING AHEAD, FALL BACK

by Michael A. Arnzen


I could see the Arch on the horizon—the lights of St. Louis appeared to be captured by its thin silhouette, a black rainbow that loomed over the night. The curving architecture was comforting—like the welcoming hips of a woman after a nonstop coast-to-coast route. My feet hurt—the patent leather shoes that were part-and-parcel with the silly bus drivers’ uniform cut into the soft tissues around my ankles—but I managed to give the gas pedal a little extra weight to push us closer to the city, closer to the “Gateway to the West.” Checking my watch, I realized that we’d make it with plenty of time to spare.
I looked up into the long rear-view, to check out the passengers. Most were snoozing, some were looking blandly at the approaching city. And The Watcher was there, too, as alert as ever, and meeting my gaze in the mirror.
I call him The Watcher because that’s all he did: watched. He watched the way I jiggled in neutral while shifting the gears, the way I used two hands to steer—even just to change lanes. He watched the way I tipped my hat up before turning up the A/C when it was getting hot in the bus. And he watched me, too—studying not only my work, but my face. As if he recognized me. As if I were parent and teacher all wrapped up into one man.
And those red eyes of his—glaring, staring, burning into my own whenever I looked in the mirror. Trying to get my attention for some reason or another. He was like one of those kids who stared at construction workers or firetrucks, though he was much older than any child. In his forties, I’d guess. White, pale white, with blue eyes and dark wrinkles across his forehead like something from a cartoon. His hair was one big squiggle of black-turning-gray, a twisting greasy tuft that stuck out in the center of his bald, shining head. He looked, again, like a cartoon—like that Charlie Brown character—except less innocent and childlike. Almost evil. Ol’ Chuck… with some serious mental problems.
I looked down at the white lines of the road, like tiny beads of time, clicking off each second as the bus crawled nearer to its final destination. To St. Louis. And for me: to sleep.
Thirteen continuous hours from Denver, stopping only once for grub at the usual fast food joint at the Kansas border. It had been a hellish journey—the usual crying babies and complaining old folks—and The Watcher was like a demon on my shoulder the whole way, his eyes a weight I could feel behind my head like a shadow. I was eager to get to the depot.
“You look tired,” he said from the seat directly behind me. It was the first time he spoke during the whole trip, though to me it had been like we’d been having an ongoing psychic conversation the whole way, with me saying, “What the hell are you looking at?” without actually mouthing the words.
“Yup,” I replied, not bothering to look up at him in the rear-view. “Long trip.”
“You must get sick of driving so much, right? I mean…” his voice rose as he sat forward in his seat, leaning close to my ear. I could smell his breath, a cloud of dead fish stench wafting over my shoulder. “I mean, don’t you ever get tired of it all? Always on the road, never at home, never having the time to stop and take in the sights?”
“Sure,” I said. “But it’s a living.” I rolled an eye up to mirror. He was grinning. I grinned back, blatantly humoring him. “And I see plenty of sights, believe me.”
“You must see a lot of people, too, right? I mean, heck, lotsa people ride the bus. Lots, right?”
“Uh-huh.” Lotsa psychos like you, I thought.
He paused to peer through the windshield. “Ever had someone ride twice? Like… someone who rode the bus two years ago, and then rides back two years later? Ever seen that? Ever recognized that sort of person?” He returned his eyes to mine in the mirror.
It was as if every sentence he uttered was a question. I couldn’t tell if he had let all these dumb questions build up during the whole ride, or if he was just naturally inquisitive in his shy, slightly-paranoid way. Whichever, it was definitely irritating. “Nope,” I said apathetically. “Never happened.” It was a lie, and not a very tactful one, but I didn’t feel like getting into a conversation with The Watcher—an answer would no doubt only lead to more stupid questions. I’m a bus driver, not a friggin’ tour guide.
He leaned back in his seat—the red vinyl squeaked beneath his chubby weight. Before I took my eyes away from the mirror, I saw him cross his arms and pout and look down at the floor of the bus. And he was nodding, a large disbelieving smirk on his face. He knew I had lied.
I stepped down harder on the pedal. The guy was giving me the creeps. I did not look in the mirror again, not even when I pulled into the depot. I just parked, opened the door and exited, happy to be on my way to a bed and a drink and to not have some weirdo looking over my shoulder. But I knew he was still watching me, even as I quickly walked away from the bus. I could still feel his eyes on my back, like a heavy wet rucksack.

We’d arrived in St. Louis early, with plenty of time to spare. I had a ten a.m. trip the next morning (back to good old Denver), and while I’d normally just crash in the Holiday Inn right away, I decided to take my time about getting the room and taking a shower. And instead of hitting the sack, I hit the bar.
It was midnight—a Sunday night—which meant that the place was crowded with tourists and even locals who were there because the liquor stores were all closed for the weekend. I managed to get a table, one of those candlelit two-seaters that are meant for lovers and not lonely old bus drivers like myself. The waitress rushed me three beers, and I chugged the first one down in mere seconds. The second beer was for slurping. The third for nursing.
I was fairly tipsy by the time I noticed him. The Watcher. He was sitting at the bar with his back to me, right in front of the neon beer-bottle clock above the dangling bar glasses. At first it looked like he was giving the barkeep the same routine that he gave me on the bus—watching his every move like a curious child—but then I realized that he was actually staring at me in the mirrored wall behind the bar. Unfortunately, we made eye contact. I nodded and smiled at him—to merely affirm our acquaintance—and then diverted my attention.
And the next thing I knew, he was sitting down in the chair opposite mine. He cocked his head to one side, and just stared at me, as if expecting me to start a conversation. I pulled on my beer instead.
After a minute, he set fire to the end of a thick cigarette, and asked: “Do bus drivers often drink alcohol?”
Weird question. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t drink and drive, if that’s what you mean…” The liquor, I realized, had loosened my tongue. I was now trapped in yet another conversation with The Watcher.
The Watcher nodded, then smiled. “Did you know that it’s the end of Daylight Savings Time today? That we set the clocks back an hour tonight at precisely two a.m.?”
“Sure…” I lied—I had forgotten. “Of course I know. It’s part of my job.”
He wrinkled his face. “Since last call is at two, do you think that the bar will stay open an extra hour?”
I rolled my eyes. “Hell if I know,” I said, finishing off a beer. “Doubt it.”
“Me, too. And how would I know anyway? As always, I’ll be much too busy setting my clocks.”
This, I thought, is a very strange man. It was my turn to ask a few questions. To give him a taste of his own habit. “Why wait till two? Why not just set them before you go to sleep?”
His face turned serious, too serious for such lighthearted small talk: “Because, Mr. Bus Driver. Time is of the essence.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I see,” I replied awkwardly, making a mental note not to ask this weirdo any more questions.
The waitress—thank God—appeared then, and I ordered three more beers. I would have just gone to my room and had them room serviced, but that would cost too much. And what the hell? Since it was time to change the clocks back, I was due an extra hour of sleep. At least I had learned something talking with the bastard.
The Watcher ordered a tequila sunrise. He sipped it; I slammed my beer.
And then I noticed his arms—The Watcher, aptly, was wearing two watches, identical wristbands, one on each arm. At first I thought he was some sort of mooch on the make, a sidewalk salesman. The typical bus station con man. But he was too inquisitive for that—he asked too many questions. Most cons dominate a discussion; the only questions they might ask are, “Ya interested?” or, “How much you got?” Not this guy.
“Staying at the hotel here?” he asked, waving an arm at the surrounding bar.
I nodded, noticing that the watches he wore were set at different times. He couldn’t be that hung up on the time change, could he? No… he was probably wearing them because of the interstate travel, so he could know what time it was in both places. He had a weird way of keeping track of it, but that was surely the reason, I thought.
“Me, too,” he grinned. “I was lucky. This hotel had only one vacancy, and I got it. Pretty lucky, right?”
“I guess.”
“But I think it was much more than luck,” he said, sipping on his sunrise. “It was more a matter of perfect timing. I’m very punctual, you see.”
I smirked, repeating myself: “I guess.”
“In fact,” he continued, wrapped up in his own little world, “I think I would make a good bus driver, don’t you? I time everything, with the utmost precision. Just as you must, I’m sure. It wouldn’t do to be late, now would it? No… a bus must reach its destination precisely on time. Society depends on it.”
I shrugged.
“And society depends on you. Your job is very important. Certainly.” He sipped. “I envy you.”
I was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Now that he was actually beginning to use sentences instead of questions, his tone had changed. He sounded almost like a college professor, throwing around his notions about society and precision. Perhaps he was a scientist on vacation.
“So tell me,” he said, his eyes squinting at me. “How do you become a bus driver?”
“Well, you apply just like any other job. But you have to be lucky, too—it’s an easy job, so lots of people apply. I just happened to apply,” I said, wincing at my own words, “at the right time.”
He grinned. “Naturally. So there was a vacancy and you filled it. Perfect! Time and space, working together.” He nodded his head, and then quickly checked both of his watches. Then he glanced back at the beer bottle clock, to check its accuracy. “Well, it’s time—ha ha!—for me to run. I’ll be seeing you.”
He left, rolls of fat jiggling over his belt as he walked away. He had a bouncy spring in his step, purposeful, rushed, as if he had a mission to accomplish.
What an oddball, I thought, and returned to yet another beer. In a way, he reminded me of the man Julie had left me for two years ago. “Till death do us part” was the biggest joke of our marriage… it had only lasted two months, and Julie had already begun the affair some time before that. She blamed my job for it all—the way I was never home, always on a route—as if it were my fault. But she was a liar; she just fell into the arms of another man, I knew, because there had been a “vacancy” in her life. Too much free time on her own, I guess. She filled my absence with the body of some fat slob, and blamed me for it all. Bitch.
I was getting groggy—the drive had been a killer, and the booze wasn’t helping matters—so I downed the rest of my final beer, and went to up my room.
I unlocked the door and flipped on the lights.
And then—suddenly, violently—the lights went out.

Consciousness returned in a whirlwind of blurred vision, the room spinning clockwise. At first I thought I had downed a few more beers than I should have… and then I saw him, The Watcher, a solid figure in the background of my swirling mind, like a dark shadow on a psychedelic painting. “You’ve awakened just in time,” he said, his face without a grin, without any emotion.
I heard music—I couldn’t be sure if it was real or imagined. It was an old song, one I couldn’t quite place until I heard its familiar chorus: “To everything, turn, turn, turn…”
“What the hell?” I shouted, and tried to sit up. I couldn’t move—not only was I too dizzy and weak, but I was being held down by something, as well… belts, tied around my wrists and ankles.
My chest hurt. I looked down, and realized that I had been tied facedown on the bed—and even worse, the mattress had been removed. My chest was scratched from the raw, exposed coiled springs of the bed’s frame. I wondered how the hell I could see these things—looking down at my chest, sighting The Watcher in my mental whirlwind—if I was strapped down on my stomach, when I made the connection.
The bed had been lifted and propped up vertically, perpendicular to the wall, with the mattress and several pieces of luggage used as counterweights to hold it in place. A tricky balancing act—he must have rigged it all with me strapped on the bed frame in order for it to work. And that meant that this psychotic, Charlie Brown-looking freak was very strong.
I closed my eyes and tried to regain balance… and sanity.
He prodded my eyelids with a finger, forcing them open. “Listen, Mr. Bus Driver. You will not go to sleep, do you hear me? It is very important that you stay awake for the change. The adjustment must be precise.”
I heard my voice reply, as if someone else was doing the talking: “What change? What the hell do you mean?”
“The change. Turning back the clocks.” He lit a cigarette—I thanked God that he hadn’t prodded my eyes open with that—and continued. “You cannot get your extra hour of sleep. It will ruin everything.”
“I see…” I tried to stay calm as I searched for the clock in the room. It was 1:46. Fourteen minutes till the change he was talking about. And what else?
“Since we have a few minutes, let’s talk.” I yanked on the looped belts, trying to pull myself free. He just watched, as if curious, head cocked like a dog’s. “Save your energy, Mr. Bus Driver.”
Panic was exchanged with anger. I knew I was in trouble. “Just what is this all about, asshole?”
“This,” he said, drawing on his cigarette and puffing out a smoke ring, “Is about what it’s ALL about. Time. And space.” He paced as he spoke, wrapped up in his world. “We all have a biological clock, as it were—a life that ticks away as we age. Basic biology tells us this.” He checked one of his watches before continuing. “But society… people like you… tries to change that biological clock. You all think that it’s fine and dandy to tamper with me, with my insides, my inner timepiece!”
I just stared at him, trying to follow. The circulation in my hands and feet was weak, numb as my mind.
“You see, Mr. Bus Driver, I am not going to be a victim of that. I won’t have my batteries run out just for Daylight Savings Time. No, my body and mind are very delicate instruments, not to be tampered with by the likes of you. I will not gain an hour of sleep—I will not lose an hour of sleep—I WILL NOT alter my metabolism for ANYONE!” His left hand was fiddling with something on his belt. A sheath. A rounded nub of plastic with a compass—or perhaps a watch face—on its tip. A survival knife.
I suppose that at this point, I should have been scared witless. But I wasn’t. I felt amazingly calm. I thought of Julie, of the few moments of pleasure I was lucky enough to have had in my life.
The Watcher rushed up into my face, staring at me through the springs of the bed frame. He looked, oddly enough, as if he were imprisoned, not me. “Do you understand, Mr. Bus Driver, why I must do this?”
Because you’re a psycho? I almost replied. Instead, I tried to think logically, to, perhaps, convince him that he had made some sort of mistake in his reasoning. “Wait a minute,” I said, my voice surprisingly strong. “What’s the difference to your biological clock or whatever, if you turn the clock back to where it was each year? It all evens out in the end. You don’t really lose or gain sleep either way.”
The muscles in his face loosened, and for a second, I thought I had him. But he just shook his head and “tsk”-ed, as if disappointed with my ignorance. “You just don’t understand the laws of space and time, do you? When time is displaced—like it is each and every year by the change of the clocks—the body’s metabolism, too, is displaced. For half a year! But not me, not my metabolism. I make sure of that.” He put out his cigarette. “Wait there,” he said, as if I was going anywhere. “I’ll prove it to you.”
He left, apparently, to get something from the bathroom.
The clock read 1:53. Time was running out. I tried pulling back forcefully on the bindings on my feet. The bed frame rocked in the air with a rusty creak, and for a second, I thought I might fall flat on my back, crushed beneath the frame’s heavy metal weight. It was a worthless attempt—even though my legs were fairly strong from years of working bus pedals, I couldn’t budge free.
The Watcher returned with a paper grocery bag. He held it up for me to see—it was wet, stained like a sack lunch left in a locker for several days. And it stank, too. A strong fishy odor. “This,” he said proudly presenting the bag to my eyes like a gift, “you will see when the time comes. Then, perhaps, you will understand.” He ceremoniously set the bag down next to the clock radio on the bedside table. “Hey,” I interrupted. He faced me, curious. “Why don’t you just let me go, huh? I’m not gonna stop you from changing the clocks, or anything. There’s no reason in the world that you have to tie me up like this…”
He acted as if he were seriously contemplating my request, but then looked coolly in my eyes. “There is all the reason in the world for this, Mr. Bus Driver. You see, because time is displaced, space must be displaced, as well.” He raised his eyebrows, as if he had no choice in the matter. “For every hour I lose, I must take an hour from someone else, to make up for it. To make the change in not only time, but space—life itself—too. There is no alternative.
“An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, Mr. Bus Driver. I must take an hour of your life—your final hour.” He rechecked his watches. “And I will have to do so slowly, precisely… so that not a second is gained or lost. It is no easy task; but I have done so before.”
He moved behind me. I could hear the knife being slid free of its sheath—slowly, purposefully, the jagged serrations on the back of the blade rhythmically plunking against the leather. My eyes roamed the room involuntarily, looking for impossible escape. I scanned the room: a blank wall faced me, an insanely mellow pattern in the wallpaper; the clock on the bedside table had red digits that warbled and mutated in my mind like red coals, unreal; and that ugly paper bag sat on the bedside table like something in another room altogether…
The tip of the knife was against my back. No pain—it just tickled, cool like ice on my spine.
His voice whispered into my ears, carried on a hot cloud of stench that crept over my shoulder: “As I said, there is no such thing as luck—just perfect timing. Being in the right place at the right time. And you—yes, you, Mr. Bus Driver—were lucky enough to have brought me here to St. Louis. After all… it was you, wasn’t it, that brought me to Denver last April? It was you, was it not, who carried me from Central to Mountain Time, so that I could make my last adjustment?”
I frowned, looking at the clock. “I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”
“No matter. It happened. In time you would probably remember that you had seen me before. I cannot afford to have that happen.” He ran the blade from shoulder to shoulder across my back, then down, as if enscribing a rectangle, a door on my back. My skin made a sound like shredding fabric, its pierce faint, numb… it was not a deep cut. He was playing with me, warming up his sickness, lubricating his blade.
“It is almost time to begin the adjustment.” I could hear the spit in his cheeks crinkle as he smiled. I could only imagine the look in his eyes—a hungry, eager look. “As I have discovered over the past few years, it must be done accurately, with the utmost precision. It will be slow, Mr. Bus Driver. Slow… and painless. For exactly one hour.” He wetly licked his lips. “No turning back now!”
I swallowed a mouthful of spit. My muscles were shaking with a fear that had not yet registered in my mind.
“And the beauty of it all, Mr. Bus Driver, is that I will get your job! I will create a vacancy in your fleet of bus drivers… and, naturally, I will apply for the job just when they need me! They will think I am lucky, but I alone will know that it was just perfect timing! Ah, to be in control of time itself! To travel where I need to go—without anyone, anyone like you, to know the difference! No longer will I depend on society; society will come to depend on me!” He laughed aloud, horribly. “Now do you understand? Now do you see why there is no such thing as luck? Why we must manipulate time and space, in order to survive?”
1:59.
He brought the blade to the base of my neck. “Let us begin…”
My mind was racing. For the first time, I realized that I was about to die, despite his sermon, despite the fact that he had just told me over and over that he was going to take my life slowly, draining me over the course of an hour in some twisted idea of turning back the clocks in order to maintain his balance.
And then I remembered what he had said about time zones.
“I, THE KEEPER OF TIME, WILL NOW COMMENCE THE ADJUSTMENT, THE BALANCE ON WHICH LIFE ITSELF DEPENDS! I, WHO ONCE DENIED THE SPRING AHEAD, WILL NOW DENY THE FALL BACK!” Unmercifully, he pressed down on the blade.
“Afraid not,” I said, my voice so matter-of-fact that I thought I’d crack.
He sighed. “It is truly sad that you are too ignorant to truly understand…” With a free hand he rubbed the top of my head. “Maybe during this next hour, you will.”
“No, YOU don’t understand.” I grinned, though I knew he couldn’t see it. “You’re an hour late. You’ve missed the adjustment.”
“Huh?” Now even his voice sounded cartoonish. He cautiously lifted his knife.
I shook my right arm, rattling my watch against the metal bed frame… the watch that I had forgotten to move ahead an hour for the change from Mountain to Central time. “According to my watch, you missed it. That’s what you get for talking so goddamned much.”
He raced around the bed frame to look at my watch.
And I rocked forward with all my weight.
The bed hit the floor with a thunderous thud. The Watcher was pinned beneath me, his face directly beneath mine ensnared by the metal springs, his face trapped in a look of terrified shock. His eyes clocked like fast pendulums, searching for escape through the metal mesh. His fingers strained in an attempt to reach the survival knife that had spilled out of them, but his arms were locked in place by the heavy weight of the bed—he could not reach the knife.
I could.
Two a.m. announced itself on the clock radio with an audible click.

I pass the brown wooden sign that reads WELCOME TO COLORADO—a square shape in mockery of the state’s real boundaries—and sigh in relief.
It is good to be back in Mountain Time. Real time. Even if I’ve lost two hours of sleep—more, if you count how long it took the cops to investigate my hotel room, asking me more questions than The Watcher himself ever had.
I’m not quite sure I want to sleep again, anyway. Sleep brings dreams, and dreams—because they try to make sense out of a nonsensical world—bring nightmares.
I’ve had a great deal of time to think about what The Watcher was really up to, what was really going on in his sick mind. And after ten hours of driving, watching the white lines of the road bead off moments of transient time, I still can’t make sense of it. He had his own logic—a ceremony, of sorts—true, but his way of carrying out his insane scheme still doesn’t quite add up, no matter how I figure it. It’s too irrational—like time and space itself, I suppose—abstract and senseless. One could go crazy just thinking about it all. And that, no doubt, is exactly what The Watcher did, long before he ever met me.
But he did say one thing that makes a great deal of sense, one phrase that I keep repeating over and over in my mind.
Spring ahead, fall back.
He muttered it over and over, chanting it as I freed myself from the belts, cutting the leather with his knife. His voice had drowned down into a whisper by the time the cops arrived… but still I could see the words quivering on his lips, a silent prayer: spring ahead, fall back, spring ahead, fall back, spring ahead…
Over and over.
My back still stings, the salty sweat that pools there from so many hours of driving a sweet torture all its own. But I am thankful for the pain, the reminder.
And I am lucky… so lucky… that it was—still is—Autumn, Fall. The woman whose head was in that paper bag, his Spring victim, long lifeless and rotten, was not lucky at all.
Spring, a head. Fall, back.
I pull into Denver late, and the passengers complain, one by one as they exit the bus. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s perfect timing.



APOTHEOSIS

by Carrie Richerson


I paused with my hand on the door of the tavern and took a deep breath. It didn’t help; it just bypassed my lungs and settled in with the icy knot that used to be my gut. This night had been a long time coming and everything, everything rode on what waited for me inside. Don’t you dare screw up, I warned myself. I tugged the zipper on my jacket up tight under my chin and opened the door.
I spared the interior a quick glance as I sauntered toward the bar. The bartender/owner watched my approach with a blank face and alert eyes—and one hand out of sight under the counter. I’d staked the place out long enough to know that he liked to run a well-behaved establishment. In my leather jacket, dark jeans and sneaks I looked like some biker moll wannabe: trouble on the hoof. I disarmed him with a tired smile and put a bill of a respectable denomination on the bar as I asked for my draft. My politeness and my money did the trick. As he moved to the tap to pull my beer, I wondered what his protection-of-choice under the counter might be. A scattergun? Or perhaps something more intimate—a baseball bat? He looked like the no-nonsense type. Probably a riot gun. And you could be sure it was properly licensed.
He could have no idea just how dangerous I was. If he had known, he would have emptied the pump gun into me when I opened the door. But then again, he didn’t know the greater danger that was already inside. If his luck held, he’d never find out.
He set a foaming mug and my change down before me. I left the bills on the bar as I moved to a small booth by the front window. By the time I had settled into the seat the money had disappeared and the bartender was wiping glasses again.
I dawdled over the beer and pretended to watch the winter darkness outside the window. The neon advertising attached to the inside of the glass pulsed in a tasteful and reassuring pink/blue double beat, but none of the few passersby were seduced. They trudged heads down and collars up through the cold, dodging scattered slush piles. No doubt thinking of warmth, of home. Well, so would we all, if we could.
This tavern was warm enough, cozy and dimly lit, all dark wood and old, heavy furnishings. It had a muted, untrendy class. Only a handful of people were in residence this early on a weekday night. The background music was an eclectic mix of light classical, progressive jazz, and meditative electronics, not quite frothy enough to be libeled as New Age. There was no TV, praise the powers, and the place was too far off the beaten path to be a hangout of Homo singleus. Two couples carried on self-absorbed conversations in the other booths, and a loner hunched over something potent at a small table at the back. The loner was my guy.
Giddiness welled up in me, and my hand trembled as I set my beer down on its coaster. To have my quarry, the man I had been tracking for so very long, so close was far more intoxicating than any liquor could be.
He’d half turned his chair to put his back to the room, telegraphing inaccessibility. From my angle I could see a burly longshoreman’s body and the profile of a sullen face: bristling eyebrows, a pugnacious nose, and an in-your-face chin. Coarse salt-and-pepper hair curled from under the edges of a greasy dockworker’s cap. The same gray-touched hair matted the muscular forearms, but couldn’t completely conceal the traceries of faded blue tattoos. An old knife scar notched the back of one massive hand. His isolationist gesture seemed unnecessary; only a fool would approach a man like that uninvited.
I smiled, admiring the appearance he had chosen. The scar was an especially nice touch. He looked like an habitual drunk and an experienced brawler. I knew he was neither.
An antique mirror hung on the wall over his table. From time to time he glanced up and used it as I was using the glare-mirrored window beside me: to study the reflections of the other patrons in the bar. Once his eyes almost pinned mine as I stole a look around, but I let my gaze wander on. I wondered if he had guessed who I was, why I was there. It didn’t matter. Now that I had made it this far I knew he would let me make my play. He would be curious, if nothing else.
He lifted a finger to the bartender. I rose and drifted toward the bar with my empty mug. The barman was pouring a double Irish as I laid a hundred dollar bill on the polished wood. “Make it two.” My voice was pitched for his ears alone.
His gaze moved from the bill to my face and back to the bill as he thought it over. When he reached under the bar I braced myself for the riot gun, but he came up with another glass. I let go a silent breath and added another hundred atop the first. The bartender nodded imperceptibly and palmed the cash as I picked up the filled glasses. Whatever happened now, he would stay out of it.
My man didn’t bother to look surprised as I set a glass down in front of him and settled into the chair beside his. Perhaps my transactions at the bar had been reflected in the mirror. This time my hand was rock steady as I lifted my glass. I took a long swallow of the pale amber whiskey and felt Irish courage melt some of the ice in my belly. Careful.
He spoke as I lowered my glass. His tone was as flat and bored as his gray eyes. “I prefer to drink alone.” There was no menace in his voice. There was no need.
I shook my head. “I know who you are,” I said, watching for a reaction.
All I got was a raised eyebrow. The triteness of my words hung in the air between us like smoke. I flushed with anger as he reached for his whiskey.
I pinned his wrist to the table. He didn’t try to pull away. The knife I drew from the pocket of my jacket opened with an almost inaudible click. My back shielded us from view as I stroked the razor-sharp blade across his callused palm. The flesh parted widely, bloodlessly.
For a long moment we both stared at the cut, he as fascinated as I. A drop of clear fluid gathered in the deep furrow. I sighed and released his wrist, closed and pocketed the knife. He pursed his lips and considered me as he dabbed at his hand with a napkin. The cut was already closing. Exhaustion washed through me. It had taken so long…
“So.” It was a meditative rumble from that barrel chest. Then, gently, “Aren’t you afraid of me?”
I looked inside myself and found only a bleak, frozen determination. “No.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled with silent amusement. “Perhaps we should take this conversation elsewhere,” he suggested. I followed him out into the chill darkness.
We were somewhere near the docks. The air stank of salt and rotten fish guts, spiced with pitch. A few streets away the ugly orange of sodium vapor lamps blazed over industrial yards and loading cranes, but we turned our steps toward the darker byways. My companion seemed to have no particular destination in mind, and was in no hurry to speak. I kept pace and waited.
In some grimy alley he finally stopped and looked down at me. “What is your name?” I thought he was mocking me, but his face was serious.
What did I care for names anymore? But somewhere, way back when, I had had one. I groped, fished up a dim memory. “Maria.” Perhaps it was mine, perhaps not. It would serve.
“Maria,” he repeated, turning the name over on his tongue like the whiskey. He grinned. “You can call me David.”
I snorted, unimpressed.
“How long have you been looking for me?” he asked. His gaze had turned inward, and the battered features he wore had undergone a subtle shift. Now his profile looked somewhat classical, patrician.
I shivered as an icy thread of air worked its way under my jacket and down the back of my neck. “I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t looking for you. Maybe my whole life.”
“‘Follow me and I will make you’… what?” he mused. He focused on me again. “Others have found me, you know.”
It hurt to breathe. “How many?” I whispered.
“Twelve.” His gaze was clinical.
“Then I am the last!” I wanted to trumpet my triumph to the stars. His chuckle stopped me.
“If… if I choose to accept you.” He was grinning again, watching my reaction.
Rage flared. The thought that I might have come this far only to be played with and rejected… Despite everything I knew about him—proving, I suppose, that I didn’t fear him at all—I grabbed his shirt front, and with a strength only he could have guessed I had, I spun him around and slammed his back against the alleyway bricks. Others had died, instantly and without appeal, for lesser offenses, but I think he was still testing me, goading me. “You will not refuse me!” I hissed into his face.
His eyes had no depth, no color. I saw only my own reflection. “Show me,” he commanded.
Anger still fueled me. I yanked down the zipper on my jacket and shrugged it off. I wasn’t wearing a shirt. The chill raised goosebumps over my shoulders and back; it can still do that, even after all these years. The cavern beneath my left breast yawned dark and empty, silent and cold.
I had affected him at last. His eyes kindled, as austere and avid as a monk in rapture. I shuddered as his fingers traced the crisp, blackened edges of the hole. Then he pressed his whole hand inside.
I screamed. Sweat drenched me. Pleasure such as I had never known shocked through me and nailed me to the ground. Long ago, in some other existence, I had known sexual ecstasies; they were dim shadows compared to the transports I felt now.
David’s eyes were half-lidded with pleasure; beneath the crescents his pupils were red-hot tunnels into another universe. In such intimate connection I could at last see through the illusion in which he had wrapped himself to his true glory. Flames haloed his head; his face blazed like a hundred suns; vast, glittering wings stretched wide overhead. Electric-blue symbols of power writhed across his chest and arms. His beauty brought tears to my eyes—I, who had not cried since, since… I gripped his arm to keep from fainting. “Father!” I wept.
We were so consumed with our pleasure that we never heard the whispers and sniggers of our approaching audience. Only when a studded leather glove landed hard on my shoulder did I wake to this reality again.
“Hey, baby, how ’bout letting us in on this action?” The street indian leered beneath an iridescent mohawk; implanted scales warpainted his cheeks and forehead. He and his two fellow braves had decorated their biker leathers with feathers and shells in their gang colors. They looked like exotic plumed serpents incongruously placed in that dingy alley.
All they could see was a middle-aged working stiff copping a feel off a tart’s breast. Now they wanted to make it a gang bang. Their youthful arrogance assumed the three of them were more than a match even for David’s hulking build.
“Mohawk” frowned at my serene smile and tried to yank me away from David. He would have had more luck trying to move the alleyway wall. The serrated studs on his glove cut into my skin; the trickle of blood that coiled down my breast was as easy to read as tea leaves at the bottom of a cup.
Freedom: that was the boy’s key. A minor chord in his stormy eyes; a deeper, yearning wail in the blood that pulsed in his neck. I could feel David’s equal yearning to give the boy his heart’s desire. David smiled at the lad and reached a golden talon up to touch the center of his patterned forehead. Blood erupted from the boy’s eyes, nose, and ears. He opened his mouth to scream and choked as his heart burst into his throat.
The second boy was all frost: white bleached hair, white leather jacket, white-on-white warpaint; even the irises of his eyes had been bleached white. He was so beautiful I had to claim him for my own. I grasped his arm and pulled him close, smothered his protests with my lips. I savored the skunky taste of his despairing sweat; the sphincter-loosening bitterness of his terror; the metallic, salt spiciness of his blood. His cool exterior camouflaged a molten core: he burned with rages unvented, lusts unsated, ambitions unsatisfied. When I released him, he flamed up white like a moth in a candle. Pale ash sifted over my feet.
The last apache turned to run, but David’s will trapped him in amber light. Fear had stripped away his toughness, and it was possible to see how young he really was. Little more than a child, but he understood that he was going to die. Tears streamed down his painted cheeks as he sobbed “Ohjesusohjesusohjesus” like a mantra. “Not this time,” David whispered as he grasped one outflung hand. I clasped the other, completing the circuit.
Instantly I knew this lost boy, his every weal and woe. Cast out of a broken home, brutalized by a culture at war with itself, he could not separate his hate for those who abused him from his love and his need. Ah, poor youth, divided allegiances are always the most cruel.
Leathers, feathers, and chains flashed away to reveal the perfection of the naked human. But his destiny was written in his flesh; as he wailed, a fissure, straight-edged as a razor cut, opened at his sternum and spread upward and downward. He stared in horror as his guts spilled steaming into the cold night. His scream lofted as sweet and pure as a cherub’s praises, until the fissure cracked the chest cavity and his lungs deflated with a wet slap. When the aortic trunk ruptured, blood fountained into the air and fell back as pink snow. From genitals to skull crest he split, like a ripe fruit under the grocer’s knife. His eyes issued a mute, stereoptic appeal before the last connection between the hemispheres of the brain parted. The two halves of the body leaned together like tired sentinels until David and I released the hands, then crumpled to the pavement.
The death of sentiment is the beginning of real love.
The bodies burned with pale, witchy flames. I had never felt so fulfilled. Only then did David withdraw his hand from my chest. Cupped in his palm, afloat on a crimson lake, was a tiny, perfectly-formed human heart. It beat with a slow, hypnotic rhythm. Within the fluttering valves ruby highlights gleamed.
Marveling, I bent low over the treasure and wrapped my lips around it. For a moment it rested on my tongue; I felt its cool pulse against my cheeks. Then I opened my throat and let it slide down. David emptied his hand over my head; the flaming blood etched words of power upon my shining skin. Then at last I did throw back my head and howl my triumph to the cold, dead stars.
“Come, my daughter.” My Lord held out his hand to me. Beneath my feet the paving stones shuddered and cracked; all across the city, infants expired in their cribs, poets screamed and went mad, dogs began to howl and buildings to crumble. My transfigured face shed a radiance the color of molten copper over my unfurling wings. “Tonight my reign begins,” He said, “and there is much to do.”
The skies were ours; we took to them.



DEFINING THE COMMONPLACE SLIVER

by Wayne Allen Sallee


We all lead commonplace lives, he had said in a time that seemed so long ago that he might have actually only written it down. He was a writer, but he had bills, and rent, and health insurance. Things he once had to think about the same way he thought about his writing. Feeling on top of things until the sensation was so good that it only made some perverse sense that things come crashing down.
Commonplace vignettes written down in commonplace books with whatever ink pen might be handy right then and there. He had been talking to a waitress in a diner on Montrose, a dark-haired woman whose eyes spoke of their own secrets, who simply wanted to know what the hell a Belmont-Cragin cop was doing writing stories in a notebook. Maybe I’m writing out possible health violations, he smiled. Maybe you’re writing about me, she said back. If he thought hard enough, he could recall how her nostrils flared, how her chin tilted up. Then every image in his mind toppled into the next like apologies on the tip of an epileptic’s tongue.
My name is Dave Slenium, he whispered/narrated in his mind because he knew he would never live to write his last tale. It would be a short one. He was not expected to last out the night. Or so he thought he had heard. Maybe he had whispered it himself, in a kind of prayer. And I was a writer who believed in what I was doing. It was important to me that I told people what my life was like, who I encountered, why they did what they did. It was too difficult to narrate and sad, as well.
He wrote stories with few slivers of hope because that is all he saw every day. Eyes, set into faces barely two decades old that were either pissed off, pissed on, or simply drawn out and tired. He was writer, but he was a cop first. He had been a cop longer, for ten of his thirty-three years. He had only been writing, and for contributor copies at that, for less than two. But he was getting better at his writing, defining the slivers in ways unique to his point of view. Had been getting better with his writing, rather. Before he’d been shot.
He reflected on his first sales—really, for the most part, acceptances—in the minutes he lay on the floor of the Eddy Street garage waiting for another squad to respond to shots fired. Neither he nor his partner, Tim Hauser, had an opportunity to call in an officer-down. They had responded to the 10-1, a domestic disturbance, twenty minutes before their shift ended. Domestic disturbances were worse than picking up a D & D, because even a stewbum swinging a gun couldn’t be expected to shoot straight.
Family holidays were the worst, and this time it was a Mother’s Day fight.
Hauser called it in as a 10-1 Edward after they found the perpetrator gone by the time their squad rolled down the street of the three-flats. The perpetrator was a disassociated schizophrenic, one Howard Shehostak, who had been on holiday release from County to visit his grandmother, Josephine. She had called the Belmont-Cragin district house after he began threatening her with a cake knife. Hauser and Slenium were on their way back to the squad when they heard the scraping coming from the vacant garage on the corner of Eddy and Wolcott.
Slenium went down first with a knife gouge in the armpit. His partner was stabbed in his left eye. Both were then shot a total of five times with Tim Hauser’s police-issued revolver.
And now Slenium thought about what he had written, the stories over coffee that relieved his stress better than any six-pack of beer or endless shot glass of bourbon. Write what you know, a New York editor had told him once. His early stories were the clichés every editor dreads, he learned that quickly enough. The girl in the tavern who isn’t what she seems, that kind of thing.
But he’d added a twist borne of his career as a cop that made a “Cat From Hell” story become the “Pit Bull From Hell” story. Still a horrid tale, with the owners getting their just rewards after the cops can’t shut down their operation, but with fresh characters in an all-too-real setting. His only professional sale was to a crime anthology. “Incident in the Van Buren Corridor” was about a druggie on PCP and a rookie cop.
Slenium wondered if there would be any posthumous pro sales. The right side of his face had gone numb, and he figured he had about two pints of his blood mixed with the oil on the garage floor. When he held his breath, he could hear nothing coming from his partner’s gaping mouth. He knew he’d been hit in the chest several times.
He measured out his remaining life in eight minute rumblings, a product of the subway line running beneath Milwaukee. He wished he could smell the heady mix of piss and rain water the train’s passing brought. All he smelled was death.
And all he saw, all at once, was stories he would never write. Ideas he had yet to have. The first one was simple: an elderly woman staring out the window after hearing shots in her garage, afraid to move toward the phone to call the police. Scene shift to a cement floor stained with copper tears.
The thoughts became clearer as he lost more of his life. It made sense to him. Writing about what you know is the hardest sacrifice. Giving up all your worst fears and secret concerns. He couldn’t recall the last thing he had written in his commonplace notebook. When he coughed, it tasted like he was licking a battery.
And the images went through a red gauze and touched him with comforting, soothing caresses. The lady in red is dancing with comforting, soothing caresses. “The lady in red is dancing with me,” song lyrics that became the dirge of an infantryman, spastic in machine gun fire in the Gulf War. “The devil with the blue dress on” was Lake Michigan and the scene of a drowning.
He would have written stories about real life, paring down his soul, allowing his veins to bleed onto the lines of his notebook. Tapping out his pulse with a coffee spoon. He would write about the retarded girl who got pregnant and gave her babies to a neighbor, who in turn sold them to a certain man who ran a certain strip joint in a western suburb. He encouraged the retarded girl to get pregnant again, eventually doing the job himself. He’d write about the waitress, and maybe call her Lisa, or Lilah. Words clicked against each other. A Leland Street hooker called herself Shelby, shortened from her given name Michelle Beatrice. Another writer he admired became Willy Sid, a small-time hustler. And in a burst of wonder, he thought of his boyhood dreams of Betty Page, good girl model of the 50’s. Of how her fame might be construed to her resemblance to the infamous Black Dahlia, murdered in Los Angeles in 1947. And what a story it would be if a young punk, hip to both legends, decided that, if he found the right gold coast hooker, well, his Rogers Park girlfriend might become the next super-model of the nineties. Maybe pattern her after the waitress at the diner, give her a mysterious name like Lisa Sestina.
The words became ideas that were more fantastical than he had ever thought he could create. A girl in the subway carried around a box, its contents were the shadows of fingers from beneath spinning plates. A man with no fingers waited in the begging room for a bastardized phone to shudder. A man was thrown off a bridge and it sounded like skeleton keys being dropped down a vacant stairwell.
The Fremont hotel is saved the indignity of being demolished because a local historian torches the place the night before the wrecking crew moves in. The rags that were ignited were being worn at the time by a toothless bum named Blackstone Shatner, who drank his Wild Irish Rose from a detergent measuring cup. So many wonderful tales. He knew how to give of himself. How to define the slivers with his own last breaths.
But he would not allow himself to smile at the rush of a dream realized, at least in some small way. When the next squad car showed, his blood had pooled against the far wall of the garage. It had started to dry up.

In memory of Ray Rexer: 1953-1991



FEEDING THE MASSES

by Yvonne Navarro


The man on Seymour Tussard’s front doorstep smiled pleasantly.
“You realize, of course, that life goes on. There are thousands of people just like yourself who have suffered even greater losses, yet they continue to be loyal Americans and do their duty—without complaint, I might add.” The man pulled a pen from his pocket, clicked it open with his thumb—a clean, well-manicured thumb—and ran it down the information sheet on his clipboard. “It says here you have a wife and two daughters, Mr. Tussard. It also says that you’re a successful attorney with an average income before deductions of approximately one hundred and fifty thousand dollars per year. Is that correct?”
Tussard squinted at him. “I—well—no, I don’t have a job—”
“But you did have a job, isn’t that true? Up until a month ago?”
“Well, yes, I suppose I did.” His eye was burning again and Tussard resisted the urge to scratch at it. He’d rubbed the left one too hard last Thursday and it had popped; though it had been sightless for weeks he’d felt slightly off-balance ever since.
Bennigan—Tussard remembered the man’s name from the I.D. he’d flashed—stretched his neck slightly to see over Tussard’s shoulder. “May I come in, Mr. Tussard? I’m sure we’d both be more comfortable.”
“Uh, sure, sure.” He stepped back and pulled the sheet covering the doorway of his ranch-style house to one side so the younger man could enter; his fingers left a sort of smudgy print on the already filthy material.
Bennigan didn’t seem to notice. He breezed into Tussard’s home as if he’d been invited to dinner, glanced around quickly, then made himself a place to sit by turning a plaster-dust encrusted chair pillow upside down to expose its unmarred underside. He didn’t lean back as he placed the clipboard on his knees; instead he folded his hands demurely on the clipboard’s paper-covered surface.
“All right, Mr. Tussard, let me lay it out for you. Based upon your last return and assuming your wife and daughters haven’t worked—by the way, where are they?”
“The cart took them the day before yesterday,” Tussard answered. His limit on pain—physical and emotional—had been reached long ago, but saying those words so matter-of-factly to the parasite sitting across from him was like rinsing with a mouthful of motor oil. He hadn’t realized he could feel any dirtier.
Bennigan smiled benignly. “My sympathies.” Like magic the pen appeared again and he returned his attention to his papers. “Where were we? Oh, yes. Well, you’ll still be able to claim a deduction for each of them for last year—this year, too. Keep that in mind for next April. Now, assuming an income of one hundred fifty thousand dollars—which is probably low but we’ve given you the benefit of the doubt since the computer records are gone—that would put you in the thirty-three percent bracket. As I said before, you can still claim your wife and daughters even though they’re dead, so that makes four dependents. It says here that you normally itemize, but I’m afraid we’ll still require detailed records for you to take the kinds of deductions that you have in previous years. Are those records still available to you, sir?”
Tussard’s eye drifted blearily toward a blackened doorway at the far end of the living room. Through it he could see little besides the scorched ruin from the electrical short that had triggered the fire. That same room had been his home office, holding all the written recordings of a once happy and shamefully oblivious life. One of the shockwaves had caved in an area of the roof; the rain had been the only thing that had kept the fire from spreading to the remainder of the house. He wondered how Janet had felt, alone here, with the girls at school. He had been downtown, if such a word could be used for the business district of this small city thirty miles southwest of Chicago. By the time he’d made it home, it had all been over.
“Mr. Tussard?” Bennigan said patiently, jolting him back to the present. “Will you be able to substantiate itemization for this year?”
“Uh, n-no.” This can’t be happening, he thought. Of course, there were other things he’d thought couldn’t happen too. Why not this?
“Very well. As a married couple unable to itemize, you’re entitled to the standard deduction of five thousand dollars. You’ll also be given nineteen hundred and fifty dollars for each dependent—that’s four—for a total deduction of twelve thousand eight hundred dollars. As a self-employed person for the first time this year, you have made no payment to date on your tax bill. Using the aforesaid figures, we’ve come up with a rounded-off amount of thirty-four thousand, four hundred and eighty dollars due.” Bennigan looked immensely pleased with himself and Tussard heard a faint click as the pen was closed and whisked into a hidden pocket beneath the man’s suitcoat. “The fifteenth was last week. We’d like to know when we can expect payment.”
“My hair,” Tussard said slowly, “is falling out and my family is dead. And you’re sitting there expecting me to pay you thirty-some-odd thousand dollars in taxes. You must be out of your fucking mind.”
Somehow the younger man managed not to look offended. “On the contrary, Mr. Tussard. I have it all right here, in our Condensed Pamphlet on Relevant Policy. Let me read it to you.” Like the elusive pen, Bennigan suddenly held a crisp white booklet, already open to the appropriate page. He began to read in a clear, righteous voice.
“The Internal Revenue Service will begin collecting taxes again as soon as possible after the event of a nuclear holocaust. In hard hit areas, payment of taxes may be deferred at the discretion of the agent performing collection services on behalf of the taxing body. However, in those areas not sustaining direct hits, there is no discernible reason why payment of past due taxes cannot be made on an immediate basis.”
Bennigan closed his booklet with a muted snap and it was gone in the blink of an eye—or maybe that was the reason Tussard couldn’t see everything. His remaining eye wasn’t functioning at full speed. “I’m afraid I see no reason why we shouldn’t expect payment of your taxes, Mr. Tussard.”
Tussard struggled to make his brain cells work, but he was having difficulty comprehending Bennigan’s words. “But Chicago was hit,” he said. “That’s why so many here are dead, my family—we’re all sick…” He coughed, feeling phlegm rise in his chest. He swallowed, forcing the vile mucus to stay down, unwilling to spit on the floor of his home in front of this man who had miraculously escaped harm. He had the fleeting idea that Bennigan—and thousands like him—had been retrieved by the IRS from deep underground storage vaults and were now scurrying around the country like hungry spiders. “What would they do with money anyway?” Tussard asked. His eye burned and teared and he stopped his hand only when he realized his scab-covered fingers were a few inches away from his face.
“Many things, Mr. Tussard. I won’t bore you with political details. Suffice to say we do expect to be paid. Yes?”
“No,” Tussard said with finality. He struggled to rise from the gripping softness of the ripped sofa. “You’re sick. You, the government that made this mess, and all you fuckers that try to keep it going. You should just let me—us—die in peace. I have no money.”
“I’m sure you realize the extent of the food shortage at present. In addition, it’s unlikely that vegetation will resume growth for several years. We can, of course, be paid using foodstuffs as an alternate method. Cans of vegetables are going for ten to fifteen dollars apiece. Fruits are even more valuable—why, a single unit of peaches is worth almost twenty-five dollars, simply because it contains a higher vitamin C content.” Bennigan waited complacently.
“I don’t have any money to pay you. My food supply is only good for another couple of weeks, if I stretch it. And I’ll be damned if I’ll give it to you or anyone like you. There’re others that need it more, even more than me. People are dying all over this place! Don’t you even care?” Tussard realized abruptly that he was screaming. His hands had curled into fists and the oh-so-soft fingernails had sunk gently into the yielding flesh of his palms. He forced his fingers to relax; now they felt like a spoon pulling out of warm taffy.
“Nonsense, Mr. Tussard. You’re really very lucky.” Looking at Bennigan, Tussard realized with a sick certainty that the man passionately believed every word. “The citizens to the east are the hardest hit. Boston, Washington, D.C., New York—now that’s where you have the big problems. The cities are gone, of course, having sustained direct hits, but like here there are still plenty of folks left in the surrounding areas. Not only is it a concentrated area, they had to deal with the fallout that the air currents carried eastward from the rest of the country.” He shook his head sadly. “Like being hit twice, if you ask me. You’ve lost some hair and a few fingernails and think you’ve got it bad? People out there are losing fingers, hands, faces, Mr. Tussard. Which explains why we have to insist that the people in the central states remit their taxes immediately. It’s hard, I know, but they’re carrying the load for most of America, what with the new coastline in the west.” Bennigan shook his head again and gazed at Tussard. The man’s eyes resembled a hurt puppy’s and he nodded. “California… all those taxpayers, right into the ocean. You and your neighbors have been fortunate indeed.”
Tussard watched numbly as Bennigan sighed and stood up, then calmly stepped to the small, slowly fading fire that had been built on the hearth. The homeowner had been afraid to use the fireplace because of the damage to the roof and chimney, but most of the smoke escaped through another hole in the roof and at least it ate through some of the cold in the room. Tussard wished he could just crank up a space-heater, as he had in the poorer apartments of his younger days. In the short silence, Tussard could hear the gentle dripping of water from somewhere else in the house—the kitchen, maybe; the sound brought with it the soft-focus memory of a once-annoying faucet in the middle of the night. The water that dripped now was semi-deadly; he drank it anyway.
“Well, Mr. Tussard,” Bennigan said finally, “if you’re not able to pay your taxes, I’m afraid you’ll have to come with me.” In another second the agent was at his side and snapping aluminum handcuffs around his now-frail wrists; it was queer how the man could move so quickly. Tussard thought of resisting, then remembered what Bennigan had said about people out east losing fingers and hands. Beneath the heavy chill of metal, his wrists were as thin as twigs and covered with crusted-over sores. If he pulled against the metal bonds, would they snap off like the dead tree branches they so resembled?
“Come along, sir,” Bennigan said softly, taking him by the elbow. Tussard was almost surprised that the younger man would touch him, then realized Bennigan was wearing nearly invisible flesh-colored gloves. “We have to go now.”

Well, Tussard thought, this isn’t so bad. At least I’m warm. Most of the time.
He was in a prison, though where he didn’t know or particularly care. At first his thoughts had been little more than distorted electrical impulses in his brain, bouncing from point to point but never connecting. By the time his mind cleared enough for him to actually speculate on the terrible windstorms that battered periodically at the building’s walls, his curiosity was more than satisfied at his own guess that he might be in one of the plains states, such as Kansas. Beyond the fact that this was where he was, and therefore that was the way it was, he was not concerned about anything. This was his place, and he was content. It was new, it was… pristine.
Now there was a word, he thought smugly. Pristine, with a capital P. Clean and sanitary, that’s how he felt. Sterilized. And that was okay, too—it felt good to get out from under the layer of filth that had covered his skin for so long, and his sores had even healed. Some of his hair was coming back, not that anyone cared; there were no mirrors, but he could see himself vaguely in the small sinkful of water they allotted him for drinking and washing each day (he had learned early not to wash until right before the water was changed). Sometimes, if the murky yellow light that squeezed through his small thermopane window was bright enough, he could glimpse skin that was a mottled light purple on the same side as his long gone eye—the eye socket itself was now a puckered but still tender scar.
He might not look like much, but he was healthy. The American Way had come through again, sheltering him, feeding him in the hardest of times. Now he knew what he’d paid taxes for all those years, and he still owed—oh, yes. But there were other ways of paying.
Down the hall and beyond his visibility he heard the jingle of keys and the clanging of a cell door, then a babble of voices raised in argument. In the time he’d been here the pungent smell of alcohol he’d come to associate with the keysounds had never grown normal. Some inmates still protested, but not him, and when the young medical officer—a boy, probably only twenty-one and barely trained—arrived outside his cell, Tussard rolled up his sleeve without hesitation, though he couldn’t help shivering a little. No one—except maybe Bennigan—had been totally bypassed, and this doctor (was he really a doctor?) was minus an ear, though the army had allowed him to grow his hair in a style designed to draw attention away from the hole in his head.
Sometimes Tussard could tell by the color of the food-paste they gave him that he was getting back what he gave, albeit in a roundabout way. But most of the time he knew his contribution went to feed the long lines of people who gathered at the prison gates each morning with their ration stamps.
He gave a pint a week. At two hundred dollars a pint, they would let him out in a little under three and a half years, depending on the needs of his country.
Give me your weak…
Give me your hungry.



SANCTUARY

by Jeffrey Osier


The Straggler was suspiciously fat. Moisture clung to him in large, jiggling droplets that collected in sluices within the parallel folds of his flesh. He was already slapping at the Mites that crawled up his legs and shirt when he leaned over, gasping at resistant volumes of humid air, and tried to get the attention of Paul’s father.
“He’s not listening. He doesn’t hear anything.”
The Straggler cast Paul a dismissive glare and continued his pitch to the boy’s father, conjuring vivid images of the goods in his truck: radios, canned goods, guns, books, personal generators… the list went on and on and seemed to grow bigger every time he repeated it. When he gave up it was with a wave of the hand so violent that Paul feared the fat man was actually going to strike his father.
Paul followed the Straggler around the trailer court and tried to see the place through the stranger’s eyes. The Crowned Ones wandered in and out of the fog, some not as badly infested as his father, others far, far worse. The gray-brown hives rose like chimney-clusters from their heads with black gaping holes at the top of the encrusted crowns. The Mites swarmed in and out of those holes, marching along the humans’ faces, through their clothes or across their naked flesh, in and out of the fissures that spread over their bodies.
The Straggler was still wary of the Mites but wasn’t as afraid as he had been at first—and probably not as afraid as he should have been. He would shout at the Crowned Ones as he followed them, hover over them as they sat, asking them what they usually used as trading goods. It always ended with a disgusted wave and a shrug, followed by an increasingly bewildered look at his surroundings. Sometimes the Straggler would step too close to the towerlike mounds that grew along the gravel road, then have to leap away, brushing and slapping at the hordes of Mites that attacked him. He never seemed to notice that some of those mounds were shaped like human beings frozen and thickened into poses of erect, skyward-staring submission.
When the fat man finally approached Paul, the boy was scratching his bald, slashed and scabby head and looking at the dead Mites in his bloody hand.
“You! Boy! What the hell kind of a place is this, anyway? What’s happened down here?”
The Straggler smelled awful, looked awful, and had a hateful sneer on his face. The boy spat into the fog and walked away carelessly, calling over his shoulder, “What’s the matter? You haven’t seen Mites before?”
“Mites? Is that what they are? What are they doing to all these people?” Now the fat man sounded truly frightened. His palms slid over his face and body, searching out the bugs before they began to dig at him.
And so Paul tried to explain the Mites to him, though everything Paul knew was obvious just from looking at his father for a few minutes: the Mites not only built their mounds up from the ground, but were able to dig into the scalps of higher organisms—dig deep—and build their clustered towers out of the tops of their hosts’ heads. Some of these crowns were well over a foot high with bases that swelled in gruesome brick patterns over the hosts’ brow ridges. The Mites were everywhere.
“And that’s why your scalp is so fucked up?”
Paul shrugged.
“Why don’t you leave? I mean, things are bad up there, but you could get away from these things. You’ll starve to death down here. That stream you’re drinking from is so full of toxins that nothing can live in it. Look,” he said, his eyes getting funny and his cheeks started to rumble, “you can leave with me. I got a truck up there.” He pointed to the highlands beyond the trailer court. “You can work for me. You’ll eat well, see lots of things, grow your hair back. What do you say?”
Paul shrugged again and shook his head. No, he wasn’t going anywhere with the Straggler, and he wouldn’t feel safe venturing out of the trailer court with anyone. When he told the Straggler why, the fat man laughed.
“There’s no monsters in those hills, kid. No, you know, real monsters. And if there were, what would keep them from coming down here for you? Who’s gonna protect you here?”
The boy slapped himself in the face and held out his palm so the Straggler could see the Mite squashed across his fingers. “They do. The monsters are afraid of them.”
“Ah, Jesus Christ, you little ass! I’m leaving and if you want to come along, you’d damn well better tell me now!”
He got no answer, and turned with another dismissive wave and walked away. Paul followed, asking him to bring back some canned goods. But the Straggler wasn’t giving away anything and he sure as hell wasn’t going to make the walk down from the road again. Paul followed him to the court’s entrance, then watched him stumble through the grasses along the jagged shards of concrete that had once been the road leading into the trailer court oh-so-many impossible years ago.
Within moments, the fat man was swallowed in the rolling fog. Paul stood there for a few minutes, listening for the sound of a scream, the starting of an engine, but heard nothing. He decided to see if he could find himself and his father something to eat.

The Beast crawled from a narrow opening in the earth, away from the shrieks and the wet crowded darkness. He stood in the fog and listened.
Not far away, something big and clumsy trudged across the mud and jagged concrete slopes. It did not sound like one of the sick ones who lived in the valley. He had caught one of those not long ago, when hunger had driven him nearly mad and rendered him groggy and weak. He had torn it apart searching for meat, but found only shriveled organs, swollen joints, and a heavy, rocklike growth atop its head which grew deep into the skull, piercing and embracing the jellylike brain. Mites had exploded out of that head so quickly that he wasn’t sure whether they had also infiltrated the dry, narrow cavities within the body itself. It didn’t matter; there was very little edible meat on the body and the Mites were so voracious that they attacked him immediately, driving him away before he had a chance to take more than a few tentative, dissatisfied bites.
But this one was surrounded by a pungent, alluring odor as it gasped at the thick air and stumbled over the earth. He could feel the vibrations of every step.
Fantasies of ruptured, flowing flesh appeared in the darkness of his mind like quick, blinding flashes of light as he crouched behind a rotted stump, resting his arm along the fallen length of tree that still connected it by thin, tenacious strands. He watched as the figure appeared from out of the fog; a man, not too old, and very fat. The man did not see him through the fog, even as he looked around in a kind of desperate, cautious confusion. He was searching for something, and was too distracted to notice. The man stumbled off in another direction, up and toward the road.
He followed at a safe distance, measuring the strength and edibility of the man, deciding whether it would be better to give chase or spring upon him from a hiding place somewhere farther down the path. But as the human gasped and the smell of his sweat grew stronger, the Beast grew hungrier, more agitated, then found his legs pumping harder as he zeroed in with silent fury, in a race against time and starvation.
The fat man turned and gaped, face frozen in stupid terror as his belly was slit open with a swift downward slash of claw. The scream was transformed into a gurgle almost before it left the Straggler’s mouth.
He slid his hand through the tear and felt his fingers swim through the tangle of intestines, rupturing the stomach and left lung before gently fondling the beating heart as he lowered the fat man’s body into the shivering wormgrasses. He knelt close as the heartbeat quickened and grew erratic under his probing fingers. He looked into bulging brown eyes and let his tongue unroll; the sharp but oil-moistened tip of his tongue ran graceful lines around the eyes, savoring the stupid fear of the dying man, smelling the meat as it marinated in its own panic, before driving his tongue brainward through the eye as his hand crushed the heart within the body cavity.

Wherever Kate traveled, the angelhair followed. It fell through the fog, it fell from the trees in the dead and dying forests, it fell between the hollowed out buildings in the infested city wastelands that sprawled across the landscape like impenetrable but unavoidable barriers. Once she found herself in a clear, blue-skied flatland of rock, sand, and small, whimpering cactus. Even there the angelhair fell from the sky, marking the path she followed, draping across her shoulders and her thick black hair, sometimes setting a path she then felt compelled to follow. If she stood in someone’s doorway begging for a place to hide from the night-cold, there was no way to conceal the thin strands that danced down upon her, and when her host awoke the next morning to find the house smothered in angelhair, Kate was sent on her way. If she slept too long in the open, she would awaken beneath a deep pile of the stuff, hidden from madmen and predators but unable to breathe and barely able to move. She traveled to keep it from accumulating too thickly in one spot, weaving a restless zigzag across the country.
She was moving into lowland country now. There were things that spread like grasses here, but when she sat or tried to catnap, they seemed not to be grasses at all but vast, uniform colonies of gently flagellating worms.
Kate followed the path of a narrow, shallow stream that cut through the shrouded landscape. Within it swam small fish, so weakened that it was easy to scoop them from the water for food. But most of them were bent and crippled by parasites that clung to their sides and slowly sucked their life away. These parasites had thorny carapaces and hooks that dug deep into the flesh. The parasites themselves were inedible and impossible to remove without tearing the fish to pieces. She had run out of food and would have used her gun to hunt if the few animals she saw were large enough to withstand a shotgun blast and still remain relatively intact; instead, she scooped at schools of dying fish and hunted for those few—literally about one out of ten—that had not already become a host.
When she first heard the sounds she stopped and tried to form a picture of a creature which would make such sounds. Whatever it was, it was big, and whether it was chewing on the carcass of another animal or just munching away at the wormgrasses, Kate was sure it was dangerous. She moved quietly, her sharp eyes scanning the misty countryside. Kate had seen any number of incredible things during her years of wandering, and the more time went on and the more populations everywhere thinned out, the more extreme and unpredictable the life forms became. She followed the chewing and tearing sounds, slowing with every step as they became louder and more focused and she began to imagine in those sounds and scents the presence of flesh, bone, viscera cooling in the afternoon fog.
She moved cautiously and yet was still caught off guard when she came upon the creature sitting at the lip of a great fissure in the earth, neatly tearing apart the body of a fat human male. It was larger than a man, maybe eight feet tall if it stood erect, with a body thickened by a studded, convoluted armor except for long, thin, and tortuously knotted legs. Its arms were as long and hideously muscled as its legs, but the biceps were lined with thorny growths and the triceps covered by the heavy carapace that extended sharply off its shoulders. But it was the creature’s head that frightened her most, especially in the moment it turned to look at her. Long and sleek along the cheeks but sharply ridged and crowned along the top, it seemed to have no definite eyes or ears or nose—just a mouth like a long, soft-fleshed proboscis. Without knowing where its eyes might be, Kate knew exactly the moment it looked into her eyes while its lips peeled back to show a ring of sharp teeth. She saw those teeth actually bend into hooks, and in the next instant saw a long tongue dance out between them in a hypnotic pattern.
It dropped the body pieces to the ground and roared. The armor on its shoulders rose and fanned outward like the plumage of an iron peacock as it crouched.
Kate raised the shotgun and fired at the beast that stood no more than fifteen feet from her. As she turned to run, she caught sight of the armored wing blades exploding into a hundred black jagged pieces. Then she ran as fast as she could, her feet directing her to lower ground for speed’s sake alone. She could hear and smell the creature closing the distance on her.
She leaped over the trunk of a fallen tree, whirled and fired point blank at the beast just as it leaped. The recoil knocked her backward as the beast clutched its stomach, howling in pain as it dropped to its knees.
Dazed and winded, Kate wobbled to her feet and watched the creature thrash upon the ground. It was not weakening; it was not dying. Its thrashing was growing more violent, more energized, and she realized it was about to rise again. Fearing her dread would paralyze her, she yanked the shotgun away from the grasping wormgrasses and resumed her downhill flight.
It wasn’t long before she once again felt its presence behind her. She could see something down at the bottom of the slope—a roof of some kind—and next to it, a gutted automobile. She tried to spring toward it, her stride so exaggerated and unsteady on the steep incline that she was afraid she was about to run off the edge of a cliff.
Instead, she tripped over a crusty growth and went rolling through the grass. The shotgun bounced on downhill; she glimpsed it disappearing in the fog as she skidded to a stop. Her skin began to itch and burn. Slapping and scratching at her skin, Kate was completely off-guard when the creature slammed into her, wrapping her in its sharp, deadly caress.
Four years earlier, Kate had been stabbed in the arm by a woman who could no longer stand having this angelhair-conjuring witch in her home. Two and a half years earlier, she’d been gang raped by a group of Stragglers, one of whom had held a .38 to her cheek as he giggled his way through the act. She knew more about the threat of close-range death—intimate death—than she could even bear to think about. And yet nothing could compare to being wrapped in the thorned arms of this monster, her face only inches from the prehensile teeth that were hooking toward her.
Her ten-inch blade was in her hand on instinct; she didn’t know if the soft white bulge tucked within the armored folds of that face was an eye or an ear or what, only that it was close and vulnerable. The blade sank into the bulge just as the creature’s tongue-tip sliced open her cheek. It released her and grabbed the ruptured orifice with one hand, thrashing out blindly with the other in a backhanded blow across Kate’s face that threw her down the slope. It seemed to take forever to touch ground, but when she did she tumbled out of control over rocks and brittle mounds rising out of the earth.
Two thoughts screamed for attention as she finally rolled to a stop. One, the fiery pain she felt was not something within her but something swarming upon her. Two, there was someone standing above her, a thin and bloodied male. She blacked out while still trying to figure out whether this strange looking person—now kneeling toward her—was a child or an old man.

Paul could see fleeting glimpses of the monster on the high ground above the court as it took a hesitant step downward, then retreated. He had to strain to make out the black shape against the churning fogbank, afraid he might lose sight of it as it crept down the slope to attack. Finally, he caught a brief, final glimpse of the creature slinking back to the high ground.
It’s afraid of the Mites, just the way Dad used to tell me.

Paul pulled the woman out of the rubble, struggling to heft her over his shoulder. She was just a little shorter than he was and probably a lot lighter, but she was out cold and almost impossible to lift. He finally managed to get her back to the trailer and stretched her out on the concrete at the base of the front steps. His father sat out on the picnic bench, his eyes bulging, empty whites, nodding his head and mumbling replies to the very real voices in his head while Paul examined the woman’s face, her arms, legs, ribs. Nothing seemed to be broken, but she was cut badly on her face and hands.
Worse, though, were the Mites. He could see their glittering shells moving in and out of her long, thick hair, moving along her cuts and dancing within the coagulating blood. He ran into the trailer and came out with scissors and wet rags, hastily cleaning the wounds and wiping away as many of the Mites as he could, then began hacking at her hair. Within minutes he had it chopped down to two or three inches, at which point he rested her head in his lap and began picking at individual Mites, crushing them between thumb and forefinger, slapping at those that escaped onto his pants, moving quickly and with the hopeless determination he’d once used with his father—before the man had succumbed to the sweet, perpetual dreamworld which the Mites offered and began responding to Paul with violent flailings and screams. Then it had no longer been his father talking, but the Mites inside of him.
Paul looked at the woman’s face as he groomed her. He wondered how old she was. Surely not as old as father. Thirty? Twenty-five? There was a delicate beauty about her features that no scar or stress line could hide. He had been a little boy the last time he’d seen a real, uninfested woman—probably no more than twelve years old.
He saw a large Mite disappear down the front of her shirt and ripped away the buttons in a panic, trying to grab it before it escaped. Suddenly she was awake, letting out a scream that escalated into a roar and grabbing his wrists. He tried to stand but her grip was unbreakable and he found himself fighting to free his wrists and retain his balance as she stood and tried to throw him back to the ground. He twisted his body abruptly, managed to free one arm and break her grip on the other with a downward sweep onto her forearm. She howled with pain, then punched him in the face. He landed tailbone first on the concrete and then squinted up at her, trying to make her out through the thousands of flashing lights that danced before his eyes. When he focused on that face again—that pretty, delicate face—it wore a wide-eyed, teeth-clenching grimace of rage. Her hand fumbled at an empty knife sheath.
“I was only trying to get the Mites off you, lady. They’re all over you.” He propped himself up on one elbow and pointed toward the stream. “You better go wash yourself off—”
He didn’t have to finish. Her attention turned abruptly to the hundreds of tiny creatures crawling over her. She let out a resounding “Shit,” then headed off toward the stream. She turned back to him for just a moment as he was standing up. “You lay a hand on me again, mister, and I’ll fucking KILL you!”
He watched her retreat and wiped away the blood that was leaking from his nose and into his mouth.
His father moaned and looked at Paul with eyes that for just a moment seemed just a little bit aware and alive before his weighted head drooped forward and the eyes went dead-white once again. When Paul stepped forward to push his father’s body into a more comfortable position, he noticed several long, white strands of hair lying across his arm and draped over his head. He gathered them together and held them to his face and breathed deep. They smelled sweet and pungent… like the woman bathing in the stream.

They lived in rusted hulls that were scratched and torn from some long-forgotten struggle, staring at the outside world through cracked and cobwebbed glass. Had Kate been of a more philosophical mind, she might have taken issue with the idea that they were still human at all. As it was, she could only look upon them with hopeless, cautionary fear, knowing that the only way to avoid their fate was to climb out of this crumbling, parking-lot wasteland and face the thing that had forced her here in the first place.
Which, of course, was the decision all of these people had once made: either risk agony and death at the hands of that thing up there, or fight the inevitable infestation of Mites and spend the rest of their lives in whatever shadow-world the Mites in their heads would take them to. What purpose did these people serve the industrious insects? What did the humans provide the Mites? They could build a mound four feet tall in a single afternoon, using nothing more than their own secretions. How were the encrusted cylinders blooming from the heads of these people different?
Paul did not, could not, know. But Paul’s father, and all the rest—she counted 24 in all—knew very well. Perhaps that was all they were able to know. It was Kate’s overwhelming priority never to find out for herself. She was starving down here, and the few dried rags of meat or canned green beans Paul gave her were not nearly enough. What did the others eat? Did the Mites feed them, sacrifice their own bodies for the nutritional needs of their hosts?
Kate wandered the court during the daylight hours, trying to keep the angelhair from accumulating too heavily in one spot. She tried to talk to the crowned, white-eyed, gently mumbling people who staggered about, trying to grasp something useful in their aimless wandering or in the apparently random building and scurrying of a billion tiny insects. She tried to keep those same insects off of her own body as she walked the perimeters of the trailer court and looked for signs of the monster in the fog. As she did, the angelhair fell, snagging atop the trailers and on the old rooftop antennas and in the branches of the dead trees until it seemed as though she was weaving a canopy of silky fibers over the entire court.
How many of those creatures—warm-blooded predators, large enough to require frequent meals—could there be in a world where there was very little on which to feed? Surely there couldn’t be all that many—maybe it was a sport, a one-of-the-kind monstrosity. But as she walked the perimeter, weaving the outer edge of her silver canopy, she looked into the fog-laden roads and slopes and could feel their presence, their attention. During those first few days it had been hard to understand how these people could have allowed themselves to be subjected to the Mite infestations; why Paul, tearing himself apart to hold the infestation off a few more precious weeks or months, didn’t just take his chances and escape this valley. The longer she stayed, the more she understood. It was the fog and the shadows lurking within it. Once you saw the creature, especially at the range from which she’d seen and felt it, it was impossible not to see suggestions of it in every dark or thin patch in the rolling blanket of cloud.
Kate had to get out. She’d wandered too many years to end up trapped here, scratching her flesh away because of a bunch of gruesomely opportunistic insects, afraid to leave because she saw hallucinations in the fog that surrounded her. There had to be a way to get free, and as the days passed she grew convinced that somehow the answer lay with Paul.
After their first ugly encounter, she’d kept away from him for a couple of days, always aware of his presence, his curiosity, his obvious and sadly awkward attraction to her. Once she came to believe the reason he’d given for his groping hand on the first day, she let down her guard and allowed him to approach and talk to her. He led her to the most well furnished of the abandoned trailers, he found her scraps of food, and in his own, clumsy fashion, he tried to provide her with conversation. Were it not for the horrible scabs and scars festering atop his head, he might have been a fairly attractive young man; his eyes were piercing light blue and there was a warmth and determination in his smile that was almost heartbreaking when she considered how bleak his future was in this rusted, bug-saturated hell.
And so, lying in her trailer at night, sleeping in a bed for the first time in months, she would try to walk herself through her escape, try to rationalize her chances now that she’d lost her shotgun and her blade. With each passing night, Paul would figure more and more into these fantasies, and she began to see reasons why his presence might give her the courage to attempt it, how it was the only way Paul could escape the fate of his father, how his presence could help her odds of surviving.
But Paul was even more afraid of the monsters in the fog than she was. As much as he despised the Mites, he spoke as though he were in debt to them for at least providing a refuge from the creatures in the high ground surrounding the trailer court. And—as far gone as his father might have been—Paul was truly devoted to the man. Kate doubted she could convince the boy to leave unless his father was brought along.
The solution hit her one morning as she stood in the doorway watching a woman stand unflinching as dozens of Mites skittered over her face and into her open-towering crown. Kate was already positive it would work when Paul showed up later that day, wiping the moisture away from the shotgun he’d discovered in the wormgrasses no more than twenty feet upland from where he’d first found her.
“Paul,” she said, picking a large Mite from his shoulder and crushing it between thumb and forefinger, “I know how we can get out of here. You, me, and your father.” She reached for his face with two outstretched fingers, as though to pluck away another Mite, but instead ran her palm and fingertips playfully across his cheek. She could feel him shudder. He looked down at the ground.
“Dad, too?”
“Yes, Paul. Would you like to hear it?”
He looked up at her. She felt a Mite scurry down the front of her shirt, and saw Paul’s eyes follow it bashfully before looking back into her eyes.
“Okay. What’s the plan?”
“Paul, a Mite just crawled down my shirt. Could you get it for me? Would you kill it for me?”
The boy swallowed hard and looked away, paralyzed. She pulled him close.
“Paul? Please?”

He lay next to her in bed, listening as she filled out the distances beyond the fogbanks with her tales, her description of the world he’d never dreamed of seeing himself.
“When I was a little girl, I remember blue, uncloudy skies… people. The changes had all begun years before, of course, but they started to come on more powerfully then, like waves of fog just washing over us, killing us and nearly everything else that couldn’t hide or adapt. And in their place…” She shrugged and didn’t finish, not wanting to scare him too much about the world into which she was about to throw him.
Paul was eager but gentle, awkward but lovingly persistent. As they held each other in the darkness of her bed, she whispered a sanitized scenario of escape to him, and he nodded in agreement with every point. She needn’t have lied to him. She was sure that this boy, her lover, would have agreed to anything she told him.

They trudged through rolling, hissing clouds of milky-white moisture. Kate took the lead, moving quickly while Paul tried to maintain a central position between her and his father, worried that because of Kate’s haste and determination he would lose sight of her. He was frightened by the openness, the emptiness of the sloping ground, and of the fog that sometimes hid Kate completely. He couldn’t afford to lose her for a second, dependent on her not only for leading the way but for her sensitivity and reaction time to all that lurked beyond his own eyes and ears. Still, he could only move so fast. His father was almost too weak for this uphill climb, and far too awkward to keep from falling on his face every few steps.
The beast won’t dare attack us if it’s as afraid of the Mites as you say, she had told him. Your father will be our shield. Him and his cargo. It had all sounded so convincing. I know where the Straggler’s truck is parked. We’ll be able to cover plenty of ground before we have to worry about gasoline. Down there, lying naked against her warm, smooth flesh, there was no way he could not believe her, no way he could refuse.
Since I’ve never seen these Mites anywhere else, maybe there’s something down in the valley they need in order to survive. We can save your father, bring him back. You can grow back your hair. But the world as it had seemed while she’d stroked between his legs and whispered in his ear was far different from the lonely, desolate plain through which they now climbed, so empty but so loud, so vast and yet—with its clinging, milky vapors—so constricting.
The expression on his father’s face was far worse than blank—it was utterly consumed. His head rolled from side to side under the weight of his encrusted crown and wet, gagging songs dripped weakly from his mouth. He has no idea where we’re going. Is there enough left of him to bring back even if the Mites die up here?
Finally Kate ssshhhhed them to a halt at the top of a ridge.
“Is the truck near here?” he whispered. Her response was a sharp grab at his cheeks, her palm pressed firmly over his mouth. He shook her away and lifted his father again.
Kate raised the shotgun and squinted into the fog, trying to catch a sign of movement in those fleeting patches of transparent air. Her head turned in response to noises he couldn’t make out over the din. “It’s nearby. I can hear it. I can… smell it.”
“What do we do?” he asked, trying to make his voice as soft as hers.
She turned to him coldly. “We put your father out front. I’ll guide him, but he’ll walk ahead of us.”
Paul balked. “You can’t do that. How are you going to keep him on course? Keep him on his feet? How do you know it won’t just attack him anyway?”
She pushed Paul away with the barrel of the shotgun. “Better him than us,” was all she said before grabbing the frail man, pushing him forward and nudging him in the back with the gun every few seconds.
The old man seemed to respond to her treatment, falling down less than he had on the lower, steeper ground, but Paul knew it was no use. He watched the tilts of her head, her prods to his father’s shoulders to change his direction. She wasn’t trying to avoid the beast; she was leading them to it.
He groped for the blade hanging from his belt, measuring how easy it would be to just step forward and stab her in the back. If he killed her, what would he do then? Go on, just the two of them, or take his father back down the hill, back within the sanctuary of the Mites?
But Kate’s instincts were less than sure, and when it finally attacked, it was from behind Paul. He smelled it before he heard it, and didn’t see the beast until it was almost too late to dodge the sideswiping blow of its thick, thorn-fringed arm. He let out a scream as he rolled away and couldn’t look up until he heard the first shots.
He could barely make out the three weak silhouettes in the fog: the beast—its outline distorted by jagged horns and crests, the woman firing at it and the thin, frail man with the crown of encrusted flesh—on his knees between them, crawling aimlessly, oblivious to it all. The shells seemed to do little more than slow the creature’s advance, though it staggered a little more with each impact. It kicked his father away as though the man were no more than a scrap of garbage, then lunged at Kate as she screamed and jumped away.
Paul ran to his father and pulled the dazed man to his feet. His father’s eyes fluttered as the pupils spun crazily through the red-veined whites. A stream of meaningless sounds escaped his mouth on a malodorous cloud. The man had just enough energy left to shake off his son’s help and fall back into the wormgrass, sitting with his head slumped forward so that Paul could Clearly see the panic of the thousand Mites that scurried about from hole to hole on top of his father’s misshapen head.
He heard a scream and two more shots.
Paul ran in the direction of the sounds, stopping short when he saw the creature, its back thorns fanning wildly like the wings of a trapped bird, staggering about and finally collapsing on hands and knees as it gave a howl that seemed to fill the countryside.
Paul stepped around the creature carefully, never taking his eyes from it as he approached a winded, wildeyed Kate. She pointed the gun at him to hold him off.
“Kate, you’re not going to shoot me, are you?”
“I can’t kill it! I’ve got to go before it builds up enough strength to stand and come after me—”
“Does that mean I can’t come with you?”
“I can’t lug around some bald, scabby-headed kid and his bug-farmed zombie of a father, Paul!”
Paul gazed into the fog; he could no longer hear or even see his father. I’m not going to leave him here like this. He pushed the barrel of the gun aside. “Wait for me a second, will you? Don’t leave, okay?”
She nodded reluctantly and he ran back to his father, who raised his head and smiled at Paul, then tipped it backward to expose his throat as he collapsed into the wormgrass.
There was blood, but less than Paul would have expected.

They found the Straggler’s truck near sunset, but it was useless. The ground around it was dug up in a series of narrow, criss-crossing paths, as though an army of small but vicious animals had passed through, destroying everything in their wake, including the truck’s front end. The metal had been torn and chewed, and everything under the hood twisted and broken and thrown out into the grass. When Kate realized that the truck was beyond hope, she threw her shotgun on the ground and began screaming, her fury building until her knuckles left red smears on the scratched white of the truck.
Paul walked around to where the army had torn through the truck’s rear doors. Now there was only wreckage, scattered into piles of nearly indistinguishable rubble. There were edible strands and clumps and puddles in there somewhere; the smell of it made his mouth water.
But as he crawled into the back of the truck, the failing light revealed something else. Hanging above him were bleached human bones and sheets of dried skin stretched tight over skulls that stared with sunken sockets and generous smiles.
As his fingers poked at the papery strands within one of those eyesockets, he thought of the obese Straggler, his hungry eyes and his desperate offer.

Paul jumped from the truck and dipped his fingers into the jagged tear at the top of a crushed can of nectarine wedges. They tasted of metal and mold, but he had no idea what a nectarine was supposed to taste like and had a lifetime’s experience with the tastes of mold and metal.
He found Kate, looking dumbfounded into her upturned palm and then staring at the sky.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
“It stopped. The angelhair. It’s gone.”
“Maybe it… I don’t know.” He tried to make eye-contact with her, show her his attempt at a hopeful smile. “Maybe that’s a good sign.”
She looked at him, perplexed and unsteady, as though she wasn’t quite sure whether or not to be frightened. “I won’t know where I’m going. Or where I’m coming from. It always… covered my paths at both ends… following me, leading me—”
Paul looked at his own palm. Hadn’t there been a smear of his father’s blood there just a short time ago? There was no trace of it now, lost amid the rust and bitter nectarine syrup. He thought of the brittle flesh on the hanging skull he’d touched in the back of the truck. It had been no colder or drier than his own father’s cheeks the moment he’d slit the man’s throat.
He held out a gray wedge of nectarine and Kate leaned forward and sucked it from between his fingers. She made a sour face as she chewed it and looked at him suspiciously. His own face was calm and cold and unperturbed. There was anger in there somewhere… at her, at his father, at the world; there was fear, too, but it was buried too deep to be much of a problem. For now.
They cleaned out the back of the truck and managed to salvage some of the edibles for the next day’s trip. He wouldn’t let her take down the Straggler’s hanging trophies. That night they made love beneath the gently swaying bones and teeth.
The next morning was hot, wet, and milky white.

It had begun as an insignificant pain, an abscess that nagged when he chewed and when he tried exposing or retracting his eyes too quickly; still, nothing that wouldn’t go away eventually. It had been the stab wound by the female human that had ruptured the abscess and driven the pain deep into his head and down into his gut, where it remained, throbbing and spreading through him. How long had the pain blinded him? How many days and nights had he wandered uselessly, his sense of smell so weakened that he couldn’t even sniff his way home?
He’d finally resorted to lying in the wormgrasses, no longer caring if he was so far down into the valley that the Mites attacked and colonized him. He thought back to the times he’d followed a scent to find it belonged to an animal, alone and apparently uninjured—just lying in the grass, waiting patiently for death.
But the discomfort of his wriggling bed eventually began to overshadow the now diminishing pain. He tossed and turned and finally sat up. He was weak with hunger, and gripped by fear and guilt about the family he’d left behind. He could smell those aching distances and the impenetrable gray in his head cleared into the richly textured daylight fog. He sat for quite some time, admiring the dense hieroglyphic texture of his armored flesh. Then he smelled her.
He stayed close to the trio, eyes focused on the shotgun at her side, the rest of him focused on the smell of her meat and how far that meal might be spread among his cubs. He had withstood the explosions from the shotgun, as painful as they might have been, and he could withstand them again. He would dispatch her quickly this time, cut her and her companions down and not bother to let them marinate in pain and fear before he squeezed their hearts away. He was old, his armor frayed and brittle, and the abscesses were only going to spread and become more obvious with the passage of time. Nothing would ever get close enough to rupture him again.

But this time the shells did hurt and she did not stop firing until he was down and could not stand again. There was a male with her, a young one with even fresher meat on its bones, but he would have neither of them now. They had left one behind, however, a rickety old man who barely gave off a scent at all. When he finally stood and approached the man, he realized why. He was dead and infested with Mites. He was inedible… probably.
He knelt at the man’s side and clawed a neat slit from breastbone to crotch, reaching inside to palm the last glowing moments of warmth from the cooling heart. But the heart was already cold and dry and it seemed as though it had stopped living a long time ago. He held the heart tightly in his hand for awhile longer, then ran caressing fingers down the rest of the dried, useless organs, pulling apart the foreign, gelatinous infrastructure that had succeeded them all.
He looked into the dead man’s eyes. They were open and staring intently at him. Something inside—the Mites—pulled the cheekflesh away from the mouth, revealing a part of the skullsmile beneath. The head rolled for a moment, then collapsed back into the wormgrass.
When he pulled his hand from the man’s chest, it was covered in transparent jelly and a thousand scurrying Mites. He howled as he shook them away and wiped his hand across the ground, crushing and smearing the wormgrasses with every swipe.
He was still scratching at the memory of them as he followed the scents home. He had no food and was no longer even sure how long he’d been gone—how long had the cubs gone without food? Had his mate needed to hunt in his absence? But there was a familiar trace floating on the air, and it took him only a moment to remember what it was. The fat man—he’d killed a fat human and prepared it exquisitely. He had been at the entrance to the burrow when the female human had found him the first time. So he’d brought back food after all. The traces were minute—the meat had all been eaten days ago.

But other scents began to intrude on him now. As his eyes examined the violently torn paths through the grasses—as though an army of small, voracious carnivores had passed over this terrain—panic swelled within him, washing away all the hunger and traces of the poison that had flooded his system.
They were the wrong scents. He broke into a run when he caught sight of the black slit in the earth—the entrance to their burrow—but he stopped cold when he saw the tiny spine, curled like a tail and resting half-obscured beneath its thick, soft armor shell. There was no meat between the spine and the shell, no blood—just fog and ciliating grasses.
Farther on, another, this one with a few chewed bones attached, its inedible shell shredded and strung out like a tangled web of wire. He felt something crumble beneath his foot: a tiny skull. And there, at the lip of the burrow, a larger skull, broken into half a dozen pieces, its thin, thorned armor spread around it. There were meager strands of meat snaked through the grass. He fell to his knees and pulled the tiny skull toward him, his mournful howl piercing the fog.
He heard a response in the distance. An almost perfect impersonation of his cry. He rose and followed the scentless sound through the fog.
The dead man, dried viscera flopping about the lip of the vertical incision, stumbled toward him, the Mites within working their wonders. The high ground was not killing the Mites at all; it was making them stronger.
The look on the dead man’s face was purposeful, threatening when it stepped up to him. It made one last mocking cry. With a swipe of rage, he separated the man’s head from his body. The body continued to stagger about, not much less agile than it had been with a head attached.
He went back to the burrow, collected the remains of his family, and placed them in a half-circle around him as he curled into the darkness to sleep, hoping that the diminishing traces of their scents might soften the bleak edges of his dreams.
But he could not sleep right away, only ponder the shape and disposition of this new army of predators sweeping across his terrain and telling himself over and over again…
I am not the last. I cannot be the last.



THE DEVIL’S ADVOCATE

by Andrew C. Ferguson


There is a particular atmosphere about the Jekyll & Hyde early on a Friday evening: the first few drinkers through the double doors order up quietly and talk in a murmur, as if waiting for something to happen.
To a certain extent this is something the place shares with almost every other pub in Scotland, and for that matter perhaps in England and further abroad; for despite changes in working hours in certain occupations, early Friday evening still signals the start of the weekend for the vast majority of us, and this is reflected in the feeling of quiet anticipation in a newly opened pub at this time.
However, in this particular Edinburgh pub that quietness, that anticipation seems sharper, more heightened: perhaps this is because, as may have become apparent to you already, anything can happen in the Jekyll & Hyde.
Another possible reason is Ettie, the Friday night barmaid and one of the toughest old hags you’re ever likely to have serve you a pint of heavy in this world or the next.
To say age has not withered Ettie would be wrong in the physical sense; indeed, one’s first reaction on entering and seeing her wizened form behind the bar might be that you’ll be lucky to get served this side of Christmas. But although her arthritic hands may not pull a pint as quickly as, say, Edward or Ake, two of the Hyde’s more regular barmen, you would do well not to make a smart remark on the subject in her hearing. She has a look that has been known to silence a barful of noisy drunks with a single poisonous stare, and a tongue that could shatter glass in less thickly-windowed establishments than the Jekyll & Hyde.
She is also a shrewd judge of character, and I’ve heard it said that she could tell you your age, your parentage, and your most frequent vices in the (admittedly extended) time it takes her to serve you that first pint.
It was this ability (whether by occult means or otherwise, such as her extreme age) which allowed her to size up Jackie Ballingall when she walked into the bar, on an early Friday evening like this one.
“A double vodka and Coke,” she said, sitting on one of the stools that bordered the scored bar. Ettie served her and she drained it in two instalments, setting the glass back down on the bar. “Same again,” she said, and the hushed bar became even quieter as the regulars sensed that their evening’s entertainment might be about to begin. She was an attractive girl, smartly dressed in a split skirt and white blouse; her blonde hair was cut short, almost severely.
“I hear this is a place for stories,” she said to Ettie’s back. The silence became deafening and the bar lost its usual reserve as heads turned. Ettie turned round from the optics with a half smile, half grimace on her face.
“Aye, lassie, it is. There’s a table up in thon corner there—d’ye see it?—go on up and I’ll bring your drink tae ye. The place is quiet at this time o’ nicht,”—here she glanced sarcastically round the bar and the regulars suddenly renewed their interest in their own conversations—“so we’ll no’ be disturbed.”
The table was in the furthest nook of the top level of the Hyde, but Ettie could still see the doors from it should any customers come through and, braving her stare, not carry on through to the nether bar.
As she put the vodka bottle and the two glasses on the table, Jackie reached for her purse. Ettie shook her head.
“We’ll come tae payment later, after your story.”
Jackie nodded, as if she understood. Then she began.
“My story is about Sir Michael Scott of Balwearie, a real life Scottish nobleman in the Middle Ages who was supposed to use black magic. There are a lot of stories about him, but this one is about the time he was plagued by a demon, which tormented him and demanded that he give it work to do.
“The demon was capable of doing superhuman things and immediately any it was given was finished it would come back to Sir Michael chanting, ‘work, work, work.’ To try and keep it occupied he set it to work flattening out a hill in the east of Fife called the Largo Law, and the shovelfuls of earth it produced from that job made another hill nearby and left a great cleft in the middle of the Law itself.
“Because it was making such short work of the Law, the warlock called it off the job and set it doing something that was impossible even for a demon: making ropes out of sea sand on Kirkcaldy beach. So it was kept busy forever with an impossible task and Sir Michael got peace from it at last.”
Jackie stopped and took a nervous gulp of her vodka. Before she could speak any further Ettie stood up as if to leave.
“Very interesting, lassie. But the stories that are told in the J & H are generally mair up tae date.”
With a sudden movement Jackie grabbed the other woman’s arm, preventing her from moving further. “Sit down,” she said sharply, so sharply Ettie did so. “I’ve hardly started.
“Until yesterday I worked as a secretary for a firm of lawyers in Kirkcaldy, Cluny St. Clair. I heard the story I’ve just told you years ago when I was growing up in the town, and like you I thought it was just a story. But then three days ago I saw the demon myself.”
Ettie poured out two more glasses of vodka; the austere, raw scent of the obscure Bulgarian brand the Jekyll & Hyde favors filled the corner area.
“It all started that morning, when I came into my work with a hangover. I should explain that despite the names on the notepaper I was secretary to the sole partner of the firm. His name was—or is—Richard Gibson.
“I had just got to my desk when Richard came in. He looked even worse than I felt. ‘Come through here,’ he said, and swept into his office. He used to do that a lot—sweeping into his office, making the dramatic gesture. It was what made him such a popular court lawyer.
“‘I’m going to dictate a writ for you,’ he said. ‘You must have it engrossed and ready to lodge by noon. It must be ready by then.’
“I nodded. I was relieved. I thought he was going to tell me off for being on the piss the night before.
“‘After I’ve done the tape for you I mustn’t be disturbed by anyone until twelve noon. At twelve I’ll be seeing a new client and I want you to be there as well. For… various reasons. Cancel any other appointments for today.’
“‘Yeah, sure, Richard,’ I said and got up to leave. I was used to his dramatics: I was used to seeing clients with him as well—usually the difficult ones. Moral support and all that. I went back to my work and sure enough he came through half an hour later with a tape.
“Legalese is like a foreign language to most people; if it’s used to its full effect it can be difficult to understand what a legal document is all about. But even allowing for that and my hangover I’m amazed that what I was typing didn’t sink in.
“But it just washed over me, all this stuff about an employment contract and breach of it and so on. I drafted it; Richard checked the draft and made some amendments; then I ran off the final version and handed it to Richard, all well before noon. Richard hardly seemed to notice when I gave him the engrossment, or even look up from the pile of books he was reading.
“Just before noon, though, he called me in again. ‘Did you read the writ you just typed?’
“‘Why, are there mistakes in it?’
“‘No, no—that’s not what I meant. Did you read it? Did you understand it?’
“‘Not really. I just type the stuff.’ The answer I always gave him.
“‘Have you ever heard a story about a Fife necromancer called Michael Scott?’
“Then it twigged with me—it was a practical joke, dreamed up by Richard or one of his lawyer cronies, to draft a writ releasing the demon down on Kirkcaldy beach from its impossible task. That was what the writ was all about and that was why the pursuer—the person raising the action—was called Mr. De Ville.
“I said so to Richard and he gave me an odd look. ‘That’s right. That’s all you need to know, anyway.’
“Just then the phone rang, on an internal call; I could hear the voice of Susan, our receptionist. As Richard put the phone down his hand was shaking. ‘Mr. De Ville has arrived.’
“I showed Mr. De Ville and his colleagues into Richard’s office, got an extra chair for myself, and sat down.
“At first sight they certainly didn’t look like the Devil and his assistants; Mr. De Ville was a smartly dressed older man, with graying dark hair and no pointy beard; his assistants were in the same tailored suits but were younger, perhaps in their mid-thirties.
“Whoever he was, the older man was in control right from the start. ‘Ah, Mr. Gibson,’ he said, ‘so nice to meet you again after our brief encounter this morning. And this must be Jackie. I’ve heard so much about you, Jackie; I’m sure it isn’t all true.’
“Richard laughed, a high pitched, almost hysterical laugh, and Mr. De Ville frowned at me.
“‘Now shall we get down to business? Have you the writ ready to be lodged?’
“Richard hesitated. ‘Yes, we have.’
“‘Good. Due to certain personnel shortages, I need all the available manpower I can get, so this case is in its own way quite important to me. We shall attend to the writ’s lodging: the interim hearing will take place at twelve o’clock. Good day to you.’
“And that was it, or nearly. De Ville and the other two got out of their chairs to leave; but Richard was stammering something, trying to get it out before they went. He always had to have the last word with everybody.
“‘You’re not quite what I expected, I must say.’
“De Ville turned round and I felt for some reason that Richard had made a mistake. For the first time I was scared of this man who was calling himself the Devil, really scared. I could feel his anger like a heat coming from him, like ice burning through my bones.
“‘What?’
“‘Well, I mean you’re not in one of your more popular incarnations are you?’
“There was a sound of tearing cloth.
“‘Would this please you more?’ He—or it—turned black at the instant he spoke, his skin black and leathery. Under the leather skin stretched a new set of features, horrific and yet fascinating: the familiar face of the Devil seen in reflection on a thousand gargoyles, an angled, inhuman face, forked tongue darting from its leering mouth.
“At the same time his assistants assumed their own true forms, both in their own way as horrific as their master’s: black brute faces like no creature on Earth, great misshapen bodies stretching and tearing the tailored suits.
“Then all three returned to their human forms and they left by the office door.
“I turned to Richard. ‘I want a few days off. I think I’ve been overdoing the drink recently.’
“‘You saw them all right,’ he said quietly. ‘I had hoped you wouldn’t be dragged into all of this, but I suppose I’d better tell you everything.
“‘I was walking Dougie along the beach this morning, like I usually do before I come in to work. It was cold and windy first thing and the dog wasn’t particularly enthusiastic, but it’s the only exercise it gets.
“‘Just when I was about to turn round and start back home, I started seeing ribbed marks on the sand, like lengths of rope. There’s a perfectly valid explanation for these patterns, of course—something to do with the way the seawater draw back through the sand—but it set me thinking about the story of Sir Michael Scott and the demon. Just at that moment the dog, which had disappeared off ahead, came galloping back past me, yelping as if afraid.
“‘I tried calling him, but it was no use; he was away off home at a rate of knots. I was curious by now and I walked up over the dune to see what had scared him. There it was, the demon: something like those creatures you just saw in the office, or maybe slightly smaller, sand running through its claws.
“‘As it saw me, it started gibbering something, insistently, as if it were willing me to understand; I stood there transfixed, unable to tear my eyes off it.
“‘Then, it started to make sense to me—just a word here and there, as if I was trying to understand its devilish language. That was enough for me and I set off after the dog, glancing behind me every now and then to make sure it wasn’t following.
“‘After a while I slowed down to a walk to catch my breath. There hadn’t been anyone behind me on the beach but suddenly there he was, a man in a business suit with dark hair going grey. He introduced himself as De Ville. Then he said he was my new client.
“‘After that, we walked together for a brief time along the beach. He told me what he wanted and I said I’d take the case.’
“When Richard stopped speaking he was breathing heavily. Outside, the sun was breaking through a cloud and I could hear birdsong; inside I tried to think through what had happened, trying to get some reality into the picture. It was all unreal, an unreal world we were both locked into now, like one of those Russian dolls: unreal within real.
“‘Why don’t you just refuse the case?’ I said. He looked at me. ‘Refuse it? Don’t be daft, girl—it’s cash on the nail. The Devil’s money’s as good as any other punter’s, and quicker to appear than legal aid, I’ll bet.’
“‘You’re crazy,’ I said. ‘D’you think the Devil’s going to be satisfied with that?’
“‘Why not?’ He started getting pompous, a sure sign that he knew he was on thin ground. ‘One can never judge the client; that’s the Court’s business. As a matter of fact he offered me all sorts of inducements to win the case; I insisted he made payment at the standard Law Society rates. So my soul’s quite safe, Jackie.’
“‘Okay, okay. Let’s suppose all this is not some kind of nightmare I’m in the middle of. If the Devil really needs a lawyer, why does he need a living one? You’re not going to tell me there aren’t a good few of them down there already?’
“‘Ah, he explained to me. He said he wanted the very best alive or dead. And as far as Kirkcaldy Sheriff Court goes, that’s me.’
“I couldn’t believe it. I snorted and got up to go; but as I did so Richard grabbed my wrist. His eyes were pleading with me.
“‘Come with me to the case, Jackie. They’ll need a shorthand writer and anyway, I need you there. You’re my right-hand woman.’
“‘Piss off. It’s not part of my job description to do shorthand at a court case. Especially where the client’s Auld Nick.’
“‘Please, Jackie. You’re my good luck charm. Remember when I got that woman off serious assault last month? You came to watch. Same with all my best wins in court.’
“I could see he was desperate. I’d worked for him too long, I suppose; even though there was nothing between us, when you work that closely with someone for that long, you get connected.
“I gave in. ‘Okay. When’s the case? Twelve noon tomorrow?’
“‘No. Twelve midnight tonight.’
“After that, I didn’t see Richard for the rest of the day. After work I went home, showered, changed and had something to eat—at least that’s what I can remember doing; it all went past in a blur, as if I was in shock. I had arranged to meet Richard at the office at a quarter to twelve, so I got a taxi down; he was there waiting for me.
“The Sheriff’s Court isn’t far from our offices, set up the hill from the High Street at the other side of a square from the Council offices. Being a Tuesday night it was reasonably quiet in the town, with just one or two people walking about, and no one paid any attention as we slipped into the Courthouse: the door was open when we tried it.
“‘Ah, Mr. Gibson. You’re prompt. I like that.’ The Devil was in human form, all little nods and smiles, holding the door for me as we went into the corridor leading into the building. Kirkcaldy Sheriff’s Court’s an old building with a new one shoved up its backside; the courtrooms are tucked away under stairs and along red-tiled corridors, but despite this the Devil seemed to know where he was going.
“We arrived in Court Number 2 to find it lit up and ready for the case. There were even one or two people on the public benches, or what had once been people; men mostly, wizened and smoke blackened, talking among themselves. One of them grabbed at my skirt as I walked past, and the rest cackled with laughter: I turned and slapped him across the jaw.
“‘The next of you who takes liberties with Miss Ballingall,’ said the Devil, ‘will be removed from this fiefdom to spend the rest of eternity under my personal inquisition.’ He didn’t even turn round.
“‘Great, a holiday,’ said a voice.
“‘Aye, and a change is as good as a rest,’ said another. The Devil sighed and looked round at me.
“‘Such a tiresome place, the Scottish Fiefdom. Usually I can leave things up here to minions, but for something like this…’
“‘Just can’t get the staff, I suppose,’ said Richard. I glanced across at him, amazed at how cool he looked and sounded. Then it struck me that he really was: that he thought that this court was his home ground, no matter who was in it. He grinned back at me.
“‘Ready?’ said the Devil. ‘Then I call to this place Sir Michael Scott of Balwearie, and his advocate.’
“Without any sound of approaching footsteps, the door near the bar of the court opened and two men came in. Sir Michael was tall and dressed in fine silk robes, not blackened like the rest; his advocate was a short, stubby little creature, with broad shoulders and a ruddy face under his powdered wig.
“Sir Michael strode over to where the Devil was standing and they shook hands. The warlock smiled.
“‘Are ye ready for some sport, Nick?’
“‘You don’t call the law of Scotland a sport, do you Michael?’ said the Devil. He grinned, then turned and clapped his hands. ‘I call to this place Robert McQueen, Lord Braxfield, Senator of the College of Justice.’
“When the judge appeared there was some cheering from the public benches, which were by now filling up with Hell’s inhabitants, little by little. The judge stared them all down until there was silence.
“‘The rabble that pleases tae occupy the public benches of my court will haud their wheesht, or notwithstanding their damned state I’ll hae them hanged aince mair for contempt.’
“The court fell silent, and Braxfield glared slowly round the room till his black-browed eyes rested on Richard.
“‘Mr. Gibson. I micht say that in a’my years on the bench I hae never come across a document such as the one lodged by your client. Is this whit passes for pleadings noo?’
“‘I apologize, m’lud, if the tenor of the writ is not to your lordship’s liking. However, since you’re to try the case, can I ask if the applicable law is to be that of the twentieth or the eighteenth century?’
“There was some laughter from the benches but not from Braxfield. ‘I think ye mock me, Mr. Gibson: the case will be tried on the principles of Scots law which as ye weel ken reach back tae the law of Rome itsel. However, mysel and Mr. Home’—here he nodded toward Scott’s advocate—‘will bear in mind any o’ the supposed improvements made in the last twa centuries. I think ye’ll find there’s no’ muckle change in the basics.’
“‘As you wish, m’lud.’ Richard bowed deeply and gave a little glance toward the public benches. He was always good at playing to the gallery; even in this situation he seemed to be getting the crowd on his side.
“‘Gaun yersel, Dickie son,’ said a voice from the back.
“‘Silence,’ said Braxfield. ‘Mr. Gibson, let’s hear your authoritie in support of your pleas-in-law.’
“‘As your Lordship pleases,’ said Richard, shuffling his papers and standing up again. ‘My first plea-in-law is that the contract is not binding because it was not concluded between two human beings. In other words, Sir Michael Scott’s familiar, being a creature of the underworld, is unable to enter into a binding contract of employment with him, as he was at that time of this Earth. There is no case law on this point as it is such a settled principle.’
“‘I beg tae differ wi’ my learned friend,’ said Home, rising to his feet. ‘Is he no’ aware o’ the string o’ cases tried before your Lordship’s guid sel, including Scott v Satan, where my present client tried to revoke his many pactions with the present pursuer inter vivos?’
“‘Indeed, Mr. Home,’ said Braxfield in a low growl. ‘Well, Mr. Gibson?’
“Richard didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘I would be most grateful to my learned friend for reference of that case. I don’t recall coming across it in the Scots Law Times.’ More laughter from the public benches.
“‘For some unco reason they dinnae print cases tried in Hell,’ said the judge. ‘And we keep nae records oursels, as cases tend tae last in memory when they tak ten or twenty years each. Your second plea-in-law, Mr. Gibson?’
“‘My second plea-in-law is that the contract is void because its performance is impossible; in other words, because the Defender asked the familiar to make ropes out of sea sand, an impossible task, the contract should be a nullity. I would refer your Lordship to the case of Tay Salmon Fisheries v Speedie, which can be found in the Scots Law Times, 1929 volume at 484.’
“Braxfield scowled at Scott’s advocate. ‘Mr. Home?’
“Home looked up blankly. ‘Your lordship, I maun confess I am no’…’
“‘Weel, be glad ane o’ us has kept up tae date, man. Mr. Gibson, I am dismissing your second plea-in-law: as I understand the doctrine as presently applied, impossibility of performance depends on the flexible question of what is impossible. Given that this creature could rend hills in twa, it may be that tae mak ropes frae sea sand only taks longer tae accomplish. The cratur’s only had a few hunner years tae try, after a’!’
“And so the case went on, plea after plea dismissed by the judge. Even so Richard was enjoying himself greatly: he paced up and down reeling off cases, authorities and statutes, still playing to the gallery. He was in his element. As the public benches filled up so the cheering for Richard increased; despite that my heart sank as more and more of the damned sat between Richard, myself and the exit door.
“Finally, however, Richard won his case.
“‘My final plea-in-law, and one which I think incontrovertible, is that a contract of service for more than a year, being one of the obligationes literis, has to be constituted in writing to be valid.’
“Home rose to his feet, but Braxfield gestured at him, making short, downward movements with his thumb, like a Roman emperor.
“‘Sit doon, Mr. Home, ye’d be wasting your breath. Mr. Gibson is, o’ coorse, quite correct—nae writing, nae contract.’ The ghost of a smile crossed his features. ‘Ca’ the demon here.’
“As the watchers raised another ragged cheer, the demon appeared on a small mound of sand in the center of the table in the well of the court. It was still trying to make rope out of the sand.
“‘Well done, Sir Michael,’ said the Devil, crossing to where the warlock stood.
“‘I thought Richard had won the case for you,’ I said, surprised. I noticed the gallery had gone strangely quiet. As the Devil turned to me he started to change form again in front of my eyes, black leathery skin stretching into that hideous face once more. ‘Quite right, my girl,’ it said. ‘But it was a mock trial. The real sport was a little bet between my friend here and me over whether Gibson would take the case. I bet against it, worse luck.’
“Then it laughed, tilting back its head and cackling until it almost choked, spitting scorpions and snakes onto the floor.
“Richard stood white faced on the other side of the table.
“‘What did you bet?’
“The warlock looked at him as if surprised. ‘Your soul, o’ coorse. Nick could’ve got it any time, but as I’ve won I get myself another lawyer. Very useful you’ll be, tae.’
“The instant he finished speaking the crowd fell on Richard, and he disappeared under a tangle of smoke-blackened bodies. The Devil turned to me, its eyes glowing red.
“‘You can go,’ it said. ‘But you’d better be quick.’
“I got up and ran, down the aisle toward the courtroom door. As I reached the door I heard a single, agonizing scream. Over Richard’s body the crowd were holding something white and glowing, something that seemed to pulse. I went through the door and didn’t look back again.
“I raced down the steps toward the exit, my heels skidding on the tiled surface, and hoped that somewhere would be safe from that hellish mob. I heard them start down the stairs after me yelling and chanting, the infernal noise getting closer; as I raced across the great entrance hall they seemed just yards away but I didn’t dare look round. I reached the door of the courthouse, flung it opened, and careered through—
“Into the arms of two Kirkcaldy policemen.
“The mob washed over us, shouting and screaming with laughter, pulling at the police uniforms. The policemen whirled round, looking for an enemy and seeing no one. Then the mob was gone, scattering over the street, fading into the wind and the cobblestones of Whytescauseway.
“I don’t know what I said to the police, but somehow I led them back up to Court Number 2, shaking with aftershock. The Devil, Sir Michael Scott and the rest had gone.
“Richard lay slumped over the table in the well of the Court, covered in sea sand. He was still breathing. I turned him over, crying and calling his name, kissing him again and again to make him wake up—
“Then his eyes opened and I saw I was too late. He walked and talked, he even explained our way out of getting arrested for breaking into the Sheriff’s Court, but he wasn’t there. It was just—whatever’s left of a man when his soul has been stolen.
“I took him home and put him to bed, but I knew things couldn’t go on as before. I had to leave and start a new life, somewhere away from Kirkcaldy. For all his faults Richard had plenty of spirit. What was left didn’t have any at all.”
The girl finished her story and reached for her glass. Ettie said nothing, staring into her own vodka as if still collecting her thoughts on what she had heard. In various corners of the bar below them, where the Hyde’s remarkable acoustics had carried the story, regulars cleared their throats and glances were exchanged.
“You’re wrong, Jackie, or only part right anyway,” said a voice. The other two had scarcely noticed the newcomer’s arrival, toward the end of the girl’s story. Now as he leaned out of the shadows in the corner Ettie could see Jackie’s point: Richard Gibson’s eyes were empty windows, seemingly lacking that spark of life which all of us take for granted when meeting another’s gaze.
“The human soul’s a very messy piece of work,” said Gibson, continuing. “When the mob tore it out they must have left some behind: either that or the body is in some way attracted to where the soul has gone. I’m going to try and retrieve it, or at least be united with it, and I think this place is the start of the road.”
“If that’s your wish I’ll show ye the entrance,” said Ettie. “But perhaps ye’d care for a drink first? Ye’ve a long way tae go.”
Perhaps it was a trick of the Hyde’s unpredictable light, but there seemed to be the faintest flicker, the slightest flash of something in the soulless man’s eyes as he accepted. Certainly he drained the glass straight down.
As he stood up to leave, Jackie edged round the table and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m going with you,” she said.
Ettie nodded and smiled, or as near as her wizened features could approximate to that expression.
“Then perhaps we’ll see ye in here again,” she said, and led the way down the stairs.



WEEK WOMAN

by Kim Newman


“You must be Mad?”
The girl looked up from her green-jacketed Virago modern classic, and smiled a plain, unembarrassed smile at him.
“I’m Peter Mysliwiec.”
He sat opposite her. They were at a table in Mildred’s in Greek Street. Everyone else in the small room was a woman. That didn’t bother him. Karen was always telling him how tolerant he was. A hostile waitress—almost spherical and with a U.S. Marines haircut—took his order, and brought him a small expresso. He bought Mad a coffee, too.
They had never met before, but next week they would be married.
In the last month, he’d been forced to readjust most of his life. This was hardly stranger than the discovery that not only was he not British, as he’d always been told by his deceased parents, but that he was two years older than he’d thought, born not in London in 1947 but Warsaw in 1945.
Mad was late twenties/early thirties, and pretty obviously butch. Peter mentally rebuked himself for stereotyping people, but he was a commercial artist and often traded in stereotypes. Mad wore dungarees over an off-pink sweatshirt, shoulder-straps fastened with badges for causes he didn’t recognize. Her hair was cropped not quite so close as the waitress’, and dyed an early-Bowie orange. She had a faint mustache, bright eyes, and the first hints of a chubbiness she’d have to exercise as rigorously as Karen to avoid in the next few years.
“Well,” she said, “isn’t this strange?”
Peter was worn ragged. Maybe his parents had been wrong to lie their son’s way into British nationality. After all the letters and interviews, it was hard to imagine Poland as any more of a police state than the United Kingdom.
“I’ve never been married before,” Peter admitted feebly.
“Me neither. Obviously.”
Mad was the ex-girlfriend of someone Karen knew at the agency. Peter knew almost nothing about her. Karen, inextricably still married to the Dreaded Stanley, was the kind of agent who could get anything given a week or so. A roll of discontinued wallpaper, a particular back issue of National Geographic, an aviation expert with photographs of a Sopwith Camel, a marriageable lesbian.
“What do you do?” Mad asked politely.
“I’m an artist. Book covers, mostly. Ads, sometimes. A movie poster, once in a blue moon. And you?”
“Different things. I’m sort of changeable.”
“Um.”
They didn’t really have much more to say, but he felt it important to meet the girl. He’d seen the Gerard Depardieu film about the couple in the arranged marriage who were persecuted by U.S. immigration agents, but Karen had ascertained that someone with his history of residence and skin coloring would be unlikely to suffer much. “Remember,” she had said, “you’re a white, middle-class, house-owning, male heterosexual. In the lottery of life, you’ve won already.”
Peter got his checkbook out.
“I suppose we should, um, do the business? We agreed on five hundred pounds?”
Mad’s face didn’t change.
“-leine or -line?”
“Madeleine, e before i and no c in sight.”
He asked her surname, and she told him. Peter wrote out a check to Madeleine Waters, and gave it to her.
“No one’s ever paid for me before,” she said. Peter wondered if she had something in her eye.
“Here are the details,” he said, giving her a sheet of paper on which Karen’s male secretary had typed the address of the Registry Office and the time of the wedding.
She pressed the check between the pages of her book and stuffed it into her shoulderbag. Then, she stood up to leave. She wore Doc Martens.
“See you in church,” she said, leaving him to finish his expresso.

A week later, Peter was outside the Registry Office in Camden. Karen was to be the witness, and Tony Weldon, his accountant, was the best man. He’d worn a suit, but there was no dress code for a sham wedding. Karen wore a suit, too, and was reminding him about the deadline for the Bloomsbury cover. She’d bought him a boutonniere, and fixed it to his lapel.
“Is this her?” Tony asked. Peter looked. A girl was walking down from the tube station, combat boots clunking, hands in the pockets of fatigue pants, green braces over a nondescript T-shirt. When she was close enough for them to make out her face, he knew it wasn’t Madeleine.
“I hope she won’t be late,” Karen clucked. “Jeannie said she wasn’t always reliable.”
“You’re talking about the woman Peter’s going to marry,” Tony said in mock outrage. Karen humphed elegantly at him.
She squeezed Peter’s arm, and got close to him. She’d been a pillar of the proverbial during the harassment.
“Nice day for a white wedding,” Tony hummed.
“Most important day of your life,” Karen said, unable to resist it.
“What was yours like?” Tony asked.
“Very romantic,” Karen deadpanned, “with the moonlight gleaming on the Dreaded Stanley’s brass knuckles.”
Peter grinned. He would get used to the jokes. Karen had already started calling him “adulterer” in bed.
“This must be her,” Tony said as a taxi stopped directly outside.
“Thank Christ for that,” Karen said. Then her jaw dropped.
The door opened and a flurry of white gauze blossomed out of the cab, with a girl inside it.
“Would someone pay the driver?” a voice said from under layers of veil. Astonished, Tony fished out the necessaries.
Madeleine wore a bridal gown, tight in the bodice and sleeves, vast and puffy below the waist, exploding into lacy flounces at the wrist. In her white gloves, she held a posy of white flowers. Under her veils, Peter could make out the rough lines of the face he remembered, but she was either wearing a wig or had had her hair extensively restyled because she seemed to have a Grace Kellyish blonde permanent.
“Jesus fuck,” breathed Karen.
Behind them, as Tony helped Madeleine negotiate her way to the curb, the Registry office doors opened, and an official poked out his head.
“Mysliwiec Waters?”
Madeleine took his arm, and guided him into the building. Karen, astonished, was left beyond the banging doors.

When the registrar told him he could kiss the bride, Peter lifted the veil and thought he had the wrong woman.
Then, he saw it was the same Madeleine. The planes of her face were subtly altered, but that could be because she was wearing makeup and the different hair gave her head a whole new shape. The eyes were the same. Just.
He kissed her mildly, and she responded with startling enthusiasm, warm tongue invading his mouth. Peter wondered how Karen would take this.
This, he supposed, was why her friends called Madeleine “Mad.”

They had arranged to go out for a meal at a pizza place afterward. Tony was supposed to be Madeleine’s date, but the new Mrs. Mysliwiec wasn’t to be separated from her husband.
Karen hadn’t recovered from the shock.
Madeleine was chattering inconsequentially, drinking the champagne Tony had arranged as a joke, and never letting go of his arm. In her white thunderstorm, the bride was attracting quite a lot of attention. Peter imagined this was how the young Miss Havisham must have looked.
The restaurant, bribed beforehand by Tony, was playing nothing but romance through their speakers. Frank’s “Wee Small Hours,” Bing’s “True Love,” Julie’s “Laura,” Dean’s “That’s Amore.”
Funnily enough, Peter did feel as if the moon had just hit his eye like a big pizza pie.
“It’s a shame we don’t have time for a honeymoon,” Madeleine said, “but we can catch up later. Paris, perhaps. Or Rome.”
Peter toyed with his garlic bread.
Peggy’s “The Folks Who Live on the Hill,” the Crickets’ “Love is Strange,” Nat’s “Just You, Just Me,” Ella’s “The Tender Trap.”
Peter imagined the jaws of the tender trap meeting around his crushed shin.
“I’m so glad it was white,” Madeleine said, gripping harder. “It’s more special.”
Karen looked as if she were about to scream at her Hawaiian Extra-Spicy, but instead just said, “Miss Waters, please take your hands off my boyfriend.”
Madeleine smiled enchantingly, and tutted at Karen. “You’re forgetting yourself, Karen dearest. It’s Mrs. Mysliwiec, now.”
Then, Karen screamed.

A week later, the nightmares were fading.
At first, he couldn’t close his eyes without being drawn back to the knock-down, drag-out cat-fight in the pizza place. Karen had screamed and screamed, Madeleine had cried and cried. There’d been no way of explaining it to the proprietor, or the police.
Eventually, they had all escaped. Somewhere, one of the women had attacked him, leaving now-faded rake-marks on his cheek.
Alone in his double bed in the Highbury flat, he quickly got conscious. His heart hammering, he realized he’d been dreaming again, the bridal-gowned Madeleine assaulting him like a harpy, Freddy Krueger fingers sprouting from her lace gloves.
As he shook himself out of the fug of sleep, he heard noises. Someone was in his kitchen, humming. The radio was on to a station he’d normally avoid. Bobby Darin was talking about things.
“Karen?”
He thought she’d not been there last night. She still kept her place in Muswell Hill. Mainly to annoy the Dreaded Stanley, but also because—hey—she was an independent woman. This was the 90s.
Tying a robe over his pajama bottoms, he staggered out of the bedroom. Since his marriage, things had been getting fuzzy. He thought he’d been drinking with Tony last night.
In his tiny kitchen, a woman was cooking breakfast. Bacon sizzled in the pan next to a pair of sunny-side up eggs.
“Darling,” she chirruped, “you shouldn’t have gotten up. I was going to bring you a tray in bed. You work so hard, you deserve the rest. You need to be looked after.”
The smell brought him fully awake.
She wore a blue housedress, with a checkered pinafore. Her hair was worn in a Doris Day helmet, and most of her face was smile.
“Mad? Madeleine?”
She angled her head to one side, eyes shining. Her cheeks had rosy patches like a ragdoll’s, and her pinafore was so starched it crackled.
“Petey’s Maddie,” she said. “OJ, hon?”
She poured a measure of freshly-squeezed orange juice into a tumbler, and handed it to him.
“We’ll soon cure you of those unhealthy bachelor habits. Do you realize how deprived your fridge is? And you have no oregano. Men never have any oregano.”
Peter’s head began to hurt again.
“Look at this kitchen surface,” she said, drawing a finger through a layer of dusty grime. “Never mind, it’ll be clean in a jiffy. Clean right through to the squeak, a shine your mother could be proud of.”
Giving in, Peter sipped his juice. It shocked his tongue, and settled his stomach. A cooked breakfast—something he’d not had since school—seemed weirdly appropriate.

Karen came over for dinner, and Maddie cooked for the three of them. She was the perfect hostess, preparing everything from the hors d’oeuvres through the meat course to the cheeseboard and sorbets, finally delivering coffee the like of which Peter had never suspected could be produced from his old caffetiere.
Karen was determined to be calm this time. She hadn’t been able to get in touch with Jeannie, and was taking a methodical, careful, tactful approach to the insanity spilling into their lives. She had started to use phrases like “multiple personality” and “schizoid compulsive.”
“Peter’s so grateful for all you’ve done for him,” Maddie told Karen. “Especially since the trouble with the nationality people.”
Peter had told Karen everything. Maddie didn’t, at least, expect him to share a bed with her. In fact, one of the disturbing things was that she only seemed to need the occasional cat-nap in front of an afternoon soap opera. Otherwise, she was constantly busy, cooking, tidying, arranging, fussing, vacuuming, rearranging, humming, shopping, fluttering…
He thought the woman—his wife, he corrected himself—had a problem with her short-term memory. Like a goldfish, she had an identity—several, in fact—but no moment-to-moment consciousness. She lived in an eternal present, unchanging and perfect.
Karen said it was like being smothered by Nanette Newman.
The evening wore on, and Peter’s knots tightened. How would Maddie react when Karen and he went to bed? The kitchen she’d made her home was fully equipped with weapons. Sometime last year, Karen had bought him a set of Sabatier steak knives, with wicked, serrated edges.
In the event, Maddie ignored them, humming and clattering as she washed up, refusing all offers of assistance, and telling them to enjoy themselves while she worked. “My poor little brain isn’t up to business,” she told Karen, “so you talk figures and deadlines and schedules with Petey while my elves and I clean up.” She had permanent smile lines—like scars—etched in under her rosy patches.
Stunned, Karen allowed him to take her to bed and pull most of her clothes off. Maddie had the radio on again. Connie Francis’ “Lipstick On Your Collar,” Julie London’s “Cry Me a River,” the Ink Spots’ “Don’t Get Around Much Any More,” Hank Williams’ “Why Don’t You Love Me Like You Used to Do?,” Del Shannon’s “Hats Off to Larry.” The noise of plates and cups and crockery being cleaned accompanied the songs, and seemed to fill the bedroom.
Neither of them were up to it and they lay together, hugging. Maddie hummed along to “Stand By Your Man.” Karen shook her head, gave up, and got out of bed. She dressed in the dark, and left the flat.
Peter lay in bed, listening to washing-up.

A week later, while Peter was at his easel finishing up a rough for a Pan thriller, a blast of noise came from his CD.
He turned around, shaking. The broken doll he had been sketching fell off its stand.
WASP’s “Fuck Like a Beast.”
Madeleine was naked in the mid-afternoon, but for insectile dark glasses and a pair of high-heeled black patent leather pumps. Her face was more oval, lines better defined. Long, tangled hair—darker than last week—hung around her shoulders and breasts. Her body was off a 70s Mickey Spillane cover, and not what he had expected under the pinnies and dresses she’d been wearing.
The Dominoes’ “Sixty Minute Man.”
She came for him, fingers like hooks ripping his shirt and trousers apart. They didn’t make it to the bedroom for hours, and then they didn’t make it to sleep for nearly a day.

A week later, Peter woke up, still drained from the night before, to find Madeleine had locked herself in the bathroom and was sobbing.
He had to break in, wrenching his shoulder, and found her curled up between the sink and toilet bowl, clutching her stomach, a scattering of open and emptied pill bottles around her, a sweated-in T-shirt ridden up around her belly, stringy hair wrapped around her neck like a noose.
He slapped her semiconscious and walked her around the flat until the drowsiness wore off. Then he made her drink salt water until she spewed into a bucket. Undissolved pills clustered like frogspawn in her mainly clear vomitus.
She wouldn’t say anything coherent, but rambled dark and self-hating drivel at him. From somewhere, she found an Einsturzende Neubauten cassette and played “Der Tod ist ein Dandy” over and over, banging her head against the floor in time to the pounding rhythms until she was covered in blood from superficial cuts.
He phoned Karen but got an answering machine message saying she was out of the country for a week.
Madeleine started in on Bauhaus’ “Bela Lugosi’s Dead.” Where did she get these records from?
There was a noise in the kitchen and he got there in time to wrestle the steak knife away from her. She inflicted a shallow cut through his shirt.

A week later, exhausted and bruised, he found she’d gotten up early and left the flat. He used the time to tidy a little, washing some of the long-neglected crockery and scraping at the stains on the carpet. The flat was musty and he opened all the windows to air it out.
He was beginning to recognize the cycle. It lasted almost precisely a week. Peter wondered if there was such a thing as a serial multiple personality.
Perhaps she might not come home?
At six-fifteen precisely, she let herself in, and put her briefcase down on the sofa. She was wearing one of Karen’s suits, severe but sexy, cut tight on the hips and high on the thighs, with prominent shoulders and a don’t-fuck-with-me-jack tie.
“I had to screw them until they bled, but Futura is coming through with your market value price for the next covers. They specified more maggots for the Hutson job.”
She stuck a cigarette in her mouth, and flipped a silver lighter open, sucking flame through the tobacco tube then exhaling a cloud.
“This place is a tip, Peter. I expect to come home to better than this.”
She pulled her tie off with an expert gesture, and began unbuttoning her blouse.
“I’ve set us up with a table at Alistair Little’s for eight with the commissioning guy from Harper-Collins. Try to make a good impression. There might be a dekalogy in it.”
She slipped her skirt over her legs, and stepped out of it. She wore no underwear.
“And I fired your accountant. Weldon’s been robbing you blind for years. There’s no room for that kind of wimpery in the business. Like your ‘friend’ Karen. She’s sweet and lovely, but sweet and lovely just doesn’t cut it anymore.”
She gave him fifteen minutes to bring her to orgasm, then criticized his broken doll covers until the minicab came.

A week later, she wanted a baby. She talked of nothing else, and even bought baby clothes in pink and blue, made a start on redecorating the spare room as a nursery, and worked out on the calendar which were the best days to try. By the time the days came around, she had changed her mind…

A week later, she stole his credit cards and ran up nearly a six figure bill on compulsive purchases. She bought more furniture than could fit into the flat, a car neither of them could drive, a complete wardrobe of flashy clothes not in his size, enough food to give Godzilla a three-day bellyache. And she discovered gambling.

A week later, she went into what he thought of as her Annie Hall phase, becoming at once terminally absent-minded and cuttingly witty. Of them all, this was the one he liked the most. When she was funny, they were better in bed. She would pull faces, and remind him of his mother’s old theme tune, “if the wind changes, it’ll stick like that.” That didn’t seem such an awful fate just now. The wind changed, but…

A week later, she brought home a Siamese kitten and lavished her entire attention on it twenty-four hours a day, reading books on cat-care and attending to Mitten’s every need. She treated Peter as if he were an intruder in her idyll with the pet. When Mitten put its claws through a half-finished Jeffrey Archer cover, Madeleine spent an hour cooing over it and spitting at him that her precious better not get blood-poisoning from the lead in the paint or else…

A week later…

A week later…
… and a week and a week and a week…

A week later, he got out of the flat while she was gorging herself on chocolates in front of Anne Diamond on the television. She was bulimic in this cycle, and would stuff herself until she was sick. That left him to look after Mitten, who was fast becoming as startled and neurotic as he was. Madeleine had been anorexic a few turns back, between her poetic consumptive week and her Australian soap opera phase.
They met in Capucetto’s. He could see Karen was shocked by the change in him. He’d clearly made up the two extra years, and was galloping into his biological future.
“I’ve seen Jeanne,” she said.
“And…”
“Your lesbian waited all afternoon and went home.”
“What?”
“Her name was Madeleine Keele.”
“Then who is she? Our Madeleine?”
“Your Madeleine, you mean. Ask her.”
“She doesn’t know. Karen, it’s even weirder than you think. She doesn’t just change her personality. Her hair changes, the shape of her face sometimes, her body…”
“You’ve been sleeping with her?”
He had to tell her. “Some of her.”
“Fuck you, Peter,” Karen said. “You can either live with it, or get a divorce and be deported to Warsaw. I don’t care any more.”
She left him to pay for the coffee and cheesecake.

A week later, he got back from a meeting at the new agency to find the flat filled with a burned stink. Mitten was in the microwave. Smoke filled the kitchen.
“Madeleine?”
There was one Sabatier missing from the magnetic rack. The world turned around again and Peter was filled with caution. He took a matching knife down and gripped it.
It had been inevitable. Sooner or later, Madeleine would turn dangerous.
He explored, cautiously.
The front room was anally perfect, cushions just so on the drum-tight sofa-bed, his framed Graham Greene Penguin covers neatly aligned on the walls, all the magazines tidied away and stacked up. The television was on, and one of a stack of videotapes was playing.
On the screen was a blotchy image of a razorblade sinking into a girl’s eyeball, ketchupy gore welling up around the halved olive as a synthesized drone rose in a shriek.
Peter held out his knife as if it could protect him from the picture.
There was a stack of cassette boxes on top of the television, neatly squared, photocopied covers yelling tides. The Cincinnati Flamethrower Holocaust, They Eat Your Eyes, Black and Decker Orgy, Rapist Cult.
He shut off the video, but the slasher music still came from his sound system.
He stepped into the bedroom and found it perfectly tidy. Except for the headless doll on the bedspread, its torso sawed open and stuffed with red rags. It was his much-used prop, even more abused than usual.
She came quietly out of his closet and got his arm up behind him, forcing him down on the floor. She wore a black leotard and an IRA ski mask, and her body was hard and skilled as she battered him against the carpet. He lost his knife with the first slam and yelped as she hauled him up.
She threw him onto the bed, then let him go and took the time to peel off her mask, shaking out her wing of night-black hair. He knew she was going to kill him. She put the Sabatier to his throat, and smiled. First, she was going to torture him. For a long time.

Pain had been constant for all his life. He wouldn’t have believed pain could be prolonged so long without the subject dying.
Madeleine worked efficiently, tirelessly, dispassionately. She hurt him. With her hands and household implements, she hurt him. She had been methodical about it, skinning the insulation from wires and using low-wattage electricity, wetting him down with water from the bathroom sink between each jolt.
As she worked, she played two singles over and over and over, Little Jimmy Osmond’s “Long-Haired Lover From Liverpool” and Aled Jones’ “The Snowman.”
Even pain became boring after a while.
Finally, she was ready to end it. She picked up one of his steak knives, and pulled back for a neat thrust.
Before he died, he wanted to hear Brahms, the “Ode to Joy,” Chuck Berry, Eric Satie. Not Little Fucking Aled Osmond’s Long-Haired Snowman From Jones.
Madeleine’s elbow kinked and she paused. Throughout it all, her face had been a paper blank. Now, he saw an expression…
Could it have been a full week?
Night had come and gone several times. There had been periods of sleep and rest between the busy-work. She had been taking care to keep him alive.
He had never seen her change before.
Her hair might be bleaching. Her skin might be tanning. She might be wriggling inside uncomfortable clothes.
She dropped the Sabatier and stood away from the bed. Knowing this chance might never come again, he picked up the knife with nailless fingers and worked it into her unresisting throat.

A week later, Madeleine was still on his bed, in a circle of dried blood. He’d taken out the knife, cleaned it, and clanged it to its rack in the kitchen. There were flies in the bedroom, and her skin was already yellow in patches and starting to give, suggesting the skeleton beneath useless meat.
He had stayed in the flat with her, recovering slowly. He’d used up all the iodine and bandages in the bathroom cabinet. He daren’t go out. And he didn’t even like to leave the bedroom.
Madeleine must not be left alone.
She was the broken doll now. He’d made many sketches of her, and the bedroom was carpeted with them. He would draw her slack, empty face as it was, and then try to superimpose one of her personalities on it.
Madeleine, Maddie, Mad.
He had to stay with her for more than a week. He had to. It must be a week now. Something was moving under her face.
Peter waited for the next change.



A FATHER’S GIFT

by W. M. Shockley


Life was nearly perfect for Joshua Benjamin Yosevs until the summer of his thirty-fourth year. He had his wife, Socorro, and the two boys, Kevin and Harlow. Both his parents were still alive, although he hadn’t spoken to his father in ten years.
And then, during one hot Saturday in August, a small pogrom from seventeenth century Poland invaded his mind. The cavalry rampaged, raped, and murdered seventeen Jews. The next year, his thirty-fifth, in August a nineteenth century Russian pogrom attacked him. There were more, at shortening intervals, with skips in the chronology. But always the butcheries came from the past and moved ever closer to the present.

Again it was August. Joshua was thirty-six when things took a violent lurch toward the worst.
In his backyard, Joshua rocked slowly in the hammock listening to Kevin teasing Harlow with a frisbee. The boys could get along together for all of three minutes before Harlow cried. Joshua had scolded Kevin countless times, but Kevin always teased and teased until Harlow cried. It was building now.
“Get it, boy,” Kevin said.
Harlow yipped like a dog, his yelps fading as he ran from the arching sycamores which held the hammock. The world’s best kids—Joshua knew they would learn to get along some day. It would just take them some time.
Time to get up and stop the teasing, Joshua decided, but Socorro responded first, shouted, “Don’t get him too hot, Kevin.” She wasn’t going to wait for Kevin to make Harlow cry.
Joshua turned his head and started the hammock swinging. A blur in the distance had to be Harlow, wobbling. He was funny to watch as he ran. He was getting the knack. He had learned to run before he walked, taking short, fast trips before falling. As he learned to slow down, though, he forgot how to run. Only now was it coming back to him.
Socorro was wearing shorts in the heat, and Joshua noticed the map pattern of the varicose veins near her knee. The faint blue barely showed under the nut-brown tone. Why, when they made love, or when he stroked her legs, did the veins not ruffle the surface? The wonderful surface. Her legs, when shaven, were smooth. Perfectly smooth and yet offering the perfect degree of resistance. Even with the varicose veins, her legs were something to behold. To hold. One, dangling over the table, bounced slowly against the bench. Later, he thought. When the boys are asleep. Saturday night. He’d been too tired last night. Thirty-six and too tired!
“Kevin!” Socorro shouted. “Let him have it.” Wrong choice of words, Joshua corrected silently.
“Oh, Mom,” Kevin said. “He’s better than a dog.”
“No fleas,” Joshua offered. As usual, Socorro ignored Joshua’s attempt at humor. She had talked to him about joking when she was trying to discipline. Lectured him.
“That’s enough, Kevin. When he gets that one, that’s it. I don’t want him too hot.”
“Can I call Jeremy to play?” Kevin asked.
“Ask your father.”
Joshua kept his eyes closed, not wanting to have to say “no” to his son. He heard Kevin approaching.
“He’s resting his eyes,” Kevin said.
Uncle Morry, Joshua thought, the family tradition, “rested his eyes” after dinner in the recliner. He never slept there, only rested his eyes, snoring like a steam radiator. Uncle Morry who always brought candy bars when he visited. The candy bars made Mother mad. But Joshua’s father would defend his brother Morry, not his wife.
What kind of man was he who would take his brother’s side in preference to his wife? Joshua knew what kind of a father he had. Now, he knew. He’s in the synagogue right now, no time for children, no time for Mother. I’ll never, he vowed for the thousandth time, treat my kids like that. Kids were far more important.
“Yes,” Joshua said, “go call Jeremy. He can come over here and you can both play with Harlow.” The wisdom of Solomon: make it so Kevin didn’t want to go.
Kevin started to complain, but when Joshua opened his eyes, he saw Kevin running toward the back door. He ran better than Harlow by a long shot. Of course, Harlow would do as well when he was nine, too. They’d get older, learn more things, marry, but Joshua would always know them, love them. He’d never disown them, pretend they were dead, cease to love them.
The patterns of the leaves and branches overhead shifted slightly. Everything seemed to move sideways as if an earthquake had hit the hammock. After an initial queasiness, Joshua recognized the warmth as it crept up from his toes.
Oh, shit, he thought. Why me? He knew another “vision” was coming. Another pogrom, another massacre. Why? he wondered. Why now? He didn’t want another vision. At all. Ever. There was too much blood and too much gore in them. But he had no choice. Dr. Veille told him they were some sort of seizures that might be controlled by phenobarbital. Phenobarb—he had spent many a college night trying to get phenobarb. Probably the phenobarb would not work anyway—these were not normal seizures, he knew that instinctively.
Black uniforms—goddamned Nazis in S.S. uniforms, and locals in black uniforms with gray sleeves—formed a line. Inside the line, the Jews’ faces were packed tightly, some screaming, some crying, some oddly silent, dull with resignation. One woman’s nose was flattened against the hair of the man in front of her. She sobbed silently. Like some monstrous, multilimbed insect, the naked people inside the line of guards moved. Slowly, lashed and taunted by the guards. Joshua glimpsed a single female breast forced out from the crowd. A large cowhide whip slashed across it.
He could not move to help. He could only witness. As always. He wanted to scream. He could not. He watched through tightly closed eyes as the line was whipped relentlessly forward. A woman of sixty fell to the ground. She smiled as she was crushed. The rest pressed forward, surged forward, were beaten forward. A machine gun fired tiny holes which spouted red into ten naked men and seven naked women who were lined up against a rock cliff. The bodies fell into a very large pit where others—some writhing, most still—awaited them.
Eight men and seven women took their places against the cliff face, and the red spouted again. And again.
“Joshua!”
The machine gun fired again.
“Joshua!!”
And again.
Joshua opened his eyes. He saw Socorro’s concerned black eyes staring down at him.
“What’s the matter?”
“I…” He had to clear his throat before he could speak. “I had another…”
“Poor baby,” she said. “Okay now?”
“No. It was… No. Yeah. It was—”
Harlow interrupted. “Can I ride on rocking Daddy?”
Socorro laughed, rubbed the boy’s head. “No, Daddy’s done rocking the hammock,” she said. She picked him up onto her hip. God, Joshua thought, I wish I could hug them as easily as she does. It didn’t feel right to him. Thanks again to Father. But there was more to love than the physical.
Joshua reached out and stroked the back of Socorro’s leg. The contact soothed him. The vision was past, receding. And Socorro was here, present. The sexiest part of a female body, he thought, the back of the leg. He squeezed her his desire.
“Later,” she winked. She put Harlow down, kissed him on the head, and sent him into the house. “This was bad?”
“This was bad,” he echoed. “It looked like World War II. They’re moving closer and closer to the present.”
“Are you ready to see Dr. Veille again?”
“No, drugs won’t help. I know that.”
“How?” she had asked him several times, “how do you know that?” He didn’t know how he knew. He just knew this wasn’t a problem that doctors or drugs could treat. This was not merely an abnormal form of epilepsy. It wasn’t that simple.
“We’ve got to do something.”
Joshua turned and sat awkwardly, his feet barely touching the ground. He tried to stand, but his legs gave way and he fell to the ground.
“Klutz,” Socorro laughed quietly, but Joshua could feel the concern behind the voice. How many words like klutz did she use now? How many words like miho did he?
Joshua laughed his agreement, yes—it always was tricky getting out of a hammock, wasn’t it—not admitting that it was a lack of strength in his knees which had made him fall, not wanting to add to her worry. This vision had taken a lot out of him, more than any of the others.
At first the visions come only rarely. Now they were occurring more and more frequently. All were murder and butchery, blood and brutality. From the seventeenth century until World War II. All the victims were Jews.
Jews. All the victims had been Jews. Joshua had been brought up as a practicing Jew. At thirteen he had stood before the Torah next to his adoring father. His first public speaking—he remembered the terror. And the money which put him through college. When it came to Judaism, his father was adoring. When it came to atheism, the crime Joshua committed in his fourteenth year, his father had turned his face away. Shocked. Scandalized. Unforgiving. His father became cold and distant—if he won’t talk to God, he won’t talk to me! the old man had bellowed. The phrase became an incantation. He spoke only to correct his son. Mealtimes became a deadly chore. God, how Joshua had hated dinner!
Religion, Joshua understood early, meant more to his father than blood, God more than love. If Joshua would not have the Lord, then neither would he have his father’s love.
Three days out of Princeton’s M.B.A. program, two weeks before he started his job he married Socorro. That was it, the final blow. “He married an Indian!” became the new refrain. Socorro was not kosher. Beautiful, but not Jewish, not even white. Trayfe. Not even mentioned in Scripture. Central America was not in the Scriptures. (But then, neither was North America, South America, most of Asia, etc.)
Socorro was love and joy and freedom. She reveled in the fact that she was four months’ pregnant with Kevin at the wedding. The contest between honoring his father and mother and cleaving unto his wife had been no contest at all: Socorro won. She would always win. The boys would always win. Who needed the old man, anyway? For ten years he had not come to look at his grandchildren, had not spoken to his son. His God must be a cold comfort.

After the boys had been told for the final time to stay in bed, Socorro and Joshua lay together. The television flickered a pale blue light and droned in the background. Joshua liked making love with some light in the room. He could see all the fine smoothness that he felt.
“I called your father today,” Socorro said.
“You what?” Joshua was aware that he had spoken too loudly.
“I explained about your dreams.”
He sat up against the scrolled headboard. “They’re not dreams.”
“I know that. You know that. I was in a hurry to get his attention before he hung up on me.”
“You called him!” She nodded her head. “Really?” He found it impossible to believe.
“He wants to talk to you. He’s coming tomorrow night for dinner.”
Joshua stood up. “Dinner? He’s coming here?” He started pacing around the bed. “For dinner?” My mother will be in trouble, he thought. Harlow will blow her cover. “Hi, Gramma,” he’ll say and Father will know that she’s been sneaking visits.
“I’m making a kosher ham.” Socorro said keeping a straight face for a long moment before breaking up. Reluctantly, Joshua laughed, too. “I really should—but Mother is bringing her own food.”
And her own dishes, Joshua added silently. But her joke had broken Joshua’s mood.
“I already told Kevin to pretend he doesn’t know Grandma.” She was so smart. Nothing to do about Harlow, though. He couldn’t keep a secret, not at three.
But then, his father would ignore his grandchildren as he had ignored his own children, so he probably wouldn’t notice. What could children know? What could children offer? They weren’t old enough to talk seriously about God.
“Why? Why did you call him?”
“We’ve got to do something.”
“I know just the something, too,” he offered as he returned to the bed.

Joshua helped the frail, old, so suddenly old, man out of the front seat of the car. He felt so light, so brittle. He might break if dropped. Certainly, this wraith could not hold much power over him anymore.
“You see,” the old man said—the same voice, pitched slightly higher, squeaked, “what it is to throw over your God.” No “Hello, Son,”—he hadn’t spoken Joshua’s name in twenty-two years—no hello of any kind, nothing but God first, and the lecture.
“Oh, Pop.” Joshua hated himself for reverting to a phrase he hadn’t used in years. Still, he could not hold onto the anger he had held for years. The old man was too pitiful a sight.
“You have heard, of course, the stories!” The old man walked on his own, but Joshua’s mother walked close by, with one hand ready to reach out and steady him.
“This must be Socorro,” she said. Always the diplomat, always willing to step into the fray, even when her husband would side with Uncle Morry. “And Kevin and Harlow.”
Kevin said a simple, “Hello,” smiled obviously behind his hand, and tried not to laugh. Harlow chirruped his glad welcome in a language which the old man would not grasp, would not try to understand. His father, the redoubtable Benjamin Yosevs, simply did not listen to children. His own or people’s.
“We brought our own food,” Benjamin informed Joshua, pointedly ignoring Socorro. Socorro shrugged a smile at Joshua. Her body told him, “It’s what I expected.”
Joshua was not happy to have to endure the rituals before eating. Kevin kept asking questions with his eyes and body. But his father was a guest and would not have eaten otherwise. The meal itself was anticlimactic. His father ate in stolid silence. Just like dinner at home, the same, the same slow torture.
After dinner, Joshua helped his father to the sofa in the living room while Socorro and his mother stayed in the kitchen with the boys. Joshua sat in his own chair, but he did not recline it.
“The visions—you have them, too?” The old man looked at Joshua with a puzzled expression.
“Too?”
“What did you see?” his father asked.
“See. Hear. Smell. Everything. Massacres, pogroms, murders, mass executions.”
“Names?” the old man asked quietly. “Did you receive names?”
“No. What do you mean, names?”
His father smiled painfully. “You may receive names. You will. You must act when you do. You must.” He was as serious in this as in anything Joshua could remember. He slumped back into the sofa when he finished speaking. Old, Joshua thought. He was so old. In the ten years he had aged, gone from a vigorous seventy to this.
“Why? What did you see?”
His father grimaced noticeably, took a deep breath. “It is very distressing. I was no Joseph. I could not tell a true dream.”
“I know.” Joshua did know what the old man meant. He wished that he wouldn’t couch it in such Biblical terms. Everything had to come from the Bible. His own visions had seemed real—in certain ones he had verified certain facts. But still, he could not, would not say they were “true.”
“Tell me of the last one,” his father said, leaning forward again, “the first one and the last one.”
Joshua told his father about the early pogrom. His father nodded his head but kept silent as Joshua struggled with the words. He told him of the machine-gunning in the ravine. When Joshua finished speaking, his father sat back onto the couch to think. He closed his eyes and tipped his head forward onto his steepled fingers. A gesture which had not changed in ten years. Except for the exceptional thinness of the fingers and the liver spots on his hands. His father did not speak for many moments. This also had not changed. Joshua remembered having to tiptoe around the house while his father thought with his eyes closed. He didn’t rest his eyes, like Uncle Morry, just thought with them closed.
“The first one I recognize,” his father said, leaning forward. “It is the same as the first one I had. In Poland. The last, I did not see. It sounds like Babi Yar. In the Ukraine.”
“Could be,” Joshua said.
“And the others?” his father asked. “Are they sequential? Do they follow a pattern?”
“A pattern through time, yes, but there are gaps. Do you still have them?” Joshua asked.
The old man leaned back in the chair. “Like David, I have been denied the way to God.”
The simple statement brought chills to Joshua’s neck. The way to God. He had not thought of God at all in any of this. Jew, yes, he had been forced to think of Jews, but not of God. He had not thought seriously of God since—he did not know how long. The God of the Old Testament. The Old Testament—his father would have gone through the ceiling if he heard Joshua say that. The Holy Scriptures! They are not Testaments—an old implies a new. That, and “B.C.” “B.C.E.” was all right—before the common era. The old man had his little ways.
The Old Testament God. The God of Vengeance. Was he suffering the Wrath of God? Bruce Silverstein in Hebrew class used to mock: there is no God and Jesus is his son, there is no God and Mohammed is his prophet. With no God how could there be a Wrath of God?
Benjamin huddled into himself and wept quietly. The way to God. Denied the way to God. This was enough to make his father cry. Joshua felt the distance between himself and his father as if it were a solid object. A solid, brick wall. His father had sought the way to God ever since Joshua could remember. And he had been denied. While Joshua, the apostate, had been rewarded. What kind of God was it that would do that to His believers?
Joshua did not know how to react to his father’s tears. He wanted to console the old man but knew the resentment that would follow.
“In 1916,” the old man said without raising his head, “in a vision of awful clarity, I was given the name of the little Austrian.” Hitler—his father never called him anything but “the little Austrian.”
“What?”
“I did nothing about it. At the end of the vision I was told what to do—where to find him during the Great War, and how to kill him. But I did nothing.”
“You were only thirteen at the time,” Joshua said.
“It was my first vision of the future, of atrocities that could have been prevented, and I did nothing. Thirteen was old enough.” He stared at the ground. “Old enough. Thirteen is old enough to be a man. And later, that chance was gone. The little Austrian lived—and six million Jews died. Six million.”
“You couldn’t have done anything,” Joshua said.
Benjamin looked up at Joshua. “Yes, I could have. I could have changed everything.”
Everything. Changed everything. The words reverberated in Joshua’s head. Everything. He had seen—and done nothing.
“Did you ever change the future?” he asked his father bluntly.
“Ah,” the old man replied, raising his finger stiffly to make his point, “the import sinks in.” This was the same gesture he had seen his father use in making a thousand points. The Talmudic finger.
“Yes,” Joshua said. Getting information from his father was a tiresome, trying thing. “The import sinks in! Did you?” His father nodded. “How do you know it worked?”
“You never heard of the Fairfax Massacre—1958? And why not? Because I prevented it. I took the blueprint that God gave me, and I prevented it. Fairfax Massacre, Bronx Butchery of 1977, Tel Aviv Crater, the Rio River of Blood—none of them took place. Because I acted.” The effort of the speech caused Benjamin to sit back in the sofa, to rest again.
“How did you do it?”
“God showed me a way. In every case, God showed me a way.” Now Joshua was uneasy. God showed him a way. Of course. If he were not himself having the visions, he would suspect that his father was crazy. He would know it. Maybe they both were crazy.
“You were seeing into the future in 1916?”
“Yes, since 1916 when I could have done so much. So much.”
Benjamin said he couldn’t speak anymore. He was obviously worn out by his efforts. Joshua helped him back to his car, rediscovering the frailness. Harlow went unbidden to the old man and kissed him good-bye. Kevin remained in the house watching a rerun of “Three’s Company” on television.

Standing naked in the bathroom with the light and fan on, Joshua was brushing his teeth. He was trying to figure out what his visions meant. Before, they had just been, but now he wondered if there was some meaning to them, some purpose behind them. And what had his father told him—if he had told him anything? The old man was so oblique. All he knew for certain was that he had visions and his father had them.
Socorro said something from the bedroom. Joshua stuck his head around the corner. “What?”
“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Socorro said. She was reading another Harlequin Romance, leaning against a pillow propped against the headboard of the bed. Her summer nightgown had slipped high up her legs. Her right leg was bent. The shadows beneath and between the legs, as always, beckoned. Promised. Her breasts flattened comfortably in the shiny blue material.
Joshua removed the toothbrush and said, “I’ll make you talk with your mouth full.”
“Ain’t never that full, white boy!”
Joshua returned the toothbrush to the cabinet and rinsed his mouth.
Socorro had not moved. She didn’t have to move. The blue nightgown rested lightly on her brown legs. Joshua moved, slid onto the bed.
“My father says he sees into the future. God is giving him orders, and he’s changing the future. Sort of.”
“You didn’t put on your pajamas,” Socorro noticed.
“Wasted effort.”
“Kevin’s still up.”
Sometimes kids were more trouble than—no, that was not the case. But there were times they should be asleep. He walked to the hallway. “Lights out!” he yelled into the hall before closing the door. Back to bed.
“He’s getting pretty old,” Socorro said as Joshua bounced onto the bed. It took him a second to realize she was talking about his father.
“He’s talking about the same kind of visions I have. He says they’re from God. And mine are getting closer to the present.”
“You’ve got to get up early tomorrow, so if you want to, now’s the time.” Her fingers tripped down his stomach. Joshua snapped off the light and rolled to meet Socorro.
At 2:26 in the morning Joshua awoke to a startling revelation, a startling remembrance.
“Like David,” he remembered his father saying. “Like David, I have been denied the way to God.” Did that mean that the visions had deserted Benjamin? Joshua got out of bed without disturbing Socorro, who slept like the dead, put on his pajama bottoms from the closet, and walked around the quiet house.
The nightlight from the boys’ room was enough to illuminate the hallway. In the kitchen he flipped on the overhead light. His eyes stung from the brightness. No cockroaches—the exterminator must have gotten them all the last time. Joshua sat at the kitchen table after taking a drink of water from the sink to wash away the stale taste of Socorro. The clock over the sink told him the time was 2:31.
Things became warm. The dull brown and gray pattern on the table cloth changed to a flat white of building bricks. Joshua stood on the balcony of an enormous block wall dormitory building. The air was heavy and hot. August, he thought, or September. Pennants and flags blew in the distance. People in police and army uniforms spread out below him, but aside from the faint snapping of the flags, an extraordinary quiet damped everything.
Joshua noticed the semiautomatic weapon as a hooded figure darted out from and then behind a curtain. A dull, muffled pop was followed by a series of screams, weapons fire, and the crashes of breaking glass. An athlete’s tote-all flew incongruously onto the balcony and landed at Joshua’s feet. Joshua looked into the apartment to discover what he knew he would find: the littered remains of a bleeding and broken body.
1972, he realized. Munich, the Olympics.
With scarcely a break for him to recoup his strength, Joshua was pushed into a vision of three machine-gun-wielding Japanese firing on a helpless airport crowd.
A bus bomb in Israel, a synagogue bombing in Vienna.
Undisturbed by Socorro, Joshua suffered through to the end of these visions. The short, lucid interval between made them more and more terrible. Another began. They were coming more closely together, approaching the present day quickly. Maybe when they arrived, they would stop. His father’s had not, had gone into the future, but he could hope.
At 4:04 Joshua noticed the clock again. His pajama bottoms were soaked in sweat. He could barely move. He forced himself to go to the drawer under the telephone where he took out a pencil and paper and returned to the table. He wrote two pages of notes before putting his head on the table.
He awoke once around noon in his bed and was fed a bowl of chicken soup by Socorro. He couldn’t speak and fell asleep again. Around four in the afternoon Socorro tapped on his shoulder. “Your father’s here,” she said.
Joshua opened his eyes. Socorro kissed him on the forehead. “My father,” Joshua said. “How did I get here?”
“I put you to bed. Called you in sick at work, and then called your father again. I’m scared, Josh.”
“Just a couple of minutes,” Joshua said. He was feeling better, more awake at least. He threw back the blanket and sat up to get out of the bed. Dizziness drove him back. The tops and bottoms of his pajamas didn’t match. His father was here. Maybe he was, in fact, going crazy. Already gone.
Joshua heard Benjamin speaking to Socorro in the hallway outside the bedroom. They were speaking—that was something.
His father said, “Certainly it’s a mental thing. It is all in his head.”
Socorro said something that Joshua couldn’t hear.
“Just as mine were in my head,” his father continued. “There are no physical manifestations. That doesn’t mean he’s insane. Jeremiah wasn’t insane.”
Joshua expected Socorro to ask, “Jeremiah who?” Instead she said, “Not a breakdown, then?”
“No, not a breakdown. It might get worse, too. The past is one thing. There’s nothing we can do about the past, but when it turns to the future…”
The door opened and Socorro, with her back turned, said, “I think I understand.” She faced Joshua and winked a smile. “He’s awake.”
The old man took his time in moving the chair from the vanity table and placing it next to the bed. Joshua felt more feeble than his father looked.
“Giving up your religion is no easy thing,” his father said as he inched his way into the chair.
“Do you want a pillow for that?” Joshua asked. His father waved the suggestion away. Joshua sat awkwardly up on his arms and answered his father’s comment. “I gave up my belief in God. The religion part seemed to follow logically.”
Joshua recognized the patronizing flicker of smile on his father’s lips. Yes, it said, I know it all. You might find out about it—and you are. These visions are the proof.
“Your wife called me again. We have things to discuss.” Benjamin held the notes which Joshua had made during the night. Running his finger down the pages he said, “Of these I saw only the Austrian bomb. And I would not travel to Austria. Jews who remain in Austria after the little Austrian…” Joshua had agreed with his father on this point, until he heard one of the few remaining Viennese Jews explain that he remained because to leave would have been a final victory for Hitler.
“Are you still having them?”
“Like David—”
“In plain English.”
“No.” His father looked away, fidgeted with his beard. “No. Not for two years this month. I had… I refused to…”
“Two years? Mine started two years ago this month.” Joshua wondered if his father’s ability, gift or curse, had been passed to him. And if so, why? Was his father too old to carry on? Would it go to Kevin, or Harlow, or both?

The last of the first, or the first of the last visions came in a dream later that night. It did not seem very important after the onslaught of the previous monstrosities. Two families in Elkhart, Indiana, were threatened and beaten by a gang in white sheets. When he woke, Joshua remembered the names of the victims and the K.K.K. members. As they were the first names he had received, he wrote them down. There were no instructions, merely the names. After witnessing death camps and various massacres, two families’ suffering did not impress Joshua. Three days later, they electrified him.
The story appeared in the local paper, on the National Page as a sidebar. The authorities had no clues as to who had done the beatings. Joshua sent an anonymous fax to the Elkhart police, listing the names he had written down. Nine days later, a series of arrests swept through the revivifying Ku Klux Klan of Northern Indiana.
Joshua had, he realized, seen two days into the future.
Had he acted more quickly, he might have prevented the attacks altogether.
Like it or not, the future was here. From the progressive pattern of the visions, there could be no turning back.

Joshua was still in bed recovering when the next vision vaulted him firmly into the future. It was a near-future, too, not more than a year or two away. As Joshua watched, in his vision, people began to die, strange, horrible deaths. People all over the nation, all over the world. Thousands, hundreds of thousands of them. Not every person. Only certain people, people with the “Jew gene.” Genocide had been genetically engineered, using a retrovirus which only became viable if a certain gene had a certain chromosome with certain characteristics. Joshua didn’t know enough about genetics to understand how it worked. It didn’t matter.
At the end of the vision, a smiling man in a white lab coat. On the lab coat a nametag which said in German, “Hauss, Assistant Geneticist, State Research & Development, Cologne.” After that came the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion in Los Angeles during a concert featuring Dame Kiri Te Kanawa, on September the fourth. In the audience on an aisle seat in the high balcony sat Hauss. Behind him sat Joshua. While Te Kanawa sang “Glitter and Be Gay,” Joshua—
Joshua called his father and told him of the vision.
“This,” his father said over the telephone, “is a true vision.”
“So?”
“Fulfill God’s will. Go to Los Angeles.”
There must be another way, Joshua knew. There must be. What kind of God would demand a blood sacrifice? An Old Testament God! The same God he had turned from when he was old enough to think for himself: why would a God evolve, change when people changed? The God of Vengeance, the God of Wrath.
There must be a way to change this Hauss, to talk to him, to change his mind, to change his life. “There must be,” he told his father.
“There is no other way. You do it God’s way, or the vision comes true. I know! Don’t you think I tried to kill the little Austrian after 1933? After Czechoslovakia? After Kristallnacht? I know.”
“I can wait,” Joshua protested, knowing that September was too close to allow him.
“You cannot wait. You have been given the place. This man might be minutes away from his discovery, from publishing something which somebody else could use. Maybe he figures it out while listening to this woman sing.” There was no arguing with his father’s remorseless logic.
“Thou shalt not kill,” Joshua muttered wanly. A feeble argument.
“Remember Saul and what happened when he disobeyed the Lord.” Another Biblical reference. Surely his father could quote more and more of them, burying Joshua’s sickly objections. The Old Testament God did not relish being crossed. The Old Testament God. Magnified and Sanctified be the Great Name. Amen! Magnified and Exalted. Even the Arabs said that Allah was Merciful. A strange sort of mercy.
Knowing the outcome, Joshua made his plans to go to Los Angeles.

Harlow stood at the front door stamping his feet in a three-year-old’s anger. He was whining, “Don’t go.” Socorro stood behind him with her hands on his tiny shoulders. It was, Joshua knew, Socorro using the boy to express her own feelings. She did not want Joshua to go. Joshua did not want to go. She did not understand and had told him as much. How could she understand what Joshua himself could not understand? I’m going to do the bidding of a God that doesn’t exist. I’m going to murder someone I’ve never met. No, he could not explain matters to her. It was better to say nothing. So he had told her nothing of his plans. He withdrew the money from the savings account—the money they had saved for a trip to Lake Tahoe.
Love went only so far. He had always thought that in a conflict between love and duty, he would choose love. Every time. But this was different.
As for Harlow, there was no point in trying to reason with him. He kissed the boy first, Socorro second, and left. Kevin waved from the front yard and went back to spraying the garden hose on the driveway once Joshua was in the car.
Joshua arrived in Los Angeles on the morning of the third. His travel agent had arranged for the flight, the hotel, but not for the concert ticket. He wanted no record of that. He took a cab to Music Center, bought a ticket at the box office, pointing out the seat he wanted on the chart, paying cash, and stopped on the way back at a hardware store and bought twenty feet of 20 mil wire. He was surprised when he figured out how expensive the concert ticket was. Dame Kiri received as much as many rock stars. The wire was cheap.
In the Times he read about the Symposium on Human Genetics at U.C.L.A. This, he figured, was why Hauss was in the country. In the schedule he noted that a Theodor Alban Hauss was to give a talk in the morning. Open to the public.
The lecture hall was small compared to some he had seen in Princeton: Biology 101 had a seating capacity of over 200. This one would hold half that number. And only about half the seats were filled when Theodor Alban Hauss made his way to the lectern. Outside the door, in the little display box was a notice of the lecture. It was called, “Gene 14, Chromosomes 9 and 11—Breaking the Code.” The audience was mostly students with a few professors in the back. Joshua sat in the back.
When Hauss spoke it was in a heavily accented English.
Joshua didn’t understand what he was talking about, numbers and flags and computer outputs, references to works he’d never heard about. It was Greek to him with a German accent. Joshua did not stay to the end. He left with a pair of professors. One of them said, “Sounds like the same eugenics cant from the 30s.”
He’d see Theodor Alban Hauss tomorrow night.
The fourth of September was pure hell. Joshua could not concentrate on anything. The weather was hot and smoggy. He couldn’t see forty yards out his hotel window. He refused to go outside into air that was so foul—just a first stage smog alert, he heard, and then found out that there were two stages beyond that, that were worse. How could people live like that? All he could do was wait in the air-conditioned hotel. He went down to one of the shops under the hotel and bought a pair of leather gloves. Waiting for fifteen hours was too much. He tested the strength of the wire over and over. The gloves saved him from cutting his hands. He hated waiting. Especially as he knew what was at the end of the wait. Hauss, another Nazi, might deserve to die for what he would do, but Joshua didn’t want to be the instrument of his death. Joshua didn’t believe in the death penalty, had marched in protest of the Vietnam War. But here he was, across the country waiting for a concert to begin so he could kill someone he didn’t even know.
Finally, the time dragged around. Joshua took another cab to the Music Center. He walked up the outdoor steps like a man going to his own execution. The bright glare of the lights in the water fountains didn’t brighten his mood. The laughter of people meeting on the stairs and hugging in the foyer—he felt none of it. He bought a program. As he climbed the stairs under the fabulous chandeliers, he looked at the infinity of reflections in the mirrors lining the stairs—what did all of those grim-faced Joshua Ben Josevses mean? In the coat pocket of each one was an instrument of death.
The Bernstein “Glitter And Be Gay” was scheduled third, after a song by Peter Warlock and another by Samuel Barber.
Joshua scanned the crowd, the furs, the jewelry until he spotted Hauss. Hauss was with a woman, a blonde. They came and sat on the aisle in the row in front of Joshua. Just like in the vision. He tried to remember the woman from the vision, but she wasn’t there. They chatted—the woman spoke with an English accent. They had a good deal of trouble trying to understand each other. Language-wise, anyway. The woman was very impressed that Hauss had spoken at U.C.L.A. the day before. Hauss seemed impressed with the woman. Just before the orchestra tuned up, he patted her knee in a fatherly fashion, left his hand there when she didn’t object.
The Warlock song—Joshua heard it in snatches. What kind of a name was Peter Warlock, anyway? The Barber was tranquil. The audience applauded both loudly. And then the “Glitter And Be Gay” began. Joshua reached into his pocket for the wire. He wrapped one end around his left glove. He slipped out two and a half feet of wire and grabbed the remaining loop in his right hand. He tested the strength of the wire again.
Everybody watched the singer. Even Hauss did not seem to notice as the wire went in front of his face.
And then Joshua jerked the wire tight. Through the wire, through the gloves, he felt the neck give, the skin cut.
He heard a gurgle abruptly cut off.
He heard a scream.
He got away without anyone following him, before anyone except the blonde knew anything was wrong. And she probably thought that Hauss was having a heart attack. It had happened so fast that Joshua was gone before anyone could react. In a cab on the way back to his hotel, he felt relief—relief!—spreading through his soul like a warm syrup, followed, surprisingly, by jubilation. He had done it! And it hadn’t been so bad. It had been easy. Surprisingly easy.
Back in his hotel room he realized the scream he had heard had come from his own throat. It had made his own throat sore.
But not as sore as Hauss’ throat.
He had done it!

When he arrived home, Joshua was relieved to find that Kevin was down the street playing with Jeremy and that Harlow was taking a nap. Joshua was unlocking the door when Socorro came to see who was there.
“How was your little trip?” Socorro asked coldly. She did not move out of the way. She was still pissed to the gills. As she had a right to be. But there was nothing Joshua could do about it. Later tonight, maybe, he could soften her. He would certainly need her help. This was the most vile thing he had ever done. And he had done it. God, he had actually done it without trying to find another way. He should not have listened to his father. Something else would have worked. The neck giving, the skin cutting—Joshua could feel them still.
But now that it was over, now that he was safely home, the relief he felt was even greater. Relief for not getting caught, yes. But, he had to admit there was another relief also: relief at having been able to do the most vile thing. Not a trace of remorse as he’d expected. Relief! He might be able to carry on these missions. The first had to be the worst.
When he didn’t answer, Socorro asked, “Was it worth it?”
“I won’t know for about ten years,” he answered.
“Well,” she said, finally backing away from the door, “come on in.”
“I’ll never know,” he said flatly, the words coming of their own volition. That was true, wasn’t it? And just so, his relief crumbled. What was he doing? What was he becoming? He would have to try and stop. His father had been able: he’d been preventing tragedies for over fifty years, and he’d been able to stop.

But the visions would not allow him to stop. They came, unannounced, with terrible moments of suffering.
His father helped him with money when he had to go to Cologne, Germany, on his second trip, a trip to prevent Wildmar Grun from planting and detonating a series of neutron bombs in the major cities of Israel. Twenty-seven years in the future that would be—if Joshua did nothing.
Money, of course, was not the issue with Socorro. She wanted to know why, despite the fact that she already knew why. Joshua refused to give her any details. Not only for sound legal reasons did he want her to know nothing.
In Cologne, with the aid of a telephone book and a friendly, English-speaking operator, he managed to find Wildmar Grun. He was fourteen years old and had the purest blonde hair a boy could manage. The hair blew lightly in the breeze as he rode up and down the street on a skateboard in front of his house. Kevin would admire this boy’s skateboarding.
He could see Wildmar’s mother through one of the open windows of the house. She was an unremarkable looking woman—a peasant from the fifteenth century. Curtains billowed serenely. Her grief would be real enough. Joshua could imagine nothing worse than losing a child. No—he could not think thoughts like that. The boy did a trick on the skateboard, flipping it into the air as he stepped off. Joshua walked to him and dropped his map. The boy bent to help, and Joshua, according to his instructions, jabbed Wildmar in the back of the neck with a small syringe. He took the map from the boy’s hand and hurried away. He heard no screams.
The next day he left after verifying that Wildmar had died.
Again, he had done it. It had not been so difficult. Just following orders. Only in retrospect did his actions attack him.
After three more trips, Joshua had to stop, had to find a way to stop. Each of the victims had been younger than the one before: a ten-year-old in Paraguay, a girl from Canada who was Harlow’s age, and finally, Raymo Scoth from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. In each case, the vision of destruction to Jews and to the world had been worse and the method of execution prescribed in a secondary vision.
Raymo Scoth had been three weeks old. Forty-five years in the future, he would set off a series of controlled explosions along a small, as yet undiscovered fault in the Mediterranean. The resulting earthquakes would shake Israel , and a large part of the Middle East and Europe into a destruction of Biblical proportions.
By this time, Joshua wondered if the destruction of Israel and all the Jews would be such a bad thing.
Raymo Scoth weighed three pounds and five ounces after having clung to life for three weeks. He had been the premature issue of a heroine addicted mother and no one knew who else.
According to the instructions of the secondary vision, Joshua managed to unplug the respirator in the nursery without drawing attention to himself. All the babies were asleep, and the attending nurse slept also, perched precariously on a padded chair by the door.
Somehow, Raymo Scoth had learned to breathe on his own. Not in the vision. The vision showed only the unplugging of the respirator, a brief struggle, then nothing.
Joshua picked up the sickly infant—feeling at the moment of contact how frail and infantlike his own father had become—felt the residual warmth from the incubator, and ran. He was gone before the nurse stirred in her chair. To get past the front desk, he jammed the soft infant into his jacket pocket—ignoring the sounds and tiny breakings as he twisted Raymo into the jacket. In the underground parking structure, he pulled Raymo from his pocket—such a little thing. Without thought, he threw him as hard as he could against the wall. Raymo hit slightly below the “e” in the “PARK HEADING IN” notice painted on the wall.
There was no blood. No blood that he could see. Only a quiet thud.
Only a quiet thud.
Thud.
Joshua ran. If Raymo was not dead, Jews would have to take care of themselves. This time it was over for Joshua. Nothing could induce him, no vision no matter how horrible could make him do this again.
And worse—this vision had been wrong in a detail! The infant had breathed on its own. The secondary vision had not shown that. Had been wrong! Factually wrong. What if it had been wrong in other respects? What if there were another way? His father had told him that there was no other way, but his father had been wrong before.
Thud.

Joshua returned to the house of his youth to speak to his father. He had not been home in over ten years. The house looked small and dark. The trees in the yard had grown, and one, a peach had died. The crack in the entryway tile had spread an inch or so.
A week had passed since his “trip” to Philadelphia. The quiet thud had only increased in volume. He heard it more frequently, wondered if he would ever be free of it. The tell-tale thud.
In the living room, his father sat in his favorite chair. This chair was a replacement for one which Joshua remembered. The chair Joshua sat in was old. He remembered dropping a lit match in it when he was eight. If he turned over the cushion, he knew, the burned spot would be there, a scorched hole the size of a walnut and shaped like the big island of Hawaii.
“So?” his father asked.
“How did you stop?”
“Stop? The visions? I see.” He steepled his fingers and closed his eyes.
Joshua waited for his father to continue. He looked over the knickknacks in the room. None had changed, not even in location. This room was a fossil, a museum. Just as his father was, a fossil of faith gone by. The past had been so comfortable and safe, so calm and innocent. His problems were with and in the future.


“God,” his father abruptly said, “when He discovers a good trick, He uses it over and over.”
If this comment was meant to illuminate, it failed. “And?” Joshua prodded.
“Why do you do these things?” Benjamin asked.
These things. These things? This neck yielding to a wire—the quiet thud! “What things?” Joshua asked.
“Let us not play word games. Why do you frustrate these visions?”
“Frustrate these visions?” Talk about playing word games. Let’s call a spade a spade here. “You mean why do I fly around and kill babies?”
His father was surprised or shocked by the brutality of the question. Maybe he hadn’t been prepared for not playing word games.
“No need to shout,” he replied. “Your mother… But yes, why did you… kill babies?”
“Because you told me I must,” Joshua said. Obey your father. He knew it was not true, even as he said it. He wanted to hurt the old man, blame him for what he himself had done.
“But why?” his father asked, nonplussed. “You could have sat on your hands and done nothing.”
Why is he doing this to me? Joshua asked himself. He’s the one who told me I couldn’t do nothing.
“Let me tell you,” his father said. “You do it to protect your own children.”
Without having to think about it, Joshua knew this was true. If not his children, then his children’s children. Unto the fourth generation. His children’s future. His own children, not the Jews of the world.
His father continued, “You remember the story of Abraham and Isaac in the land of Moriah?”
More Biblical cant, Joshua thought. But what other explanation could there be. Insanity? “Yes, when God asked Abraham to sacrifice his son. So?”
The finger rose into the air, the point was about to be made. “It is well that you remember your boyhood lessons. That was a good trick.”
There was nothing more his father would tell him, nothing about how to stop. Which meant that Joshua would have to continue. To find the strength to go on. Or the strength to stop without help. Where, he wondered, could he find the strength. In a belief in God? Did he believe in God now? Only God could make him do what he had done.
But did he believe?

Joshua’s last vision came when he was about to take a shower. He reached for the shower handles and stopped before turning them.
“Are you sure, sir?” a very young lieutenant asked. His voice was shaky.
“Yes. Input your code and turn the key!” It was an older man speaking. Joshua could only see the gray of the man’s hair and the general’s stars on his shoulders. When the lieutenant did nothing, the voice said, “This is a direct order from a superior officer.”
The lieutenant chewed his lip as he typed his code into the launch computer.
“Bear up, Lt. Mollar.”
“Yes, sir,” Mollar replied. He was unable to turn the key.
“Let me help you.”
“I’m sorry, General Yosevs, it’s mated to my fingerprint. I’ll be able in a moment.”
“Take your time, soldier. We can wait another thirty seconds.”
The young lieutenant waited another moment, sweat beading on his face. Then he turned the key.
Horrified, Joshua looked at the shower head and saw a mushroom cloud. He backed away and soon mushroom clouds filled the shower. Buildings on the tile melted. Cities crumbled. Forests burned away in seconds. Oceans evaporated. People disappeared in flashes of light. Not only Jews, but everyone, the entire future itself. Gone, Joshua knew without question, because of the madness of one man. A man who had managed to hide his insanity until it was too late.
Joshua had clearly heard the general’s name.
General Yosevs. “I’m sorry, General Yosevs, it’s mated to my fingerprint.”
Yosevs. I’m sorry, General Yosevs. Yosevs, the last name of Joshua’s father who was too old to be the general in the vision.
Naked, Joshua walked to the bedroom and dialed his father. He tried to think as the phone rang.
Yosevs was Joshua’s own last name. Joshua would never be a general.
“Hello,” his father answered the telephone cheerfully.
Yosevs was the name of perhaps one hundred others in the country. Maybe fewer.
Joshua did not know what to say. He held the phone and listened as his father asked, “Yes, who is there, please?”
Yosevs was the last name of Harlow and Kevin, both of whom, either of whom would be the proper age at the proper time. Another of God’s good tricks. Abraham asked to sacrifice his son.
“Which of my boys did you see?” Joshua managed to ask finally. To the silence which met his question he added, “In your last vision. Which of my boys did you see destroy the world?”
Still the silence from his father.
“Joshua, I am sorry,” the old man said painfully. “It has come to you, too. This final dilemma. I am so sorry.”
“Which one?” Joshua asked. The less time this took…
“I,” his father said. After another pause he said, “I saw only you, Joshua. Only you. You were the only one I saw. Not your boys, neither of them. And the vision that it would be the end of everything if I did not…”
“Kill me,” Joshua muttered. More loudly he said, “The end of everything, and you didn’t kill me.”
“I was not Abraham. I could not give up what he was asked to give up. I loved my son too much. Even though you had given up the faith, Joshua, you were still my son.” Even though he had married Socorro and his father hadn’t spoken to him in ten years, still he was his father’s son.
Harlow and Kevin—they were both his sons.
“What can I do?” Joshua knew what he could not do, but not what he could.
“Trust in God. Trust in love.” The two were mutually exclusive.
“Help me,” Joshua begged.
“I can’t,” his father answered.
Joshua put the telephone down on his bed. Yosevs was the last name of Kevin and Harlow, both of whom would be of the proper age at the proper time. Since his father had seen Joshua as the nexus, it must be either Kevin or Harlow. Either. Both.
Which? Joshua had no way of knowing. If the visions went to one of the boys, would they be the force that drove him insane? He could not know. Better dead than insane.
Socorro came to check on Joshua after he had been in the shower for more than an hour.
“Another vision?” she asked from outside the door.
He didn’t answer. He couldn’t speak. The water ran off Joshua, not cleaning what could never be cleaned. It was appropriate that he was in the shower. Many a good Jew had died in the shower.
Gas.
She helped him to dry, dress, and to bed.
“You know I love you and the boys,” he said, helplessly from the bed.
Socorro turned off the lights by the beds. “We’ll talk about it in the morning. Now, go to sleep.”
He slept.

When he woke, Kevin was standing at the foot of the bed. Harlow ran in and said, “Good morning, Dad,” with his usual chirrup, bounced up onto the bed.
“Mom went to the doctor,” Kevin said. “She’ll be back for lunch, she said, so don’t eat anything. She wants to go out.”
“McDonalds!” Harlow added.
Joshua wondered which doctor she was arranging for him to see. A psychiatrist, no doubt, who wanted to talk to her first. A psychiatrist couldn’t help him now.
Gas, he thought as he got dressed. Not Zyklon-B, like the Nazis had used in the camps. Carbon monoxide—they had used that, too, in early experiments.
“Come on, boys,” he said when he found his sons watching television. It was the last week before Kevin had to go back to school, his last week of Superheroes during the day.
“Where?” Harlow asked.
“The mall,” Joshua said. “The toy store.”
Kevin didn’t want to miss the show, but the toy store was too much for him to resist. “What about Mom?” he asked.
“We’ll be here when she gets back.”
Yes, they would be there when she got back. Poor Socorro. Pity poor Socorro finding them. Socorro who was innocent of all this.
“Can I get a model rocket,” Kevin asked. He turned off the television.
“And a shopping cart? They were out of them before,” Harlow said.
“We’ll see,” Joshua answered.
“That means ‘no,’ ” Kevin said to Harlow.
Joshua closed the door to the garage. He didn’t push the automatic door opener. “Get in and buckle up,” he said. How many times had he said that. He got into the car and started the motor.
“You better open the door,” Kevin said.
“In a minute.” Joshua got out of the car and opened Harlow’s door. He adjusted the car-seat belt, kissed Harlow on the cheek.
“You dumb-head,” Harlow said.
He didn’t know how long it would take. He could smell the supposedly odorless gas. Or maybe the car needed a tune-up. Probably did, hadn’t been tuned up in…
He got back in his seat.
“Dad.”

Socorro didn’t mind the rabbi talking over the boys. Joshua might have minded, but she didn’t know anymore. He had changed so much in the last months.
The old man, Joshua’s father, had arranged everything. If it had been left to Socorro, they would still be—
She didn’t mind the rabbi talking. She listened to his words, the rolling murmur of them, but didn’t understand, even when he spoke English. It didn’t matter. What could words do? What could anything do?
The old man, Joshua’s father, sat next to Socorro, and next to him was his wife. They had grown gray together. To lose a son was their grief. But she had lost two. And a husband.
The old man held his prayer book so tightly his knuckles showed white. More words.
She didn’t mind the rabbi and his words. What did he understand? The music was strange, and he never mentioned death.
Life. All he talked about was life. Those who go on, not those who have left. Those who have chosen to leave.
Life… she never had the chance to tell Joshua…
How could he have done such a thing? To his own sons? She knew it was no accident.
She was almost glad she hadn’t been able to tell him the news from the doctor. Two children were enough for him to take. She would protect the third, the one in her womb. Yes, for the good man that Joshua had been, for the man she had loved and married—not for the monster he had become—she would protect their child. She would give Joshua someone to carry his name, Yosevs, down through the years. She would protect his heir. Their child.
She placed her hands on her belly.
Their son.
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Once again, Karl Edward Wagner has dared to prowl where
many fear to tread, seeking out the finest tales of terror by
such masters of malice and mayhem as Ramsey Campbell and
Ed Gorman—haunting and harrowing legends calculated to
strike fear in the hearts of even the most stalwart readers.

A photographer whose obsession with images may bring to life
trouble beyond his wildest fantasies. ... A couple caught up in
an ancient ritual that offers the promise of unending health,
but at a price that may prove far too high.... A woman whose
memory may be failing her with the passing years—or for
a far more unnatural reason.... These are just three of
the provocative, imagination-grasping stories included
in this year's ghoulish gallery.
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