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This one is for Peter and Mike
– stalwarts of British Fantasy


INTRODUCTION:

HORROR IN 1995

IT WAS A BAD YEAR for publishing: huge rises in paper prices (up more than 60 per cent in 1995) led to increases in the cost of books and magazines, and where cover prices were already high (as in Britain), there was the inevitable cutback in titles published. Increases in costs also meant that the price of mass-market paperback originals began to catch up with hardcovers and trade paperbacks.

The collapse of the Net Book Agreement in Britain (through which publishers prohibited discounting of their titles in bookstores) resulted in short-term chaos among some sections of UK booksellers. It also led to a flurry of price-cutting on bestselling titles, with many publishers, authors and agents warning that the further erosion of profit margins would eventually lead to yet another reduction in mid-list titles and a threat to the livelihood of smaller bookshops.

The once-promising Dell/Abyss horror line all but disappeared in 1995, following the resignation of its editor Jeanne Cavelos. Despite pronouncements to the contrary, the line that established such exciting new talents as Kathe Koja and Poppy Z. Brite will probably be quietly absorbed back into Dell’s mass-market imprint. The untimely death of editor Karl Edward Wagner at the end of 1994 also resulted in the termination of DAW Books’ annual Year’s Best Horror Stories series, which ran for a remarkable twenty-two volumes. The publisher wisely decided not to continue the series under another editor (despite some tactless approaches from members of the small press within mere weeks of Wagner’s passing), but it will still be greatly missed.

However, despite these major upheavals, the overall number of original horror books published in 1995 was up again (continuing the trend set over the past few years), with consistent increases in vampire and young adult volumes and a big jump in gaming and media-related titles.

There were new titles from several of the Big Names of horror in 1995: Rose Madder, about a woman pursued by her abusive psycho cop husband and the magical world she discovers in an old painting, was the latest Stephen King blockbuster, supported by a first printing of 1.5 million copies and a $1 million print and TV advertising campaign in the US. Also in America, Signet started publishing King in Spanish-language editions, beginning with the four novellas first published in Four Past Midnight, and including the TV tie-in, Los Langoliers.

Anne Rice kicked-off a four-month, thirty-city tour for her novel Memmoch the Devil with a six-hour signing and a mock-funeral procession led by a blues and jazz band in her native New Orleans. The fifth and concluding volume in her “Vampire Chronicles” series, it featured the vampire Lestat involved in a battle between the opposing forces of Heaven and Hell. The book’s first printing of 700,000 copies was quickly followed by three more printings totalling more than 200,000.

Instead of a new novel from Clive Barker in 1995, his latest book was Incarnations: Three Plays, which collected Colossus, Frankenstein in Love and The History of the Devil with an introduction and production notes by the author. Barker’s children’s book The Thief of Always was also repackaged with the author’s illustrations replaced by those of Stephen Player.

All That Glitters and Hidden Jewel, the third and fourth respectively in the Gothic “Landry” series by “V.C. Andrews”, were once again probably the work of Andrew Niederman. Dean Koontz’s Intensity was about a young woman trapped by a serial killer, and Ramsey Campbell’s disturbing The One Safe Place involved a family menaced by a group of psycho siblings.

Brian Lumley began filling in the gaps between the second and third books in his popular Necroscope series with the first volume in Necroscope: The Lost Years, in which Harry Keogh searched for his missing family. Dennis Etchison’s California Gothic, also published by DreamHaven Books in a limited edition hardcover of 750 copies illustrated by J.K. Potter, continued the author’s fascination with the darker side of Southern California. Peter James’s Host dealt with the moral implications of combining cryonics with artificial intelligence and was promoted on the Internet. F. Paul Wilson’s latest medical thriller, Implant, appeared under the pseudonym “Colin Andrews” in the UK.

Superstitious was the first adult novel from “R.L. Stine” and featured obsessive behaviour, visceral murders and explicit sex, amply illustrating why his writing is so successful among teenagers. Much better was The Cold One, the first adult novel by Christopher Pike, about possession and ancient folklore. Folklore of a different kind also formed the basis of Tim Powers’s Expiration Date, set in an alternative contemporary Los Angeles where famous ghosts still walked the streets, and Ghostlight by Marion Zimmer Bradley. The late Thomas Tryon’s final novel, Night Music (actually finished by John Cullen and Valerie Martin), was a contemporary reworking of ’The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ in which a part-time actor’s ambition to become the Greatest Magician in the World resulted in a confrontation with personal darkness.

Richard Matheson’s Now You See It... was a locked room mystery involving a magician and disappearing bodies, and there were also two welcome new collections of Matheson stories, The Incredible Shrinking Man and I Am Legend. Mark Frost’s The Six Messiahs reunited Arthur Conan Doyle and his Sherlock Holmes prototype, secret agent Jack Sparks, in an enjoyable sequel to The List of 7. With an obvious eye on a movie deal, Relic by Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child was a rollicking romp about an ancient monster loose in a New York museum.

In Graham Masterton’s Spirit, the ghost of a drowned woman returned for revenge. John Saul’s Black Lightning involved possession by an executed serial killer’s spirit, and Requiem, by Graham Joyce, set in the spirit world of Jerusalem, was the first book in Penguin/Signet’s new Creed horror line. James P. Blaylock’s All the Bells on Earth was about an attempt to escape a Satanic bargain, while Stephen Laws’s Daemonic revealed the diabolical deal made by a reclusive horror film director. A small town cult summoned a demon in The Boiling Pool by Gary Brander, and Michael Scott’s The Hallows was about the Guardians of thirteen ancient talismans who were being murdered by the powers of darkness.

Tanith Lee’s Reigning Cats and Dogs was set in an alternative Dickensian London stalked by ghostly apparitions. The Blue Manor, by Jenny Jones, was an elegant ghost story about a haunted house handed down through four generations of a family’s female line, and Alice Hoffman’s Practical Magic was about a family of witches in contemporary America. In Stitches in Time, by Barbara Michaels, an antique bridal quilt had supernatural powers, and Clare McNally’s Stage Fright was about a theatre company haunted by mysterious deaths.

In deadrush, by Yvonne Navarro, the reanimated dead resurrected others of their kind, while Thomas Monteleone’s The Resurrectionist was about a Presidential candidate who gained the power to raise the dead. Adults began killing all the children in Blood Crazy, by Simon Clark; Christopher Fowler’s Psychoville was a satirical novel of urban horror, about a boy forced to relocate with his family to a suburban new town; and Simon Maginn’s Virgins and Martyrs, a bleak novel about loneliness and obsession, was followed by A Sickness of the Soul from the same author.

As part of the Penguin 60s anniversary, for just 95 cents each American readers could buy the novella Umney’s Last Case (from Nightmares and Dreamscapes) by Stephen King; Blue Rose by Peter Straub; Robertson Davies’s collection of six tales, A Gathering of Ghost Stories; Three Tales of Horror by Edgar Allan Poe, Ambrose Bierce and Robert Louis Stevenson; Young Goodman Brown and Other Stories by Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Oscar Wilde’s The Happy Prince and Other Stories. British readers were offered a different selection for 60 pence apiece, including His Mouth Will Taste of Wormwood and Other Stories by Poppy Z. Brite; The Angel and Other Stories by Patrick McGrath; Ivy and Her Nonsense by Jonathan Coe; Five Letters from an Unknown Empire by Alasdair Gray; The Dreaming Child and Other Stories by Isak Dinesen, and The Haunted Dolls’ House and Other Stories by M.R. James and Robert Louis Stevenson. More than twenty million copies of the low-priced books were published worldwide, with individual titles printed only once.

Shaun Hutson continued to please his fans with his latest novel, Lucy’s Child, about a baby in jeopardy. In Guy N. Smith’s The Dark One, babysitting turned into a Satanic experience, and a demonically possessed child was the titular character in Sweet William, by Jessica Palmer. Much better than any of these was The Children’s Hour, by Douglas Clegg, in which children who disappeared from a small town mysteriously reappeared years later.

The Disappeared, by David B. Silva, was about a boy who returned ten years after having vanished, looking no older. In Deadly Friend, by Keith Ferrario, the ghost of dead boy wanted to play, while a youth was haunted by the ghost of a murdered man in Cursed, by John Douglas. The voices of the dead tried to warn a new bride in Shades of Night, by Rick Hautala. Haunted, by Tamara Thorne, described the house in question, and The Basement, by Bari Wood, was haunted by the ghost of a witch. In Noel Hynd’s Cemetery of Angels a family moved close to a haunted Hollywood cemetery, American Civil War ghosts were released in Night Thunder by Ruby Jean Jensen, and Rockabilly Hell, by William Johnstone, featured honky-tonk bars mysteriously reappearing across the American south. Mickee Madden’s Everlastin’ was a romantic ghost story set in Scotland and featured an impressive hologram cover.

An age-old evil returned to the Emerald Isle in Kenneth C. Flint’s The Darkening Flood, and The Devil’s Piper, by Frances Gordon (aka Bridget Wood) was about a mythical Irish creature awakened by eerie music. Thunder Road, by Chris Curry (aka Tamara Thorne), was based around a spiritual battle in the Mojave Desert, The Wendigo Border, by Catherine Montrose (aka Catherine Cooke), featured Native American demons, and ancient beasts were released in northern Oregon in Roadkill, by Richard Sanford.

Alan Rodgers’s Bone Music was an apocalyptic horror novel featuring Robert Johnson, about blues singers battling the forces of Hell. In The Macbeth Prophecy, by Anthea Fraser, a twin reawakened ancient forces, a Sacrifice was demanded in the novel by Richard Kinion, and a dead star’s fans brought him back to life through occult rituals in Warren Newton Beath’s Who Killed James Dean?

In The Wicker Cage, by Kathleen Kinder, a pregnant woman was possessed by the spirit of servant girl, and Frank’s World by George Mangels was about a man’s spirit living on after death. The Janus Mask was the possessed item in Richard A. Knaak’s novel, while it was a child’s doll in Althea, by Abigail McDaniels (aka Dan and Lynda Trent). A haunted house and a possessed woman both featured in The Burning, by Philip Trewinnard, while in Bentley Little’s University, a Californian university was possessed by evil, and Dark Dominion from the same author was set in the wine-growing area of the state, where bodies were found torn apart.

The Torturer was an extremely graphic novel about a hitman who tortured his victims, written by crime writer Mark Timlin under the alias “Jim Ballantyne”. The Death Prayer, by David Bowker, was a police procedural/occult thriller in which a killer mutilated his victims, and Glittering Savages, by Mark Burnell, was also about the hunt for a sadistic killer. In T.M. Wright’s Earthmun, homicide detective Jack Earthmun (from Strange Seed) encountered a mysterious child-woman, a blind man had psychic visions of murder in Seeing Eye, by Jack Ellis, and a murderer used virtual reality to kill in Death Watch, by Elizabeth Forrest. Sick, by Jay R. Bonansinga, featured an exotic dancer suffering from a growth in her head which turned out to be the seed of her murderous male alter-ego.

The Darker Passions: Frankenstein and The Darker Passions: The Fall of the House of Usher were more porn masquerading as eroticism, by Amarantha Knight (aka Nancy Kilpatrick). Angels of Mourning was John Pritchard’s sequel to Night Sisters; you could meet Billie Sue Mosiman’s Widow, celebrate Spook Night, by David Robbins, and horror was also an unwelcome visitor to Joe Donnelly’s Havock Junction and Diane Guest’s Shadow Hill.

Much like their undead protagonists, vampire novels continued to reproduce at an alarming rate during 1995. One of the most inventive was Kim Newman’s The Bloody Red Baron, which saw first publication in America. The follow-up to his hugely successful 1992 book Anno Dracula, this time the vampires of an alternative history were fighting World War I in the air, and the usual supporting characters included plenty of celebrities (both real and fictional).

Traveling With the Dead, by Barbara Hambly, was a belated sequel to Those Who Hunt the Night (UK: Immortal Blood), featuring the exploits of vampire Don Ysidro and heroine Lydia Asher in the early years of the twentieth century. Although not part of her popular “Blood Opera” sequence, Tanith Lee’s Vivia was a brutal and erotic dark fantasy about the titular female vampire, while The Dark Blood of Poppies, by Freda Warrington, featured vampire ballerina Violette Lenoir in the third of the author’s “Blood” series. Melanie Tem’s Desmodus was a welcome variation on the theme, about a non-human society of matriarchal vampires with bat-like attributes.

Tom Holland’s The Vampyre: Being the True Pilgrimage of George Gordon, Sixth Lord Byron (US: Lord of the Dead: The Secret History of Lord Byron) postulated that Byron’s memoirs were burned because they revealed he was one of the undead. Vanitas, which was also published by Canada’s Transylvania Press in a handsome 500-copy limited edition hardcover illustrated by Val Lakey Lindahn, was the third in S.P. Somtow’s saga about eternal 12-year-old vampiric rock star Timmy Valentine. Nancy A. Collins’s Midnight Blue: The Sonja Blue Collection was an omnibus volume from White Wolf containing her previous two novels about the punk vampire, Sunglasses After Dark and In the Blood, plus a new novel, Paint It Black (published separately in Britain).

Rulers of Darkness by Steven Spruill, was a vampire medical thriller in which haematologist Dr Katherine O’Keefe investigated a series of gruesome murders in Washington DC, while in The Winter Man, by Denise Vitola, it was a vampiric forensic haematologist who turned detective. Michael Reaves’s police procedural Night Hunter was about a detective hunting a serial-killer vampire in Los Angeles. The Vampire Legacy: Blood Ties by Karen Taylor was the third in her vampire detective series; Circus of the Damned and The Lunatic Café, both by Laurell K. Hamilton, were the third and fourth volumes in her “Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter” series, while Some Things Come Back, by Robert Morgan (aka C.J. Henderson) was the sixth in the mystery series featuring private investigator Teddy London battling the king of the vampires.

Christopher Golden’s Angel Souls and Devil Hearts was a sequel to his vampire novel Of Saints and Shadows. The Blood of the Covenant, by Brent Monahan, was a sequel to his The Book of Common Dread, and Children of the Vampire, by Jeanne Kalogridis (aka J.M. Dillard), was the second in the “Diaries of the Family Dracul” series and a sequel to Covenant with the Vampire. Scott Baker’s Ancestral Hungers was a substantially rewritten and expanded version of his 1982 novel Dhampire, about the descendant of both Vlad Tepes and Elizabeth Bathory.

Christopher Moore’s Bloodsucking Fiends was a humorous vampire novel set in San Francisco, and Human Resources: A Corporate Nightmare, by Floyd Kemske, was a satire about a corporation whose owners feed on ideas as well as blood.

Although more traditional bloodsuckers turned up in Thirst by Pyotyr Kurtinski and Unquenchable by David Dvorkin, the undead took a romantic turn in Night’s Immortal Touch by Cherlyn Jac, The Vampire Viscount by Karen Harbaugh, and Susan Krinard’s Prince of Dreams. Midnight Surrender, by Nancy Gideon, was the third in the romantic “Midnight” series about vampire Louis Radcliffe, and Death Masque was the third in P.N. Elrod’s romance series featuring vampire Jonathan Barrett. A Slave to His Kiss, by Anastasia Dubois, was an erotic fantasy about a missing twin sister and a vampire.

In The Werewolf Chronicles, by Traci Briery, a Los Angeles dancer was transformed into a lycanthrope. Henry Garfield’s Moondog was a mystery novel featuring the hunt for a full moon murderer, and Hunted, by William W. Johnstone, was about a 600-year-old werewolf pursued by the government.

As always, several novelists made promising débuts in 1995: Chico Kidd’s The Printer’s Devil was an original blend of bellringers and sorcery that spanned the centuries. Sherman Alexie’s literary novel, Reservation Blues, was set on a Native American reservation and involved a magic guitar and a deal with the Devil. Darkland, by Sean Thomas Patrick, also involved a Satanic pact, and Renee Guerin’s The Singing Teacher continued the Faustian theme.

Simon Clark’s first full-length work, Nailed By the Heart, involved a sunken ship and its resurrected crew of killers, while in My Beautiful Friend, by Venero Armanno, a pair of Australian newlyweds were haunted by a dead horror writer in Switzerland. Where Darkness Sleeps, by Brian Rieselman, was about a teenage tearaway who discovered supernatural evil in a small Wisconsin community. A spirit wind in Seattle was the subject of Soul Catcher, by Colin Kersey; Demon Fire, by Gary L. Holleman, was set in Hawaii; and The Changeling Garden, by Winifred Elze, detailed some new environmental horrors.

Although published as a crime novel, David Bowker’s The Death Prayer concerned the hunt for a brutal killer by a police superintendent in touch with the spirit world, and Murder in Scorpio, by Martha Lawrence, also featured a detective with psychic powers. D, by Marcus Gibson, was published as a thriller but involved a deaf-mute with paranormal powers incarcerated in a mental institution. The Between, by Tananarive Due, featured the unusual combo of a serial killer, the walking dead and West African folklore.

Madeleine’s Ghost, by Robert Girardi, was about a haunted apartment, and Sheila Holligan’s Nightrider featured a woman possessed by an erotic spirit. Michael George Greider’s apocalyptic fantasy Forever Man involved both angels and vampires.

Perhaps the biggest tie-in phenomenon of 1995 was the huge success of TV’s The X Files. Despite some uneven episodes, and being loosely inspired by the old Kolchak: The Night Stalker series of the 1970s, it suddenly became the show to watch and talk about with its second and third seasons. Charles Grant’s two novelizations, The X Files: Goblin and the much better The X Files: Whirlwind, went through numerous printings in paperback and they were followed by The X Files: Ground Zero, by Kevin J. Anderson, which was an even bigger success thanks to a massive hardcover printing.

For younger viewers, there was Les Martin’s YA novelizations, The X Files: 1: X Marks the Spot and 2: Darkness Falls. The Truth is Out There: The Official Guide to the X Files was Brian Lowry’s guide to the first two seasons, while Jane Goldman’s The X Files: Book of the Unexplained was a much more tenuous tie-in with the TV series.

Randall Boyll adapted Universal’s low budget hit, Tales From the Crypt: Demon Knight, and he continued his series of entertaining Darkman novelizations, based on the film series created by Sam Raimi, with volume 4: In the Face of Death. Yvonne Navarro’s Species was based on the SF thriller scripted by Dennis Feldman with creature designs by H.R. Giger, and Elizabeth Hand novelized Terry Gilliam’s nightmarish 12 Monkeys. Predator: Concrete Jungle was a novelization of the movie series and Dark Horse graphic novel by Nathan Archer (aka Lawrence Watt-Evans).

Nigel Robinson novelized two stories from TV’s The Tomorrow People: The Living Stones and The Ramses Connection (Christopher Lee had turned up in the latter as an immortal Egyptian sorcerer). In Batman: The Ultimate Evil, by Andrew Vachss, the Dark Knight was educated about the horrors of child abuse through the investigations of his alter-ego, Bruce Wayne. The 7th Guest, by Matthew Costello and Craig Shaw Gardner, was based on the popular interactive computer game created by the authors.

Both Laurell K. Hamilton and Tanya Huff each wrote a Ravenloft novelization, Death of a Darklord and Scholar of Decay respectively, based on TSR’s role-playing game. However, White Wolf’s The World of Darkness led the tie-in field with a glut of book adaptations, including Caravan of Shadows, On a Darkling Plane and Netherworld, all by Richard Lee Byers, the first loosely based on the role-playing game Wrath: The Oblivion and the latter two on the card game, Vampire: The Eternal Struggle.

House of Secrets by James A. Moore and Kevin Murphy, and Sins of the Fathers by Sam Chupp, were also based on Vampire: The Eternal Struggle and Wraith: The Oblivion, respectively. Robert Weinberg’s Vampire: Blood War and Vampire: Unholy Allies were the first two volumes in his Masquerade of the Red Death trilogy, and Edo van Belkom’s Werewolf: Wyrm Wolf and Stewart von Allmen’s Werewolf: Conspicuous Consumption were both first novels based on the role-playing game Werewolf: The Apocalypse.

The Silver Crown by William Brisges, and Breathe Deeply by Don Bassingthwaite, were both adapted from White Wolf’s werewolf card game Rage, and Bassingthwaite’s Pomegranites Full and Fine was the first of a series of novels integrating elements from the settings of all The World of Darkness scenarios.

Erin Kelly edited the anthology The World of Darkness: The Splendour Falls, which featured twenty-two stories based on Changeling: The Dreaming Game, by Philip Nutman, Rick Hautala, Peter Crowther, Nancy Holder, Thomas F. Monteleone and others. Kelly also teamed up with Stewart Wieck to edit The World of Darkness: City of Darkness: Unseen, which included nineteen stories loosely based on the role-playing game. Edward E. Kramer’s Dark Destiny 2: Proprietors of Fate, which featured stories by Poppy Z. Brite, Rex Miller, Basil Copper, S.P. Somtow and Nancy A. Collins, with an introduction by Robert Anton Wilson, was also nominally set in White Wolf’s World of Darkness.

*   *   *

Ballantine issued a revised collection of The Dream Cycle of H.P. Lovecraft: Dreams of Terror and Death, which featured twenty-five classic stories by Lovecraft and a new introduction by Neil Gaiman. The Episodes of Vathek, by William Beckford, was an extremely rare reprinting of the 1912 book that contained the suppressed portions of Beckford’s 1787 novel, while Spirite and The Coffee Pot, by Théophile Gautier, included the 1866 novel and 1831 short story of the title, newly translated by Patrick Jenkins.

Editor Peter G. Beidler’s The Turn of the Screw, by Henry James, was published as part of the “Case Studies in Contemporary Criticism” series and contained the complete short ghost novel plus five original essays that examined the text from Marxist, feminist, psychoanalytic, deconstruction and reader perspectives. The Essential Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde: The Definitive Annotated Edition of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Classic Novel also included the complete text of the story, along with reviews, a filmography and an introduction by editor Leonard Wolf.

It was another banner year for young adult horror fiction, although the sub-genre may be close to reaching saturation point as the two top sellers, “R.L. Stine” and Christopher Pike, attempted to break out into the adult market (with varying results).

However, that didn’t stop them churning out a whole slew of juvenile books as well. The prolific Stine also (a “house” name for various authors) led the pack as usual with a new trilogy about an evil car: Fear Street: The Cataluna Chronicles contained The Evil Moon, The Dark Street and The Deadly Fire. A young girl encountered ghosts in The Babysitter IV, and The Beast 2 featured a rollercoaster time-machine. Two new volumes in the Fear Street Super Chiller series were Bad Moonlight, about a werewolf in a rock band, and The New Year’s Party, in which a teen ghost was out for revenge. Ghosts of Fear Street: Who’s Been Sleeping in My Grave? was the second volume in a new series aimed at younger audiences, about a substitute teacher who is a ghost. Goosebumps: The Horror at Camp Jellyjam was also aimed at younger readers and issued with a free Decal of Doom. So far there are more than thirty titles in the Goosebumps series and they have sold around an incredible half million copies apiece.

Christopher Pike’s Remember Me 2: The Return and 3: The Last Story were the latest entries in a series about a teenager who returned from the dead and became an author of young adult fiction. In The Last Vampire 3: Red Dice, vampiric FBI agents confronted DNA-sucking scientists, while The Visitor was about a weird teen from outer space. Pike also began another new series, Spooksville, with four volumes set in a strange town with a doorway into another dimension.

Henderson Publishing launched a monthly Funfax Horror series with a ring binder containing sections on A-Z of Horror, Shockers, Real-Life Horror, Stickers, Puzzles and Gory Stories, and the warning that it “may offend those of a sensitive nature”. Each novel in the series – Panic Station by Stephen Bowkett, Dream Painter by Paul Kersley, Burning Secret by Sam Godwin, Fear of the Dark by Christopher Carr (aka Laurence Staig), Bad Blood by Peter Kennedy, The Seer’s Stone by Frances Hendry, Eyes of the Skull by Philip Steele, Dangerous Friend by Barbara Topley-Hough, Rope Trick by Ann Ruffell and The Wood by Elaine Sishton – was perforated and could be transferred into the back of the Funfax for easy reading.

Brad Strickland completed the late John Bellairs’s novel The Doom of the Haunted Opera, which was about an unpublished opera that could raise the dead. In William Sleator’s Dangerous Wishes, a sequel to The Spirit House, a boy travelled to Thailand to appease a vengeful spirit, while another boy encountered a ghost on a cruise ship in Cabin 102 by Sherry Garland. The ghost of a Spanish ancestor was an unexpected house guest in Ghosts in the Family by Marilyn Sachs, and more family phantoms turned up in The Haunting of Holroyd Hill by Brenda Seabrook and The Trespassers by Zilpha Keatley Snyder. Dream Lover, by Marilyn Kaye, was about a long-dead music star who apparently returned to life, and The Drowned, by Elizabeth Levy, dealt with the vengeful spirit of a drowned boy. More ghosts materialized in Party Till You Scream! by G.G. Garth, The Other Twin by Bruce Richards and The Knight of the Flaming Heart by Michael Carson, while A Fate Totally Worse Than Death, by Paul Fleischman, was a spoof on teenage horror fiction in which a spoiled rich girl believed an exchange student was really a phantom.

An abused teen with psychic powers was the subject of Midget by Tim Bowler, a psychic teen discovered a cursed music box in Evil in the Attic by Linda Piazza, and another teen with psychic powers battled a surfing witch in Linda Cargill’s The Surfer.

In The Doom Stone, by Paul Zindel, Stonehenge was the setting for a series of killings by a strange creature, and an archaeological dig uncovered some dark Native American secrets in Victoria Strauss’s Guardian of the Hills. A 14-year-old boy released an ancient horror in Dark Things by Joseph F. Brown, an evil gateway was discovered beneath a school in All Shook Up by Nigel Robinson, and a group of grotesque teen outcasts battled evil in Scorpion Shards by Neal Shusterman. Monsters in the Attic by Dian Curtis Regan was a humorous sequel to Monsters of the Month Club, in which the stuffed toy monsters came to life once again.

Virtual Destruction, by Nick Baron (aka Scott Ciencin), was about a computer game that had a deadly effect on teens, and in E.M. Goldman’s The Night Room a group of students had their futures revealed in virtual reality. Whispers from the Grave, by Leslie Rule, was a first novel about time travel and a century-old murder, while The 13th Floor, by Sid Fleischman, was another time travel ghost story.

David Bergantino (aka Bruce Richards) continued his series of YA novels based on the Nightmare on Elm Street character in Freddy Krueger’s Tales of Terror: 2: Fatal Games, 3: Virtual Terror, 4: Twice Burned, 5: Help Wanted and 6: Deadly Disguise.

Just over half of Jahnna N. Malcolm’s Zodiac series were fantasy, and these included Taurus: Black Out, Gemini: Mirror Image, Libra: Frozen in Time, Scorpio: Death Grip, Sagittarius: Strange Destiny, Aquarius: Second Sight and Pisces: Sixth Sense. “Maria Palmer” was the house name used by the authors of the Horrorscopes series, which consisted of Sagittarius: Missing (by Theresa Breslin), Capricorn: Capricorn’s Children (by J.H. Brennan), Aquarius: Trapped (by Alick Rowe), Pisces: Revenge (by Anthony Masters), Aries: Blood Storm (by Terrance Dicks), Taurus: Mirror Image (by Dave Morris), Gemini: Sliced Apart (by Ian Strachan), Cancer: Black Death (by J.H. Brennan), Leo: Blood Ties (by Paul Cornell) and Virgo: Snake Inside (by Lisa Tuttle).

Taggard Point was a series of loosely connected novels by Mark Rivers that contained 1: Forever Home, 2: Shapes, 3: When the Dead Scream and 4: The Clown. Rodman Philbrick and Lynn Harnett’s The House on Cherry Street, a trilogy about a family who spent their summer in a haunted house, consisted of 1: The Haunting, 2: The Horror and 3: The Final Nightmare. Mystery Date was new supernatural romance trilogy by Cameron Dokey (aka Mary Cameron Dokey) featuring Love Me Love Me Not, Blue Moon and Heart’s Desire. In Zoe Daniels’s Year of the Cat trilogy, The Dream, The Hunt and The Amulet, a teenage girl dreamed about a legendary panther cult. Alan Lloyd’s “House of Horror” series continued with three new titles, L.J. Smith’s “Dark Visions” series about psychic teens saw two more volumes, The Possessed and The Passion, while Dark Moon 2: Dreams of Revenge, by Elizabeth Moore, was about a woman who wanted revenge on the descendants of the Salem witch trial judges. A young ballerina joined a Satanic dance troupe in Barbara Steiner’s The Dark Chronicles Book 1: The Dance, an artist was helped by an invisible presence in Book 2: The Gallery, and a dancer became involved in a piece about real vampires in Book 3: The Calling.

In fact, vampires were just as popular with young adult horror readers as they were with their adult counterparts, as illustrated by Sweet Valley University Thriller Edition 3: Kiss of the Vampire by Francine Pascal, the humorous Teacher Vic is a Vampire...Retired by Jerry Piasecki, and such teen vampire romances as Companions of the Night by Vivian Vande Velde and Look For Me By Moonlight by Mary Downing Hahn. Vampires’ Love 1: Blood Curse and 2: Blood Spell, by Janice Harrell, were the first two volumes in a new series which was a follow-up to the author’s Vampire Twins books. Called to Darkness, by J.V. Lewton, was about a teenager whose girlfriend turned out to have vampiric tendencies, while Midnight Secrets: The Temptation, The Thrill and The Fury, all by Wolff Ryp, were the first three volumes in a new series involving a psychic teen and her vampiric mentor. In Tombstones: The Last Drop by John Peel, a town’s teens were being killed by vampires, and Tombstones: Dances With Werewolves also appeared from the same author. Judgement Night by Debra Doyle and James D. Macdonald was another werewolf novel, the third in their “Bad Blood” series.

John Peel’s Maniac featured dream-stealing creatures that were killing students, and in Cat Scratch Fever, by Bruce Richards, a girl scratched by a cat took on the characteristics of the animal. The Silent Strength of Stones by Nina Kiriki Hoffman was an evocative dark fantasy about teenagers with special powers and a semi-sequel to her début novel The Thread That Binds the Bones. Gwyneth Jones published The Fear Man under her “Ann Halam” alias, while Vincent Courtney served up a Deadly Diet before visiting A Tale from the Crypt Carnival.

Disney’s Enter if You Dare!: Scary Tales from the Haunted Mansion by Nicholas Stephens featured six young adult stories illustrated by Sergio Martinez. Bernard Custodio illustrated the ten tales in Scary Stories for Stormy Nights by R.C. Welch, while Darkness Creeping II featured eight stories by Neal Schusterman, illustrated by Barbara Kiwak. The delightfully titled Rats in the Attic and Other Stories to Make Your Skin Crawl collected twenty tales by G.E. Stanley, and another eighteen stories appeared in Stanley’s collection Happy Deathday.

From Scholastic’s hugely successful Point Horror imprint came 13 Again, an impressive YA horror anthology edited by A. Finnis and boasting fine contributions from Laurence Staig, Garry Kilworth, Lisa Tuttle, Colin Greenland, John Gordon, Stan Nicholls and Graham Masterton, amongst others.

Editors Martin H. Greenberg, Jill M. Morgan and Robert Weinberg came up with the entertaining idea of getting established writers and their offspring to collaborate on horror stories for Great Writers & Kids Write Spooky Stories. Contributors included Anne McCaffrey, Ramsey Campbell, Peter Straub, Joe R. Lansdale, Steve Rasnic Tem, Jane Yolen and their various children, gruesomely illustrated by Gahan Wilson. Greenberg also teamed up with Jane Yolen to edit The Haunted House, an anthology of seven original stories aimed at very young children, and Yolen was one of the authors of thirteen scary stories collected in Bruce Coville’s Book of Nightmares. Spooky Stories for a Dark and Stormy Night edited by Alice Low featured nineteen stories with colour illustrations by Gahan Wilson, and editor Josepha Sherman’s Orphans of the Night contained eleven stories and two poems about some lesser-known supernatural creatures.

Priscilla Galloway edited Truly Grim Tales. Still More Bone-Chilling Tales of Fright was an anonymously edited anthology of seven stories, with illustrations by Eric Angeloch, and Horror Stories, edited by Susan Price, contained twenty-four terror tales by Poe, Dickens, Blackwood, Stephen King and others. Dread and Delight: A Century of Children’s Ghost Stories, edited by Philippa Pearce, was a bumper anthology of forty stories, some original, from Oxford University Press. Dark House, edited by Gary Crew, was an Australian anthology of horror stories for children, and Crew’s own short stories The Bent-Back Bridge and The Barn were also published as slim volumes.

So-called “mainstream” publishing embraced the genre with The Memoirs of Elizabeth Frankenstein by Theodore Roszak, another reworking of Mary Shelley’s classic – this time from the point of view of Victor Frankenstein’s adopted sister. Frankenstein’s Bride, by Hilary Bailey, told what might have happened if Victor had let the monster’s mate survive, Christopher Bram’s Father of Frankenstein was a fictional biography of gay movie director James Whale (Frankenstein [1931] and Bride of Frankenstein [1935]), while The Secret Laboratory Journals of Dr. Victor Frankenstein by Jeremy Kay was a novel in the form of a facsimile journal complete with annotations and illustrations.

Andrei Codrescu’s The Blood Countess dealt with the fictional male ancestor of Countess Elizabeth Bathory, who bathed in the blood of virgins to retain her youth. In Stephen Marlowe’s The Lighthouse at the End of the World, a semi-fictional Edgar Allan Poe teamed up with his detective creation August Dupin. In Zombie, Joyce Carol Oates strayed into American Psycho territory with the story of a serial killer who was obsessed with creating a zombie in suitably gruesome fashion.

Jack Cady’s powerful The Off Season was set in the coastal town of Point Vestal, where ghosts walked among the living and time operated differently for everyone. The House of Balthus, by David Brooks, was a ghost story set in a strange boarding house, while Passive Intruder, by Michael Upchurch, detailed a haunted honeymoon.

In Joe R. Lansdale’s often hilarious follow-up to Mucho Mojo, The Two-Bear Mambo, mis-matched amateur sleuths Hap Collins and Leonard Pine became involved with bigotry and voodoo in the American south. William Browning Spencer’s Zod Wallop, an imaginative follow-up to his previous novel, Résumé With Monsters, was about the writer of a bizarre children’s story and a lunatic fan who believed in a different reality. One of the quirkiest débuts of 1995 was David Prill’s The Unnatural, a darkly comic novel in which embalming the dead had become an alternative America’s biggest spectator sport akin to baseball.

Alan Judd’s The Devil’s Own Work featured a literary pact with the Devil; City of Dreadful Night, by Lee Siegal, was a novel about horror fiction, based on macabre stories from India, and in Practical Magic, by Alice Hoffman, three generations of witches attempted to destroy the spirit of a family member’s ex-lover.

Along with an afterword by the author, Dean Koontz’s Strange Highways collected twelve short stories, some dating back nearly three decades, plus two short novel-length tales in the American edition and just one in the British. Robert Bloch: Appreciations of the Master was an impressive hardcover collection of twenty stories by the late writer, with thirty tributes from Stephen King, Peter Straub, Harlan Ellison, Ray Bradbury, Brian Lumley, Ramsey Campbell and Christopher Lee, amongst others, edited by Richard Matheson and Ricia Mainhardt.

Burning Your Boats: Collected Short Stories, by Angela Carter, was a welcome omnibus of the late author’s previous four collections plus other stories, with an introduction by Salman Rushdie. Kate Wilhelm’s A Flush of Shadows collected together five novellas (two original) featuring murder and arson investigators Constance Leidl and Charlie Meiklejohn. Although three of these stories were originally published in Asimov’s Science Fiction or Omni, the fantastic element was light. The Panic Hand, by Jonathan Carroll, collected nineteen stories, including several that had originally appeared in a 1989 German edition along with one original. The Second Wish and Other Exhalations contained thirteen stories by Brian Lumley, each introduced by the author, and Famous Monsters was the second bumper collection of Kim Newman’s iconoclastic short fiction, which featured fifteen stories, including an original about Hollywood, and a personal foreword by Paul J. McAuley.

Frights of Fear contained fourteen tales by Graham Masterton, the same number collected by Christopher Fowler in Flesh Wounds. Mark Morris’s Close to the Bone boasted eleven stories and an introduction by Ramsey Campbell, and Shudders and Shivers was an original collection of linked ghost stories by R. Chetwynd-Hayes. Strangers in the Night collected together three supernatural love stories by Anne Stuart, Chelsea Quinn Yarbro and Maggie Shayne, Moonchasers and Other Stories was an eclectic collection of stories by Ed Gorman with an introduction by Dean Koontz, and sometime Guns ’N’ Roses lyricist Del James made his book début with the collection The Language of Fear. Gary Bowen’s Winter of the Soul: Gay Vampire Fiction collected together three gay vampire stories, and Bowen also published his first novel, Diary of a Vampire, about a gay bloodsucker.

Although Britain’s Pan Books decided to drop The Pan Book of Horror Stories after a record-breaking thirty-five years, it was quickly picked-up by Victor Gollancz, who successfully continued the series under the title Dark Terrors edited by Stephen Jones and David Sutton.

Peter Straub’s Ghosts, edited by the titular author, was up to the usual standard of horror anthologies presented by The Horror Writers Association, with stand-out stories by Norman Partridge, Chet Williamson, Tyson Blue and Thomas F. Monteleone.

Proving that the words “flogging” and “dead horse” still went together, editor Paul M. Sammon collected another mix of reprint and new material in Splatterpunks II: Over the Edge from Tor Books (who should have known better). The volume featured some fine stories from Kathe Koja, Karl Edward Wagner, Roberta Lannes, Clive Barker, Nancy Holder, Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Elizabeth Massie, Steve Rasnic Tem, Poppy Z. Brite and others, but editor Sammon had to stretch to include most of them under the moribund movement of his title.

Editor Jeff Gelb’s Fear Itself was supposed to be a collection of horror writers’ own secret terrors, although the uneven contents didn’t always reflect that concept. 1995 also saw the release of the fifth and sixth volumes in Gelb and Michael Garrett’s apparently inexhaustible “Hot Blood” series of so-called “erotic” horror anthologies: Seeds of Fear (with an introduction by scream queen Brinke Stevens) and Stranger By Night contained stories by Ramsey Campbell, Brian Lumley, Christa Faust, Graham Masterton, Yvonne Navarro, Lucy Taylor, Brian Hodge, J.N. Williamson, J.L. Comeau, Wayne Allen Sallee and others.

Gardner Dozois edited Killing Me Softly, an anthology of fifteen “Erotic Tales of Unearthly Love” by Pat Cadigan, Ursula K. Le Guin, Tanith Lee, Nancy Collins, Robert Silverberg and Michael Bishop, amongst others, and Dozois also co-edited Isaac Asimov’s Ghosts with Sheila Williams, which contained twelve stories originally published in Asimov’s Science Fiction magazine, including fine work by Kim Antieau, Jack Dann and Cherry Wilder. Ghost Movies: Famous Supernatural Films, edited by Peter Haining, collected twelve stories and extracts which formed the basis for some well-known movies. Shivers for Christmas, edited by Richard Dalby, featured stories by Stephen Gallagher, Joan Aiken and Terry Pratchett, amongst others.

Doubles, Dummies and Dolls, edited by Leonard Wolf contained twenty-one “Terror Tales of Replication” by Poe, Saki, E.T.A. Hoffman, Bloch, Campbell, Henry James, E. Nesbit, Joyce Carol Oates and others; Joan C. Kessler edited Demons of the Night: Tales of the Fantastic, Madness, and the Supernatural from Nineteenth-Century France, which collected thirteen stories by such authors as Balzac, Guy de Maupassant and Théophile Gautier, and Angels of Darkness was a collection of forty-eight stories about troubled and troubling women, edited by the always dependable Marvin Kaye, although it was only available from the Science Fiction Book Club.

I, Vampire: Interviews with the Undead, edited by Jean Stine and Forrest J Ackerman, presented twelve stories from the vampire’s point of view, and Peter Haining collected together stories by Stephen King, Bela Lugosi, Val Lewton, Anne Rice, Woody Allen, Basil Copper and many others for his bumper volume The Vampire Omnibus. Editor Pam Keesey’s Dark Angels contained eleven lesbian vampire stories, while Love Bites edited by Amarantha Knight (aka Nancy Kilpatrick), was yet another collection of new and reprint “erotic” vampire stories from, amongst others, Kathryn Ptacek, Ron Dee (who was seriously injured in a car crash in December, sustaining brain damage), Lois Tilton, Nancy A. Collins and the editor.

Almost as prolific as his undead subjects, the indefatigable Martin H. Greenberg teamed up with Barbara Hambly to edit Sisters of the Night, fourteen stories about female vampires. In the “it probably seemed like a good idea at the time” category, Greenberg and an uncredited Ed Gorman edited Celebrity Vampires, nineteen new stories about the famous and the undead, ranging from Marilyn Monroe and Elvis to Scott Fitzgerald and The Marx Brothers. He also edited another variation on the theme with Vampire Detectives, featuring nineteen tales of supernatural sleuths by William F. Nolan, Tanya Huff, Peter Crowther, Max Allan Collins, Edward D. Hoch, Richard Laymon and Nancy Holder, and teamed up with Esther M. Friesner for Blood Muse: Timeless Tales of Vampires in the Arts, featuring thirty-two original stories.

The triumvirate editing team of Robert Weinberg, Stefan Dziemianowicz and the ubiquitous Greenberg produced Between Time and Terror, seventeen stories of science and horror, plus 100 Vicious Little Vampire Stories and 100 Wicked Little Witch Stories which were, as the titles suggested, value-for-money volumes from Barnes & Noble Books. Edward E. Kramer, Nancy A. Collins and Greenberg teamed up to edit Dark Love, a Big Name anthology that appeared to be nominally about lust and obsession. Featuring twenty-two stories and an introduction by T.E.D. Klein, Stephen King contributed a bizarre tale of a mad maître d’, while a story by the late Karl Edward Wagner was little short of pornographic.

Wendy Webb, Richard Gilliam, Kramer and Greenberg co-edited More Phobias, twenty-seven original horror stories about fear and aversion. Carol Serling and Greenberg edited Adventures in the Twilight Zone, the third in a series inspired by the TV show, featuring twenty-three original stories and a reprint from creator Rod Serling. Desire Burn: Women’s Stories from the Dark Side of Passion was edited by Janet Berliner, Uwe Luserke and Greenberg and contained twenty-two erotic horror stories from all-female contributors including Poppy Z. Brite, Nancy Holder and Lisa Mason, while Berliner and Greenberg teamed up with magician David Copperfield for the high-profile anthology David Copperfield’s Tales of the Impossible, which included eighteen stories of magic by Copperfield, Ray Bradbury, S.P. Somtow, F. Paul Wilson and Joyce Carol Oates, with a preface by Dean Koontz.

Night Screams, edited by Ed Gorman and Greenberg, collected twenty-two stories, including reprints by cover names Clive Barker, David Morrell and Ray Bradbury, and the same team compiled Werewolves (although Greenberg was the only editor credited), which collected twenty-three original stories about lycanthropes. Tomorrow Bites, edited by Greg Cox and T.K.F. Weisskopf, collected eleven science fiction stories about werewolves, including James Blish’s classic novella, “There Shall Be No Darkness”.

Edward E. Kramer teamed up with Peter Crowther to edit the bizarrely-designed Tombs, a theme anthology-of-sorts from White Wolf Publishing, which featured an eclectic mix of twenty-two fantasy, horror and science fiction stories from writers on both sides of the Atlantic, along with a very strange introduction by Forrest J Ackerman.

Kramer also joined Nancy A. Collins as co-editor of Forbidden Acts, an anthology of twenty-one stories about taboo behaviour that included fiction by Alan Moore, Steve Rasnic Tem, Rex Miller, John Shirley, Douglas Clegg, Karl Edward Wagner and Howard Kaylan, with an introduction by Joe Bob Briggs.

The Mammoth Book of Victorian and Edwardian Ghost Stories certainly lived up to its appellation, with forty-two supernatural tales and one poem reprinted from 1839–1910 by editor Richard Dalby. The Haunted Hour, edited by Cynthia Manson and Constance Scarborough, reprinted twenty horror stories from Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine and Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine by such authors as Richard Matheson, Ray Bradbury, Robert Bloch and M.R. James, and the bumper Barnes & Noble volume Best of Weird Tales, edited by John Betancourt, reprinted twenty-seven stories from the latest (1988-1994) incarnation of the perennial pulp publication.

Canada’s annual horror anthology series Northern Frights, edited by Don Hutchison, reached its third volume with eighteen stories by Rick Hautala, Tanya Huff, Nancy Baker, Nancy Kilpatrick, Edo van Belkom and others, while editor Paul Collins’s Strange Fruit, subtitled “Tales of the Unexpected”, was described as “a smorgasbord of horrors from Australia’s best writers” and featured contributions by Cherry Wilder, Robert Hood and Lucy Sussex.

As always, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror: Eighth Annual Collection, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, was an indispensable volume featuring fifty short stories and four poems, while The Best New Horror Volume Six, edited by Stephen Jones, contained twenty-one stories and novellas plus a poem.

In 1995, the most famous of all genre small press imprints, Arkham House, published Miscellaneous Writings by H.P. Lovecraft, a collection of often obscure fiction, essays and letters edited by S.T. Joshi, and Cthulhu 2000: A Lovecraftian Anthology, edited by Jim Turner, containing eighteen reprints inspired by Lovecraft’s famed Mythos from such authors as F. Paul Wilson, Basil Copper, Poppy Z. Brite, Kim Newman, Gahan Wilson, T.E.D. Klein, Thomas Ligotti, Ramsey Campbell, Harlan Elllison and Roger Zelazny.

CD Publications presented Dean Koontz’s collection Strange Highways in a signed edition limited to 750 copies, and followed it up with Night Shapes by William F. Nolan, a 500-copy signed and limited edition containing twenty-four stories with an introduction by Peter Straub and an afterword by Robert Bloch.

From Borderlands Press came the first in a series of books reprinting the scripts of Alan Moore’s Jack the Ripper graphic novel, From Hell, with illustrations by Eddie Campbell and an afterword from Stephen Bissette, plus a beautiful 350-copy signed and slipcased edition of The Horror Writers Association anthology Ghosts, edited by Peter Straub.

Nancy A. Collins’s Walking Wolf, subtitled A Weird Western, was a short novel featuring a Comanche werewolf and a vampire gunslinger which appeared in a handsome hardcover from Mark Ziesing with cover art by J.K. Potter. Hypatia Press issued Common Threads by Nina Kiriki Hoffman, with an introduction by P.C. Hodgell and illustrated by Alan M. Clark, combining her 1993 début novel The Thread That Binds the Bones with a collection of fourteen short stories under the title A Handful of Twist-Ties. Paul DiFilippo’s The Steampunk Trilogy was a trio of dark Victorian pastiches published in hardcover by Four Walls Eight Windows.

Silver Salamander’s Darkside Press imprint published Lucy Taylor’s long-awaited début novel The Safety of Unknown Cities as a limited edition hardcover of 400 copies. With an introduction by Edward Bryant and illustrated by Alan M. Clark, it was also available in a $125 deluxe edition. A signed, limited, slipcased edition of Peter Straub’s Shadowland, with an introduction by Ramsey Campbell and an afterword by Thomas Tessier was issued by Gauntlet Publications, who also released a 40th anniversary edition of Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend in a limited boxed edition of 500 copies, with introductions by Dan Simmons and George Clayton Johnson and afterwords by Dennis Etchison and Matheson.

University Editions published Melvin O. Swasey’s ghost novel Beachland House. W. Paul Ganley continued his programme of reprinting Brian Lumley’s early novels in hardcover with Spawn of the Winds, illustrated by Linda Michaels. Rex Miller’s St. Louis Blues, published by Maclay & Associates, was a very dark crime novel about a female serial killer, and Ed Gorman’s Cages, a collection of twenty-one cross-genre stories, both new and reprint, appeared from Deadline Press in a 500-copy signed and limited hardcover.

Dark Regions Press published Weird Wild West, a nearly all-original theme anthology edited by Mike Olson in trade paperback format, back-to-back with The Year’s Best Fantastic Fiction, selected from the speciality presses. John and Kim Betancourt’s Wildside Press published two Bradley Denton collections as a set, The Calvin Coolidge Home for Dead Comedians and The Conflagration Artist, with introductions by Howard Waldrop for the former and Steven Gould for the latter. A 500-copy signed and limited hardcover from Arts Nova Press was The Pain Doctors of Suture Self General by Nashville’s seven-member Bovine Smoke Society. It contained a round-robin story set in a horror hospital with colour illustrations by Alan M. Clark, a biography of the artist by Jon Gustafson, photographs by Beth Gwinn and an introduction by F. Paul Wilson.

Tales from Tartarus, edited by R.B. Russell and Rosalie Parker, was a 250-copy hardcover collection of mostly new “weird tales” by Simon Clark, R.B. Russell, Andy Darlington and others, including a reprint by Ramsey Campbell. The Uncollected William Hope Hodgson: Volume One: Non-Fiction and Beyond the Dawning: The Poems of William Hope Hodgson, both edited by Sam Gafford, appeared in trade paperback format from Hobgoblin Press. Tsathoggua Press’s The Eye Above the Mantel and Other Stories by Frank Belknap Long was a trade paperback collection of four early stories edited by Perry M. Grayson.

Barbara and Christopher Roden’s Ash-Tree Press had a busy year with reprints of M.R. James’s 1922 volume The Five Jars in hardcover, limited to 300 copies with a new introduction by Rosemary Pardoe; The Alabaster Hand and Other Ghost Stories, the 1949 collection by A.N.L. Munby limited to 250 copies with an introduction by Michael Cox; Intruders: New Weird Tales, which contained twenty-six previously uncollected ghost stories by A.M. Burrage with an introduction by Jack Adrian; They Return at Evening by H.R. Wakefield, first published in 1928 and long out of print, and Nine Ghosts by R.H. Malden.

Fedogan & Bremer published an attractive hardcover edition of Basil Copper’s The Recollections of Solar Pons, nicely illustrated by Stefanie K. Hawks and featuring a quartet of mystery novellas, including “The Adventure of the Hound of Hell”. Death Stalks the Night by Hugh B. Cave collected seventeen classic stories from the weird-menace “shudder” pulps dating from 1934-40, with an introduction by editor Karl Edward Wagner, and Time Burial contained the fantasy tales of pulp writer Howard Wandrei, the younger brother of Arkham House co-founder Donald, in a handsome hardcover illustrated by the author and edited and introduced by D.H. Olson.

Terry Dowling’s An Intimate Knowledge of the Night from Australia’s Aphelion Publications collected together thirteen horror stories (including “Scaring the Train”) framed by the author and his (fictional) friend Raymond, a former mental patient, talking on the phone. This collection won Australia’s Aurealis Award for Best Horror Novel of 1995. Mr. Templeton’s Toyshop: Prose Poems and Short Fiction by Thomas Wiloch from Wordcraft of Oregon/Jazz Police Books was a miscellany of forty-five dark pieces, illustrated by the author, while Donald R. Burleson’s Flute Song was a first novel published by Black Mesa Press, about a crashed UFO and a captured extra-terrestrial.

Alun Books’s Cold Cuts III, the nominally Welsh-based anthology edited by Paul Lewis and Steve Lockley, made a welcome return to form with an insightful introduction by Nicholas Royle and fine contributions from Peter Crowther, Stephen Gallagher, Simon Clark, Samantha Lee and Robert Eastland, amongst others.

The latest volumes in Chaosium Books’ series of Cthulhu Cycle anthologies included Book of Lod, a collection of eleven of Henry Kuttner’s Lovecraftian stories and one each by Lin Carter and editor Robert M. Price. The Azathoth Cycle, also edited by Price, contained sixteen stories based on Lovecraft’s mad god and arranged in chronological order, while Made in Goatswood, subtitled A Celebration of Ramsey Campbell, was edited by Scott David Aniolowski and along with an excellent new tale by Campbell contained seventeen stories located in the author’s Lovecraftian region of the Severn Valley, including a very funny spoof by Peter Cannon set during a fantasy convention.

The sixth volume of Wayne Edwards’s annual Palace Corbie from Merrimack Books was another handsome 200 pages-plus trade paperback, featuring twenty-nine stories and poems by Mark McLaughlin, D.F. Lewis, Edward Lee, John Maclay and novel excerpts by Sean Doolittle and Yvonne Navarro. Tom Piccirilli’s Pentacle featured five connected tales about an unnamed necromancer and his demonic familiar in a paperback from Pirate Writings Publishing with an introduction by Jack Cady, and Dark Regions Press published Ken Wisman’s collections Weird Family Tales I and II back-to-back in the same trade paperback, both with introductions by Peter Crowther. Kim Elizabeth’s Netherworld from Ghost Girl Graphix, was a collection of six horror stories and more than twenty poems, while James A. Riley’s Once Upon a Midnight, from Unnameable Press, contained seventy-five poems that commemorated the 150th anniversary of Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven”.

Colorado’s Roadkill Press continued to turn out some nice-looking limited edition chapbooks, including Norman Partridge’s cross-genre western The Bars on Satan’s Jailhouse, illustrated by Melissa Sherman. Spyder from Subterranean Press was a 500-copy signed and limited chapbook of Partridge’s Hollywood horror story, with a cover by Martin McKenna. Partridge also contributed the introduction to a reprint of Joe R. Lansdale’s My Dead Dog, Bobby, the first in a series of chapbooks from Sacramento’s Cobblestone Books with illustrations by Joe Vigil.

Out There in the Darkness, also published by Subterranean Press in a 500-copy signed and limited edition, was an original Ed Gorman story about urban violence and nightmare retribution with cover art again by Martin McKenna. From Minneapolis’s DreamHaven Books came Snow, Glass, Apples, a short story reworking of the Cinderella legend by Neil Gaiman, with a cover by Charles Vess. It was “limited” to 5,000 copies, with a percentage of the proceeds being donated to the Comic Book Legal Defense Fund. Lady Stanhope’s Manuscript and Other Supernatural Tales edited by Barbera Roden, was an illustrated anthology of five ghost stories published in chapbook format by Ash-Tree Press.

Dominion of the Ghosts edited by S.G. Johnson was a shared-world anthology of five Gothic tales about a cursed family, published by Maryland’s Obelesk Books, who also issued Winter of the Soul, a collection of three stories by Gary Bowen, under its Triangle Titles imprint. From Florida’s Necro Publications came Header by Edward Lee, a gross-out novelette about hillbillies, with an introduction by Lucy Taylor. The Free Way by Lisa Morton was the first in a series of signed and limited chapbooks from California’s fool’s press with an introduction by Roberta Lannes and photo illustrations by Rick Pickman. Paper Moon published a 100-copy signed and limited edition of Ancient One by P.D. Cacek, about a fifth-century teddy bear talisman used to battle an ancient monster. Darrell Schweitzer’s Non Compost Mentis was a collection of twenty-five Lovecraftian limericks, perhaps best described as shoggoth doggerel.

Terry Dowling’s The Man Who Lost Red from Australia’s MirrorDanse Books contained a reprint of the titular novella plus a newstory, “Scaring the Train”. The 500-copy booklet also included an author bibliography, a foreword by Nick Stathopoulos and illustrations by Shaun Ten. Australia’s Bambada Press launched a line of limited edition chapbooks with Francis Payne’s novella Olympia, which won the Aurealis Award for Best Australian Horror Short Story, and it was followed by Bryce Stevens’s Skin Tight, a signed and limited collection of seven gruesome stories illustrated by Kurt Stone.

Britain’s most successful genre fiction magazine, Interzone, edited by David Pringle, finally won a well-deserved Hugo Award and celebrated its 100th edition in 1995. Special issues included one guest-edited and designed by Charles Platt, and another devoted to mad scientists. Contributors throughout the year included Brian Aldiss, Piers Anthony, Stephen Baxter, Michael Blumlein, Stephen Bowkett, Geoffrey A. Landis, Paul J. McAuley, Ian McDonald, Geoff Ryman and Brian Stableford, along with all the usual news, interviews and reviews.

Omni couldn’t decide if it wanted to remain a print publication or become a monthly on-line magazine. It ended up on the Internet, with the print edition going to a quarterly schedule and dropping subscriptions. It still managed to included some fine new stories by Ray Bradbury, Kathe Koja and Barry Malzberg, Terry Bisson and Simon Ings, plus interesting non-fiction by Pat Cadigan and even an editorial by the late Philip K. Dick. After only a year, the revived Galaxy Science Fiction also announced that it was moving to an electronic format. After trying unsuccessfully to sell the world’s oldest SF magazine in 1994, TSR officially cancelled Amazing Stories in early May. In 1995 other magazines like Asimov’s Science Fiction and Analog hit their lowest circulations ever, although sales were up for The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Realms of Fantasy and Science Fiction Age. Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine published a special Hallowe’en issue of horror stories, and the July 3rd issue of The New Yorker was billed as a special fiction issue and featured “Jim and the Dead Man”, a newly discovered episode from Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain, along with other stories by Ian McEwan and Paul Theroux.

For British fantasy fans there were two new newsstand magazines, Broadsword and Beyond. Beyond showed the most potential, but despite publishing stories by Karl Edward Wagner, Stephen Laws, Ramsey Campbell, Adrian Cole, Brian Stableford, Ian Watson, John Brunner, David Sutton and Simon Clark, plus an interview with Roger Zelazny and regular features by Stephen Gallagher and Kim Newman, the title got off to an unsteady start and needed more sales and better distribution to survive.

Richard T. Chizmar’s Cemetery Dance managed just one issue in 1995 due to the editor’s illness. It included new fiction by Jack Ketchum, Peter Crowther, Brian Hodge, Al Sarrantonio and interviews with David Morrell, Dan Simmons and Ed Gorman. The second issue of Darrell Schweitzer’s Worlds of Fantasy and Horror was a Charles de Lint special, featuring two stories and an interview, plus other contributions from Lord Dunsany and Keith Roberts and some attractive artwork. The Spring 1995 issue of Canada’s On Spec magazine was themed around horror and dark fantasy, with the usual mix of stories and non-fiction.

Frederick S. Clarke’s Cinefantastique continued to offer the best in genre movie coverage with several features on Clive Barker’s Lord of Illusions and the Hellraiser and Candyman sequels, Charles Band, Stargate, Judge Dredd, The X Files, Ren & Stimpy and Toy Story. The magazine went over to a monthly schedule in December with a new co-editor, Steve Biodrowski. Publisher Clarke also added another new title to his growing stable of magazines with Visions, which was a short-lived attempt to produce a periodical devoted to fantasy television, video and new media.

Editor Anthony Timpone’s Fangoria fell just short of celebrating its 150th issue with features on Clive Barker, Richard Matheson, Godzilla and Young Adult Horror books, plus David J. Schow’s excellent “Raving and Drooling” column. The magazine also continued to present its very successful Weekend of Horrors conventions around the United States. Tim and Donna Lucas’s invaluable Video Watchdog managed an impressive five issues as well as a second special edition in 1995, covering forty years of Godzilla, a guide to Edward D. Wood, Jr. on video, William Castle on laserdisc, the art of Buster Keaton and interviews with Oliver Stone, Martine Beswicke, Udo Kier and Italian director Antonio Margheriti, along with news and numerous reviews.

Despite a continuing fixation with Star Trek, Babylon 5, Doctor Who, Batman, Space Precinct and Red Dwarf, Britain’s monthly Starburst, edited by Stephen Payne, celebrated its 200th issue in style and continued to cover the entire film and TV field, along with regular reviews of books, comics and videos. Its companion magazine Shivers quickly improved under new editor David Miller, with features on Interview With the Vampire, Hellraiser: Bloodline, Species, Donald Pleasence, Peter Cushing and, of course, The X Files.

However, both Starburst and Shivers had major competition from SFX, a glossy new media magazine subtitled ’Adventures in Science Fiction’. Following a high-profile launch, the monthly journal quickly established itself with an interesting layout, a profusion of news and reviews, plus interviews with Iain M. Banks, Ray Harryhausen, Robert Rankin and Terry Pratchett, amongst others. Also for media fans, Al Shevy’s World of Fandom also had features on movies, comics, art and music, including interviews with Frank Frazetta, Jean Claude Van Damme and scream queen Brinke Stevens.

The ninth issue of Gauntlet, Barry Hoffman’s magazine “exploring the limits of free expression”, contained the usual eclectic mix of material, including two excellent investigations by associate editor Richard Cusick into a CBS-TV report on the Church of Scientology and why The Comics Journal had a hate campaign against Harlan Ellison. There were also tributes to Robert Bloch by Hoffman and Ray Bradbury.

For all the latest news and reviews, Charles N. Brown’s Locus and Andrew I. Porter’s Science Fiction Chronicle continued to cover everything anyone needed to know about the SF, fantasy and horror community.

*   *   *

Mike Baker’s horror newsletter Afraid and its sister magazine Skull both ceased publication in 1995, and when small press wholesaler Inland Book Company filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection it seriously affected the Wildside Press, which put its irregular newszine Horror on hold. After Hours concluded its run after twenty-five issues with a bumper 100-plus page edition featuring stories by Lawrence Watt-Evans, R. Chetwynd-Hayes, Nancy Holder, D.F. Lewis, Elizabeth Massie and Steve Rasnic Tem. The small press fiction magazine Sirius Visions: A Speculative Fiction Magazine Specializing in the Literature of Hope couldn’t live up to its title and also folded in 1995.

On a more positive note, The Scream Factory published another excellent issue for Winter 1995/96. Number 16 was a “Winter Chills” special, providing an in-depth look at the Abominable Snowman in fiction and films, an examination of Australian horror, interviews with Michael Shea and Gerald Page, an overview of the Mammoth anthology series, and much more.

Andy Cox’s The Third Alternative published four more issues as well as a paperback anthology entitled Last Rites & Resurrections, and featured impressive short fiction from the likes of Roger Stone, Conrad Williams, Chris Kenworthy, Joel Lane and Nicholas Royle. As usual, Stuart Hughes produced four issues of Peeping Tom during the year. Despite the magazine’s poor design and layout, this enduring British small press magazine managed to reach volume 20 with the help of such contributors as Stephen Laws, Graham Joyce, Ramsey Campbell, D.F. Lewis, Stephen Gallagher, Brian Lumley, Chris Kenworthy and Nicholas Royle.

Gordon Linzner’s Space and Time published its 85th and 86th issues as handsome trade paperbacks that included Vampire and Werewolf Quizzes by A.R. Morlan. The 30th issue of Eldritch Tales, edited and published by Crispin Burnham, featured fiction and poetry by Nancy Kilpatrick, Darrell Schweitzer, D.F. Lewis and Richard T. Chizmer, an interview with Ron Dee (aka David Darke), and tributes to Robert Bloch and Peter Cushing.

The 5th and 6th issues of Mark McLaughlin’s The Urbanite were devoted to “Strange Relationships” and “Strange Fascinations” respectively, and included stories by Poppy Z. Brite, Thomas Ligotti, Melanie Tem, M.R. Scofidio, Hugh B. Cave, Andy Cox, Joel Lane, Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Jessica Amanda Salmonson and Caitlín R. Kiernan. There were two editions of Joseph K. Cherkes’ Haunts: Tales of Unexpected Horror and the Supernatural, and it celebrated its 10th anniversary with issue 30. Pulphouse also made a brief reappearance with two issues from editor Dean Wesley Smith, and Lisa Jean Bothell’s Heliocentric Net featured fiction, poetry, art, book reviews and an interview with Stephen Mark Rainey, the editor of Deathrealm magazine.

Rainey’s Deathrealm itself managed four issues in 1995 with fiction by Jessica Amanda Salmonson, Manly Wade Wellman, Lawrence Watt-Evans, Douglas Clegg, and a collaboration between Norman Partridge & Wayne Allen Sallee, interviews with Nancy Kilpatrick and Ramsey Campbell, and Karl Edward Wagner’s final column. Lin Stein’s Dead of Night also put out four issues filled with fiction, interviews with Frederick Pohl, Thomas F. Monteleone, Nancy Kilpatrick and David Bischoff, plus an article on horror by J.N. Williamson.

Australia’s impressive small press magazine Bloodsongs, edited by Steve Proposch, published two issues that included interviews with Ellen Datlow, Ron Dee and the late Karl Edward Wagner, profiles of Lucy Taylor and Clive Barker, and the final two parts in Robert Hood’s knowledgeable survey of zombie films, along with book and magazine reviews and some variable fiction of the splatterpunk variety. Not quite so glossy, Kyla Ward and David Carroll’s Tabula Rasa: A History of Horror also managed two issues from Down Under devoted to “Splatterpunk” and “Classic Monsters”. These included interviews with David J. Schow, Stephen Jones, Kim Newman and Les Daniels. However, the editors announced that they were putting the magazine on hiatus with issue 7 to concentrate on other projects for the next couple of years.

The 14th issue of Aurealis: The Australian Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, included an article “The Quest for Australian Horror” by Steve Paulsen and Sean McMullen. W. Paul Ganley’s Weirdbook 29 featured fiction by Peter Tremayne and Darrell Schweitzer and poetry by Brian Lumley; Peggy Nadramia’s Grue 17 included stories by Wayne Allen Sallee, Jessica Amanda Salmonson and Norman Partridge, and there were also new issues of Midnight Graffiti and Margaret L. Carter’s The Vampire’s Crypt.

Aberrations edited by Michael Andre-Driussi described itself as an “adult” SF/fantasy/horror magazine and published ten issues that included interviews with Lois Tilton and Neil Gaiman. Glenda J. Woodrum’s annual horror fanzine Shapeshifter! was billed “for mature readers only”, while New York University’s The Horror Society published the first edition of Funeral Party, a very impressive perfect-bound magazine featuring various interviews (including Chas. Balun and Dennis Paoli), fiction (by Buddy Giovinazzo, J.B. Mauceri-Macabre, and others) and articles (on H.R. Giger, The Grand Guignol etc.).

As well as holding monthly meetings with special guests, The Preston Speculative Fiction Group also published two issues of Kimota, a selection of fiction, poetry, articles and essays edited by Graeme Hurry. Contributors included Stephen Gallagher, Mark Morris, Stephen Bowkett, Peter Crowther, D.F. Lewis, Bryan Talbot, Alan Moore and Michael Moorcock. The Velvet Vampyre, subtitled ‘The Journal of The Vampyre Society’, was an attractive magazine with a real club feel and just one of the benefits for vampire fans who were looking for like-fanged enthusiasts.

The British Fantasy Society continued to offer its members value-for-money with a regular, bi-monthly Newsletter edited by David J. Howe and Debbie Bennett; Dark Horizons No.36, a mixture of stories and non-fiction edited by Phil Williams; Mystique: Tales of Wonder 6, a collection of fantasy and science fiction stories edited by Mike Chinn, and such story chapbooks as Annabelle Says by Simon Clark and Stephen Laws, and a rare reprint of Colonel Halifax’s Ghost Story by S. Baring-Gould.

Necronomicon Press’s award-winning Necrofile published four more issues under the triple threat of editors Stefan Dziemianowicz, S.T. Joshi and Michael A. Morrison. The magazine continued to present some of the most insightful reviews in the horror field, along with Ramsey Campbell’s often hilarious column, “Ramsey Campbell, Probably”, and “think pieces” by Simon MacCulloch, Mike Ashley, Stephen Jones and Darrell Schweitzer.

For H.P. Lovecraft fans there were two issues of Lovecraft Studies edited by S.T. Joshi, three issues each of The New Lovecraft Collector (issue 10 featuring a useful listing of all HPL’s appearances in Weird Tales) and Robert M. Price’s Crypt of Cthulhu (including a Peter Cannon special), plus one issue of S.T. Joshi’s Studies in Weird Fiction. On the Emergence of “Cthulhu” and Other Observations was a collection of essays by Lovecraft scholar Steven J. Mariconda, with an introduction by Joshi.

New fiction booklets included The Final Diary Entry of Kees Huijgens by “Jozef P. Janszoon and D.E. LeRoss” (aka William R. Stotler), a very Lovecraftian début about bizarre architecture that leads to dark dimensions; The Sixth Dog by pulp magazine veteran Jane Rice; Don D’Ammassa’s horror story Twisted Images illustrated by Robert H. Knox, and a revised edition of Tales of the Lovecraft Collectors by Kenneth W. Faig, Jr., which included four stories from the diary of a (fictional) HPL collector. Tales of Zothique by Clark Ashton Smith collected twenty-one related stories restored from the original manuscripts by editor Will Murray with Steve Behrends.

Also from Necronomicon Press was a chunky chapbook, The Core of Ramsey Campbell, which was an informative bibliography and reader’s guide compiled by the author along with Stefan Dziemianowicz and S.T. Joshi. Not only did it contain complete listings of books written and edited, short fiction and poetry, but also notes on his work by Campbell and a delightful preface by Peter Straub. The NecronomiCon Program Book, published to commemorate the second NecronomiCon held in Danvers, Massachusetts, included an appreciation of Guest of Honour Ramsey Campbell by Straub, plus an article and story by Campbell.

Campbell’s Twilight Tales from Merseyside was a collection of four short stories, “The Companion”, “Calling Card”, “The Guide” and “Out of the Woods”, read by the author on audio cassette. The ninety-minute tape was produced by Necronomicon Press Audio/A-Typical Productions. Also from Necronomicon Press Audio came Clark Ashton Smith: Live from Auburn: The Elder Tapes, a collection of home recordings of the author reading eleven of his poems, with an introduction by Robert B. Elder and an accompanying booklet featuring cover art by Gahan Wilson.

Telstar’s Talking Books series included 10 Tales of Terror: From the Graveyard (nicely written by newcomer Paul Finch) and 10 Chillers for Children: Don’t Turn Out the Light, read by Bernard Cribbins, Colin Baker, Joss Ackland, Kate O’Mara, Patsy Kensit, Fenella Fielding and others.

Mike Ashley and William G. Contento’s The Supernatural Index: A Listing of Fantasy, Supernatural, Occult, Weird, and Horror Anthologies appeared as a thousand-page hardcover from Greenwood Press, priced at $195.00. It contained a bibliographic listing of more than two thousand anthologies and their contents from 1813-1994. J. Sheridan Le Fanu: A Bio-Bibliography compiled and annotated by Gary William Crawford was another Greenwood Press publication, as was Film, Horror, and the Body Fantastic by Linda Badley, an examination of the horror film drawing on various critical approaches.

Classic Horror Writers, edited by Harold Bloom, contained essays, bibliographies and review extracts on twelve eighteenth and nineteenth-century authors considered by the editor to be the most important in the field. These were Ambrose Bierce, Henry James, Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Edgar Allan Poe, Mary Shelley, Robert Louis Stevenson and Bram Stoker, along with more interesting choices such as Charles Brockden Brown, Matthew Gregory Lewis, Charles Robert Maturin, Ann Radcliffe and Horace Walpole. Bloom also edited Modern Horror Writers, which followed a similar format as a guide to the work of Robert Aickman, E.F. Benson, Algernon Blackwood, Robert Bloch, Walter de la Mare, L.P. Hartley, William Hope Hodgson, Shirley Jackson, M.R. James, H.P. Lovecraft, Arthur Machen and Richard Matheson.

Borgo Press’s Speaking of Horror: Interviews with Writers of the Supernatural, by Darrell Schweitzer, featured eleven interviews with Robert Bloch, Brian Lumley and others, while The Monsters in the Mind, by Frank Cawson, looked at how the Monster had been shaped by society throughout history, from Greek texts to the work of Jane Austen, de Sade and Thomas Harris. An eccentric little volume from Skoob Books was The R’Lyeh Text edited by Robert Turner, which purported to be a transcription of material from The Necronomicon, with a preface by George Hay and an introduction by Colin Wilson.

The Secret of the Sangraal collected thirty-nine rare essays by Arthur Machen, with an introduction by Raymond B. Russell; White Hawk Press’s Return to Derleth: Selected Essays, Volume Two, edited by P. James Roberts, contained seven essays about the author, editor and co-founder of Arkham House by Basil Copper, Sam Moskowitz, Frank Belknap Long and others, illustrated by Eugene Gryniewicz and Frank Utpatel; and Betty T. Bennett’s Selected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley collected together 230 letters by the literary mother of Frankenstein. Henry James: A Literary Life was a critical biography by Kenneth Graham.

Raymond T. McNally and Radu Florescu’s classic study of vampires, In Search of Dracula, was reissued in a “wholly rewritten and updated” edition, and Nina Auerbach’s Our Vampires, Ourselves was an academic study of how vampire literature is transformed by social and cultural change.

Actress Janet Leigh teamed up with Christopher Nickens to write Psycho: Behind the Scenes of the Classic Thriller. Immoral Tales by Cathal Tohill and Pete Tombs was aptly subtitled ’Sex and Horror Cinema in Europe 1956-1984’. A fascinating volume packed with rare stills and posters, the book covered the work of such cult directors as Jesus Franco, Jean Rollin, José Larraz, Jose Bénazéraf, Walerian Borowczyk and Alain Robbe-Grillet. Dark Carnival: The Secret World of Tod Browning Hollywood’s Master of the Macabre by David Skal and Elias Savada was a slightly disappointing look at one of Hollywood’s more elusive directors, but it was still much better than John McCarty’s The Sleaze Merchants: Adventures in Exploitation Filmmaking, which actually offered seven essays and eight interviews by other writers about such low budget auteurs as Herschell Gordon Lewis, Ed Wood and David DeCoteau.

Laughing Screaming, by William Paul, was a study of horror and comedy in modern Hollywood. The second revised edition of The House of Horror: The Complete Hammer Films Story, by Allen Eyles, Robert Adkinson and Nicholas Fry, looked at Britain’s most popular horror studio, and Dissecting Aliens: Terror in Space, by John L. Flynn, was an apparently unlicensed examination of Twentieth Century-Fox’s Alien trilogy.

The fourth revised edition of John Stanley’s Creature Features Movie Guide Strikes Again contained more than five thousand reviews of science fiction, fantasy and horror movies, while Chas. Balun’s More Gore Score: Brave New Horrors reviewed 141 films and helpfully rated them on their gore quotient.

Spectrum 2: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art was the second stunning annual collection from Underwood Books, edited by Cathy Burnett and Arnie Fenner with Jim Loehr. It contained some of the best artwork from the previous year, with more than two hundred pieces reproduced in full colour by Marshall Arisman, Ian Miller, J.K. Potter, Brian Froud, Les Edwards, Jim Burns, John Bolton, Bob Eggleton and Phil Hale, including the recipients of the annual Chesley Awards presented by the Association of Science Fiction and Fantasy Artists.

A Hannes Bok Showcase from publisher Charles F. Miller boasted another great selection of the pulp artist’s work, both in black and white and colour, with a personal foreword by Frederik Pohl. Alien Horizons: The Fantastic Art of Bob Eggleton was another volume in Paper Tiger’s attractive series of art books, with text by Nigel Suckling and a selection of Eggleton’s SF and horror paintings, including his covers for Brian Lumley’s Necroscope series.

From Texas-based Mojo Press came a graphic collection of stories by Edgar Allan Poe, The Tell Tale Heart, illustrated by Bill D. Fountain. The same imprint also published Weird Business, edited by Joe R. Lansdale and Richard Klaw, which collected twenty-three graphic adaptations of stories by Poe, Robert Bloch, Poppy Z. Brite, F. Paul Wilson, Chet Williamson, Michael Moorcock, Nancy A. Collins, Norman Partridge and Howard Waldrop, amongst others.

Joe R. Lansdale once again teamed up with penciller Timothy Truman and inker Sam Glanzman for Jonah Hex: Riders of the Worm and Such. Again set in a bizarre Old West, it was DC/Vertigo’s five-issue follow-up to the creative team’s 1993 hit, Jonah Hex: Two-Gun Mojo.

Dark Horse’s Harlan Ellison’s Dream Corridor series contained illustrated adaptations of some of co-editor Ellison’s best tales, along with an original story written around the cover art of each issue. The same company also produced an unremarkable adaptation of the movie Species, written by Dennis Feldman and illustrated by Jon Foster and Brian Kane.

Roger Corman kicked off his new line of Cosmic Comics with Death Race 2020, the sequel to his 1976 movie, Death Race 2000. He followed it up with a pair of three-issue series, Bram Stoker’s Burial of the Rats, based on the cable TV movie, and Welcome to the Little Shop of Horrors.

Topps Comics’ The X Files series quickly improved after its first couple of issues, and the company also produced a series of one hundred illustrated Universal Monsters trading cards, covering the classic films Dracula, Frankenstein, The Mummy, The Invisible Man, Bride of Frankenstein, The Wolf Man, Creature from the Black Lagoon, This Island Earth and The Incredible Shrinking Man. The cards were written and edited by Gary Gerani, with Forrest J. Ackerman and Ronald V. Borst as creative consultants, and featured artwork by Basil Gogos, Bill Sienkiewicz and Al Williamson. The reverse of each card also boasted a fascinating reproduction of a poster, lobby card, movie still or production artwork.

According to boxoffice results published in Variety and Screen International, Joel Schumacher’s Batman Forever was undoubtedly the year’s top genre film, grossing more than $184 million in the US and an impressive $30.4 million in the UK. Val Kilmer and Chris O’Donnell’s Dynamic Duo were overshadowed by bizarre villains Jim Carrey (The Riddler) and Tommy Lee Jones (Two-Face), and it was nice to see horror veteran Michael Gough once again recreate the role of Alfred the butler.

The movie was followed in the charts by Apollo 13, Interview With the Vampire, Stargate, Disney’s Pocahontas, Casper, Waterworld (which surprisingly grossed more than half of its $175 million budget back), Congo, Mortal Kombat, Outbreak, Species, Star Trek: Generations, and the unjustly dismissed Judge Dredd (a boxoffice disaster costing around $100 million, it did better in the UK where the character originated). Late releases such as Toy Story, Goldeneye, the overrated Se7en and Jumanji, also did very well. Overall, six of 1995’s top ten worldwide grossers made more money overseas than in America, but the British boxoffice take of the top twenty films was still down more than 30 per cent over the previous year’s total.

Taylor Hackford’s version of Stephen King’s novel Delores Claiborne was infinitely superior to director Tobe Hooper’s The Mangler, made for producer Harry Alan Towers and loosely based on a King short story. Clive Barker’s audacious Lord of Illusions failed to find an audience, while Bill Condon’s Candyman: Farewell to the Flesh, based on a story by executive producer Barker, disappointed fans of the first film. Carlo Carlei’s Fluke and Lewis Gilbert’s old-fashioned ghost story, Haunted, the latter executive-produced by Francis Ford Coppola, were both based on novels by James Herbert, and Dean Koontz unsuccessfully tried to have his name removed from the credits of TriStar’s Hideaway, claiming that the film only dimly resembled his book.

Among some of the more interesting genre films of the year were Terry Gilliam’s nightmarish Twelve Monkeys; Gregory Widen’s apocalyptic The Prophecy; Ernest Dickerson’s enjoyable Tales from the Crypt presents Demon Night; Anthony Waller’s Mute Witness, which spent nine years in production; Victor Salva’s Powder, which benefited from a great cast that included Mary Steenburgen, Lance Henriksen and Jeff Goldblum, and Jean-Pierre Jeunet and Marc Caro’s astonishingly surreal The City of Lost Children (aka La Cité des Enfants Perdus). Spike Lee executive produced Tales from the Hood, which attempted to once again revive the anthology format, and Mickey Mouse confronted a mad scientist in Disney’s spoof cartoon short Runaway Brain.

Abel Ferrara’s The Addiction and Michael Almereyda’s Nadja, the latter executive produced by David Lynch, were both low-budget reworkings of the vampire legend, while John Sayles’s The Secret of Roan Inish was another low budget fantasy that was well received. John Carpenter’s reputation was unfairly damaged by the boxoffice failure of both his remarkable In the Mouth of Madness and the creditable remake of Village of the Damned (which starred actor Christopher Reeve, who in 1995 was left paralysed from the neck down after a freak horse riding accident). Wes Craven didn’t fare well at the boxoffice either with his Eddie Murphy vehicle Vampire in Brooklyn, and he also executive produced the low budget SF thriller Mind Ripper.

Virtual reality did not catch on, and Johnny Mnemonic (based on the story by William Gibson), Kathryn Bigelow’s Strange Days, Virtuosity, The Net, Hackers and TV’s VR.5 all flopped, while spoofs of the genre failed to work as well, as evidenced by Mel Brooks’s Dracula, Dead and Loving It with Leslie Nielsen as a clumsy Count, and David Price’s lame comedy Dr. Jekyll and Ms. Hyde.

The year’s superfluous sequels included Carnosaur II, Circuity Man II: Plughead Rewired, Darkman II: The Return of Durant, Highlander III: The Sorcerer (US: Highlander: The Final Dimension), Nemesis 2: Nebula, Scanners: The Showdown (UK: Scanner Cop 2: Volkin’s Revenge), Leprechaun 2 (UK: One Wedding and Lots of Funerals) and Leprechaun 3, Phantasm III: Lord of the Dead, Project Shadowchaser: Beyond the Edge of Darkness, Watchers III, Xtro III, The Return of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Halloween: The Curse of Michael Myers and Witchcraft 7.

Also quickly relegated to the video shelves were such titles as Blood and Donuts (a Canadian vampire film featuring David Cronenberg), Stuart Gordon’s Castle Freak, Digital Man, Embrace of the Vampire, Exquisite Tenderness, Fist of the North Star, Galaxis (UK: Terminal Force), Metalbeast, Frank LaLoggia’s Mother, Savage Harvest, Screamers (based on a short story by Philip K. Dick), Sleep Stalker, Star Quest, Ticks, and Don “The Dragon” Wilson battling modern-day vampires in Night Hunter.

On television there was a series of Showtime made-for-cable movies under the banner “Roger Corman Presents”, which resulted in inferior remakes of The Wasp Woman, Piranha, Not of This Earth and A Bucket of Blood (as Horror Café), along with original productions such as The Alien Within, Hellfire (aka Haunted Symphony), Sawbones and Bram Stoker’s Burial of the Rats. Here Come the Munsters, co-executive produced by John Landis, was an unfunny TV movie that included cameos by the surviving original cast members; The Invaders was a two-part mini-series featuring Scott Bakula and a brief cameo by original star Roy Thinnes; It Came from Outer Space II was a supposedly updated version of Jack Arnold’s 1950s classic; The Omen was a pilot film about a body-hopping entity; Disney produced yet another version of The Canterville Ghost, with Patrick Stewart as the titular phantom; The Haunting of Helen Weber was based on Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw; Susan Dey starred in Deadly Love, adapted from Sherry Gottlieb’s vampire novel Love Bite, and The Langoliers was a laughable three-hour mini-series based on the novel by Stephen King.

The hugely popular The X Files dominated genre TV in 1995, while Lois and Clark: The New Adventures of Superman lost some of its edge and Babylon 5 continued to improve, thanks to its Lovecraftian subplot. Weird Science also improved with its second season, and the second series of the revived Outer Limits came up with some interesting stories. Highlander, Sliders and Forever Knight slogged on with the occasional surprise, and Strange Luck made a promising début thanks to a low-key performance by star D.B. Sweeney. American Gothic, an adult Eerie Indiana meets Twin Peaks, set in the strange southern town of Trinity, was cancelled after just one season, as were Nowhere Man, SeaQuest 2032 and the awful Earth 2. Johnny and the Dead, based on the book by Terry Pratchett, was filmed as both a four-and-a-half hour TV series and a feature movie. Executive producer Sam Raimi’s heroic fantasy series Hercules: The Legendary Journeys and Xena: Warrior Princess both featured some impressive CGI monsters, while Lars von Trier’s Danish mini-series, The Kingdom (aka Riget) was a bizarre blend of hospital soap-opera and Lovecraftian horror. The Mask became an animated show, but it was easily outclassed by executive producer Steven Spielberg’s wonderful cartoon Pinky and the Brain.

The fifth World Horror Convention was held in Atlanta over May 2nd–5th. Guests included writers John Farris, R.L. Stine, Neil Gaiman and artist Alan M. Clark. Fifth guest Alice Cooper failed to show up. Although Clive Barker won the convention’s official Grand Master Award, Deathrealm magazine also handed out a whole slew of awards, and author Nancy A. Collins inaugurated her own fan prize to recognize “the achievements of those who toil in the Horror/Dark Fantasy vineyard”. Under the somewhat grand title of The International Horror Critics Guild, the inaugural gargoyle statuettes (dubbed “Florentine Watchdogs”) were awarded to Anno Dracula by Kim Newman for Best Novel, Grave Markings by Michael Arnzen for Best First Novel, “Black Sun” by Douglas E. Winter for Best Short Form, “The Safety of Unknown Cities” by Lucy Taylor for Best Short Story, Angels & Visitations by Neil Gaiman for Best Collection, Love in Vein edited by Poppy Z. Brite for Best Anthology, Jonah Hex: Two Gun Mojo written by Joe R. Lansdale and drawn by Timothy Truman for Best Graphic Novel, Alan M. Clark for Best Artist, Interview With the Vampire for Best Film, and Answer Me! edited by Jim and Debbie Goad for Best Publication. Harlan Ellison won the Living Legend Award.

The Son of Famous Monsters of Filmland World Convention was held at the Universal Hotel in Hollywood over May 26th–28th. Although founder and editor Forrest J Ackerman was eclipsed by the money-making exploits of Ray Ferry and his Dynacomm publishing company, monster fans still had the chance to meet the likes of Ray Bradbury, Ray Harryhausen, Adam West, John Landis, John Agar, Davids Skal and Schow, Peter Atkins and numerous other celebrities from the worlds of film and literature.

White Wolf’s Steve Pagel was the principal speaker at the Horror Writers Association’s annual Stoker Awards weekend, held in New York City over June 9th–10th. The new HWA administration decided to drop the Other Media award category when it was discovered that it couldn’t be allowed under the current bylaws. Therefore the winners for superior achievement in the horror field were Nancy Holder’s Dead in the Water for Novel, Grave Markings by Michael Arnzen for First Novel, and The Early Fears by Robert Bloch for Collection. Bloch’s “The Scent of Vinegar” (from Dark Destiny) also picked up the Long Fiction award, Holder also won a second Stoker for “Café Endless: Spring Rain” (from Love in Vein), which tied with “The Box” by Jack Ketchum (from Cemetery Dance) in the Short Story category, and Christopher Lee was announced as the winner of the Life Achievement Award.

The theme of the 1995 World Fantasy Convention, held over October 26th–29th in Baltimore, Maryland, was “Celebrating the craft of short fiction in fantasy and horror.” Guest of Honour were writers Terry Bisson, Lucius Shepard and Howard Waldrop, artist Rick Berry, veteran publisher Lloyd Arthur Eshbach, and Edward Bryant as Toastmaster. The winners of the World Fantasy Awards were James Morrow for his novel Towering Jehovah, Elizabeth Hand for her novella “Last Summer at Mars Hill” (from The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction), and Stephen King for his short story, “The Man in the Black Suit”. Ellen Datlow picked up two awards, for her anthology Little Deaths and the Special Award–Professional, for editing. Bradley Denton’s The Calvin Coolidge Home for Dead Comedians and A Conflagration. Artist from Wildside Press was voted Best Collection, Best Artist was Jacek Yerka, and Bryan Cholfin won the Special Award – Non-Professional, for Broken Mirrors Press and Crank! magazine. The Life Achievement Award went to Ursula K. LeGuin. The weekend was marred by the theft from a Federal Express truck of twenty-three original paintings by Don Maitz and Janny Wurts.

Although the British Fantasy Society failed to organize its annual FantasyCon event, the British Fantasy Awards were still presented on October 29th at Welcome to My Nightmare, billed as “A Celebration of Horror Writing” by Swansea’s Festival of Literature in Wales. Guest of Honour Jonathan Carroll helped MC Graham Joyce announce the awards for Best Novel (Michael Marshall Smith for Only Forward), Best Collection (Joel Lane for The Earthwire), Best Short Story (“The Temptation of Dr. Stein” by Paul McAuley [from The Mammoth Book of Frankenstein]), Best Small Press (Necrofile edited by Dziemianowicz, Joshi and Morrison), Best Artist (Martin McKenna) and Best Newcomer (Maggie Furey). A Special Award was also presented to editor John Jarrold of Legend/Little, Brown.

California book dealer Barry R. Levin presented his 8th annual Collectors Award for Most Collectable Author of the Year to Lois McMaster Bujold and the special Lifetime Collectors Award to Everett F. Bleiler. There was no Most Collectable Book of the Year award announced in 1995.

Finally, Stephen King won the 1994 O. Henry Award for Best American Short Story for “The Man in the Black Suit” from The New Yorker.

So how important are awards? I’ve been lucky enough to win more than my fair share over the years, and The Best New Horror was recently the recipient of another one – The International Horror Critics Guild Award for Outstanding Achievement, presented at the 1996 World Horror Convention in Eugene, Oregon.

I’m proud to say that I have never actively solicited for any award, and those that I have received have been voted for by my peers or by the people who actually read the books (in the case of the IHCG awards, everyone nominating has to pay $5.00 to offset the cost of producing the statuettes – so they must really like the books they are voting for!). In fact, more often than not, I usually abstain from filling out nomination ballots myself because I’m so closely involved with the field. However, there are some out there who are not so restrained.

It has long been accepted in Hollywood that when the awards season comes around – especially at Oscar time – there is nothing wrong in soliciting votes from members of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences by sending them videos or taking “reminder” advertisements in the trade papers.

To a lesser extent this has also been an accepted practice in our field as well, with publishers taking advertisements in programme books and newszines to “congratulate” their award nominees.

But in recent years, certain authors, artists and editors have begun launching concerted campaigns to get their own works nominated, often bombarding eligible voters with privately printed proofs or blatantly encouraging people to vote for them through the mail or over the Internet. There have always been problems with “block” votes – where a group of friends or people from the same community vote for each other’s work (and most award committees are aware of the practice and attempt to discourage it) – but this new style of high-pressure lobbying appears more insidious to some people, and there have been recent complaints about the practice, involving both the Bram Stoker Awards and the Nebula Awards.

Of course there is nothing wrong with trumpeting your own work and getting it distributed to the widest possible audience. But if this is done solely to win an award, just how much is that award worth to the recipient? Then again, do they really care so long as they win?

I think it is about time that we as a field decided to take a stand – one way or the other – on the petitioning of votes for awards. It has never been proved that winning an award in the horror, fantasy or science fiction genre helps sell even one extra copy of a book, and if publishers did decide to actively solicit votes, the chances are that they would only promote their bestselling titles anyway. So can there ever be a level playing field where any award process is concerned?

Personally, I don’t think so. You simply have to accept the validity of each award structure on its own merits – whether it’s presented by a handful of judges or voted for by thousands of fans. Each has its own integrity, and perhaps in the end that is what we are talking about here. Integrity. Anyone can win awards, but I am sure that they are all the more prized if they are genuinely acquired.

A very successful horror writer once told me that “there are two kinds of books – those that make a lot of money and those that win awards.” I’m not sure that is always true (although there is far too much dross published in our field which seems to sell in huge quantities), and it is a complaint I’ve heard from several other authors whose books are always on the bestseller list but never seem to get nominated. In an ideal world, it would be nice to believe that you can achieve both but, as I’ve said before, the fact that a book is a bestseller doesn’t always necessarily reflect its quality.

In the end the decision has to be up to the individual. All I know is that I will continue to be delighted when a work of mine is nominated for an award, and equally disappointed when it fails to win. But if I do happen to win another award, then it will be accepted with all the respect that those presenting it are due, and I will be grateful to add it to those that already grace my shelves.

Recognition should always be earned, not solicited.

The Editor
May, 1996


IAN R. MacLEOD

Tirkiluk

“I’M REALLY GOING to have to stop saying that I don’t regard myself as a horror writer,” admits Ian R. MacLeod, “especially as I’m currently writing a Cthulhu Mythos novella.”

After working for ten years in the Civil Service, MacLeod quit his job to become a full-time writer. The first story he sold, “1/72nd Scale”, was nominated for a Nebula Award in 1990, and recent stories have appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction, Interzone, Pulphouse, Weird Tales, Amazing and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, while Arkham House is preparing a collection of his short fiction.

“At the end of the day, though, I have little regard for genre boundaries,” continues MacLeod, “especially within the field of what I’d much rather regard as “fantastic fiction” or somesuch. It’s okay to call things horror or fantasy or SF – or magical realist or splatterpunk – if that helps the reader to make a specific purchasing decision, but I think that any writer (or reader) who pays these labels too much attention is likely to end up limited and stifled – although probably successful too, such are the sorry workings of this world.”

Michael Swanwick has called MacLeod “the first important new writer of the 90s”, and the author reveals that “Tirkiluk” came into being after he read Anthony Cave Brown’s Body of Lies, which deals with Allied deception and intelligence operations in World War II.

“I think,” explains MacLeod, “that the best of my own work, such as ‘Tirkiluk’, illustrates my point, in that it blends several elements, for all that it remains essentially a ‘horror’ tale. There is also plenty of potential horror to be found in traditional fantasy and science fiction too, and not just in the prose. The difference is that writers often lack the internal honesty to visualize the full impact of their ideas upon real people and believable situations. If horror often goes too far in the opposite direction, at least it’s wrestling with the stuff of life. But to my mind, the few truly great and significant ‘genre’ writers such as Ballard, Dick, Wolfe, Lovercraft, M.R. James – and Silverberg, Vonnegut, King and Le Guin at their best – have always, in their own special manner, embraced the lot.”

With “Tirkiluk”, MacLeod also expertly embraces a number of diverse themes in a genuinely chilling variation on a classic horror concept

RADIO TRANSMISSION FROM Queen of Erin via Lerwick to Meteorological Intelligence, Godalming: Confirm Science Officer Seymour disembarked Logos II Weatherbase Tuiak Bay 28 July. Science Officer Cayman boarded in adequate health. No enemy activity sighted. Visibility good. Wind force 4 east veering north. Clear sea. Returning.

*   *   *

Noon, 29 July 1942

Stood watching on the shingle as the Queen of Erin lifted anchor and steamed south. I really don’t feel alone. The gulls were screaming and wheeling, the seabirds were crowding the rocks and just as the Queen finally vanished around the headland, the huge grey gleaming back of a whale broke from the water barely 200 yards from the shore, crashing in billows of spray and steam. I take it as a sign of welcome.

Evening, 2 August

Have been giving the main and backup generators a thorough overhaul. Warm enough to work outside the hut in shirtsleeves – but you only have to look around to see what winter will bring. The mountains north of this valley look as though they’ve been here for ever, and the glacier nosing between down from the icefields is just too big to believe. It’s twenty miles off, and I can barely span it with my outstretched hand. Feel very small.

Noon, 3 August

Spent a dreadful night on the bunk as the blackfly and mosquito bites began to swell and itch. The itching has gone now, but I’m covered in scabs and weeping sores. Hope that nothing gets infected.

Evening, 6 August

Wish I’d had more of a chance to talk with Frank Cayman before we exchanged, but there were all the technical details to go over, and the supplies to unload. He did tell me he was part of a Cambridge expedition to Patagonia in 1935, which, like my own brief pre-war experience with the solar eclipse over South Orkneys, was seen as proof of aptitude for maintaining an Arctic weather station. He’s a geologist – but then the pre-war specializations of the Science Officers I met at Godalming made no sense, either. Odd to think that many of us are scattered across the Arctic in solitary huts now, or freezing and rocking through the storms on some tiny converted trawler. Of the two – and after my experience of the Queen of Erin, and the all-pervading reek of rancid herring – I think I’m glad I was posted on dry ground.

Frank Cayman looked healthy enough, anyway, apart from that frostbitten nose. But he was so very quiet. Not subdued, but just drawn in on himself. Was impressed at the start with how neat he’s left everything here, but now I can see that there is no other option. You have to be organized.

Evening 9 August

My call-sign response from Godalming is Capella, that bright G-type sister of the sun. It means, as I expected, that Kay Alexander is my Monitoring Officer. Funny to think of her, sitting there with her headphones in that draughty hut by the disused tennis courts, noting down these bleeps I send out on the cypher grid. An odd kind of intimacy: without speech transmissions, and with usually just a curt coded reply of Message Received (no point in crowding the airwaves). Find that I’m re-reading the two requests I’ve received for more specific cloud data, as though Kay would do anything more than encode and relay them, chewing her pencil and pushing back strands of red hair.

Too late for regrets now. And at the moment I miss the stars more than the people, to be honest. Even at midnight, the sky is still so pearly bright that I can barely make out the major constellations. But that will change.

Evening, 12 August

A great bull seal came up onto the beach this morning as I was laying out my washing on the rocks to dry. Whiskered, with huge battle-scarred tusks, he really did look like something out of Lewis Carroll. Think we both saw each other at the about same time. He looked at me, and I looked at him. I stumbled back towards the hut, and he turned at speed and lumbered back into the waves. I’m not sure which of us was more frightened.

Evening, 30 August

Really must record what I get up to each day.

I’m usually awake at 7:30, and prime the stove and breakfast at eight. Slop out afterwards, then read from my already dwindling supply of unread books until nine. After that, I have to go out and read the instruments. 12-hour wind speed, direction, min and max temperature, air pressure, precipitation, cloud height and formation, visibility, sea conditions, frequency and size of any sighted icebergs – have to do this here at the hut, and then halfway up the valley at the poetically named Point B.

Every other day, if conditions permit, I also have to send up the balloon. On those days – lugging the gas canisters and getting the lines straight, then hauling it all in again – there’s time for little else before evening, when I have to read off all the measurements here and then trudge up to Point B again. On the alternate days, there’s all the domestic trivia of living. Cooking, cleaning, washing, collecting water from the river, scraping off the grey mould that keeps growing on the walls of this hut. Then I have to encode the information and prime up the generator so that valves are warmed and ready to transmit at 1900 hours local time. Then dinner, and try as I might the tins and the dry reheated blocks all taste the same.

Then listen to the BBC, if the atmosphere is reflecting the signals my way. Thought the radio would be more of a comfort than it actually is. Those fading voices talking about cafés and trains and air-raids make me feel more alone than gazing out of the window ever does.

10 September

Saw another human being today. I knew that there are Eskimos in this region, but when you get here everything seems so vast and – empty isn’t the word, because the sea and the valley are teeming with birds and I’ve glimpsed caribou, foxes, what might have been musk oxen, and hares – unhuman, I suppose. But there it is. I’m not alone.

Was up at Point B, taking the morning measurements. Point B is a kind of rocky platform, with a drop on one side down to the valley floor and the river from which I gather my water plunging over the rocks, and ragged cliffs rising in a series of grass-tufted platforms on the other. I heard a kind of grunting sound. I looked up, expecting an animal, fearing, in fact, my first encounter with a polar bear. But instead, a squat human figure was outlined on the clifftop, looking down at me, plaits of hair blowing in the wind, a rifle strapped to his back. In a moment, he stepped out of sight.

Frank Cayman told me that he hadn’t seen any Eskimos, but he showed me on the map where there were signs of a camp-ground. The tribes here are nomadic, and my feeling is that they must be returning to this area after some time away, probably stocking up with meat on the high plains below of the glacier before moving south as the winter darkness rolls in.

They’re likely to be used to seeing white men – the Arctic Ocean was a thriving whaling and fishing-ground before the war – but I was warned at Godalming to be very wary of them. Was told that Eskimos are thieving, diseased, immoral, not averse to selling information to the skipper of any stray German sub, etc., etc.

I suppose I should keep my head down, and padlock my hut and supply shed every time I go out. But now that I know I’m not alone, I think I might try to meet them.

14 September

A long, long day, and the preternatural darkness that fills the air now that the clouds are moving in and the sun is sliced for so long by the horizon gives the whole exploit a weird sense of dream.

I found the Eskimo encampment. It lies a little west of the place Frank Cayman showed me on the map, and was easily visible once I’d climbed north beyond Point B out of the valley, from the rising smoke at the edge of the boggy land before the mountains. It’s only about ten miles off, but it took me most of six hours to get there, and my boots and leggings were sodden.

No igloos, of course, but it was still odd to see Eskimos living in what looks remarkably like a Red Indian encampment from an American Western movie, and even more so because peatsmoke and the dimming light gave the whole place a sort of cinematic grainy black-and-whiteness.

Was unprepared for the smell, especially inside the tent of caribou skin and hollowed earth that I was taken into. Seem to regard urine as a precious commodity. They use it for tanning – which is understandable – but also to wash their hair. But for all that, I was made welcome enough when I squelched towards the camp yelling “Teyma!” (Peace – one of the few Eskimo words I can remember) although the children prodded me and the dogs growled and barked. A man called Unluku, one of the elders, could speak good English – with a colourful use of language he’d learned from the whalers. He told me that they knew about my hut, and that they didn’t mind my being there because I wasn’t eating their caribou or their seals. Also asked him what they knew about the war. Stroking the head of the baby who sat suckling on his mother’s lap beside him, he said they knew that kaboola – whiteman – was killing himself. They strike me as a decent people; strange and smelly and mercurial, but content with their lives.

15 September

Re-reading my encounter with the Eskimos, I don’t think I’ve really conveyed their sense of otherness, strangeness.

The liquefying, maggoty carcasses of several caribou had been left at the edge of the camp-ground, seemingly to rot, although I gathered that this was their store of food. And, although the people looked generally plump and cheerful, there was one figure squatting in the middle of the rough ring of tents, roped to a whalebone stake. The children would occasionally scoop up a pile of dog excrement and throw it at him, and Unluku took the trouble to walk over and aim a loose kick. He said the figure was Inua, which I assumed to some kind of criminal or scapegoat, although tried to look it up, and the closest I can come is a kind of shaman. Perhaps it was just his name. I don’t know, and the sense that I got from those Eskimos was that I never could.

20 September

Supply ship came this morning – the Tynwald. Was expecting her sometime today or tomorrow. I was given a few much-read and out-of-date copies of the Daily Mirror, obviously in the expectation that I would want to know how the world and the war and Jane are getting on. And more food, and spare lanterns, and a full winter’s supply of oil. And fresh circulars from Godalming, including one about the pilfering of blotting paper.

Stood and watched the ship turn around the headland. Say they’ll probably manage to get back one more time before the route between the islands becomes impassable. Already, I’m losing the names and the faces.

1 October

Looking out through the hut window now, Venus is shining through the teeth of white mountains in the halo of the sun where the wind shrieks and growls, and the Milky Way twines like a great river across the deep blue sky, striated by bands of interstellar dust, clearer than I’ve ever seen before.

I seem to have come a long way, just to make some sense of my life.

12 October

The Eskimo encampment has gone. Climbed up from Point B to the edge of the valley this morning when the full moon was shining, and my old pre-war Zeiss binoculars could make everything out through the clear sharp air.

No moon now. The edge of the sky is a milky shade in the corner that hides the sun, and the wind is up to force 6. There were snow flurries yesterday, but somehow their absence today makes everything all the more ominous.

16 October

Three days of dreadful weather – only managed one trip up to Point B, and the balloon was out of the question.

Then this. Been out for hours, slowly freezing, totally entranced by Aurora Borealis, the Northern Lights. Like curtains of silk drawn across the sky. A faintly hissing waterfall of light. Shifting endlessly. Yet vast. There are no words.

I think of charged particles streaming from the sun, swirling around the earth’s magnetic field. Even the science sounds half-magical. I must

An interruption. A clatter outside by the storage shed that sounded too purposeful to be just the wind. And the door was open – forced – flapping to and fro. Must say I felt afraid, standing there with the wind screaming around me in the flickering auroral half light. I’ve re-fixed it now (cut my thumb, but not badly) and I’ve got the little .22 rifle beside me as I sit at this desk, as though that would be any use. But must say I feel lonely and afraid, as these great hissing curtains of light sway across the sky beyond my window.

But – being practical – it simply means that some of the Eskimos haven’t gone south, and that they have light fingers (although I can’t find anything missing) just as I was warned by the trainers at Godalming. Suppose this is my first real test.

20 October

Out today in better weather taking readings in the pallid light before my fingers froze, I saw a ragged human figure about quarter of a mile down the freezing beach. I assume that this must be my Eskimo-thief. Once I’d seen him, somehow didn’t feel afraid.

Went down along the beach afterwards. I made out a grey lump in the darkness that the waves were pushing up the shore. It was the body of a long-dead seal – not something that I would ever like to consider eating, although from the fresh rents and the stinking spillage over the rocks this was obviously exactly what the figure had been doing.

Was he that desperate, or, in view of the rotting caribou I saw at the camp-ground, am I still stuck in the irrelevant values of a distant civilization? Was always impressed by the story of those Victorian polar explorers like Franklin, who ended up eating each other and dying in a landscape that the Eskimos lived off and regarded as home.

But still, I feel sorry for my Eskimo-thief, and am even tempted to put something outside the hut and see what happens, although I’m probably just going to attract the white wolves or foxes, or the bears. It might seem like an act of foolishness, but more likely it stems from gratitude towards my Eskimo-thief, and for the fact that I don’t feel quite as afraid or alone any longer.

22 October

My Eskimo-thief is squatting in the hut with me now. Eating, I have to say, like a dog. There’s a gale howling, and alarming drifts of snow. Easily the worst weather so far. He was hauling himself across the beach on hands and knees, crusted in ice, trying to grab a broken-winged tern. He still hasn’t spoken. His clothes are filthy, moulting caribou hair all over the hut, and he looks almost a child. Very young.

I think he was probably the figure I saw roped to the whalebone stake, which I suppose means that he must be some kind of criminal or scapegoat. The tribe has obviously moved south and left him behind. I recall the stories of how the Eskimo are supposed to leave their ill, elderly and unwanted outside in winter for the cold and the wolves to finish off.

He wants more. If he can devour unheated pemmican like this, he must be very hungry.

But he can’t be too ill.

Evening

I’ve made a stupid assumption. My Eskimo-thief is a woman.

24 October

The storm has died down. The twilight is deepening but I still get the sun for a few hours around noon and the bay as yet hasn’t iced over.

My Eskimo-thief is called Tirkiluk. I discovered her sex when, after she’d finally finished eating, she pulled down the saucepan from over the stove with some effort, unwound her furs and squatted over it to urinate. She’s terribly malnourished. Painfully bare ribs, a swollen belly.

27 October

Hard to tell under all those layers of fur, but Tirkiluk seems to be improving. She still mostly wanders up and down the ashen shore muttering to herself, or sits rocking on her haunches under a sort of awning that she’s rigged up in front of the hut out of canvas from the supply shed and driftwood from the shore. Did I really save her life? Was she abandoned by the tribe? Was I just interfering?

29 October

The supply ship came today. The Silverdale Glen. Tirkiluk started shrieking Kaboola!, and I ran out from the hut and saw the red and green lights bobbing out in the of the bay. Thought for one odd moment that the stars were moving.

I got many knowing looks from the sailors when they saw Tirkiluk sitting on a rock down the beach. Many of them fished these waters before the war, and of course there are the stories about Eskimo wives being offered as a gesture of hospitality. So, and despite her appearance, the crew of the Silverdale Glen assume that I’ve taken Tirkiluk to comfort me through the months of Arctic night, and I know that any attempts at denial would have been counter-productive.

They’ve gone now, and I’m alone for the winter. It’s likely as not, I suppose, that word of Tirkiluk will get back to Godalming.

1 November

Went out to collect water this morning. The storm of the past few days has died entirely, and waves are sluggish, black as Chinese lacquer. Down on the shore, discovered that the water around the rocky inlet where the river discharges has formed a crust of ice. You can almost feel the temperature dropping, the ancient weight of the dark palaeocrystic ice cap bearing down through the mountains, the weather changing, turning, tightening, notch by notch by notch. Soon, I think, the whole bay will freeze over.

Tirkiluk still sits outside.

6 November

Tirkiluk and I are making some progress in our attempts to converse. Her language bears little resemblance to the Inuit I was taught, although she’s surprisingly adept at picking up English. Often, as I try to explain what the place I come from is like, and about the war and my monitoring of the weather, or when she describes the myths and rovings and bickerings of her tribe, we meet half-way. Don’t think anyone who overheard would understand a word of it, and a great deal of it is still lost between us. She seems to speak with affection for the tribe, and ignores my attempts to discover why she was left here when they moved on.

12 November

The bay is now solid ice, and the weather has cleared. Earlier, I stood outside with Tirkiluk, pointing out the brightest stars, the main constellations, naked-eye binaries. She recognized many stellar objects herself, and gave them names – and myths or stories that were too complex for our pidgin conversation to convey. The Inuit are deeply familiar with the night sky.

Everything is incredibly clear, although somehow the idea of measurement and observation seems out of place. There’s an extraordinary sense of depth to the Arctic sky. Really sense the distance between the stars.

One of the oddest things for me is the almost circular movement of the heavens, and the loss in the low horizon of stars like Alkiad, although in this dazzling darkness, many others have been gained. Counted fourteen stars in the Pleiades when my usual record is eleven, and Mu Cephei glows like a tiny coal. There is still some degree tilt to the stellar horizon. Aquila (which Tirkiluk calls Aagyuuk and has some significance for her that she tries but can’t explain) has now set entirely.

20 November

The gales have returned, and Tirkiluk and I now share the hut. Much to her puzzlement, have rigged up one of the canvas awnings across the roof beam, which makes for two very awkward spaces instead of a single moderately awkward one. She sleeps curled up on a rug on the floor. When I lie awake listening to the wind and the ice in the bay groaning, can hear her softly snoring.

22 November

Must say that, despite reservations about her personal habits, I welcome her company, although I realize that I came here fully expecting – and wanting – to be left on my own. But she doesn’t intrude, which I suppose comes from living close to many other people in those stinking little tents. We can go for hours without speaking, one hardly noticing that the other is there, so in a sense I don’t feel that I really have lost my solitude. Then at other times, we both become so absorbed in the slow process of communication that yesterday I forgot to go out and knock the ice off the transmitter wires, and nearly missed the evening transmission.

She told me an Inuit story about the sun and the moon, who came down to earth and played “dousing the lights” – a self-explanatory Inuit sex-game of the kind that so shocked the early missionaries. But the sun and the moon are brother and sister, and in the steamy darkness of the Eskimo hut, they unwittingly broke the incest taboo. So when the lamps were re-lit, the moon in his shame smeared his face with lantern-soot, and the sun set herself alight with lantern oil, and the two of them ran out across the sky, where they still chase each other to this day, yet never dare to meet. It all seemed so poetic – and the story was such an effort for Tirkiluk get out – that I didn’t attempt ask what happens when there’s an eclipse.

28 November

This morning, took a shovel from outside to clear a way through the crystal drift that half-covers the supply shed. Hands were bare, and the freezing metal stuck to my skin. In stupid panic, I ripped a big flap of skin off my palm. I staggered back out of the gale into the hut, dripping blood, grabbing the medicine box and trying to open it one-handed. But Tirkiluk made me sit down, and licked the wound – which was oddly soothing – breathing over it, muttering what I imagine is some incantation, making me stretch my fingers. The weirdest thing is that it hardly hurts at all now, and seems to be healing already. But I’ve dosed it in iodine, just to be safe.

1 December

Hand almost completely healed.

Better weather – the low cirrus sky glows with an odd light that could be the hidden moon or refracted from the sun or even the Northern Lights. Tirkiluk and I went out walking along the flat glistening bay. With her encouragement, I took out the .22 rifle, and had a lucky shot at a seal that was lying on the ice. The bullet was too small to kill, but Tirkiluk ran over to the creature as it lumbered around, apparently too lost or dazed to find its airhole, and slit it wide open with the bone-handled knife she always carries. Blood and hot offal spewed everywhere, dark as ink, and the flanks quivered and those big dark eyes still stared as she proceeded to eat the steaming liver, offering it to me to share.

Somehow, I would never have considered killing any of the local wildlife without Tirkiluk. But with her, and despite the churning in my stomach, it seemed oddly right. Against Tirkiluk’s protests, I have lugged the carcass back to hut and left it outside to freeze. Did have plans to try to cook it, but now I’m just wondering how I’ll ever get rid of it in the spring.

2 December

Needn’t have worried. I was woken last night by a shuffling and grunting outside the hut, and by Tirkiluk’s smelly hand pressed hard across my mouth to make sure I stayed silent. We crept to the window together and cleared a small space in the dirty crust of ice. There was a polar bear, dragging off the carcass of the seal. An incredible beast. Know now why Tirkiluk didn’t want me to drag the seal back to the hut. And understand the Inuit word ilira, which is the awe which accompanies fear.

7 December

Looking back at this journal, I see that I imagined Tirkiluk’s name was Inua when I saw her at the camp-ground. She tells me now that Inua is actually some fingerless hag who lives at the bottom of the sea, although she can’t or won’t explain why there should be any connection with her.

13 December

Beyond the edge of the bay, hidden in a steep ravine that I must have walked past many times without even noticing, Tirkiluk has shown me a place of bones. Somehow, the ice and snow hardly settle there. Thought at first that it was simply a place where unwary caribou and musk oxen had fallen and died over the years, but to my horror, and in the eerie light of a clear moon, I saw that there were many human skulls amongst the rocks.

Said her tribe has several places like this, where they leave their dead. I suppose there’s little chance of burial with the ground frozen for almost half the year, and any bodies left out would be dragged away like my seal. But she’s matter-of-fact about it. She kept pointing and saying something about herself, and repeating bits of the story of “dousing the lights”, and the sun and the moon. There’s some message I don’t understand.

18 December

Understand now why Tirkiluk was abandoned. Discovery is of far more than academic curiosity. Hardly know where to begin.

Have seen her semi-naked a few times. She doesn’t exactly wash herself, but she goes through an elaborate process of scraping her skin clean with her knife. Although I’ve tried hard not to look at this and other aspects of her toilet, it’s difficult to have something like that going on in the hut – usually accompanied by her rambling half-spoken songs – without taking notice. She’s put on some weight, but I’d assumed until now that the continued swelling in her belly was a by-product of earlier malnutrition. Now, I realize the significance of the sun and moon incest story that she keeps telling, and the reason why she was thrown out of the tribe.

Tirkiluk is heavily pregnant, by a half-brother named Iquluut. Think he was the hunter I saw looking down at me from Point B all those weeks ago. He’s a senior in the tribe, twice her age, and apparently as the male he’s regarded as blameless in the liaison, even by Tirkiluk herself. I shouldn’t try to judge, but I know that in many ways the Inuit treat their women badly. A “good” wife is regarded as being worth slightly less than a decent team of dogs, and a “bad” one is unceremoniously dumped. And love doesn’t come into the Inuit way of life at all, although lust – male, and female – certainly does.

But there’s nothing I can do about all this. Winter has closed in, and Tirkiluk and I are stuck together like Siamese twins in this hut. Just hope she can find a better life with some other tribe in the spring – although she says she’ll have to travel what she regards as impossibly far to reach any of her people who will take her. Have to see if I can’t wangle her a passage down to one of the southern ports on the supply boat when it finally comes in the spring, although I saw enough of “Westernised” Eskimo life around the docks at Neimaagen not to wish it on anyone. Least of all Tirkiluk.

19 December

Have looked in all the reference books I’ve been provided with, and wasn’t surprised to find that there was no guidance about childbirth. Can’t bring myself to radio Godalming for advice. Not sure whether that’s pride, or the certainty that they wouldn’t respond.

Christmas Day –

and I’ve opened the bottle of rum that I’ve been saving until now. Tirkiluk spluttered and spat out the first sip, but then a wide grin spread across her broad face, and she held out her cup and asked for more. Eskimos are obviously used to drink. Think, in fact, that she’s holding it better than I am.

Did my best this morning to tell the Nativity story – very appropriate in the circumstances. Tirkiluk knows all about Christian heaven and hell. She thinks hell is a warm place where only whiteman is allowed to go. Can think of worse places than hell. Even now, in the cheery glow that comes from the drink and the light of the stove and the lanterns, the cold penetrates easily through the triple insulated walls of this hut, and a sense of damp chill slides like an embrace around your back and into your bones. You can never escape it. As far as I can tell from talking to Tirkiluk and re-reading the books, the Inuit don’t believe in an afterlife. The spirits just drift and return, drift and return.

Even today, the war must go on. Both trekked up to Point B to take measurements from the few instruments that haven’t frozen solid. The wind was biting, driven with gravel-like ice, but I taught her “Once In Royal David’s City” as we felt our way in the wild grey darkness. Somehow managed to sing, even though had to turn our heads away from the wind just to breathe.

Could stand my frozen beaverskin coat up on its own like a suit of armour when we returned to the hut, and somehow it made an odd, dark presence. I think of that line about “the other that walks beside you” in The Waste Land, and Shackleton’s account of that terrible final climb over the mountains of South Georgia. Tirkiluk’s matted and moulting furs work far better, although that’s probably simply because it’s her that’s wearing them.

Lost the blood from my right foot entirely today, and after nearly roasting the dead white flesh on top of the stove, gave in to Tirkiluk and let her hold it and rub it against her hard round belly, clicking the odd-shaped stones and polar bear teeth that she has strung around her neck. For the first time in my life – and in the oddest imaginable circumstances – I felt a baby kick. But, as usual, she muttered some incantation, and as usual, it seemed to work.

I’ve just radioed Godalming. Was rather hoping for more than the usual Message Received code I got in return.

*   *   *

Godalming no transmission stopped No ship for months Must live with this pa

Leave my possessions to my beloved Mother in the ho

*   *   *

Strong enough to keep record now. Important if things turn for worst. No excuse for it. My clumsiness. Not Tirkiluk. Stupid accident. I was drunk. The lantern went over. Should have gone out. But lid was loose. My fault. Idiot. Flaming oil. Everywhere.

Tirkiluk and I are sheltering by a wall of rock and of drift-ice, with what remains of one wall of the supply hut for a roof. The fire was terrible. Much worse in this cold place. The wind so strong. It and the flames fuelling each other. Supply hut went up too. Gas canisters. The oil drums. The lanterns. Explosions. Nearly killed. Everything.

Easier to list what we do have. Thought to drag out our clothing before too late. Some of the bedding. Some canvas. Managed to get back in and save some food, not enough to last the winter. Tirkiluk breaks the cans open with her knife. Contents are ice. No way of warming them. Eskimos carry fire with them through the winter. A tribe’s greatest treasure.

Beam of roof fell. Hit my legs. Tirkiluk’s all right but can hardly walk and there’s the baby. Haven’t moved for don’t know how. Cold incredible to start with there’s no pain no cold now. Fever, then this. Can’t feel my legs. Graphite breaks and paper is brittle, but if I’m slow writing is easy.

Can watch the stars turn. Everything freezing. Ice drifts through gaps in canvas and roof like smoke. Place stinks of us and the flames. Remember Tirkiluk now. How she healed me. Chanting, salt ice on my lips, teeth chattering. The hard cold holding me in white bony arms. Lights in the sky. Other lights. Could feel the spirits. Whispering, gathering round. Smoke and ice. Cold breath. Their names tumbling on the wind. So many, so old. Wizened faces. The spirits don’t mind the cold. This is their home. I don’t belong. I leave my bones in a quiet place where the wolves can’t get them.

Scratches of light. January meteors. The Quadrantids. Izar a dark binary. I’m freezing. I don’t feel cold. Dreamed that Tirkiluk had lost her fingers. Snapped off like icicles. She was Inua, fingerless hag, muttering under dark ice in the depths of the ocean.

*   *   *

Tirkiluk is near to her term. Tells me everything in her own language, and now I understand. Our lips are frozen as we speak, but perhaps the truth of it is in our minds. She tells me that she can’t move now and that the bleeding is coming and that she and the baby will die.

The tins are useless. Need proper food. Water too. Must make the effort. Foolish kaboola whiteman with my own bare hands. Must try.

Small victory today, but think we now have a chance.

Went out on to the ice with a spear fashioned from hooked and sharpened transmitter strut, aerial cable for a line. No bleeding. Legs gave way once, but otherwise no problem. Knelt down and licked and scraped the new ice with my bared teeth, tasting the salt that is still in it. Thickness impossible to judge by sight alone, but taste is a clue. At the thinnest point lies a clear circle of water, and a tiny ridge of ice around it that seal-breath has made. The ridge tells who and when and how many have used it.

Crouched down. Waited. Time froze over. Just me and the hole in the ice and the cold stiffening my clothes and the mountains like the shoulders of gods behind me and stars turning in the endless glowing darkness. Silence was incredible. Silence is the thing that’s struck me most since the burning of the hut. Always associated fear with noise. But fear is silence, and if you face the silence and listen to it and go through it, you eventually come to a dark place of deeper peace, like diving into that black circle of water as I wait for the seal, becoming part of everything. Found I could stop my breathing, and the slow ragged thump of my heart. Felt I was no longer real yet knew I would snap back into existence when the seal surfaced to breathe.

Over in an instant. Thought of Tirkiluk. Felt no hesitation, no pity. The grunt and gust of salt air, a face like a dog’s. Drove the spear down hard, and felt the shock of it strike back into my body. It began to thrash and pull, but the line held, and the sea turned foamy red. Felt the ice cracking and the ocean bubbling up as I heaved it out. Frozen splashes. Somehow found the energy to haul the seal back to Tirkiluk, the heat of it sliding in my hands. She sliced and bit and tore. The way she had before, when I was so disgusted. She offered it to me. I took a little, and the taste of it was good. But all hunger seems to have left me, and even the fresh water she lifted from the grey sack in the seal’s belly slaked a thirst I didn’t feel.

She made me take the bladder back to the bloodied hole. Dragged it there somehow, partly on hands and knees. It floated, a wounded sack, then was drawn down by a rippling current. Suddenly alive, swam away into the darkness. Tirkiluk tells me the spirit has returned. There will now be seal to hunt again.

Such terrible guilt about the stupidity of the accident. Not just my own life and Tirkiluk’s I’ve endangered. The weather has turned even more against us now, as though it knows, and we’ve packed the snow around to make walls – a rudimentary kind of igloo, although Tirkiluk didn’t even know the word. The wind bites though, threatening to excavate or bury us. Can feel the great anticyclone the icecap inland like a presence, a ghostly conjurer drawing gales out of the Arctic waters. And I think of the lonely men in huts like the one I destroyed, or in the convoys in the Atlantic, and rounding the terrible North Cape towards Murmansk.

Cold here is quite incredible, yet Tirkiluk feels it more than me. Almost a blessing. Looked at my legs today, cut back leggings that snapped like stiff card. Black skin, a section of dirty white where bone is showing through. Never thought to see my own bone. Wounds that should have gone gangrenous long ago. Think only the cold keeps me alive. A kind of sterility.

Tirkiluk has shown me how to tame the wind. So simple I should let the boffins at Godalming know. Would have laughed if the fractured skin on my face would allow. Rattled those teeth around her neck, and called on Inua. Tied three knots, and the gale stilled, and a quarter moon brightened over the bay. Says she needs a time of quiet now that the baby is near. Says she needs the blood and the liver and the fresh water of the seal.

I re-sharpened the spear. I went out. Me, the pale hunter.

When I hunt, the cold disappears. Silence engulfs me. I love the bright darkness, the glassy emptiness. Can hear the glacier moving, and understand that one day it will eat the mountains. Ice is stronger than heat or rock or even the ocean. Was there at the start of the world, and will close over everything at the end, when the stars blink out. I wait. Then flash of movement, and the blood-heat that burns like a fire from the open body of the seal. I leave the cutting of the flesh to Tirkiluk, who eats and drinks most of it anyway, and burrows deep into the warmth. I must keep back. Not out of squeamishness, but because I fear the heat.

Return the bladder to the ocean and let the current draw it away, so that the seal will return for me to hunt again.

The baby came. A boy. A living boy. It’s like the Aurora – there are no words. Leaned on her belly as she pushed. The incredible heat of her flesh, my fingers like cold leather, and fear in eyes through the pain at what I had become. We made a clean space for the child, brought in the fresh falling snow. She cleaned him and laid him on the skin of the seal. Then she gave him his first name. Naigo. Could feel the spirits crowding in, joining with the baby which is at its oldest when born. Filled with the memory of other lives. That’s why a baby cries before it can laugh. Said she wanted to call him Seymour too, when my name floats free.

Tirkiluk fears that the wolves and the polar bear must come soon, drawn by the blood-stink of life and death that surrounds this dreadful place. I do not believe that she and the baby will survive, yet I know that I fight for their lives.

Keeps Naigo against her flesh. Will hardly let me see. Says the spirits will be offended. I know my grip is cold as the glacier now, and that I must look awful, yet still I wish she would relent. The child feels half mine. Yet I know from the wild fear in Tirkiluk’s eyes that something is wrong. She senses it greatly now that she has Naigo, now that the whispering ancient sprits are gathered around her and the baby. It’s me. Something more than the fire and the cold and this terrible place. I know, yet I cannot bring myself to face it.

Inua was once a young girl just like Tirkiluk, yet she committed some crime, and her parents rowed out with her into the ocean in their umiak, and threw her overboard. When she clung to the side, they cut off her fingers, and they tossed a lamp to her as she sank down into the dark water, so that she might find her way.

Think that Inua is still out there, somewhere at the edge of this bay where the ice meets the black water in shattering, half frozen waves. Her long hair streams out in the currents like dark weed, uncombed and verminous because she has no fingers, and her lantern shines up at me as I peer down through the ice waiting for the seal to rise. Or perhaps it’s Aquila I see glittering deep down in the water, which Tirkiluk tells me will soon rise back above the horizon. Or some other drowned star.

I sit outside now, leaving Tirkiluk and Naigo with what little warmth and shelter there is. The breath, the damp, the slight radiance that still comes from her half-frozen body, had become intolerable to me, although I think that she is also happier now that she does not have to see me when the ice cracks from her frozen eyelids and she looks up, and when the baby mews and she draws it out from somewhere inside her.

In starlight, I stand up and I pull back the frozen, useless furs. I can see my hands, my arms, my chest. If I drop the furs now, they skitter across the rocks and ice, shattering like filthy glass. Underneath, there are darkened ropes of chilled muscle, pulled tight by shrivelled skin. My fingernails have peeled back like burned and blackened paint. From what little I can feel of my face with these hands, I have no nose, and my lips are stretched back so that my teeth are permanently bared.

The snow has returned. It gathers on these pages, and the flakes do not melt as I brush them away. It forms drifts, sculpting my body. I settle back into the downy comfort. I lie back as whiteness falls. My jaw creaks and the softness fills my mouth, settles on these eyes that do not blink. Soon, I will be covered, buried.

I think of Godalming. Of that hut by the tennis courts, and the sagging nets that no one has ever bothered to take in after the last set was played before war and the place was requisitioned. I think of Kay Alexander, her face sprayed with freckles, listening to the hissing seashell silence that drifts down from space.

She looks ragged from worry at the loss of the broadcasts from Weatherbase Logos II as she sits each evening at her receiver, although she knows that there’s a war on and that this and worse will happen on every day until it’s won. She remembers the shy man who was sent there, who sometimes came across the lawns from the main house in the summer, and would sit nearby at the edge of a table and fuss with the cuffs of his uniform or a pencil, barely meeting her eyes, talking about things without somehow ever really saying. Kay’s hair is ragged now. Even in Surrey it is winter and the night comes early and the lanterns glow beyond the blackout blinds, and the stars drift down and leaves are tangled like fish in the rotting tennis nets. Kay’s red tresses hang in verminous fronds, and as she lays out the code grid and lifts her headphones from the hook where she keeps them, the chill engulfs her and her fingers snap off one by one.

Nearly covered in forgetful snow now. Cannot see. But Tirkiluk is hungry. She and Naigo need, blood warmth. Must not give way. Must go and hunt the seal again. I know her face now, the mewling of her pain, the hot scent of her death spilling across the ice, the way the warmth of her blood makes my frozen, blackened flesh liquefy and dissolve.

The sun is starting to pearl the horizon, and Aquila will soon return. Tirkiluk’s Aagyuuk. It signals the thaw.

The polar bear came along the frozen beach at midday. He came with the changing wind, just as the sun was rising. I knew that he would have to come, just as the seal always returns, bringing Tirkiluk and Naigo the gift of her life.

A terrible, beautiful scene, the mountains glittering nursery-pink. Then the white pelt, the lumbering flesh. He raised his snout, smelling fire and life and slaughter. He grunted, and howled.

Naigo began to cry in the shelter behind me, and Tirkiluk sang to soothe him, her voice ringing clear over the keening wind, knowing that there was no hiding, knowing that the beast sensed the warm meat that was waiting on their bones. I thought for a moment of the seal, and how death was a kinder thing here than the winter, and that if I could truly finish with dying and return to life, it would be to a warm place with faces and smiles, crying with the grief of ages, hooded in silver drifts of placenta. But the bear had seen me, and smelled the death that my own lungs and mouth no longer have to taste, and smelled that I was an enemy.

I grabbed the harpoon as the bear lumbered towards me, driving it hard. It struck near the massive chest, reddening where the wind riffled the pelt. The beast was slowed, but still he came towards me. I had an odd strength in me – the strength to throw a harpoon harder and faster than the wind – yet I was light, thinly bound by rigored muscle and spongy ropes of blood. The bear reached me and tumbled me over and his jaw opened and teeth closed over my arm and shoulder. The teeth gave me no pain. It was the carrion-hot breath that terrified me.

Somehow, I pulled away from beneath him, dragged back on the bones of elbows and knees. I think he sensed then that he already had victory. Grey strands of ligament hung from his mouth, and my right collarbone dangled beneath. He shook it away. There was something playful and cat-like about the way he struck out at me with the massive pad of his paw. I was blown back as if by the wind as the claws striped my chest. I struck an outcrop of rock, feeling my left hand snap and roll away, and my leg break where the wound had exposed the bone, raising a pointed femur. The bear leapt at me, coming down, blocking the sky.

My broken femur struck into his belly like a stake. He bellowed and the blood gushed in a salt wave. I knew that I would have to get away before the heat dissolved me entirely.

I didn’t kill the bear. He ran back up the beach, trailing blood. The wound, which seemed so terrible as it broke over me from his belly, will probably heal easily enough. Spring is coming soon, and life will regather itself, and the bear will survive. I wish him luck, and the flesh of the seal when we have finally finished with her. I use the harpoon as a kind of crutch now that I can no longer walk easily. I have lashed the remains of my left arm to it, and struggle along the shore like a broken-winged bird.

I have to keep the harpoon lashed that way even when I hunt, but the seal now comes easily. She has died for us so many times now that she no longer fears death.

How I envy her. The bear’s blood-heat and his teeth and claws have exposed and melted the flesh of my chest and belly. I can look down now as I shelter by a rock from the long ice-glittering shadows of the gathering sunlight. The dark frozen organs inside their cage, furred with ice.

I look up at the rim of the sky. Aagyuuk is rising. Across sixteen light years, Altair winks at me. While still I have time, I must catch the seal again.

The thaw is coming now, as Tirkiluk said it would once Aagyuuk had risen. There is faint light much of the day, and sudden flashes of the blazing rim of the sun through the clouds and glaciers that lie piled on the horizon. The wind is veering south. The seabirds are returning.

The ice in the bay booms now, and cracks like thunder. For Tirkiluk and Naigo, even though I know that there will be bitter storms to come, death has receded. She came out to see me today when the sun was sailing clear of the horizon and I was crouching in the ice-shadows where the cold wind drives deepest at the eastern end of the shore. She brought Naigo with her, gathered deep under her furs. She wept when she saw me, yet she held the child out for me to see. He slept despite the chill. Gently, I let the ragged claw of my remaining hand brush against his forehead, where the marks of birth have left his skin entirely. Then she drew him away, and held him to her breast and wept all the more. I would have wept with her, had I any tears left in me.

I went today to the place of bones. I’ve known for some time that it is where I should seek to avoid the gathering heat. I stood at the rim of the shadowed ravine with rags of my rotting flesh streaming in the wind, gazing down at those clean and serene skulls. But I know that the souls live elsewhere. They live on the wind, in the ice, and beneath the soft lids of Naigos sleeping eyes.

I write with difficulty now as the skin sloughs off my fingers like old seaweed. These pages are filthy from the mess I leave, and I can only go out when the wind veers north, or in the cold of the night. Why should I strive to continue now, anyway? I can think of no reason other than fear.

A wide crack has appeared in the sheet of ice that covered the bay. It runs like a road from the horizon right up to the shore. Somehow, I believe I can smell the sea on it, the salt breath of the ocean.

Must write before I lose fingers of remaining hand.

Went out on to the beach. As I gazed at the widening gap in the ice, the seal emerged from the wind-ripped water. She lumbered up across the rocks towards me, and stared without fear with the steam of life rising from her smooth dark pelt. I could only marvel and wonder, and feel a kind of love. She forgives, after all the times that her life has been taken. She turned then, and went back into the water, and dived in a smooth deep ripple.

I thought then I stood alone in the wind, yet when I looked behind me, Tirkiluk was there. A dark figure, standing just as I have stood so many times at the edge of this shore, looking out at the crystal mountains, the glacier, the bay. She let me hold her, and touch the baby again. I knew that we were saying goodbye, although there were no words.

I can hear the seal mewling on the midnight wind. She is out on the shore again. Calling. Waiting. All I must do now is stand, and lift these limbs, and walk down towards the glittering path of water that spreads out across the bay. And the seal will lead me to the place in the ocean where a lantern gleams, dark hair streams, and fingerless hands spread wide in an embrace.

From there, the rest of my journey should be easy.

*   *   *

From the log of John Farragar, Ship’s Captain, Queen of Erin. 12 May 1943: Sailed 12:00 hours Tuiak Bay SSE towards Neimaagen. A fire has destroyed Logos II Weatherbase, and a thorough search has revealed no trace of Science Officer Seymour. Have radioed Meteorological Intelligence at Godalming and advised that he should be listed as missing, presumed dead.

Also advised Godalming that an Eskimo woman and infant survived amid the burnt-out wreckage. They are aboard with us now, and I have no reason to doubt that the truth of this sad matter is as the woman has told me:

Seymour befriended her when she was abandoned by her tribe, and the fire was caused by an accident with a lantern at the time broadcasts ceased. He died soon after from injuries caused by his attempts to recover supplies from the burning hut, and the body was subsequently taken by wolves. The later journals I have recovered are undated, and clearly the product of a sadly deranged mind. I would not wish them to reach the hands of his relatives, and I have thus taken the responsibility upon myself to have them destroyed in the ship’s furnace.

Tirkiluk, the Eskimo woman, has asked to be landed at Kecskemet, where the tribe is very different to her own, and the wooded land is somewhat warmer and kinder. As the deviation from our course is small, I have agreed to her request. Her journey aboard the Queen should take little more than two days, but I am sure that by then we shall miss her.


CHRISTOPHER FOWLER

The Most Boring Woman
in the World

CHRISTOPHER FOWLER LIVES and works in central London, where he runs the Soho movie marketing company The Creative Partnership, producing TV and radio scripts, documentaries, trailers and promotional shorts. For half of each day, Fowler works with the writers, producers and artists at The Creative Partnership, while he spends the remainder of the day writing short stories and novels.

His books include Roofworld, Rune, Red Bride, Darkest Day, Spanky, Psychoville, Disturbia, and the collections City Jitters, City Jitters Two, The Bureau of Lost Souls, Sharper Knives, Flesh Wounds and Dracula’s Library. Most of his novels are in various stages of development as movies, while his story “The Master Builder” was filmed by CBS-TV as Through the Eyes of a Killer (1992) starring Tippi Hedren, and Left Hand Drive, based on his first short story, won Best British Short Film in 1993.

As the author explains, the following tale is the only oral story he has ever written: “I did it as an audition piece for an actress friend of mine called Maggie, something that would allow her to ‘perform’ as she progressed through it. It’s interesting seeing what someone else does with a short story, and Maggie really brought it to life as she went off the deep end.

“J.G. Ballard was once described thus: ‘He doesn’t care where he lives, because he lives inside his head.’ It’s impossible to know what others are thinking, or whether their self-evaluations are accurate. That gap in perception gave me this story and led in turn to Psychoville, which is the first non-supernatural novel I’ve written. It will hopefully be seen as not simply as a ‘mad housewife’ tale, but one making the point that extraordinary things happen to ordinary people, and it seems to be a uniquely British character trait to downplay the extraordinariness when describing one’s life to a stranger. It’s an area that interests me, and something I’ll do more of.”

I CAN’T IMAGINE why you’d want to interview me, I’m the most boring woman in the world.

I’m nobody. Nothing interesting ever happens in my life. I live in a house like thousands of others, in a banjo crescent called Wellington Close in a suburban part of South London, in a semidetached with three bedrooms and a garden filled with neatly pruned roses that have no scent and a lawn covered with broken plastic children’s toys. I have a labrador called Blackie, two children, Jason and Emma, and a husband called Derek. I keep my clothesline filled and my upstairs curtains closed (to protect the carpets from the sun – blue fades easily) and my days are all the same.

Derek works for a company that supplies most of Southern England with nonflammable sofa kapok. I met him when I was a secretary at Mono Foods, where he was senior floor manager. One afternoon he came by my desk and asked me out to the pub. I’ll always remember it because he drank eight pints of lager to my three Babychams and I’d never met anyone with that much money before. Six weeks later he proposed. We were married the following June and spent two weeks on the Costa where I picked up a painful crimson rash on the beach and had to be hospitalized in a clinic for skin disorders.

Before that? Well, nothing much to report. I was a happy child. People always say that, don’t they? My older brother, to whom I was devoted, died in a motorbike accident when a dog ran out in front of him, and at the funeral they muddled his cremation with someone else’s, an old lady’s, so that we got the wrong urns and her family were very upset. Also, the dog was put down. Things like that were always happening in our family. On Christmas Eve 1969, my father got completely drunk, fell down the coal-hole chute and landed in the cellar, and nobody found him until Boxing Day. His right leg didn’t knit properly so he had to walk with a stick. One day the stick got stuck in a drainage grating, and he had a heart attack trying to pull it out. My mother passed on a few weeks later. They say one often follows the other, don’t they? At around the same time I lost one cousin through faulty electric blanket wiring and another when a gas tap jammed in a Portuguese villa.

No such calamities ever occur now. Now my days are all the same.

When I was young I was a pretty girl, with straight white teeth and hair that framed my face like curls of country butter, but I didn’t know I was pretty until I was thirteen, when John Percy from three doors down tried to rape me in exchange for a Chad Valley Give-A-Show projector. I told my mother and she went over to the Percy house. They moved away soon after. They had to. John came around and hit me when I opened the front door to him. He broke my nose, and I wasn’t so pretty after that.

When I was sixteen I wanted to go to art college, I wanted to be an artist, but my father said there was no call for it and I would be better off in an office. So I went to work for Mono Foods, met Derek, got married. I didn’t have to or anything, it just felt like the right thing to do. He didn’t have his bald spot back then. He didn’t blow his nose and analyse the contents of his hankie. He didn’t fall asleep all the time. He really seemed interested, and nobody else was, so I said yes. My father joked about it being a relief to get me off his hands, but he wasn’t really joking.

For a while we moved in with Derek’s mother, but that didn’t work out because she hated me for taking away her son and stood over me in the kitchen while I cooked, saying things like, “That isn’t how he likes his eggs,” until I felt like strangling her. Then I fell pregnant and we moved here. We put her in a very nice old folks’ home, but the first night she was there she wrote and told me I was cursed for stealing her boy, that she was going to die and that it would be on my conscience for ever.

The awful thing was that she had a stroke that night and died, and I had to go into therapy. Derek took his mother’s side and while he didn’t actually call me murderer to my face, I knew what he was thinking.

Since then I always joke that I’m not addicted to Valium, I just like the taste.

My days are always the same.

Here’s my routine:

The white plastic radio alarm clock goes off at seven-fifteen. The DJ makes jokes about the day’s newspaper headlines as I rise and slip into a powder-blue dressing gown covered in little pink flowers. I’ll have been awake since five, lying on my back listening to the ticking of the pipes as the boiler thermostat comes on. Derek sleeps through the alarm. I wake him and he totters off to the bathroom moaning about his workload and complaining about people at the office I’ve never heard of because I’m just a silly housewife who can’t retain any information that isn’t about the price of fucking washing powder.

I drag the children out of their beds and pack them off to wash and dress, then make them breakfast (cereal and toast in the summer, porridge in the winter), check that they’re presentable and send them off to school. Derek usually finds something to bitch about, like I’ve ironed his shirt with the creases going in the wrong direction or there’s a button missing from his braces, and tuts and fuffs until I’ve sorted out the problem. Then he takes the Vauxhall, leaves me the Renault and the house falls silent. And I sit down with a cigarette, a nice glass of Scotch and a Valium.

They don’t know I smoke. I have to sling the ashtrays in the dishwasher and open the windows before the kids get back.

During the day all sorts of exciting things happen. Last Tuesday the knob came off the tumble dryer, on Thursday next door’s cat nearly got run over, and on Friday I found out that my husband was having an affair. Her name is Georgina. She works in his department. His pet name for her is “my little Gee Gee”, and explains all of the awkward, stilted phonecalls that take place here in the evenings. If you’re going to have an affair it’s a good idea to remember to empty the pockets of your trousers before you give them to me for dry-cleaning, that’s all I can say.

I don’t get on with the neighbours. The stuck-up bitch next door won’t talk to me because I once got a little soused in the middle of the day and fell into her fishpond. Sometimes I sit in the car and rev the engine just to blow smoke over her washing.

Jason and Emma come home and lie on the floor on their stomachs in that curiously impossible position children use for watching television. They remain glued to cartoons, space serials and Save The Fucking Zebra updates, all presented by some perky fresh-faced teenaged boy I’d secretly like to ride naked.

I cook. I make sausage, egg and beans with chips, and fishfingers with chips, and beefburgers with chips, and chops, chips and peas. The meals I cook are so bright and dry you’d think they were carved from seaside rock. Everything comes with chips at number 11 Wellington Close. I’m the only one who doesn’t like chips. I’d like to cook langoustine swimming in garlic, loup grillé with capers and shallots. But you can’t get langoustine around here, just doigts de poisson avec frites.

I don’t eat with the others. After the smell of frying has permeated my clothes I’m no longer hungry. I have a brandy. I keep a bottle at the back of the sink. Sometimes Derek comes into the kitchen to refill the saltcellar or something and finds me on all fours with my head somewhere near the U-bend, and I tell him that the waste disposal is playing up again.

Then I clear away the dinner things while Derek provides more news about the people he works with and who, for me, only exist as a series of names with personality quirks attached. The Byzantine intrigue of the sofa kapok world is such that if Lucrezia Borgia applied for a job she’d barely make a secretarial position.

I don’t wash up very well. By now the kids are yelling and I’m getting jumpy. Anything I drop goes in the bin. We’ve all this missing crockery. Nobody notices. Nobody notices anything. My days are all the same. I listen to the pounding in my head and watch as the lounge fills up with blood. You can’t see the telly when there’s blood in the way.

At the weekend I go shopping. Sometimes I go shopping in my mind, but I don’t come back with anything. Oh how we love to shop! B&Q, M&S, Safeway, Tesco, Homebase, Knickerbox, Body Shop, we just wander around lost in amazement at the sheer choice and ready availability of luxury products at the end of the twentieth century. If the excitement was running any higher it would be leaking from our arseholes. Derek doesn’t come with us, of course; he stays behind at the house to creep around making furtive phone calls from the bedroom. He says he’s “doing the accounts”, presumably a coded phrase which means “telephoning the trollop”. He misses the chance to watch me shoplift. I only take things I don’t want, although the complete set of Sabatier steak-knives I hoisted last month proved useful for throwing at next-door’s spaniel.

On Sunday mornings we rise later than usual and I prepare a cooked breakfast before Derek heaves his flabby body from the chair and chooses between his pastimes of straightening up the garden and hoovering his floozie’s hairpins from the car. Do they still have hairpins? I can’t remember the last time I saw one. There are so many things you don’t see any more. Those little pieces of green string with metal rods at either end that used to hold bits of paper together. Animal-shaped Peak Freen biscuits. Jubblies, sherbet dabs and Jamboree Bags. You never see any of them any more. Instead I see the white plastic radio alarm clock and the powder-blue dressing gown and the hairs on Derek’s indifferently turned back.

The first time I took speed I got all the housework done in under an hour. It was great. But I felt so tired afterwards that I couldn’t cook, and Derek had to go and buy us all fish and chips. Speed helped me to organize the household. Thanks to the speed, which I got in the form of prescription diet pills, I not only started collecting money-off coupons, I catalogued them all in little boxes according to date, value and type of offer. I just never got around to using any of them.

I have never hit my children. Not even when I caught Jason smoking in the toilet and he was abusive. It would have been hypocritical of me. Is punching hitting? Sometimes I don’t remember things very well. I have lapses. Little bits of housewife downtime. Sometimes the children tell me I did something when I’m sure I didn’t. The dog won’t come near me any more, and I think it’s something to do with one of those vanished moments. I think I fed Blackie something bad.

When we argue, which is quite often these days, Derek always tells me that I never learn. I try to learn, but it’s hard to get motivated when you’re alone all day and you know exactly what’s going to happen from the minute the white plastic radio alarm goes off until the time you set it again at night. I don’t like the nights. It’s when I feel most alone. We go to bed, read magazines and sleep, but we don’t speak. I lie there listening. Derek’s furry back is turned away from me, the children are unconscious, the streets outside are black and silent. It’s like being dead, or being buried alive, or some damned thing.

Wait, here’s something new I learned. Cocaine, Valium and Lamb’s Navy Rum don’t mix at all well. I got the cocaine from a man at the shopping centre because I’d just had a huge fight with Derek and it seemed like a good angry response to his wheedling, wide-eyed denials. I’d already drunk half the bottle of rum to get my nerve up, and the Valium was a matter of habit. I opened the little paper packet of coke and chopped it finely on the breadboard with my M&S card, then snorted it up through a Ronald McDonald straw. The kids were in the lounge watching adults get green slime tipped over their heads on TV, and I was off my face in the kitchen. I threw a careless glance at the lasagna filling the oven with dense grey smoke and thought, hey, it’s takeaways again tonight, kids!, chucked the burning lasagna into the dog’s bowl and crawled under the sink for another hit of rum. Derek was at the office “attending an extracurricular staff meeting”, which roughly translated as “bunging the bimbo one in the photocopying room”, and I no longer gave a toss about the world or anything in it.

I love my children because they’re my flesh and blood. But I don’t really like them. Jason, without intending to, has learned to be sly and grasping and is already watching his father for tips at gaining a better foothold on the easy life. Emma is, well, bovine is too unkind a word. Slow to catch on, shall we say. She stares slackly with eyes like chips of glass and only becomes animated before certain TV programmes. These children are from me, but not of me. Each day they become a little more like Martians, shifting away from my embrace with each incomprehensible new habit learned in the school playground. And as their language grows more alien, as the cults and rituals they design to be misconstrued by adults grow more elaborate, I lose them a little more each day, meal time by meal time. Every mother knows that her children eventually leave. I just hadn’t expected the process to start so fucking early.

Derek works on winning the kids over to his side, of course. He can only allow himself to be seen as a hero. He teams up with them against me. Fathers often do that. Nice habit.

The house is quiet now. But then, it always was quiet. Our fights were conducted in a series of controlled explosions that wouldn’t wake the children, muted insults escaping like hisses of steam.

It was important to Derek that we also presented a unified, peaceful front to the neighbours. It didn’t take them long to cotton on, of course. The bin bags filled with bottles were a giveaway. Well, Mr and Mrs Rodney Boreham-Smith next door can go and fuck themselves as far as I’m concerned. They’re dead from the wallet up, like everyone else around here; you want to talk about politics or art, they want to ask you how you keep your windows so smear-free. Everyone’s a Stepford Wife. We have television to thank for explaining to us the importance of germfree, pine-fresh tiles in our lives.

I’ll admit it now. At some point, I lost the plot. I could no longer remember my set routine. Housewifely duties became unfathomable to me. When the white plastic alarm went off I would rise and stand at the bedroom window, looking down into the deserted dawn streets, wondering what on earth I was supposed to be doing. How to function as a mother and a wife. Was it get up, wash the kids and iron the breakfast, or make the dinner, fry the dog and kill the husband? I asked the children, but they didn’t know. Just got frightened and ran to Daddy. Big brave Daddy.

When Derek came home early one day and told me he was leaving for good, heading off into the sunset with his little Gee Gee, I was heating oil in a copper-bottomed omelette pan. Bad timing, big mistake. The pan left a series of concentric rings on the side of his face, and the oil badly burned his neck. The second time I hit him it dented the back of his head with a crunch, like putting a spoon through a soft-boiled egg. He dropped to his knees in complete surprise and pitched on to his back. I wanted to make sure he was dead, so I cut open a cushion and stuffed his mouth with kapok. I expected my civic-minded neighbours to call the police any minute, complaining of hearing “raised voices”, as if such indications of human life should never be given, and I began to panic. I imagined being led away through a crowd of gawping, tutting onlookers to a waiting car. But before agreeing to go with the police, I would tidy up the kitchen and tearfully say goodbye to the children. And I thought to myself, if only one of you could have met me halfway, just to show that you cared, I wouldn’t have had to murder someone. But I had, and he was lying on the kitchen floor, a halo of coagulating blood expanding on the diamond tiles, and I had to do something about it.

So I put him in a bin bag.

Well, not one, about three, but it wasn’t at all difficult. I did it without thinking, as though it was the most natural thing in the world to do. Derek wasn’t a large man, and I was used to manhandling sacks of rubbish, and before the kids were back from school I had him trussed up by the back door ready for collection. I squeegeed up the blood, rinsed the mop and replaced it, then showered and changed and came downstairs just as Jason walked in, asking what was for dinner.

That night after the kids were in bed I entered the garage from the house, put the bin bags in the Renault and drove over to the edge of the estate, where there was a gravel pit that the council were landfilling so they could build yet another Tesco nobody needed but would soon be hypnotized into using. I dragged the bag across the back of the carpark and gave it a good shove down into the pit, then kicked a load of rubbish on top of it. Then I went home and watched the snooker.

I didn’t plan any of this, you understand. I simply acted without thinking about it. The police would turn up and arrest me, and that would be that.

But they didn’t. The next morning Derek’s office called to find out where he was, and I told them I had no idea. The kids asked in a half-hearted way, and I told them the same thing.

I didn’t go to the police and report him missing, because if they came calling I knew I could say he’d run off with his mistress. Instead I opened a fresh bottle of rum, got pissed watching “Pebble Mill”, and got away with murder.

When I was a little girl, I believed that you got what you deserved. If you were very good, you were rewarded with a lovely house, a husband and children. If you were disobedient, you would never meet anyone and die a bitter, loveless death. Now I know that it’s the other way around; you get what you don’t deserve. And I didn’t deserve this frozen life where my days are all the same.

Oh, but they are. You think they should be different since I murdered my husband? And you wonder why I chose to confess to you?

Well, because I only just made the murder part up.

I didn’t really kill Derek, even though I had the opportunity. He’s still alive. We did have a row about his fancy woman, but he promised to put an end to the relationship. He hasn’t, of course. And I missed my chance to conk him on the head.

But it’s always there in the back of my mind, the knowledge that one day I might just go berserk with the Black & Decker. Hack his dick off, saw the dog in half, drink rat poison and set fire to the house while the children are in bed. Sometimes I get up in the middle of the night and watch them all sleeping, and I wonder if they realize how much danger they’re in. I stand above Derek as he snores lightly, his head buried deep in the pillow, and I want to pour lighted petrol into his mouth.

Each day they bring themselves closer to a reckoning with me. And they have no idea, because our days are all the same. Soon there’ll be screams in the middle of the night, power knives, lamps being overturned, doors slamming, flames and madness.

Or perhaps there won’t.

I have to go, my husband will be home from work soon and the dinner isn’t on. I don’t know why you wanted to interview me, anyway. I’m just like everyone else around here – more so. I’m the most boring woman in the world.

At the moment.


BRIAN HODGE

Extinctions in Paradise

BRIAN HODGE’S SIXTH novel, Prototype, was published in 1996 and was coincidentally described as “unbearably depressing” by both his editor and Fangoria magazine, although the latter hastened to add: “Prototype is a shattering, sobering novel that transcends the horror genre and provides a terrifying commentary on our own future.” The editor has since left publishing altogether.

Hodge has recently completed a crime novel, Miles to Go Before I Weep, and a dozen of his sixty-some published stories have been collected in The Convulsion Factory, themed around urban decay and offering no easy answers save that cities should perhaps brush after every meal.

Also on the way from Bovine Records (motto: “Destroying music’s future today”) is a chapbook-and-soundtrack combination titled Under the Grind in collaboration with “sludgecore” band Thug, who previously released a sonic version of the author’s 1991 story “Cancer Causes Rats”.

“Like most of my stories,” explains Hodge, “the way ‘Extinctions in Paradise’ came out was mostly a random synergy of where I happened to be personally and aesthetically at the time.

“When Ed Gorman invited me to do a story for Werewolves, I had no interest in approaching it from the standard Larry Talbot scenario. But I’d recently read a sad and wonderful novel called Imagining Argentina, and had been left with an itch to try something more within the magical-realism vein that’s pulsed through much South American literature.

“Maybe a year prior I’d been touched by an article about an elderly photographer who daily set up his antiquated gear near a fountain; in which South American city, I no longer remember. For years I’d read of death squads in Rio de Janeiro killing street kids. I was also in the midst of an ongoing editorial page debate with some Christian fundamentalists, seeing first-hand their mania for distortion of facts in service of their vision of the First Amendment. Then, too, I’d recently gotten Concrete Blonde’s Mexican Moon disc, and kept picturing Johnette Napolitano as Dona Mariana, with that earthy sensuality of hers. I wrote the last few pages listening to ‘Heal It Up’ on infinite repeat – it just seemed to help.

“Six months in either direction and a very different story may have been written. But I like what this one does, and I’m very glad that Ed called when he did.”

THEY KILL CHILDREN HERE. Let me make that clear from the beginning.

In spite of that, I have for two years found this city an agreeable place to live. Still not a lot of friends, but those I have are genuine, and diverse. Their company cheers me on those days when I still miss my family so much the pain claws at me like a wounded jaguar.

It was Pedro Javier that I met first, or that’s the way I remember it, a little man with silvery hair above a brown old face wrinkled in the kindliest of ways. His shoulders are rounded with a perpetual stoop from all the years he’s spent hunkering down behind a camera so antiquated, no one’s really interested in stealing it. Every day, for more than forty years, he’s come down to set up his camera in the Plaza del Oro and take pictures of tourists and students, lovers and anybody else who’ll spare him a few minutes, against a backdrop of a fountain cascading with water that looks purer than it really is. Pedro hasn’t missed a day in four decades . . . except for a week many years ago, a week I’ve never been able to get him to talk about. I suspect it happened when the army was in charge, when the generales often rounded up anyone they thought might not fit their agenda. I suspect this. But I never press him on it. He’s a happy man, and, God knows, I realize how easily bad memories can tear your day to tatters.

“Roberto,” he greeted me one afternoon, same as he always did. I think he believed that adding the o might make me feel more like a native down here. It didn’t, but I never told him. I handed him a coffee I’d bought from a vendor across the Plaza. He always appreciates that. “Thank you, thank you.”

“What says the sun today?” I asked. As a photographer, he is deeply into the philosophy of light and shadow and the shadings between the two, their subtle nuances and how they speak of the world.

“El sol, today he is saddened by the newness of autumn, and how he gets not so much time in the sky. He is weary, but still he fights. See the golden glow of the shadows today? Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Pedro was right, but this was something I’d not have noticed until someone with his eye pointed it out to me. The Plaza, full of those strolling along, taking time out to enjoy the day, seemed suffused with a warmly glowing luster, and whatever tears the day called its own pooled only in the thickest of shadows.

I wasn’t the only norteamericano in the Plaza, but few would mistake me for a tourist. I’d long ago lost that scrubbed, pressed sheen, had effortlessly cultivated the rumpled, lived-in look of one who has forsaken a prior lifetime, to live the rest of it in a land that made the smallest daily acts seem new again.

We talked for a while, then, when he’d finished his coffee, Pedro flicked a spindly finger at me. “Okay, over by the fountain with you. Today we will make a new picture. That time has come again.”

“Already?” But I was walking to where he wanted me.

“One each month, you know my plans for you, hee hee.” Pedro sank into his stance behind the camera, making adjustments on the boxy contraption, compensating for changes in the light that only he could see. “Someday you will thank me, you will be able to look at them in sequence and see how well you have aged. Or . . . how much you have healed. Now smile, lazy gringo.”

I pushed my greying ponytail off my shoulder and smiled for him. The camera resonated with a far more substantial clunk than did the Nikons and Polaroids at my apartment. Pedro straightened – a little – and grinned broadly, a dotty old wizard whom I feared might be the last of his kind.

When I stood at his side again, he patted my mottled arm just below the rolled shirtsleeve, the skin of his hand like a smooth leather glove, dry and comforting. I felt that effortless acceptance that seems to emanate only from the very old, who never feel the need to say anything simply because there is silence. Back in the States we’ve forgotten how to appreciate that.

Pedro and I took seats on a stone bench where we had already passed so many hours, the impressions of our rumps might have been worn into it.

“I saw something strange last night, Pedro,” I said at last. “Down in the alley outside my bedroom window.”

“Ah,” he said, nodding steadily. Waiting.

“Do animals from the jungle ever come this far into the city? I think it was a big cat, or . . . or something like that.”

“Why should it not happen, from time to time? Cunning beasts, they can survive easier in our world than most of us survive in theirs. They are like the children who roam the streets and have no homes, they reduce life to its simplest term: survival.”

“I just saw it for a few seconds, it looked up at me in my window there. Then it ran.” I didn’t tell him it had been a bad night, that I’d spent two hours or more crying over a bottle of dark rum. “I swear it was holding a hand in its mouth. Severed right above the wrist.” I traced a line across my own to show him.

Pedro frowned. “Well, what can I say? Night can be a fearful time, still, even in the heart of the city. All the gold is gone from the sky, and the shadows have their way with all else. It is the way of night.”

“That wasn’t all. You know the way cat eyes glow green in a flash of light? These didn’t. These glowed red. Like . . .”

“Like a man’s? Ah, well.” Pedro shrugged, with the well-aged wisdom of those who have discovered that the longer they live, the less they’ve really seen. “For every law, something that breaks it. This is the way of the world.”

I came here an expatriot from the States. Never say never, they tell you. But I’m never going back.

You’d hardly recognize me these days from the tiny picture that used to accompany my column in the Chicago Tribune which was syndicated to nearly one hundred dailies. I’ve done a lot of living since that bland little picture was shot, much of it hard, and I see the world through eyes that aren’t necessarily different, just . . . wearier. I used to strike a comfortable balance between cynicism and idealism. But the balance has tilted out of whack since I wrote my last column almost three years ago.

Still, for nearly every day I do make an attempt to find something good in it. My wife would expect it of me.

Around the time of that last column, I had been enmeshed in an ongoing debate over sex and violence on TV. As one who earned his living from words, I was made very nervous by the groups of self-appointed guardians of the public trust who were making noisy demands that they knew best for us all, and should be granted an advisory capacity to monitor what went out over the airwaves. They were armed with lots of zeal, and stats selectively compiled from cause-and-effect studies whose validity wasn’t even agreed upon, certainly not conclusively enough to warrant compromising the First Amendment. I spent a lot of ink trying to puncture holes in their self-righteousness and pseudo-science. Today an image, tomorrow a thought, that was my fear; it’s not without precedent.

I can’t imagine how much these people must have grown to hate me. The columnist always gets the last word; the columnist is the embodiment of smug and godless ruin, the self-congratulatory Nero who fiddles while Rome burns.

Maybe I was.

I tried to tell myself that the team who showed up at my home one night wasn’t really trying to harm anyone. That their goal was to frighten. Doesn’t killing somebody undermine credibility, even as an extremist? They said they got the idea from a rerun of Miami Vice. Too much monitoring? Anything to prove a point, I suppose.

But I’ve given up trying to figure them out. Facts are easier to stick with. They lobbed three gasoline bombs into our home at three different locations. We’d been remodeling, and things were a mess, and the fires spread quickly, joining into one conflagration while the smoke billowed into a dense, caustic cloud.

A wife and two children, I lost them all, and gained a lot of blisters and baked skin that took months to heal. The people who did this, certainly they shut me up; it’s hard to type with your hands swathed in bandages, and I couldn’t keep my head clear enough to dictate a column to save my life. It wasn’t for lack of trying. I’d get a paragraph in, maybe two on a lucid day, and then I’d think I smelled my children, or heard them crying out to me, in absolute faith that I would never fail them.

You’ve never known failure until the last thing you’ve taught your children is how fragile and human you really are.

I didn’t decide to leave the country until after the trials and convictions. I attended faithfully, like church, and before the day of the sentencing I schemed obsessively to smuggle a pistol into the courtroom so it was waiting for me. If the judge didn’t come down hard enough to suit me, I could at least rise like an avenging angel and bring them down in retribution for the three people I had failed most in this world.

I even had my hand on the grip before I began wondering what the experience had turned me into. I’d actually considered this? I’d thought I could go through with it?

Something’s wrong, I thought. Something is very wrong and it’s not just me.

South America. I later thought. It would be another world, someplace to stumble around and lose myself for years while I got my bearings. I could live cheaply down there; with the insurance, and the money I’d earned from syndication, I might not have to work for a very long time. I might be human again by then.

Ultimately, though, it wasn’t the struggle with my own murderous impulses that drove me south. It was my neighbor from directly across the street.

The gasoline bombs immediately caught his eye, fires blooming in an upstairs bedroom, the dining room, family room. My neighbor was concerned just enough to make a run for his video camera; not enough to actually try to help. He taped everything, even after I was long gone to the hospital in a scream of sirens . . . right up to the moment when they brought out the bagged bodies of my family from the smoldering husk of the house.

He sold that damned tape to a tabloid show for more than I’d earned my first six years working for the newspapers.

I had a hard time dealing with that.

The next day I learned from Pedro that a shopkeeper had been savaged several blocks from my apartment the same night I’d seen whatever it was from my bedroom window. Not all of the body had been recovered; because of the teeth- and clawmarks, the general assumption was that it never would be.

Everybody who lived in the area, and many beyond, knew about the victim. He operated a botanica, filled with fragrant herbs and pictures of saints, with incense and candles, standard trappings of the numerous religions to spring from an African commonality. Vodoun, santeria, candomblé, macumba . . . the same basic gods and beliefs, with variations among their rites. Most knew this man for the sham he was, with faith in nothing more than profit. His trade was not with true believers, but mostly with dabbling kids who wanted something more primal than the Catholicism of their parents and didn’t know any better about him, and with tourists who got a cheap thrill out of burning a candle they could have bought for a fraction elsewhere, but felt sure the expensive one was blessed.

Of course, nobody deserved to die in such a ghastly way, but on the streets, one got the feeling he wouldn’t be missed.

“Do you think I should report what I saw?” I asked Pedro that same afternoon. He was eating from a bag of pistachio nuts and his lips were comically red, a right jolly old elf.

“And what was that: an animal you saw for a moment in the dark. This much is known already.” Pedro shrugged. “The policía, what will they do? They will listen, and they will look very bored, and if feeling lively they will scratch their bellies and their balls.” He shrugged again. “Do as you must. But for me, life is too short to spend it watching hairy men scratch themselves.”

Pedro’s dismissal of the police was as practical as it was fatalistic. They’re no different here than they are throughout much of South America; poorly equipped, underpaid, and notoriously corrupt. Paying the equivalent of $200 American per month, the force hardly draws the cream of the crop. They are the puppets of anyone who puts up enough money.

And I ended up taking Pedro’s advice.

It is the way of things down here, and I had learned well in my two years living with them. They accept as natural the oddest things at times, as if a carnivore materializing in the heart of a city of five million, and carrying off pieces of a shopkeeper, is well within the realm of possibilities. They believe in the kinds of magic that come sweeping down on warm winds from the grassy open pampas, or ooze in like fog from the jungles, or bubble up in the thickest of slums. They recognize miracles of both the light and the darkness, because they’ve lived them for so long, keeping spirits and hopes robust even while the occasional dictator has sought to crush protesting throats beneath his boot. It’s not that they’re apathetic to tragedy; they merely reserve their outrage for what truly matters. All else, when said and done, is life in all its richness, simply life.

It’s only in the youngest and dirtiest of the city’s wealth of life that I see no hope, in whom hope has died, if it has lived at all. The street kids are a breed unto themselves, roaming in packs for survival, and clinging tenaciously to one another for a sense of family.

The government said the problem is under control, that only fifteen hundred or so actually sleep on the streets. It seems a whitewash to me, that there must be more, but even if that figure is correct, the government can’t deny that tens of thousands more get nothing out of their homes other than a place to sleep when exhausted. The streets may not be their bed, but are still the only way these kids can survive. Children as young as six shine shoes and sell candy, hire themselves out for odd jobs, steal, and prostitute their bodies. They get by, many of them, on fifty cents a day.

It gets them dead sometimes.

The street kids – grubby urchins whose dark eyes can be sad one moment, shining innocently the next, and turn vicious a moment later – are not just some exotic species to me that I watch from afar. I know many of them fairly well, give them money and bring them food, listen to them imagine their funerals as if fifteen is an impossibly old age they can never attain.

Many nights I have shared their company as they’ve huddled in tiny cardboard cities erected in alleyways fetid with garbage and plunged deeply into menace by primal shadows beyond their fire. A good night is when they can grill a dog, mouths watering at the sweet smoke. They stand careful watch for off-duty policías, of whom they live in constant fear.

They kill children here, remember.

The army no longer is in charge, but death squads haven’t faded into the past – they’ve been co-opted by private enterprise. Swift little beggars and thieves drive away tourists, shopkeepers complain; bad for business. Some of them pool money and pay the most corrupt policías to roam the streets in their off-duty hours, and eradicate the menace. It’s gone on for twenty years, but they used to be discreet about it. No longer. Last year three of them used MAC-10s to gun down eleven kids one bright summer afternoon after a tour bus had been boarded by a gang and its passengers robbed. It was a broad retaliatory strike; the gunmen had no interest in making sure they had the same kids. The bodies were strewn along an entire block of a busy city street that had grown as deserted as a town in an American western movie. I’m sure the rogue policías saw themselves as avenging gunslingers.

Over this, the country screamed its outrage. To appease it, the three killers were arrested, tried, and convicted, are now doing thirty years. I have my doubts they’ll walk out alive. Cops in prison make tempting targets. But they were only sacrificial scapegoats, nothing more. Shopkeepers and death squads alike took a lesson from them; no crowds of witnesses, no bodies strewn along the streets. Bad for public relations.

For the street kids, though, business went on just the same.

That, too, was life.

Three nights later I was awakened by pounding at my door, a pounding of steady desperation. I slipped on khaki pants and went stumbling for the door before the neighbors suffered, complained. I passed a hallway clock that read nearly 3:00 a.m. I opened the door, immediately had to look down.

I had expected my visitor to be taller.

“Miguel?” I said. “What the hell is –?”

It was one of the kids, the lost, one of the sleepers in the asphalt bedroom. Miguel believes he might be eleven years old, a skinny-limbed boy with a beautiful smile and long black hair that tumbles into eyes that know too much. I’d once forcibly taken him to a doctor and paid for the penicillin that cured his gonorrhea.

“You come with me, okay?” he was saying, tugging urgently at my bare arm. “You have medicines, okay? You come now, find your shoes.”

I hurried, throwing a few things together while quizzing him and getting frustratingly incomplete answers. He could hardly quit dancing around my apartment, impatient to get me moving into the night. The most I could get out of him was that Rafael was hurt. I didn’t even know a Rafael, but I grabbed bandages, disinfectant, a bottle of antibiotics . . . things I’d scrounged in case the kids needed them. But I was hardly qualified to practice medicine.

We left my apartment and descended into the streets Miguel leading me along a dark path of alleys and airways, where soon I became aware of everything that might be lying just beyond my limits of vision. I could smell it, sense it, strata of decay and disease. Miguel traveled without hesitation or misstep, as sure-footed and bold as a mountain goat, and he never dropped his hands from my arm. I felt as long as he had hold of me, I would pass with impunity. Probably I’d not have been so lucky two years ago.

I had been robbed one night within a month of my moving here, by a pair of twelve-year-olds with knives. They’d have used them if I’d resisted, I’m sure, but perhaps it was because, still in mourning, I assigned so little value to my own life that I could see how terrified they were, knives or not. They took me for maybe forty dollars and a watch I still haven’t replaced. As they were backing away, brandishing their knives to discourage any heroism, I knelt and took off a shoe and peeled out another bill.

“You missed one,” I said. They looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. They took the bill – it was, after all, offered freely – but never was I robbed again. It may only be coincidence . . . but even I am able to believe in a little magic.

Miguel hurried me along for half an hour, deep into twisting passages and hellish urban bowels, until we arrived at one of those transient settlements of cardboard and packing crates. The moon was a chilly scythe scraping behind the tall silhouette of a tenement building, and as Miguel called out with a soft hooting cry of identification, I sensed a quick sinuous movement just beyond us. It flanked us, whipped over and around as if scampering across a mound of garbage, glided down into thicker darkness –

And was gone.

“Down,” Miguel said to me, and for a moment I thought he meant I should drop to hands and knees to enter one of these rude domains. And while I’d have to, it wasn’t what he meant, “Down, to me,” he said. All he wanted was to look me directly in the eye.

He raised his small hands, cupped my face as tenderly and urgently as a doting mother. An eleven-year-old with responsibilities I could never have imagined dealing with at that age.

“You help Rafael, right? Right, Monjito?” It was their name for me, Monjito, roughly meaning “Little Monk”. It was their way of teasing me for living alone.

“I’ll try, Miguel,” I whispered, while from all around us I got the sense of being watched, of life unseen. Small eyes were surely peering from makeshift doorways. “But you haven’t even told me what’s happened to him.”

“You like Rafael. He’s my friend.” Still pressing his tough little hands to my face, Miguel glanced to either side, then leaned closer in. “You live here long enough now, you see strange things. Okay? Not like your old home. You see another strange thing now, maybe. Monjito? I trust you. You never show us to the policía, right? I trust you.”

I gripped his wrists, thin as broomsticks. “I’d never turn you in. Never worry about that.”

He released my face and dropped to all fours, scurrying into the mouth of one of the hovels they’d tacked together in a half hour’s time, if that. I followed, struck by the sudden reek of sweat and blood inside the six-foot crawlspace. Miguel pushed aside a scrap of burlap coffee bag used for a curtain and we crowded into a miserable little chamber that couldn’t even be stood up in, whose only decor was pictures I’d taken of the kids, over time. It was lit by half a dozen candles of various colors, and I tried not to think what would happen if one of them tipped against a wall, unnoticed.

“Rafael,” he said, pointing.

He was a curly-haired boy near Miguel’s age, maybe a year or two older. It’s so hard to tell sometimes. Rafael lay barechested and trembling along one rough-hewn wall, a pallet of rags for his mattress. He was covered to the waist by a thin blanket; the bloodstains atop the grime looked fresh.

Rafael opened his eyes, looked at me without emotion, with neither fear nor relief. I was simply there. He did not shut them until Miguel squatted closer and stroked the boy’s shoulder.

I quit praying three years ago, but for this I resurrected the act. I slowly drew down the blanket, a few inches at a time, until I saw that his naked hip bore the swollen red pucker of a bullet wound. It was obvious that Rafael had shat himself, but not here; it was only a few smears.

Although he would have to be kept warm, I couldn’t leave that filthy blanket on him; maybe Miguel could run back to my place for a clean one. I tugged the worn cloth off him to toss it aside –

And I stared at what lay beneath the rest. Beyond acceptance, beyond rejection. What I saw? It simply was.

The boy’s feet and lower legs were not human, but some kind of canine or lupine form, bristling with dark fur and matted with his blood. As Rafael twitched, a claw extending crookedly from between a pair of toe-pads scratched incessantly at the wood. They bent strangely, these haunches, the underlying bone structure consistent with animal origins; the feral hide and muscle melded gradually into his skinny boyish thighs.

“He looks some more normal than he did when I leave for you,” said Miguel. “Soon, he looks like same Rafael again, no different. You help him, okay?”

“He’s been shot,” I murmured. “He needs a doctor, he needs to go to a clinic.”

“No doctor, no clinic. They don’t fix him so good, maybe, they see him like this.” Miguel was very firm. “The bullet, out already. Don’t worry, Monjito. I did a good job.” He pointed at a bloody lump of misshapen lead and twiddled his thin fingers like pincers. He’d dug it out with his fingers.

I worked, trying not to think what I was working on, because it wasn’t the time for questions. All I could try was to keep uppermost in my mind that there was a young boy who’d been shot, and whatever else he may have been didn’t matter. I irrigated and cleaned out the wound, and while swelling had cut off most of the bleeding, I still had to attempt a crude job of stitching closed the hole. I packed it over with a thick bandage, fed him a dose of antibiotics, then resigned myself to the fact that it was the most I knew how to do.

After which I leaned trembling against the hovel’s frail wooden wall. Rafael had dropped into fitful slumber, while Miguel sat on his haunches and, in the warm glow of the candles, watched us with a strangely affectionate pride.

“You did a good job, I knew you would,” he said, smiling, and he must have seen all the questions in my eyes. It was one of the most horrible moments of my life, the way he regarded me with not just understanding . . . it was with pity.

Miguel squirmed slowly across the cramped room, lifted aside the clean blanket he’d come back with while I doctored. Rafael’s strange legs looked even more like a normal boy’s than they had earlier, mended by some creeping transformation. Miguel traced a slow finger through the thinning patches of fur.

“Happens now, to some of us,” he said dreamily, with neither sadness nor joy. “Few months, must be, maybe, that’s all. Was a long time before we could do it any time we want. I can do it now for you, but I think you don’t so much want to see me . . . so, no, right?”

I almost laughed, softly. “No. Not . . . not now.” I thought back to what I’d seen a few nights before in my alley, how it had seemed so out of place, and yet . . . so right. It may even have been Miguel himself, thinking to come bring me a bloody gift the way a housecat will deliver a torn mouse. “Miguel? Do you . . . the rest of you . . . do you kill?”

“Some try killing us,” he said solemnly. “Some pay, and some, they look for us. Not wrong, fighting back, okay?”

“No,” I whispered. “You have to protect yourself, and . . . and the ones you love.” I closed my eyes against the threatening tears summoned by my own failures. And I knew where these candles had come from, which shopkeeper no longer had need of them, had no need of anything, not even the policías he reportedly paid to rid himself of pests. Oh, I believed rumor; Pedro’s word was gospel.

From beyond the makeshift walls came the soft sounds of movement, of careful feet shifting with more stealth than tender years should be forced to acquire. I heard muttering throats and clicking teeth, and breath in hot feral sighs; for a moment I wondered if they’d come to silence me, a witness to their camp.

Miguel sat at rapt attention, head tilting up as he sharply sniffed the air, a movement so unchildlike it was like seeing the instinctive animal within ripple beneath his brown skin.

“They want in,” he said. “For Rafael they feel sad.”

I shrank against the wall as Miguel drew the burlap curtain aside. The smelly den could accommodate no more than two at a time, but they were patient, waiting their turn. I just watched them, saying nothing as ragged boys and girls and majestic beasts came in to nuzzle the sleeping Rafael. Among those I didn’t already know, their interest in me was minimal, some looking me over with flat eyes, some smiling shyly, others seemingly unaware of my presence. They curled next to Rafael, to warm him with their body heat; they tugged the bandages away to lick his wound. Rafael’s ribs rose and fell with a smooth new rhythm. Two by two they came, as if they all could give of themselves to restore the life which had almost been taken from him, taken because he was . . . what? A scavenger?

They must have numbered close to thirty.

After they left, drawing back to their own junkyard dens, and even Miguel fell prey to exhaustion, I cradled the wounded boy in my arms. In his preteen body I tried to feel the bones a younger child might have grown into, a son I’d not held for three years, a son who, for me, would forever remain five. I wondered if he had a sister somewhere, and if she still loved him, or if she, too, lay buried somewhere, like that five-year-old’s big sister, nothing but unfulfilled potentials and precious memories.

They kill children here. But I suspect it’s the same all over.

I held Rafael until late the next morning, long after I had looked at his legs and seen that he was only a kid again, just a bruised and wounded kid who needed so many things, but of those, had only time.

My hair is grey, but sometimes I want to be older still, very very old, so old that nothing new can surprise me, because I’ll recognize that it really isn’t new at all. If I live that long, I will welcome it, but until then I’ll have to content myself with friends like Pedro Javier.

I told him about Miguel and Rafael and the others, told him in a Plaza del Oro flooded with the light of a sun that struggled in and out of clouds. Pedro’s face was luminous one moment, mysterious and thoughtful the next. I told him not because I really expected him to believe, but because I had to tell someone, and he was the only one I knew who might not laugh at me.

“The world,” he said, “it forces children to become terrible things sometimes, so that they may live. Makes new things of their nature. For every loss, a gain, I think, but not every gain is worth its cost.”

He seemed very sad. Pedro has never married, never fathered children, and at times like this I wonder if he’s glad, or regrets it all the more. He’d have made a wonderful father.

I have him to thank for suggesting a way to get closer to the kids when I first began to notice them, take an interest in their plight – surrogates, I’m sure, for the ones I couldn’t save at home, “Give them pictures of themselves and their friends,” Pedro suggested. He has done so himself for many years. They like this not only because it makes them feel more like a family – see, they have proof – but because when one of them dies, or disappears after the shadow of the policía is seen, then the rest have something by which to remember the lost one. They have no marker and no grave, but at least they have images preserved for all time, and in pictures some believe there lives a sprinkle of magic.

From my pocket I pulled one such picture. I’d done a terrible thing, taking this from the wall of Rafael’s shack, stealing from someone who has less than nothing, but I planned to give it back.

I showed it to Pedro, positive he would recognize it.

The picture showed the fountain in the centre of the Plaza del Oro, from the same vantage point that Pedro had photographed a hundred thousand times. The Plaza was deserted, glowing with soft light that can only come at dawn. A half-dozen gangly-limbed kids were crowded together, Rafael among them, and at their waists rose the hackled head of some lupine animal, at play, with happily lolling tongue. But at their side was someone of adult stature, a blur of grey lost to motion the moment the shutter had clicked, a sweep of dark hair covering most of her face. She knew what they were – I had convinced myself of this in the days since stealing the picture. Where might they have been in the hours before dawn?

“Do you know who she is, Pedro?”

He calmly looked at the picture with soft eyes that betrayed nothing more than, perhaps, what he wanted me to see. It compelled me to wonder how much Pedro, having spent nearly every day out here for forty years, had really seen.

“Some, they call her a bruja.” A witch. He handed the picture back. “But me, I think she is just lonely.”

Over the next weeks I paid special attention to the strange and brutal deaths one always hears about in a city of millions. People live, people die, and neither can always be peaceful. On a few I dwelled longer: another shopkeeper, with his throat torn out; a policía, disemboweled in an alley. A few more.

I recognize survival and I recognize vengeance, and sometimes the two exist like fist in glove. Whenever I encounter Miguel and his friends, or seek them out to make sure they’re well, I’m aware of these things inside their hearts, but we never speak of them.

I am new to this city, still, but it wasn’t always this way down here. Even Pedro admits that. And I wonder what process has been wrought, what set it into motion. If it was a deliberate act, or something just waiting to happen, inevitably, that finally came to pass.

The woman in the picture was known as Doña Mariana; after I had summoned enough nerve, I went to see her. She lived on a quiet street in one of those areas that most cities have, that reek of history rather than age, and seem further removed from the city’s chaos than the few blocks between. Her apartment was on the third floor of a building steeped in subtle European flavors, bracketed top to bottom by balconies and lattices of dark wrought iron.

Doña Mariana was about my age, but she wore it with more dignity. Her dark hair was gathered at the back of her neck, long wisps curling free, and the fine lines at her mouth and eyes were cut as if by a loving sculptor who had no choice but to season her with an air of tragedy that would make her beauty all the more poignant. She stood as tall as I and was elegantly big-boned, with a robust underlying sensuality that immediately set me to wondering how she would feel lying with me – how powerful her body must be, and how exquisite her touch.

Bruja, some said, according to Pedro. Witch. It would’ve been easier to expect a hag.

I showed her a picture I’d recently taken of some of the kids, Miguel and Rafael and others. “I believe we have some young friends in common,” I said.

She stared at me, so bold, so direct, her eyes so deeply brown. “Monjito?” she said, and I nodded. “If they trust you, then so will I. You . . . do not judge them?”

I knew what she meant, but “judge” seemed so inappropriate a term. It wasn’t my place to judge. They were children and they were something more, something bloody they’d been forced to become. They frightened me and they fascinated me, and I suppose that’s an accurate description of the beginnings of love.

“I just want to understand,” I told her.

Doña Mariana took me into her home, full of polished wood and crystal and lush green ferns. We spent hours drinking sangria and talking about children, what a terrible place the world can be for them, how they can only heal from so much before something else sets in and takes them over. You have to wonder sometimes if the survivors are lucky after all.

We shared our losses, Mariana and I. I told her of the family I’d failed to bring through the fire, and as I did, I had to wonder if that’s why I’d not done anything more for street kids beyond giving to the few needy ones I knew by name. Certainly I was in a position to help; back in the States I knew editors all over the country who would run whatever I wrote, should I decide to emerge from retirement. Americans love a good cause, as long as it comes with plenty of pictures. So why hadn’t I done more? Could it be that I feared my best wouldn’t be enough?

And then where would I be, losing not two kids, but hundreds?

Mariana knew my heart, I think, knew it as only one can who has lost her own children after already losing a husband. All three of hers – a daughter and two sons, none older than fourteen – had been killed last year in the massacre that had left the eleven dead in the street. I didn’t ask if they were delinquents or had only been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Surprisingly, I didn’t even wonder until much later. Not that it mattered.

We grieved for ourselves, mourned for each other, long after the afternoon sun had gone to evening moon, long after Pedro would have packed up his camera and bid another day farewell. We held each other against the night, and soon she took me to her bed and we loved each other in the sad passion of tears, loved each other as only two who intimately share some mutual anguish can love. I knew the powerful rapture of her body, and it exhausted mine; I groped for her soul, and it left mine feeling a little less alone.

We slept some, but late in the night she awoke with a start, trembling, and when I tried to hold her, Doña Mariana gently pushed my hands aside. Her beauty became ethereal by moonlight, a silvery flood that came through the open door to her balcony. Her hair was now unbound, a lush tangle across the pillow, deeply black with grey threads that glimmered under the moon.

“No touching,” she said, “not now. Please?”

“Do you want me to leave?”

“No, no,” and she shook her head. “You came to understand.”

I smiled, a moment’s self-derision in realizing how little time we’d actually spent talking about Miguel and the others. The smile faded when I realized that she sounded as if I now might be learning something new.

“I do not understand what gets into me some nights,” she said. “But I let it in anyway.”

From beneath the balcony came small sounds of scramble, of feet and hands bracing on wrought iron and pulling themselves up, up. Higher. Closer. Doña Mariana showed no fear, so I, naked and defenseless though I was, promised myself I’d feel none either.

Finally, she looked toward the balcony, where small shadows were beginning to fall. Kids. Just kids. Four of them, with bright feral eyes, climbing over the railing, clambering onto the balcony and hesitantly entering the bedroom. Even in the night I could see they needed baths.

“I dream them to me in the night, sometimes,” she said. “I wake, and here they are. Is it not a miracle? I choose to believe it is. I choose to let it work through me.”

Doña Mariana left my side, left the bed, and went to them. She displayed not the slightest shame in appearing to them naked, her body tall and proud and magnificent in the moonlight. Before them, she lowered to the floor, lying on her side with her heavy breasts exposed in subtle invitation. In permission.

The children knelt, crowding in with eager faces, and as I watched, no longer any part of this, they suckled. For a long time they suckled, taking turns, snapping irritably when one monopolized a thick brown nipple for too long.

When the first of them bounded away, leaping from the balcony in a blur of child-skin and fledgling fur, it became clear to me.

I thought of Argentina of the late 1970s, when the army was in charge and routinely rounded up innocents who were never seen again. The generals often took orphaned children, to raise them as their own, trying to poison their hearts and minds at tender ages. But the grandmothers and other women fought back the only way they could, a few at first, but more every day: marching with signs in Buenos Aires Plaza de Mayo, across from the seat of government, demanding the return of their missing loved ones. The Mothers of the Disappeared, they were called, and they won. They were the first true resisters, who took back their country.

A mother’s grief can be such a potent form of magic.

I sat in the bed of Doña Mariana, and thought of the policía, and tried not to believe the rumors I’d heard of wolf pelts hung wet and dripping from alley walls, a new blow struck in the coming struggle. I tried to believe that the chorus of howls I heard late last night sounded something other than mournful.

Don’t let it happen, I prayed. Again, the resurrection of an act I couldn’t believe in any more. Don’t let it happen.

But I tried to have faith, faith that the children will not allow it, that they will fight until they need fight no more to keep themselves from becoming the worst of all possible things:

The last of a dying breed.
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“ ‘Food Man’ had its origin in something I read over twenty years ago,” explains Tuttle, “when I was studying anthropology. It was an article on the differing cultural interpretations of psychosis which focused on a particular delusional syndrome suffered by members of native peoples in northern North America which was triggered by malnutrition and semi-starvation during the cold winter months.

“The end result was often murder and cannibalism, as the person afflicted by the ‘windigo’ would suddenly notice that all the members of their household had turned into giant beavers. Instead of running out of the house screaming, as you or I might do if we discovered we were sharing a bed with a gigantic, toothy rodent, the windigo-sufferer would think: ‘Yum, here’s dinner, and start digging in . . .!’ ”

DINNER WAS THE real problem.

Mornings, it was easy to rush out of the house without eating, but when it wasn’t, when her mother made an issue of it, she could eat an orange or half a grapefruit. At lunchtime she was usually either at school or out so there was no one to pressure her into eating anything she didn’t want. But dinner was a problem. She had to sit there, surrounded by her family, and eat whatever her mother had prepared, and no matter how she pushed it around her plate it was obvious how little she was eating. She experimented with dropping bits on the floor and secreting other bits up her sleeves or in her pockets, but it wasn’t easy, her mother’s eyes were so sharp, and she’d rather eat than suffer through a big embarrassing scene.

Her brother, the creep, provided the solution. He was always looking at her, staring at her, mimicking her, teasing, and while she didn’t like it at any time, at mealtimes it was truly unbearable. She honestly could not bear to put a bite in her mouth with him staring at her in that disgusting way. Her parents warned him to leave her alone, and shifted their places so they weren’t directly facing each other, but still it wasn’t enough. He said she was paranoid. She knew that even paranoids have enemies. Even if he wasn’t staring at her right now he had stared before and the prospect that he might stare again clogged her throat with fear. How could she be expected to eat under such circumstances? How could anyone? If she could have dinner on a tray in her room alone, she would be fine.

Her mother, relieved by the prospect of solving two family problems at once, agreed to this suggestion. “But only for as long as you eat. If I don’t see a clean plate coming out of your room you’ll have to come back and sit with the rest of us.”

It was easy to send clean plates out of her room. After she’d eaten what she could stomach she simply shoved the rest of the food under her bed. Suspecting that the sound of a toilet flushing immediately after a meal would arouse her mother’s suspicions, she planned to get rid of the food in the morning. Only by morning she’d forgotten, and by the time she remembered it was dinnertime again.

It went on like that. Of course the food began to smell, rotting away down there under her bed, but no one else was allowed into her bedroom, and she knew the smell didn’t carry beyond her closed door. It was kind of disgusting, when she was lying in bed, because then there was no avoiding it, the odor simply rose up, pushed its way through the mattress and forced itself upon her. Yet even that had its good side; she thought of it as her penance for being so fat, and was grateful for the bad smell because it made her even more adamantly opposed to the whole idea of food. How could other people bear the constant, living stink of it? The cooking, the eating, the excreting, the rotting?

When she could no longer bear the enforced, nightly intimacy with the food she refused to eat, she decided it was time to get rid of it. Before looking at it, she decided she’d better arm herself with some heavy-duty cleaning tools, papertowels, rubber gloves, maybe even a small shovel. But when she opened the door of her room to go out, there was her mother, looking as if she’d been waiting awhile.

“Where are you going?”

“What is this, a police state?” Hastily, afraid the smell would get out, she pulled her door shut behind her. “I want a glass of water.”

“From the bathroom?”

“No, I thought I’d go down to the kitchen and get a glass. Why, aren’t I allowed to go to the bathroom?”

“Of course you are. I was just worried – Oh, darling, you’re so thin!”

“Thin is good.”

“Within limits. But you’re too thin, and you’re getting thinner. It’s not healthy. If you really are eating –”

“Of course I’m eating. You’ve seen my plates. I thought they’d be clean enough even for you.”

“If you’ve been flushing your good dinners down the toilet – ”

“Oh, Mother, honestly! Of course I haven’t! Is that why you were lurking around up here? Trying to catch me in the act?” She realized, with considerable irritation at herself, that she could have been flushing her dinner neatly and odorlessly away for a couple of weeks before arousing suspicion, but that it had now become impossible.

“Or throwing up after you eat – ”

“Oh, yuck, you’ll make me sick if you talk about it! Yuck! I hate vomiting; I’m not some weirdo who likes to do it! Really!”

“I’m sorry. But I’m worried about you. If you can eat regular meals and still lose weight there must be something wrong. I think you should see a doctor.”

She sighed wearily. “All right. If it will make you happy, I’ll see a doctor.”

She was just beginning to feel good about her body again. She didn’t care what the doctor said, and when he insisted she look at herself in a full-length mirror, wearing only her underwear – something she had not dared to do for months – she was not grossed-out. The pendulous breasts, the thunder-thighs, all the fat, all the jiggling flesh, had gone, leaving someone lean, clean and pristine. She felt proud of herself. The way the doctor looked at her was just right, too: with a certain distance, with respect. Not a trace of that horrible, furtive greed she’d seen in the eyes of her brother’s friends just six months ago. The look of lust mixed with disgust which men had started giving her after her body had swelled into womanhood was something she hoped she’d never see again.

“How long since you had a period?” the doctor wanted to know.

“About four months.” She was pleased about that, too. You weren’t supposed to be able to turn the clock back and reject the nasty parts of growing up, but she had done it. She was in control of herself.

In reality, of course, the control was in the hands of others. As a minor, she was totally dominated by adults, chief among them her parents. After the doctor’s diagnosis that she was deliberately starving herself, she was forced to return to the dinner table.

Resentful and humiliated, she pushed food around on her plate and refused to eat it. Threats of punishment only strengthened her resolve.

“That’s right,” she snarled. “Make me a prisoner. Let everybody know. Keep me locked up, away from my friends, with no phone and no fun – that’s really going to make me pyschologically healthy. That’s really going to make me eat!”

Bribes were more successful, but her parents either weren’t willing or could not afford to come up with a decent bribe at every single mealtime, and she simply laughed to scorn the notion that she’d let someone else control every bit of food that passed her lips for an entire week just for a pair of shoes or the use of the car on Saturday. She didn’t need new clothes, CDs, the car, or anything her parents could give her, and she wanted them to know it.

Now that the battlezone was marked out and war had been openly declared, food was a constant, oppressive preoccupation. She was reminded of food by everything she saw, by everything around her. Hunger, which had once been the pleasurably sharp edge that told her she was achieving something was now a constant, miserable state. She no longer even controlled the amounts she ate; she ate even less than she wanted because she couldn’t bear to let her mother feel that she was winning, that anything she put in her mouth was a concession to her. She couldn’t back down now, she couldn’t even appear to be backing down. If she did, she would never recover; her whole life would be lived out meekly under her mother’s heavy thumb.

Lying in bed one night, trying to get her mind away from food, she realized that the smell which permeated her mattress and pillow and all her bedclothes had changed. A subtle change, yet distinctive. What had been a foul stench was now . . . not so foul. There was something interesting about it. She sniffed a little harder, savoring it. It was still far from being something you could describe as a good smell – it was a nasty smell, not something she’d want anyone else to suspect she could like, and yet there was something about it which made her want more. It was both deeply unpleasant and curiously exciting. She couldn’t explain even to herself why the bad smell had become so pleasurable to her. It made her think of sex, which sounded so awful when it was described. No matter how they tried to make it glamorous in the movies, the act itself was clearly awkward and nasty. And yet it was obvious that the participants found that embarrassing, awkward nastiness deeply wonderful and were desperate for a chance to do it again. It was one of the great mysteries of life.

She wondered what the food under her bed looked like now. All the different foods, cooked and uncooked, pushed together into one great mass, breaking down, rotting, flowing together . . . Had it undergone a change into something rich and strange? Or would the sight of it make her puke? She had decided she was never going to clean under her bed – her refusal, although unknown by her mother, was another blow against her – but now, all of a sudden, she wished she could see it.

There was a movement under her bed.

Was it her imagination? She held very still, even holding her breath, and it came again, stronger and more certain. This time she felt as well as heard it. The bed was rocked by something moving underneath. Whatever was moving under there was coming out.

Although she’d turned out her lamp before going to bed, her room was not totally dark; it never was. The curtains were unlined and let in light from the street, so there was always a pale, yellowish glow. By this dim, constant light she saw the man who emerged from under her bed.

Her heart heat harder at the sight of him, but she was not frightened. There might not be light enough to read by, but there was enough to show her this man was no ordinary serial killer, burglar or rapist from off the street. For one thing, he wore no clothes. For another, he was clearly not a normal human being. The smell of him was indescribable. It was the smell of rotting food; it was the smell of her own bed. And, she did not forget, she had wished to see what her food had become.

He made no menacing or seductive or self-willed motions but simply stood there, showing himself to her. When she had looked her fill she invited him into her bed, and he gave himself to her just as she wanted.

What took place in her bed thereafter was indescribable. She could not herself remember it very clearly the next day – certainly not the details of who did what to whom with what when and where. What she would never forget was the intense, sensory experience of it all: his smell, that dreadful stench with its subtle, enticing undercurrent, that addictive, arousing odor which he exuded in great gusts with every motion, and which, ultimately, seemed to wrap around her and absorb her like the great cloak of sleep; the exciting pressure of his body on hers, intimate and demanding and satisfying in a way she could never have imagined; and her own orgasms, more powerful than anything she’d previously experienced on her own.

She understood about sex now. To an outsider it looked ridiculous or even horrible, but it wasn’t for looking at, and certainly not by outsiders – it was for feeling. It was about nothing but feeling, feeling things you’d never felt before, having feelings you couldn’t have by yourself, being felt. It was wonderful.

In the morning she woke to daylight, alone in her deliciously smelly bed, and she felt transformed. She suspected she had not, in the technical sense, lost her virginity; far from losing anything, she had gained something indescribable. She felt different; she felt expanded and enriched; she felt powerful; she felt hungry. She went downstairs and, ignoring as usual her mother’s pitiful breakfast offering, went to the counter and put two slices of bread in the toaster.

Wisely, her mother did not comment. Her brother did, when she sat down at the table with two slices of toast thickly spread with peanut butter. “What’s this, your new diet?”

“Shut up, pig-face,” she said calmly, and, yes, her mother let her get away with that, too. Oh, she was untouchable today; she had her secret, a new source of power.

At lunchtime the apple she’d intended to eat wasn’t enough, and she consumed the cheese sandwich her mother had made for her, and the carrot sticks, a bag of potato chips and a pot of strawberry yoghurt. Sex, she realized, took a lot of energy, burned a lot of calories. She had to replace them, and she had to build herself up. Now that she had a reason for wanting to be fit and strong she recognized how weak she had become by not eating. She wouldn’t have to worry about getting fat, not for a long time, not as long as the nightly exercise continued.

It did continue, and grew more strenuous as her strength, her curiosity, her imagination, all her appetites increased. She no longer feared getting fat; on the contrary, she was eager to gain weight. She wanted to be stronger, and she needed more weight for muscle. More flesh was not to be sneered at, now that she knew how flesh could be caressed and aroused. She ate the meals that were prepared for her, and more. She no longer had to be obsessive about controlling her intake of food because it was no longer the one area of her life she felt she had some control over. Now she controlled the creature under her bed, and their passionate nights together were the secret which made the daytime rule of parents, teachers and rules bearable.

Her nights were much more important than her days, and during the night she was in complete control. Or so she thought, until the night her creature did something she didn’t like.

It was no big deal, really; he just happened to trap her in an uncomfortable position when he got on top of her, and he didn’t immediately respond to her attempts to get him to move. It was something anyone might have done, inadvertently, unaware of her feelings – but he was not “anyone” and he’d never been less than totally aware of her every sensation and slightest desire. Either he’d been aware that he was hurting her because he’d intended it, or he’d been unaware because he was no longer so much hers as he’d been in the beginning, because he was becoming someone else. She wasn’t sure which prospect she found the more frightening.

The rot had started in their relationship, and although each incremental change was tiny – hardly noticeable to someone less sensitive than she – they soon demolished her notion of being in control.

She was not in control. She had no power. She lived for her nights with him; she needed him. But what if he didn’t need her? What if one night he no longer wanted her?

It could happen. He’d started to criticize, his fingers pinching the excess flesh which had grown back, with her greed, on her stomach and thighs, and she could tell by the gingerly way he handled her newly expanded breasts and ass that he didn’t like the way they jiggled. When he broke off a kiss too quickly she knew it was because he didn’t like the garlic or the onions on her breath. The unspoken threat was always there: one night he might not kiss her at all. One night he might just stay under the bed.

She didn’t think she could bear that. Having known sex, she was now just like all those people she’d found so incomprehensible in books and movies: she had to keep on having it. And she knew no other partner would satisfy her. She’d been spoiled by her food man for anyone else.

She began to diet. But it was different this time. Once not-eating had been pleasurable and easy; now it was impossibly difficult. She no longer liked being hungry; it made her feel weak and cranky, not powerful at all, not at all the way she’d used to feel. This time she wasn’t starving to please herself and spite the world, but to please someone else. She went on doing it only because she decided she preferred sex to food; she could give up one if allowed to keep the other. And by promising herself sex, rewarding herself with explicit, graphic, sensual memories every time she said no to something to eat, she managed to continue starving herself back to desirability.

This suffering wouldn’t be for ever. Once she’d reached her – or his – ideal weight, she hoped to maintain it with sufficient exercise and ordinary meals.

But the sex that she was starving herself for was no longer all that great. She was so hungry it was hard to concentrate. His smell kept reminding her of food instead of the sex they were engaged in. Except when she was on the very brink of orgasm, she just couldn’t seem to stop thinking about food.

And as time went on, and she still wasn’t quite thin enough to please him, not quite thin enough to stop her killing diet, she began to wonder why she was doing it. What was so great about sex, anyway? She could give herself an orgasm any time she wanted, all by herself. Maybe they weren’t so intense, maybe they were over quicker, but so what? When they were over she used to fall asleep contented, like someone with a full stomach, instead of lying awake, sated in one sense but just beginning to remember how hungry she still was for food. As for arousal – what was so great about arousal? It was too much like hunger. It was fine in retrospect, when it had been satisfied, but while it was going on it was just like hunger, an endless need, going on and painfully on.

She didn’t know how much longer she could bear it. And then, one night, she went from not knowing to not being able. When her lover climbed into bed with her, swinging one leg across her, holding her down as he so often did now, keeping her in her place, the smell of him made her feel quite giddy with desire, and her mouth filled with saliva.

As his soft, warm, odorous face descended to hers she bit into it, and it was just like a dinner roll freshly baked. She even, as her teeth sank into his nose, tasted the salty tang of butter.

He did not cry out – he never had made a sound in all the nights she had known him – nor did he try to escape or fight back as she bit and tore away a great chunk of his face and greedily chewed and swallowed it. She felt a tension in him, a general stiffening, and then, as, unable to resist, she took a second bite, she recognized what he was feeling. It was sexual excitement. It was desire. He wanted to be eaten. This was what he had wanted from the very first night, when he had pressed himself, first his face and then all the other parts of his body in turn, against her mouth – only she had misunderstood. But this was what he was for.

She ate him.

It was the best ever, better by far than their first night together, which had seemed to her at that time so wonderful. That had been only sex. This was food and sex together, life and death.

When she had finished she felt enormous. Sprawling on the bed, she took up the whole of it and her arms and legs dangled off the sides. She was sure she must be at least twice her usual size. And the curious thing was that although she felt satisfied, she did not feel at all full. She was still hungry.

Well, maybe hungry wasn’t exactly the right word. Of course she wasn’t hungry. But she still had space for something more. She still wanted something more.

The springs groaned as she sat up, and her feet hit the floor much sooner than she’d expected. She was bigger than usual; not only fatter, but taller, too. She had to duck to get through her own bedroom door.

She stood for a moment in the hall, enjoying her enormous new size and the sense of power it gave her. This, not starving herself and not having secret sex, was true power. Food and eating and strength and size. She knew she wanted to eat something more, maybe a lot of something more before the night was over. There was a smell in the air which had her moist and salivating with desire. She licked her lips and looked around, her fingers flexing, but there wasn’t much of interest in the hallway. A framed, studio portrait of the family hung above the only piece of furniture, a small table with a wobbly leg. On the table was a telephone, a pad of yellow post-it notes, and a gnawed wooden pencil. The taste of the pencil was as immediately familiar to her as the salty tang of her own dandruff and sloughed skin cells beneath a nibbled fingernail, and did about as much to satisfy her hunger. The shiny, dark chocolate-coloured telephone wasn’t as easy to eat as the pencil had been, but she persevered, and had crunched her way through more than half of it before the unpleasant lack of taste, and the discomfort of eating shards of plastic, really registered. She finished it anyway – it was all fuel – and then sniffed the air.

From the bedrooms where her brother and her parents slept drifted the rich, strong, disturbing smells of sex and food. Aroused and ravenous, she followed the scent of her next meal.
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I GOT A NEW job a couple of weeks ago. It’s pretty much the same as my old job, but at a nicer company. What I do is trouble-shoot computers and their software, and yes, I know that sounds dull. People tell me so all the time. Not in words, exactly, but in their glassy smiles and their awkward “let’s be nice to the geek” demeanour.

It’s a strange phenomenon, really, the whole “computer people are losers” mentality. All round the world, in every office in every building, people are using computers. Day in, day out. Every now and then, these machines go wrong. They’re bound to: they’re complex systems, like a human body, or society. When someone gets hurt, you call in a doctor. When a riot breaks out, it’s the police that – for once – you want to see on your doorstep. Similarly, if your word processor starts dumping files or your hard disk goes non-linear, it’s someone like me you need. Someone who actually understands the magic box which sits on your desk, and can make it all lovely again.

But do we get any thanks, any kudos for being the emergency services of the late twentieth century? Do we fuck.

I can understand it to a degree. There are enough hardline nerds and geeks around to make it seem like a losing way of life. But there are plenty of pretty random earthlings doing all the other jobs too, and no one expects them to turn up for work in a pin-wheel hat and a T-shirt saying “Programmers do it recursively”. For the record, I play reasonable blues guitar, I’ve been out with a girl and have worked undercover for the CIA. The last bit isn’t true, of course, but you get the general idea.

Up until recently I worked for a computer company, which was full of very perfunctory human beings. When people started passing around jokes which were written in C++, I decided it was time to go. One of the advantages of knowing about computers is that unemployment isn’t going to be a problem until the damn things start fixing themselves, and so I called a few contacts, posted a CV up on the Internet and within twenty-four hours had seven opportunities to choose from. Most of them were other computer businesses, which I was kind of keen to avoid, and in the end I decided to have a crack at a company called the VCA. I put on my pin-wheel hat, rubbed pizza on my shirt, and strolled along for an interview.

The VCA, it transpired, was a non-profit organization dedicated to promoting effective business communication. The suave but shifty chief executive who interviewed me seemed a little vague as to what this actually entailed, and in the end I let it go. The company was situated in tidy new offices right in the centre of town, and seemed to be doing good trade at whatever it was they did. The reason they needed someone like me was they wanted to upgrade their system – computers, software and all. It was a month’s contract work, at a very decent rate, and I said yes without a second thought.

Whitehead, the guy in charge, took me for a gloating tour round the office. It looked the same as they always do, only emptier, because everyone was out at lunch. Then I settled down with their spreadsheet-basher to go find out what kind of system they could afford. His name was Egerton, and he wasn’t out at lunch because he was clearly one of those people who see working nine-hour days as worthy of some form of admiration. Personally I view it as worthy of pity, at most. He seemed amiable enough, in a curly-haired, irritating sort of way, and within half an hour we’d thrashed out the necessary. I made some calls, arranged to come back in a few days, and spent the rest of the afternoon helping build a hospital in Rwanda. Well actually I spent it listening to loud music and catching up on my Internet newsgroups, but I could have done the other had I been so inclined.

The Internet is one of those things that more and more people have heard of without having any real idea of what it means. It’s actually very simple. A while back a group of universities and government organizations experimented with a way of linking up all their computers so they could share resources, send little messages and play Star Trek games with each other. After a time this network started to take on a momentum of its own, with everyone from Pentagon heavies to pin-wheeling wireheads taking it upon themselves to find new ways of connecting things up and making more information available. Just about every major computer on the planet is now connected, and if you’ve got a modem and a phone line, you can get on there too. I can tell you can hardly wait.

What you find when you’re there almost qualifies as a parallel universe. There are thousands of pieces of software, probably millions of text files. You can check the records of the New York Public Library, send a message to someone in Japan which will arrive within minutes, download a picture of the far side of Jupiter, and monitor how many cans of Dr Pepper there are in soda machines in the computer science labs of American universities. A lot of this stuff is fairly chaotically organized, but there are a few systems which span the net as a whole. One of these is the newsgroups.

There are about 10,000 of these groups now, covering anything from computers to fine art, science fiction to tastelessness, the books of Stephen King to quirky sexual preferences. If it’s not outright illegal, out there on the infobahn people will be yakking about it twenty-four hours a day, every day of the year. Either that or posting images of it: there are paintings and animals, NASA archives and abstract art, and in the alt.binaries.pictures.tasteless group you can find anything from close-up shots of roadkills to people with acid burns on their face. Not very nice, but trust me, it’s a minority interest. Now that I think of it, there is some illegal stuff (drugs, mainly) – there’s a system by which you can send untraceable and anonymous messages, though I’ve never bothered to check it out.

Basically the groups are little discussion centres that stick to their own specific topic. People read each other’s messages and reply, or forward their own pronouncements or questions. Some groups have computer files, like software pictures, others just have text messages. No one, however sad, could hope to keep abreast of all of them, and nor would you want to. I personally don’t give a toss about recent developments in Multilevel Marketing Businesses or the Nature of Chinchilla Farming in America Today, and have no interest in reading megabytes of losing burblings about them. So I, like most people, stick to a subset of the groups that carry stuff I’m interested in – Mac computers, guitar music, cats and the like.

So now you know.

The following Tuesday I got up bright and early and made my way to the VCA for my first morning’s work. England was doing its best to be summery, which as always meant that it was humid without being hot, bright without being sunny, and every third commuter on the hellish subway was intermittently pebble-dashing nearby passengers with hayfever sneezes. I emerged moist and irritable from the subway, more determined than ever to find a way of working that meant never having to leave my apartment. The walk from the station to VCA was better, passing through an attractive square and a selection of interesting sidestreets, and I was feeling chipper again by the time I got there.

My suppliers had done their work, and the main area of VCA’s open-plan office was piled high with exciting boxes. When I walked in just about all the staff were standing around the pile, coffee mugs in hand, regarding it with a wary enthusiasm as if they were simple country folk and it was a recently-landed UFO. There was a slightly toe-curling five minutes of introductions, embarrassing merely because I don’t enjoy that kind of thing. Only one person, John, seemed to view me with the sniffy disdain of someone greeting an underling whose services are, unfortunately, in the ascendant. Everybody else seemed nice, some very much so.

Whitehead eventually oiled out of his office and dispensed a few weak jokes which had the – possibly intentional – effect of scattering everyone back to their desks to get on with their work. I took off my jacket, rolled up my sleeves and got on with it.

I spent the morning cabling like a wild thing, placing the hardware of the network itself. As this involved a certain amount of disrupting everyone in turn by drilling, pulling up carpet and moving their desks, I was soon on apologetic grinning terms with most of them. I guess I could have done the wire-up over the weekend when nobody was there, but I like my weekends as they are. John gave me the invisibility routine that people once used on servants, but everyone else was fairly cool about it. One of the girls, Jeanette, actually engaged me in conversation while I worked nearby, and seemed genuinely interested in understanding what I was doing. When I broke it to her that it was actually pretty dull, she smiled.

The wiring took a little longer than I was expecting, and I stayed on after everybody else had gone. Everyone but Egerton, that was, who stayed, probably to make sure that I didn’t run off with their plants, or database, or spoons. Either that or to get some brownie points with whoever it is he thought cared about people putting in long hours. The invoicing supremo was in expansive mood, and chuntered endlessly about his adventures in computing, which were, to be honest, of slender interest to me. In the end he got bored of my monosyllabic grunts from beneath desks, and left me with some keys instead.

The next day was pretty much the same, except I was setting up the computers themselves. This involved taking things out of boxes and installing interminable pieces of software on the server. This isn’t quite such a sociable activity as disturbing people, and I spent most of the day in the affable but distant company of Sarah, their PR person. At the end of the day everyone gathered in the main room and then left together, apparently for a meal to celebrate someone’s birthday. I thought I caught Jeanette casting a glance in my direction at one point, maybe embarrassed at the division between me and them. It didn’t bother me much, so I just got my head down and got on with swopping floppy disks in and out of the machines.

Well, it did bother me a little, to be honest. It wasn’t their fault – there was no reason why they should make the effort to include someone they didn’t know, who wasn’t really a part of their group. People seldom do. You have to be a little thick-skinned about that kind of thing if you work freelance. There are still tribes, you know, everywhere you go. They owe their allegiance to shared time – if they’re friends, or to an organization – if they’re colleagues: but they’re tribes just as much as if they’d tilled the same patch of desert for centuries. As a freelancer, especially in the cyber-areas, you tend to spend a lot of time wandering between them, occasionally being granted access to their watering hole, but never being one of the real people. Sometimes it can get on your nerves. That’s all.

I finished up, locked the building carefully – I’m a complete anal-retentive about such things – and went home. I used my mobile to call for a pizza while I was on route, and it arrived two minutes after I got out of the shower. A perfect piece of timing, which sadly no one was on hand to appreciate. My last experiment with living with someone did not end well, mainly because she was a touchy and irritable woman who needed her own space twenty-three and a half hours a day. Well it was more complicated than that, of course, but that was the main impression I took away with me. I mulled over those times as I sat and munched my “Everything on it, and then a few more things as well” pizza, vague-eyed in front of white-noise television, and ended up feeling rather grim.

Food event over, I made a jug of coffee and settled down in front of the Mac. I tweaked my invoicing database for a while, exciting young man that I am, and then wrote a letter to my sister in Australia. She doesn’t have access to Internet e-mail, unfortunately, otherwise she’d hear from me a lot more often. Write letter, print letter, put it in envelope, get stamps, get it to a post office. A chain of admin of that magnitude usually takes me about two weeks to get through, and it’s a bit primitive, really, compared to “Write letter, press button, there in five minutes”.

I called my friend Nick, who’s a freelance sub-editor on a trendy magazine, but he was chasing a deadline and not disposed to chat. I tried the television, but it was still outputting someone else’s idea of entertainment. By 9 o’clock I was very bored, and so I logged on to the net.

Probably because I was bored, and feeling a bit isolated, after I’d done my usual groups I found myself checking out alt.binaries.pictures.erotica. “Alt” means the group is an unofficial one; “binaries” means it holds computer files rather than just messages; “pictures” means those files are images. As for the last word, I’m prepared to be educational about this but you’re going to have to work that one out for yourself.

The media has the impression that the minute you’re in cyberspace countless pictures of this type come flooding at you down the phone, pouring like ravening hordes onto your hard disk and leaping out of the screen to take over your mind. This is not the case, and all of you worried about your little Timmy’s soul can afford to relax a little. You need a computer, a modem, access to a phone line, and a credit card to pay for your Internet feed. You need to find the right newsgroup, and download about three segments for each picture. You require several bits of software to piece them together, convert the result, and display it.

The naughty pictures don’t come and get you, and if you see one, it ain’t an accident. If your little Timmy has the kit, finance and inclination to go looking, then maybe it’s you who needs the talking to. In fact, maybe you should be grounded.

The flipside of that, of course, is the implication that I have the inclination to go looking, which I guess I occasionally do. Not very often – honest – but I do. I don’t know how defensive to feel about that fact. Men of all shapes and sizes, ages and creeds, and states of marital or relationship bliss enjoy, every now and then, the sight of a woman with no clothes on. It’s just as well we do, you know, otherwise there’d be no new little earthlings, would there? If you want to call that oppression or sexism or the commodification of the female body then go right ahead, but don’t expect me to talk to you at dinner parties. I prefer to call it sexual attraction, but then I’m a sad fuck who spends half his life in front of computer, so what the hell do I know?

Still, it’s not something that people feel great about, and I’m not going to defend it too hard. Especially not to women, because that would be a waste of everyone’s time. Women have a little bit of their brain missing which means they cannot understand the attraction of pornography. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, just that it’s true. On the other hand they understand the attraction of babies, shoe shops and the detail of other people’s lives, so I guess it’s swings and roundabouts.

I’ve talked about it for too long now, and you’re going to think I’m some Neanderthal with his tongue hanging to the ground who goes round looking up people’s skirts. I’m not. Yes, there are rude pictures to be found on the net, and yes I sometimes find them. What can I say? I’m a bloke.

Anyway, I scouted round for a while, but in the end didn’t even download anything. From the descriptions of the files they seemed to be the same endless permutations of badly lit mad people, which is ultimately a bit tedious. Also, bullish talk notwithstanding, I don’t feel great about looking at that kind of thing. I don’t think it reflects very well upon one, and you only have to read a few other people’s slaverings to make you decide it is too sad to be a part of.

So in the end I played the guitar for a while and went to bed.

The next few days at VCA passed pretty easily. I installed and configured, configured and installed. The birthday meal went pretty well, I gathered, and featured amongst other highlights the secretary Tanya literally sliding under the table through drunkenness. That was her story, at least. By the Monday of the following week everyone was calling me by name, and I was being included in the coffee-making rounds. England had called its doomed attempt at summer off, or at least imposed a time out, and had settled for a much more bearable cross between spring and autumn instead. All in all, things were going fairly well.

And as the week progressed, slightly better even than that. The reason for this was a person. Jeanette, to be precise.

I began, without even noticing at first, to find myself veering towards the computer nearest her when I needed to do some testing. I also found that I was slightly more likely to offer to go and make a round of coffees in the kitchen when she was already standing there, smoking one of her hourly cigarettes. Initially it was just because she was the politest and most approachable of the staff, and it was a couple of days before I realized that I was looking out for her return from lunch, trying to be less dull when she was around, and noticing what she wore.

It was almost as if I was beginning to fancy her, for heaven’s sake.

By the beginning of the next week I passed a kind of watershed, and went from undirected, subconscious behaviour to actually facing the fact that I was attracted to her. I did this with a faint feeling of dread, coupled with occasional, mournful tinges of melancholy. It was like being back at school. It’s awful, when you’re grown up, to be reminded of what it was like when a word from someone, a glance, even just their presence, can be like the sun coming out from behind cloud. While it’s nice, in a lyrical, romantic-novel sort of way, it also complicates things. Suddenly it matters if other people come into the kitchen when you’re talking to her, and the way they interact with other people becomes more important. You start trying to engineer things, try to be near them, and it all just gets a bit weird.

Especially if the other person hasn’t a clue what’s going on in your head and you’ve no intention of telling them. I’m no good at that, the telling part. Ten years ago I carried a letter round with me for two weeks, trying to pluck up the courage to give it to someone. It was a girl who was part of the same crowd at college, whom I knew well as a friend, and who had just split up from someone else. The letter was a very carefully worded and tentative description of how I felt about her, ending with an invitation for a drink. Several times I was on the brink, I swear, but somehow I didn’t give it to her. I just didn’t have what it took.

The computer stuff was going OK, if you’re interested. By the middle of the week the system was pretty much in place, and people were happily sending pop-up messages to each other. Egerton, in particular, thought it was just fab that he could boss people around from the comfort of his own den. Even John was bucked up by seeing how the new system was going to ease the progress of whatever dull task it was he performed, and all in all my stock at the VCA was rising high.

It was time, finally, to get down to the nitty-gritty of developing their new databases. I tend to enjoy that part more than the wireheading, because it’s more of a challenge, gives scope for design and creativity, and I don’t have to keep getting up from my chair. When I settled down to it on Thursday morning, I realized that it was going to have an additional benefit. Jeanette was the VCA’s Events Organizer, and most of the databases they needed concerned various aspects of her job. In other words, it was her I genuinely had to talk to about them, and at some length.

We sat side by side at her desk, me keeping a respectful distance, and I asked her the kind of questions I had to ask. She answered them concisely and quickly, didn’t pipe up with a lot of damn fool questions, and came up with some reasonable requests. It was rather a nice day outside, and sunlight that was for once not hazy and obstructive angled through the window to pick out the lighter hues amongst her chestnut hair, which was long, and wavy, and as far as I could see entirely beautiful. Her hands played carelessly with a biro as we talked, the fingers long and purposeful, the forearms a pleasing shade of skin colour. I hate people who go sprinting out into parks at the first sign of summer, to lie with insectile patience or brainlessness in the desperate quest for a tan. As far as I was concerned the fact that Jeanette clearly hadn’t done so – in contrast to Tanya, for example, who already looked like a hazelnut (and probably thought with the same fluency as one) – was just another thing to like her for.

It was a nice morning. Relaxed, and pleasant. Over the last week we’d started to speak more and more, and were ready for a period of actually having to converse with each other at length. I enjoyed it, but didn’t get over-excited. Despite my losing status as a technodrone, I am wise in the ways of relationships. Just being able to get on with her, and have her look as if she didn’t mind being with me – that was more than enough for the time being. I wasn’t going to try for anything more. Or so I thought.

Then, at 12.30, I did something entirely unexpected. We were in the middle of an in-depth and speculative wrangle on the projected nature of their hotel-booking database, when I realized that we were approaching the time at which Jeanette generally took her lunch. Smoothly, and with a nonchalance which I found frankly impressive, I lofted the idea that we go grab a sandwich somewhere and continue the discussion outside. As the sentences slipped from my mouth I experienced an out-of-body sensation, as if I was watching myself from about three feet away, cowering behind a chair. “Not bad,” I found myself thinking, incredulously. “Clearly she’ll say no, but that was a good, businesslike way of putting it.”

Bizarrely, instead of shrieking with horror or poking my eye out with a ruler, she said yes. We rose together, I grabbed my jacket, and we left the office, me trying not to smirk like some recently ennobled businessman who’s done a lot of work for charity. We took the lift down to the lobby and stepped outside, and I chattered inanely to avoid coming to terms with the fact that I was now standing with her outside work, beyond our usual frame of reference.

She knew a snack bar round the corner, and within ten minutes we found ourselves at a table outside, ploughing through sandwiches. She even ate attractively, holding the food firmly and wolfing it down, as if she was a genuine human taking on sustenance rather than someone appearing in amateur dramatics. I audibly mulled over the database for a while, to give myself time to settle down, and before long we’d pretty much done the subject.

Luckily, as we each smoked a cigarette she pointed out with distaste a couple of blokes walking down the street, both of whom had taken their shirts off, and whose paunches were hanging over their jeans.

“Summer,” she said, with a sigh, and I was away. There are few people with a larger internal stock of complaints to make about summer than me, and I let myself rip.

Why, I asked her, did everyone think it was so nice? What were supposed to be the benefits? One of the worst things about summer, I maintained hotly, as she smiled and ordered us a coffee, was the constant pressure to enjoy oneself in ways which are considerably less fun than death.

Barbecues, for example. Now I don’t mind barbies, especially, except that my friends never have them. If I end up at a barbecue, it’s because I’ve been dragged there by my partner, to stand round in someone else’s scraggy back garden as the sky threatens rain, watching drunken blokes teasing a nasty barking dog, and girls I don’t know standing in clumps gossiping about people I’ve never heard of, while trying to eat badly cooked food that I could have bought for £2.50 in McDonald’s and had somewhere to sit as well. That washed-out, exhausted and depressed feeling that comes from getting not quite drunk enough in the afternoon while standing up and either trying to make conversation with people I’ll never see again, or putting up with them doing the same to me.

And going and sitting in parks. I hate it, as you may have gathered. Why? Because it’s fucking horrible, that’s why. Sitting on grass which is both papery and damp, surrounded by middle-class men with beards teaching their kids to unicycle, the air rent by the sound of some arsehole torturing a guitar to the delight of his fourteen-year-old hippy girlfriend. Drinking luke-warm soft drinks out of over-priced cans, and all the time being repetitively told how nice it all is, as if by some process of brain-washing you’ll actually start to enjoy it.

Worst of all, the constant pressure to go outside. “What are you doing inside on a day like this? You want to go outside, you do, get some fresh air. You want to go outside.” No. Wrong. I don’t want to go outside. For a start, I like it inside. It’s nice there. There are sofas, drinks, cigarettes, books. There is shade. Outside there’s nothing but the sun, the mindless drudgery of suntan cultivation, and the perpetual sound of droning voices, yapping dogs and convention shouting at you to enjoy yourself.

And always the constant refrain from everyone you meet, drumming on your mind like torrential rain on a tin roof: “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”, “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”, “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”, “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

No, say I. No, it fucking isn’t.

There was all that, and some more, but I’m sure you get the drift. By halfway through Jeanette was laughing, partly at what I was saying, and partly – I’m sure – at the fact that I was getting quite so worked up about it. But she was with me, and chipped in some valuable observations about the horrors of sitting outside dull country pubs surrounded by red-faced career girls and loud-mouthed estate agents in shorts, deafened by the sound of open-topped cars being revved by people who clearly had no right to live. We banged on happily for quite a while, had another cup of coffee, and then were both surprised to realize that we’d gone into overtime on lunch. I paid, telling her she could get the next one, and although that sounds like a terrible line, it came out pretty much perfect and she didn’t stab me or anything. We strode quickly back to the office, still chatting, and the rest of the afternoon passed in a hazy blur of contentment.

I could have chosen to leave at the same time as her, and walked to whichever station she used, but I elected not to. I judged that enough had happened for one day, and I didn’t want to push my luck. Instead I went home alone, hung out by myself, and went to sleep with, I suspect, a small smile upon my face.

Next day I sprang out of bed with an enthusiasm which is utterly unlike me, and as I struggled to balance the recalcitrant taps of my shower I was already plotting my next moves. Part of my mind was sitting back with folded arms and watching me with indulgent amusement, but in general I just felt really quite happy and excited.

For most of the morning I quizzed Jeanette further on her database needs. She was lunching with a friend, I knew, so I wasn’t expecting anything there. Instead I wandered vaguely round a couple of bookshops, wondering if there was any book I could legitimately buy for Jeanette. It would have to be something very specific, relevant to a conversation we’d had – and sufficiently inexpensive that it looked like a throwaway gift. In the end I came away empty-handed, which was probably just as well. Buying her a present was a ridiculous idea, out of proportion to the current situation. As I walked back to the office I told myself to be careful. I was in danger of getting carried away and disturbing the careful equilibrium of my life and mind.

Then, in the afternoon, something happened. I was off the databases for a while, trying to work out why Jeanette’s computer was behaving rather strangely. Tanya wandered up to ask Jeanette about something, and before she went reminded her that there’d been talk of everyone going out for a drink that evening. Jeanette hummed and ha-ed for a moment, and I bent further over the keyboard, giving them a chance to ignore me. Then, as from nowhere, Tanya said the magic words.

Why, she suggested, didn’t I come too?

Careful to be nonchalant and cavalier, pausing as if sorting through my myriad of other options, I said yes, why the hell not. Jeanette then said yes, she could probably make it, and for a moment I saw all the locks and chains around my life fall away, as if a cage had collapsed around me leaving only the open road.

For a moment it was like that, and then suddenly it wasn’t.

“I’ll have to check with Chris, though,” Jeanette added, and I realized she had a boyfriend.

I spent the rest of the afternoon violently but silently cursing and trying to calm myself down. I should have known that someone like her would already be taken – after all, they always are. Of course, that didn’t mean it was a no-go area. People sometimes leave their partners. I know, I’ve done it myself. But suddenly it had changed, changed from something that might – in my dreams, at least – have developed smoothly into a Nice Thing. It had changed into a miasma of potential grief which was unlikely even to start.

For about half an hour I was furious, with what I don’t know. With myself, for letting my feelings grow and complicate. With her, for having a boyfriend. With life, for always being that bit more disappointing than it absolutely has to be.

Then, because I’m an old hand at dealing with my inner conditions, I talked myself round. It didn’t matter. Jeanette could simply become a pleasant aspect of a month-long contract, someone I could chat to. Then the job would end, I’d move on, and none of it would matter. I had to nail that conclusion down on myself pretty hard, but thought I could make it stick.

I decided that I might as well go out for the drink anyway. There was another party I could go to but it would involve trekking halfway across town. Nick was busy. I might as well be sociable, now that they’d made the offer.

So I went, and I wish I hadn’t.

The evening was OK, in the way that they always are when people from the same office get together to drink and complain about their boss. Whitehead wasn’t there, thankfully, and Egerton quickly got sufficiently drunk that he didn’t qualify as a Whitehead substitute. The evening was fine, for everyone else. It was just me who didn’t have a good time.

Jeanette disappeared just before we left the office, and I found myself walking to the pub with everyone else. I sat drinking Budweisers and making conversation with John and Sarah, wondering where she was. She’d said she’d meet everyone there. So where was she?

At about 8.30 the question was answered. She walked into the pub and I started to get up, a smile of greeting on my face. Then I noticed she looked different somehow, and I noticed the man standing behind her.

The man was Chris Ayer. He was her boyfriend. He was also the nastiest man I’ve met in quite some time. That’s going to sound like sour grapes, but it’s not. He was perfectly presentable, in that he was good-looking and could talk to people, but everything else about him was wrong. There was something odd about the way he looked at people, something both arrogant and closed off. There was an air of restrained violence about him that I found unsettling, and his sense of his possession of Jeanette was complete. She sat at his side, hands in her lap, and said very little throughout the evening. I couldn’t get over how different she looked to the funny and confident woman I’d had lunch with the day before, but nobody else seemed to notice it. After all, she joined in the office banter as usual, and smiled with her lips quite often. Nobody apart from me was looking for any more than that.

As the evening wore on I found myself feeling more and more uncomfortable. I exchanged a few tight words with Ayer, mainly concerning a new computer he’d bought, but wasn’t bothered when he turned to talk to someone else. The group from the office seemed to be closing in on itself, leaning over the table to shout jokes which they understood and I didn’t. Ayer’s harsh laugh cut across the smoke to me, and I felt impotently angry that someone like him should be able to sit with his arm around someone like Jeanette.

I drank another couple of beers and then abruptly decided that I simply wasn’t having a good enough time. I stood up and took my leave, and was mildly touched when Tanya and Sarah tried to get me to stay. Jeanette didn’t say anything, and when Ayer’s eyes swept vaguely over me I saw that for him I didn’t exist. I backed out of the pub smiling, and then turned and stalked miserably down the road.

By Sunday evening I was fine. I met my ex-girlfriend-before-last for lunch on Saturday, and we had a riotous time bitching and gossiping about people we knew. In the evening I went with Nick to a restaurant that served food only from a particular four-square-mile region of Nepal, or so Nick claimed, such venues being his speciality. It tasted just like Indian to me, and I didn’t see any sherpas, but the food was good. I spent Sunday doing my kind of thing, wandering round town and sitting in cafés to read. I called my folks in the evening, and they were on good form, and then I watched a horror film before going to bed when I felt like it. The kind of weekend that only happily single people can have, in other words, and it suited me just fine.

Monday was OK too. I was regaled with various tales of drunkenness from Friday night, as if for the first time I had a right to know. I had all the information I needed from Jeanette for the time being, so I did most of my work at a different machine. We had a quick chat in the kitchen while I made some coffee, and it was more or less the same as it had been the week before. Because she’d always known she had a boyfriend, of course. I caught myself dipping a couple of times in the afternoon, but bullied my mood into holding up. In a way it was kind of a relief, not to have to care.

The evening was warm and light, and I took my time walking home. Then I rustled myself up a chef’s salad, which is my only claim to culinary skill. It has iceberg lettuce, black olives, grated cheese, julienned ham (that’s “sliced”, to you and me), diced tomato and two types of home-made dressing: which is more than enough ingredients to count as cooking in my book. When I was sufficiently gorged on roughage I sat in front of the computer and tooled around, and by the time it was dark outside found myself cruising round the net.

And, after a while, I found myself accessing alt.binaries.pictures.erotica. I was in a funny sort of mood, I guess. I scrolled through the list of files, not knowing what I was after. What I found was the usual stuff, like “-TH2xx.jpg-{m/f}-hot sex!”. Hot sex wasn’t really what I was looking for, especially if it had an exclamation mark after it. Of all the people who access the group, I suspect it’s less than about five per cent who actually put pictures up there in the first place. It seems to be a matter of intense pride with them, and they compete with each other on the volume and “quality” of their postings. Their tragically sad bickering is often more entertaining than the pictures themselves.

It’s complete pot luck what is available at any given time, and no file stays on there for more than about two days. The servers which hold the information have only limited space, and files get rolled off the end pretty quickly in the high-volume groups. I was about to give up when something suddenly caught my attention.

“j1.gif-{f}-‘Young–woman, fully–clothed (part 1/3)’.”

Fuck me, I thought: that’s a bit weird. The group caters for a wide spectrum of human sexuality, and I’d seen titles which promised fat couples, skinny girls, interracial bonding and light S&M. What I’d never come across was something as perverted as a woman with all her clothes on. Intrigued, I did the necessary to download the picture’s three segments onto my hard disk.

By the time I’d made a cup of coffee they were there, and I severed the net connection and stitched the three files together. Until they were converted they were just text files, which is one of the weird things about the net. Absolutely anything, from programmes to articles to pictures, is up there as plain text. Without the appropriate decoders it just looks like nonsense, which I guess is as good a metaphor as any for the net as a whole. Or indeed for life. Feel free to use that insight in your own conversations.

When the file was ready, I loaded up a graphics package and opened it. I was doing so with only half an eye, not really expecting anything very interesting. But when, after a few seconds of whirring, the image popped onto the screen, I dropped my cup of coffee and it teetered on the desk before falling to shatter on the floor.

It was Jeanette.

The image quality was not especially good, and looked as if it had been taken with some small automatic camera. But the girl in the picture was Jeanette, without a shadow of a doubt. She was perched on the arm of an anonymous armchair, and with a lurch I realized it was probably taken in her flat. She was, as advertised, fully clothed, wearing a shortish skirt and a short-sleeved top which buttoned up at the front. She was looking in the general direction of the camera, and her expression was unreadable. She looked beautiful, as always, and somehow much, much more appealing than any of the buck-naked women who cavorted through the usual pictures to be found on the net.

After I’d got over my jaw-dropped surprise, I found I was feeling something else. Annoyance, possibly. I know I’m biased, but I didn’t think it right that a picture of her was plastered up in cyberspace for everyone to gawk at, even if she was fully clothed. I realize that’s hypocritical in the face of all the other women up there, but I can’t help it. It was different.

Because I knew her.

I was also angry because I could only think of one way it could have got there. I’d mentioned a few net-related things in Jeanette’s presence at work, and she’d shown no sign of recognition. It was a hell of a coincidence that I’d seen the picture at all, and I wasn’t prepared to speculate about stray photos of her falling into unknown people’s hands. There was only one person who was likely to have uploaded it. Her boyfriend.

The usual women (and men) in the pictures are getting paid for it. It’s their job. Jeanette wasn’t, and might not even know the picture was there.

I quickly logged back onto the net and found the original file. I extricated the uploader information and pulled it onto the screen, and then swore.

Remember a while back I said it was possible to hide yourself when posting up to the net? Well, that’s what he’d done. The e-mail address of the person who’d uploaded the picture was listed as “anon99989@penet.fi”. That meant that rather than posting it up in his real name, he’d routed the mail through an anonymity server in Finland called PENET. This server strips the journey information out of the posting and assigns a random address which is held on an encrypted database. I couldn’t tell anything from it at all. Feeling my lip curl with distaste, I quit out.

By the time I got to work the next day I knew there wasn’t anything I could say about it. I could hardly pipe up with “Hey! Saw your pic on the Internet porn board last night!” And after all, it was only a picture, the kind that people have plastic folders stuffed full of. The question was whether Jeanette knew Ayer had posted it up. If she did then, well, it just went to show that you didn’t know much about people just because you worked with them. If she didn’t, then I think she had a right both to know, and to be annoyed.

I dropped a few net-references into the conversations we had, but nothing came of them. I even mentioned the newsgroups, but got mild interest and nothing more. It was fairly clear she hadn’t heard of them. In the end I sort of mentally shrugged. So her unpleasant boyfriend had posted up a picture. There was nothing I could do about it, except bury still further any feelings I might have entertained for her. She already had a life with someone else, and I had no business interfering.

In the evening I met up with Nick again, and we went and got quietly hammered in a small drinking club we frequented. I successfully fought off his ideas on going and getting some food, doubtless the cuisine of one particular village on the top of Kilimanjaro, and so by the end of the evening we were pretty far gone. I stumbled out of a cab, lolloped up the stairs and mainlined coffee for a while, in the hope of avoiding a hangover the next day. And it was as I sat, weaving slightly, on the sofa, that I conceived the idea of checking a certain newsgroup.

Once the notion had taken hold I couldn’t seem to dislodge it. Most of my body and soul were engaged in remedial work, trying to save what brain cells they could from the onslaught of alcohol, and the idea was free to romp and run as it pleased. So I found myself slumped at my desk, listening to my hard disk doing its thing, and muttering quietly to myself. I don’t know what I was saying. I think it was probably a verbal equivalent of that letter I never gave to someone, an explanation of how much better off Jeanette would be with me. I can get very maudlin when I’m drunk.

When the newsgroup appeared in front of me I blearily ran my eye over the list. The group had seen serious action in the last twenty-four hours, and there were over 300 titles to contend with. I was beginning to lose heart and interest when I saw something about two thirds of the way down the list.

“j2.gif-{f}-‘Young–woman’ ”, one line said, and it was followed by “j3.gif-{f}- ‘Young–woman’ ”.

These two titles started immediately to do what half a pint of coffee hadn’t: sober me up. At a glance I could tell that there were two differences from the description of the first picture of Jeanette I’d seen. The numerals after the “j” were different, implying they were not the same picture. Also, there were two words missing at the end of the title: the words “fully clothed”.

I called the first few lines of the first file onto the screen, and saw that it too had come from anon99989@penet.fi. Then, reaching shakily for a cigarette, I downloaded the rest. When my connection was over I slowly stitched the text files together and then booted up the viewer.

It was Jeanette, again. Wincing slightly, hating myself for having access to photos of her under these circumstances when I had no right to know what they might show, I looked briefly at first one and then the other.

J2.gif looked as if it had been taken immediately after the first I’d seen. It showed Jeanette, still sitting on the arm of the chair. She was undoing the front of her top, and had got as far as the third button. Her head was down, and I couldn’t see her face. Trembling slightly from a combination of emotions, I looked at j3.gif. Her top was now off, showing a flat stomach and a dark blue lacy bra. She was steadying herself on the chair with one arm, and her position looked uncomfortable. She was looking off to one side, away from the camera, and when I saw her face I thought I had the answer to at least one question. She didn’t look very happy. She didn’t look as if she was having fun.

She didn’t look as if she wanted to be doing this at all.

I stood up suddenly and paced around the room, unsure of what to do. If she hadn’t been especially enthralled about having the photos taken in the first place, I couldn’t believe that Jeanette condoned or even knew about their presence on the net. Quite apart from anything else, she wasn’t that type of girl, if that type of girl indeed existed at all.

This constituted some very clear kind of invasion by her boyfriend, something that negated any rights he may have felt he had over her. But what could I do about it?

I copied the two files onto a floppy, along with j1.gif, and threw them off my hard disk. It may seem like a small distinction to you, but I didn’t want them on my main machine. It would have seemed like collusion.

I got up the next morning with no more than a mild headache, and before I left for work decided to quickly log onto the net. There were no more pictures, but there was something that made me very angry indeed. Someone had posted up a message whose total text was the following.

“Re: j-pictures {f}: EXCELLENT! More pleeze!”.

In other words, the pictures had struck a chord with some nameless net-pervert, and they wanted to see some more.

I spent the whole morning trying to work out what to do. The only way I could think of broaching the subject would involve mentioning the alt.binaries.pictures.erotica group itself, which would be a bit of a nasty moment. I hardly got a chance to talk to her all morning anyway, because she was busy on the phone. She also seemed a little tired, and little disposed to chat on the two occasions we found ourselves in the kitchen together.

It felt as if parts of my mind were straining against each other, pulling in different directions. If she didn’t know about it, it was wrong, and she should be put in the picture. If I did so, however, she’d never think the same of me again. There was a chance, of course, that the problem might go away: despite the net-loser’s request, the expression on Jeanette’s face in j3.gif made it seem unlikely there were any more pictures. And ultimately the whole situation probably wasn’t any of my business, however much it felt like it was.

In the event, I missed the boat. About 4.30 I emerged from a long and vicious argument with the server software to discover that Jeanette had left for the day. “A doctor’s appointment.” In most of the places I’ve worked that phrase translates directly to “A couple of hours off from work, obviously not spent at the doctors”, but that didn’t seem to be the general impression at the VCA. She’d probably just gone to the doctor’s. Either way she was no longer in the office, and I was slightly ashamed to find myself relaxing now that I could no longer talk to her.

At 8.30 that evening, after my second salad of the week, I logged on and checked the group again. There was nothing there. I fretted and fidgeted around the apartment for a few hours, and then tried again at 11.00. This time I found something. Two things: j4.gif, and j5.gif, both from the anonymous address.

In the first picture Jeanette was standing. She was no longer wearing her skirt, and her long legs led up to underwear that matched the bra I’d already seen. She wasn’t posing for the picture. Her hands were on her hips, and she looked angry. In j5 she was leaning back against the arm of the chair, and no longer wearing her bra. Her face was blank.

I stared at the second picture for a long time, mind completely split in two. If you ignored the expression on her face, she looked gorgeous. Her breasts were small but perfectly shaped, exactly in proportion to her long, slender body. It was, undeniably, an erotic picture. Except for her face, and the fact that she obviously didn’t want to be photographed, and the fact that someone was doing it anyway. Not only that, but broadcasting it to the planet.

I decided that enough was enough, and that I had to do something. After a while I came up with the best that I could. I loaded up my e-mail package, and sent a message to anon99989@penet.fi. The double-blind principle the server operated on meant that the recipient wouldn’t know where it had come from, and that was fine by me. The message was this:

“I know who you are.”

It wasn’t much, but it was something. The idea that someone out there on the information superhighway could know his identity might be enough to stop him. It was only a stop-gap measure, anyway. I now knew I had to do something about the situation. It simply wasn’t on.

And I had to do it soon. When I checked the next morning there were no more pictures, but two messages from people who’d downloaded them. “Keep ’em cumming!” one wit from Japan had written. Some slob from Texas had posted in similar vein, but added a small request: “Great, but pick up the pace a little. I want to see more FLESH!”

All the way to work I geared myself up to talking to Jeanette, and I nearly punched the wall when I heard she was out at a venue meeting for the whole morning and half the afternoon. I got rid of the morning by concentrating hard on one of her databases, wanting to bring at least something positive into her life. I know it’s not much, but all I know is computers, and that’s the best that I could do.

At last 3 o’clock rolled round, and Jeanette reappeared in the office. She seemed tired and a little preoccupied, and sat straight down at her desk to work. I loitered in the main office area, willing people to fuck off out of it so hard my head started to ache. I couldn’t get anywhere near the topic if there were other people around. It would be hard enough if we were alone.

Finally, bloody finally, she got up from her desk and went into the kitchen. I got up and followed her in. She smiled faintly and vaguely on seeing me, and, seeing that she had a bandage on her right forearm, I used that to start a conversation. A small mole, apparently, hence the visit to the doctor. I let her finish that topic, keeping half an eye out to make sure that no one was approaching the kitchen.

“I bought a camera today,” I blurted, as cheerily as I could. It wasn’t great, but I wanted to start slowly. She didn’t respond for a moment, and then looked up, her face expressionless.

“Oh yes?” she said, eventually. “What are you going to photograph?”

“Oh, you know, buildings, landscape. Black-and-white, that kind of thing.” She nodded distantly, and I ran out of things to say.

I ran out because in retrospect the topic didn’t lead anywhere, but I stopped for another reason too. I stopped because as she turned to pick up the kettle, the look on her face knocked the wind out of me. The combination of unhappiness and loneliness, the sense of helplessness. It struck me again that despite the anger in her face in j4, in j5 she had not only taken her bra off but looked resigned and defeated. Suddenly I didn’t care how it looked, didn’t care what she thought of me.

“Jeanette,” I said, firmly, and she turned to look at me again. “I saw a pict – . . .”

“Hello boys and girls. Having a little tea party are we?”

At the sound of Whitehead’s voice I wanted to turn round and smash his face in. Jeanette laughed prettily at her employer’s sally, and moved out of the way to allow him access to the kettle. Whitehead asked me some balls-achingly dull questions about the computer system, obviously keen to sound as if he had the faintest conception of what it all meant. By the time I’d finished answering him Jeanette was back at her desk.

The next hour was one of the longest of my life. I’d gone over, crossed the line. I knew I was going to talk to her about what I’d seen. More than that, I’d realized that it didn’t have to be as difficult as I’d assumed.

The first picture, j1.gif, simply showed a pretty girl sitting on a chair. It wasn’t pornographic, and could have been posted up in any number of places on the net. All I had to do was say I’d seen that picture. It wouldn’t implicate me, and she would know what her boyfriend was up to.

I hovered round the main office, ready to be after her the minute she looked like leaving, having decided that I’d walk with her to the tube and tell her then. So long as she didn’t leave with anyone else, it would be perfect. While I hovered I watched her work, her eyes blank and isolated. About quarter to five she got a phone call. She listened for a moment, said “Yes, all right” in a dull tone of voice, and then put the phone down. There was nothing else to distract me from the constant cycling of draft statements in my head.

At five she started tidying her desk, and I slipped out and got my jacket. I waited in the hallway until I could hear her coming, and then went out and got in the lift. I walked through the lobby as slowly as I could, and then went and stood outside the building. My hands were sweating and I felt wired and frightened, but I knew I was going to go through with it. A moment later she came out.

“Hi,” I said, and she smiled warily, surprised to see me, I suppose. “Look Jeanette, I need to talk to you about something.”

She stared at me, looked around, and then asked what.

“I’ve seen pictures of you.” In my nervousness I blew it, and used the plural rather than singular.

“Where?” she said, immediately. She knew what I was talking about. From the speed with which she latched on I realized that whatever fun and games were going on between her and Ayer were at the forefront of her mind.

“The Internet. It’s . . .”

“I know what it is,” she said. “What have you seen?”

“Five so far,” I said. “Look, if there’s anything I can do . . .”

“Like what?” she said, and laughed harshly, her eyes begin to blur. “Like what?”

“Well, anything. Look, let’s go talk about it. I could . . .”

“There’s no use,” she said hurriedly, and started to pull away. I followed her, bewildered. How could she not want to do anything about it? I mean, all right, I may not have been much of a prospect, but surely some help was better than none?

“Jeanette . . .”

“Let’s talk tomorrow,” she hissed, and suddenly I realized what was happening. Her boyfriend had come to pick her up. She walked towards the kerb where a white car was coming to a halt, and I rapidly about-faced and started striding the other way. It wasn’t fear, not purely. I also didn’t want to get her in trouble.

As I walked up the road I felt as if the back of my neck was burning, and at the last moment I glanced to the side. The white car was just passing, and I could see Jeanette sitting bolt upright in the passenger seat. Her boyfriend was looking out of the side window. At me. Then he accelerated and the car sped away.

That night brought another two photographs. J6 had Jeanette naked, sitting in the chair with her legs slightly apart. Her face was stony. In j7 she was on all fours, photographed from behind. As I sat in my chair, filled with impotent fury, I noticed something in both pictures, and blew them up with the magnifier tool. In j6 one side of her face looked a little red, and when I looked carefully at j7 I could see that there was a trickle of blood running from a small cut on her right forearm.

And suddenly I realized, with help from memories of watching her hands and arms as she worked, that there had never been a mole on her arm. She hadn’t got the bandage because of the doctor.

She had it because of him.

I hardly slept that night. I stayed up till three, keeping an eye on the newsgroup. Its denizens were certainly becoming fans of the “j” pictures, and I saw five requests for some more. As far as they knew all this involved was a bit more scanning originals from some magazine. They didn’t realize that someone I knew was having them taken against her will. I considered trying to do something within the group, like posting a message telling what I knew. While its frequenters are a bit sad, they tend to have a strong moral stance about such things. It’s not like the alt.binaries.pictures.tasteless group – where anything goes, the sicker the better. If the a.b.p.erotica crowd were convinced the pictures were being taken under coercion, there was a strong chance they might mailbomb Ayer off the net. It would be a big war to start, however, and one with potentially damaging consequences. The mailbombing would have to go through the anonymity server, and would probably crash it. While I couldn’t give a fuck about that, it would draw the attention of all manner of people. In any event, because of the anonymity, nothing would happen directly to Ayer apart from some inconvenience.

I decided to put the idea on hold, in case talking to Jeanette tomorrow made it unnecessary. Eventually I went to bed, where I thrashed and turned for hours. Some time just before dawn I drifted off, and dreamt about a cat being caught in a lawnmower.

I was up at seven, there being no point in me staying in bed. I checked the group, but there were no new files. On an afterthought I checked my e-mail, realizing that I’d been so out of it that I hadn’t done so for days. There were about thirty messages for me, some from friends, the rest from a variety of virtual acquaintances around the world. I scanned through them quickly, seeing if any needed urgent attention, and then slap in the middle I noticed one from a particular address:

anon99989<penet.fi.

Heart thumping, I opened the e-mail. In the convention of such things, he’d quoted my message back at me, with a comment. The entire text of the mail read:


“>I know who you are.

 >

  Maybe. But I know where you live.”



When I got to work, on the dot of nine, I discovered Jeanette wasn’t there. She’d left a message at eight-thirty announcing she was taking the day off. Sarah was a bit sniffy about this, though she claimed to be great pals with Jeanette. I left her debating the morality of such cavalier leave-taking with Tanya in the kitchen, as I walked slowly out and sat at Jeanette’s desk to work. After five minutes’ thought I went back to the kitchen and asked Sarah for Jeanette’s number, claiming I had to ask her about the database. Sarah seemed only too pleased to provide the means of contacting a friend having a day off. I grabbed my jacket, muttered something about buying cigarettes, and left the office.

Round the corner I found a public phone box and called her number. As I listened to the phone ring I glanced at the prostitutes’ cards which liberally covered the walls, but soon looked away. I didn’t find their representation of the female form amusing any more. After six rings an answering machine cut in. A man’s voice, Ayer’s, announced that they were out. I rang again, with the same result, and then left the phone box and stood aimlessly on the pavement.

There was nothing I could do.

I went back to work. I worked. I ran home.

At 6.30 I logged on for the first time, and the next two pictures were already there. I could tell immediately that something had changed. The wall behind her was a different colour, for a start. The focus of the action seemed to have moved, to the bedroom, presumably, and the pictures were getting worse. J8 showed Jeanette spread-eagled on her back. Her legs were very wide open, and both her hands and feet were out of shot. J9 was much the same, except you could see that her hands were tied. You could also see her face, with its hopeless defiance and fear. As I erased the picture from my disk I felt my neck spasming.

Too late I realized that what I should have done was get Jeanette’s address while I was at work. It would have been difficult, and viewed with suspicion, but I might have been able to do it. Now I couldn’t. I didn’t know the home numbers of anyone else from the VCA, and couldn’t trace her address from her number. The operator wouldn’t give it to me. If I’d had the address I could have gone round. Maybe I would have found myself in the worst situation of my life, but it would have been something to try. The idea of her being in trouble somewhere in London, and me not knowing where, was almost too much to bear. Suddenly I decided that I had to do the one small thing I could. I logged back onto the erotica group and prepared to start a flame war.

The classic knee-jerk reaction that people on the net use to express their displeasure is known as “flaming”. Basically it involves bombarding the offender with massive mail messages until their virtual mail box collapses under the load. This generally comes to the attention of the administrator of their site, and they get chucked off the net. What I had to do was post a message providing sufficient reason for the good citizens of pornville to dump on anon99989@penet.fi.

So it might cause some trouble. I didn’t fucking care.

I had a mail slip open and my hands poised over the keyboard before I noticed something which stopped me in my tracks.

There were two more files. Already. The slob from Texas was getting his wish: the pace was being picked up.

In j10 Jeanette was on her knees on a dirty mattress. Her hands appeared to be tied behind her, and her head was bowed. J11 showed her lying awkwardly on her side, as if she’d been pushed over. She was glaring at the camera, and when I magnified the left side of the image I could see a thin trickle of blood from her right nostril.

I leapt up from the keyboard, shouting. I don’t know what I was saying. It wasn’t coherent. Jeanette’s face stared up at me from the computer and I leant wildly across and hit the switch to turn the screen off. Just quitting out didn’t seem enough. Then I realized that the image was still there, even though I couldn’t see it. The computer was still sending the information to the screen, and the minute I turned it back on, it would be there. So I hardstopped the computer by just turning it off at the mains. Suddenly what had always been my domain felt like the outpost of someone very twisted and evil, and I didn’t want anything to do with it.

Then, like stones through glass, two ideas crashed into each other in my head.

Gospel Oak.

Police.

From nowhere came a faint half-memory, so tenuous that it might be illusory, of Jeanette mentioning Gospel Oak station. In other words, the rail station in Gospel Oak. I knew where that was.

An operator wouldn’t give me an address from a phone number. But the police would be able to get it.

I couldn’t think of anything else.

I rang the police. I told them I had reason to believe that someone was in danger, and that she lived at the house with this phone number. They wanted to know who I was and all manner of other shit, but I rang off quickly, grabbed my coat and hit the street.

Gospel Oak is a small area, filling up the gap between Highgate, Chalk Farm and Hampstead. I knew it well because Nick and I used to go play pool at a pub on Mansfield Road, which runs straight through it. I knew the entrance and exit points of the area, and I got the cab to drop me off as near to the centre as possible. Then I stood on the pavement, hopping from foot to foot and smoking, hoping against hope that this would work.

Ten minutes later a police car turned into Mansfield Road. I was very pleased to see them, and enormously relieved. I hadn’t been particularly sure about the Gospel Oak part. I shrank back against the nearest building until it had gone past, and then ran after it as inconspicuously as I could. It took a left into Estelle Road and I slowed at the corner to watch it pull up outside number 6. I slipped into the doorway of the corner shop and watched as two policemen took their own good time about untangling themselves from their car.

They walked up to the front of the house. One leant hard against the doorbell while the other peered around the front of the house as if taking part in an officiousness competition. The door wasn’t answered, which didn’t surprise me. Ayer was hardly going to break off from torturing his girlfriend to take social calls. One of the policemen nodded to the other, who visibly sighed, and made his way round the back of the house.

“Oh come on, come on,” I hissed in the shadows. “Break the fucking door down.”

About five minutes passed, and then the policeman reappeared. He shrugged flamboyantly at his colleague, and pressed the doorbell again.

A light suddenly appeared above the door, coming from the hallway behind it. My breath caught in my throat and I edged a little closer. I’m not sure what I was preparing to do. Dash over there and force my way in, past the policemen, to grab Ayer and smash his head against the wall? I really don’t know.

The door opened, and I saw it wasn’t Ayer or Jeanette. It was an elderly man with a crutch and grey hair that looked like it had seen action in a hurricane. He conversed irritably with the policemen for a moment and then shut the door in their faces. The two cops stared at each other for a moment, clearly considering busting the old tosser, but then turned and made their way back to the car. Still looking up at the house, the first policeman made a report into his radio, and I heard enough to understand why they then got into the car and drove away.

The old guy had told them that the young couple had gone away for the weekend. He’d seen them go on Thursday evening. I was over twenty-four hours too late.

When the police car had turned the corner I found myself panting, not knowing what to do. The last two photographs, the one with the dirty mattress, hadn’t been taken here at all. Jeanette was somewhere in the country, but I didn’t know where, and there was no way of finding out. The pictures could have been posted from anywhere.

Making a decision, I walked quickly across the road towards the house. The policemen may not have felt they had just cause, but I did, and I carefully made my way around the back of the house. This involved climbing over a gate and wending through the old guy’s crowded little garden, and I came perilously close to knocking over a pile of flower pots. As luck would have it there was a kind of low wall which led to a complex exterior plumbing fixture, and I quickly clambered on top of it. A slightly precarious upward step took me next to one of the second-floor windows. It was dark, like all the others, but I kept my head bent just in case.

When I was closer to the window I saw that it wasn’t fastened at the bottom. They might have gone, and then come back. Ayer could have staged it so the old man saw them go, and then slipped back when he was out.

It was possible, but not likely. But on the other hand, the window was ajar. Maybe they were just careless about such things. I slipped my fingers under the pane and pulled it open. Then I leant with my ear close to the open space and listened. There was no sound, and so I boosted myself up and quickly in.

I found myself in a bedroom. I didn’t turn the light on, but there was enough coming from the moon and streetlights to pick out a couple of pieces of Jeanette’s clothing, garments that I recognized, strewn over the floor. She wouldn’t have left them like that, not if she’d had any choice in the matter. I walked carefully into the corridor, poking my head into the bathroom and kitchen, which were dead. Then I found myself in the living room.

The big chair stood in front of a wall I recognized, and at the far end a computer sat on a desk next to a picture scanner. Moving as quickly but quietly as possible, I frantically searched over the desk for anything that might tell me where Ayer had taken her. There was nothing there, and nothing in the rest of the room. I’d broken – well, opened – and entered for no purpose. There were no clues. No sign of where they’d gone. An empty box under the table confirmed what I’d already guessed: Ayer had a laptop computer as well. He could be posting the pictures onto the net from anywhere that had a phone socket. Jeanette would be with him, and I needed to find her. I needed to find her soon.

I paced around the room, trying to pick up speed, trying to work out what I could possibly do. No one at VCA knew where they’d gone – they hadn’t even known Jeanette wasn’t going to be in. The old turd downstairs hadn’t known. There was nothing in the flat that resembled a phone book or personal organizer, something that would have a friend or family member’s number. I was prepared to do anything, call anyone, in the hope of finding where they’d gone. But there was nothing, unless . . .

I sat down at the desk, reached behind the computer and turned it on. Ayer had a fairly flash deck, together with a scanner and laser printer. He knew the Net. Chances were he was wirehead enough to keep his phone numbers somewhere on his computer.

As soon as the machine was booted up I went rifling through it, grimly enjoying the intrusion, the computer-rape. His files and programs were spread all over the disk, with no apparent system. Each time I finished looking through a folder, I erased it. It seemed the least I could do.

Then after about five minutes I found something, but not what I was looking for. I found a folder named “j”.

There were files called j12 to j16 in the folder, in addition to all the others that I’d seen. Wherever Jeanette was, Ayer had come back here to scan the pictures. Presumably that meant they were still in London, for all the good that did me.

I’m not telling you what they were like, except that they showed Jeanette, and in some she was crying, and in j15 and j16 there was blood running from the corner of her mouth. A lot of blood. She was twisted and tied, face livid with bruises, and in j16 she was staring straight at the camera, face slack with terror.

Unthinkingly I slammed my fist down on the desk. There was a noise downstairs and I went absolutely motionless until I was sure the old man had lost interest. Then I turned the computer off, opened up the case and removed the hard disk. I climbed out the way I’d come and ran out down the street, flagged a taxi by jumping in front of it and headed for home.

I was going to the police, but I needed a computer, something to shove the hard disk into. I was going to show them what I’d found, and fuck the fact it was stolen. If they nicked me, so be it. But they had to do something about it. They had to try and find her. If he’d come back to do his scanning he had to be keeping her somewhere in London. They’d know where to look, or where to start. They’d know what to do.

They had to. They were the police. It was their job.

I ran up the stairs and into the flat, and then dug in my spares cupboard for enough pieces to hack together a compatible computer. When I’d got them I went over to my desk to call the local police station, and then stopped and turned my computer on. I logged onto the net and kicked up my mail package, and sent a short, useless message.

“I’m coming after you,” I said.

It wasn’t bravado. I didn’t feel brave at all. I just felt furious, and wanted to do anything which might unsettle him, or make him stop. Anything to make him stop.

I logged quickly onto the newsgroups, to see when anon99989@penet.fi had most recently posted. A half-hour ago, when I’d been in his apartment, j12–16 had been posted up. Two people had already responded: one hoping the blood was fake and asking if the group really wanted that kind of picture – the other asking for more. I viciously wished a violent death upon the second person, and was about to log off, having decided not to bother phoning but to just go straight to the cops, when I saw another text-only posting at the end of the list.

“Re: j-series” it said, and it was from anon99989@penet.fi. I opened it.

“End of series,” the message said. “Hope you all enjoyed it. Next time, something tasteless.”

“And I hope,” I shouted at the screen, “that you enjoy it when I ram your hard disk down your fucking throat.” Then suddenly my blood ran cold.

“Next time, something tasteless.”

I hurriedly closed the group, and opened up alt.binaries.pictures.tasteless. As I scrolled past the titles for roadkills and people crapping I felt the first heavy, cold tear roll out onto my cheek. My hand was shaking uncontrollably, my head full of some dark mist, and when I saw the last entry I knew suddenly and exactly what Jeanette had been looking at when j16 was taken.

“J17.gif-{f}-,” it read. “ ‘Pretty amputee’.”


RAMSEY CAMPBELL

Going Under

IT IS ALWAYS a privilege to welcome my previous editorial collaborator Ramsey Campbell to the pages of The Best New Horror. In a career that has spanned more than three decades he has been the recipient of the Bram Stoker Award, the World Fantasy Award (three times), the British Fantasy Award (seven times) and the Liverpool Daily Post & Echo Award for continuing literary excellence. The most recent of his fifteen novels include The Count of Eleven, The Long Lost, The One Safe Place and The House on Nazareth Hill, and he is currently working on a new crime novel, The Last Voice They Hear. His numerous short stories have been collected in Alone with the Horrors, Waking Nightmares and Strange Things and Stranger Places, and he has also edited a number of outstanding anthologies, including New Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos, Superhorror, New Terrors, The Gruesome Book and Uncanny Banquet.

As he explains, “ ‘Going Under’ is the product of a misunderstanding. Either Nancy Collins or someone else approached me for a story for an anthology on the subject of destructive obsessions. Later Nancy told me that her project Dark Love had a publisher, and I duly wrote this tale for it, only to learn that her subject was destructive relationships.

“Nevertheless, she very decently accepted my contribution. While I was searching for a theme on which to write for her I heard that the more recent of the Mersey Tunnels was to be opened to walkers as an anniversary celebration. Coincidence often presents me with material just when I need it. I planned to join the walk, but by the time it arrived I was already well into the tale, and so I let my imagination take the place of research.”

As an editor’s postscript, I’d just like to add that I’m personally exasperated by the current proliferation of mobile phones (and their equally irritating users). For anyone else like me, Campbell’s story of urban paranoia has added resonance . . .

BLYTHE HAD SHUFFLED almost to the ticket booth when he knew he should have sent the money. Beyond the line of booths another phalanx of walkers, some of them wearing slogans and some not a great deal else, advanced towards the tunnel under the river. While he’d failed to pocket the envelope, he never left his phone at home, and given the pace at which walkers were being admitted to the tunnel, which was closed to traffic for its anniversary, he should have plenty of time to complete a call before he reached the wide semicircular concrete mouth, rendered whiter by the July sun. As he unfolded the phone and tapped his home number on the keyboard the men on either side of him began jogging on the spot, an action which the left-hand man accompanied with a series of low hollow panting hoots. The phone rang five times and addressed Blythe in his own voice.

“Valerie Mason and Steve Blythe. Whatever we’re doing, it’s keeping us away from the phone, so please leave your name and number and the date and time and we’ll tell you what we were up to when we call you back . . .” Though the message was less than six months old, it and Valerie’s giggle at the end of it sounded worn by too much playback. Once the beep had stuttered four times on the way to uttering its longer tone, he spoke.

“Val? Valerie? It’s me. I’m just about to start the tunnel walk. Sorry we had a bit of a tiff, but I’m glad you didn’t come after all. You were right, I should send her the maintenance and then object. Let them have to explain to the court instead of me. Are you in the darkroom? Come and find out who this is, will you? Don’t just listen if you’re hearing me. Be fair.”

Quite a pack jogged between the booths at that moment, the man to his immediate left taking time to emit a triumphal hoot before announcing to the ticket seller “Aids for AIDS”. Blythe turned his head and the phone to motion the woman behind him to pass, because if he stopped talking for more than a couple of seconds the machine would take him to have rung off, but the official in the booth ahead of him poked out his head, which looked squashed flat by his peaked cap. “Quick as you can. Thousands more behind you.”

The woman began jogging to encourage Blythe, shaking both filled bags of her ample red singlet. “Get a move on, lover. Give your stocks and shares a rest.”

Her companion, who seemed to have donned a dwarf’s T-shirt by mistake, entered the jogging competition, her rampant stomach bobbing up and down more than the rest of her. “Put that back in your trousers or you’ll be having a heart attack.”

At least their voices were keeping the tape activated. “Hold on if you’re there, Val. I hope you’ll say you are,” Blythe said, using two fingers to extract a fiver from the other pocket of his slacks. “I’m just going through the booth.”

The official frowned his disagreement, and Blythe breathed hard into the phone while he selected a charity to favour with his entrance fee. “Are you sure you’re fit?” the official said.

Blythe imagined being banned from the walk on the grounds of ill health, when it was by far his quickest route home. “Fitter than you sitting in a booth all day,” he said, not as lightly as he’d meant to, and smoothed the fiver on the counter. “Families in Need will do me.”

The official wrote the amount and the recipient on a clipboard with a slowness which suggested he was still considering whether to let Blythe pass, and Blythe breathed harder. When the official tore most of a ticket off a roll and slapped it on the counter Blythe felt released, but the man stayed him with a parting shot. “You won’t get far with that, chum.”

The phone had worked wherever Blythe had taken it, just as the salesman had promised. In any case, he was still 200 yards short of the tunnel entrance, into which officials with megaphones were directing the crowd. “Just had to get my ticket, Val. Listen, you’ve plenty of time to post the cheque, you’ve almost an hour. Only call me back as soon as you hear this so I know you have, will you? Heard it, I mean. That’s if you don’t pick it up before I ring off, which I hope you will, answer, that’s to say, that’s why I’m droning on. I should tell you the envelope’s inside my blue visiting suit, not the office suit, the one that says here’s your accountant making a special effort so why haven’t you got your accounts together. Can you really not hear it’s me? You haven’t gone out, have you?”

By now his awareness was concentrated in his head, so that he didn’t notice that his pace had been influenced by the urgency of his speech until the upper lip of the tunnel swayed to a halt above him. Hot bare arms brushed his in passing as the megaphones began to harangue him. “Keep it moving, please,” one crackled, prompting its mate to declare “No stopping now till the far side.” An elderly couple faltered and conferred before returning to the booths, but Blythe didn’t have that option. “That’s you with the phone,” a third megaphone blared.

“I know it’s me. I don’t see anybody else with one.” This was meant to amuse Blythe’s new neighbours, none of whom betrayed any such response. Not by any means for the first time, though less often since he’d met Valerie, he wished he’d kept some words to himself. “I’m starting the walk now. Please, I’m serious, ring me back the moment you hear this, all right? I’m ringing off now. If I haven’t heard from you in fifteen minutes I’ll call back,” he said, and was in the tunnel.

Its shadow was a solid chill at which his body was uncertain whether or not to shiver, considering the heat which was building up in the tunnel. At least he felt cool enough to itemize his surroundings, something he liked to do whenever he was confronted by anywhere unfamiliar, though he’d driven through the tunnel several times a week for most of twenty years. Its two lanes accommodated five people abreast now, more or less comfortably if you discounted their body heat. Six feet above them on either side was a railed-off walkway for the use of workmen, with no steps up to either that Blythe had ever been able to locate. Twenty feet overhead was the peak of the arched roof, inset with yard-long slabs of light randomly punctuated with slabs of brick. No doubt he could count them if he wanted to calculate how far he’d gone or had still to go, but just now the sight of several hundred heads bobbing very slowly towards the first curve summed up the prospect vividly enough. Apart from the not quite synchronized drumming of a multitude of soles on concrete and their echoes, the tunnel was almost silent except for the squawks of the megaphones beyond the entrance and the occasional audible breath.

The two women who’d addressed Blythe at the booths were ahead of him, bouncing variously. Maybe they’d once been as slim as his wife Lydia used to be, he thought, not that there was much left of the man she’d married either, or if there was it was buried under all the layers of the person he’d become. The presence of the women, their abundant sunlamped flesh and determined perfume and their wagging buttocks wrapped in satin, reminded him of too much it would do him no good to remember, and he might have let more walkers overtake him if it hadn’t been for the pressure looming at his back. That drove him to step up his pace, and he’d established a regular rhythm when his trousers began to chirp.

More people than he was prepared for stared at him, and he felt bound to say “Just my phone” twice. So much for the ticket seller’s notion that it wouldn’t work in the tunnel. Blythe drew it from his pocket without breaking his stride and ducked one ear to it as he unfolded it. “Hello, love. Thanks for saving my – ”

“Less of the slop, Stephen. It’s a long time since that worked.”

“Ah.” He faltered, and had to think which foot he was next putting forward. “Lydia. Apologies. My mistake. I thought – ”

“I had enough of your mistakes when we were together, and your apologies, and what you think.”

“That pretty well covers it, doesn’t it? Were you calling to share anything else with me, or was that it?”

“I wouldn’t take that tone with me, particularly now.”

“Don’t, then,” Blythe said, a form of response he remembered as having once amused her. “If you’ve something to say, spit it out. I’m waiting for a call.”

“Up to your old tricks, are you? Can’t she stand you never going anywhere without that thing either? Where are you, in the pub as usual trying to calm yourself down?”

“I’m perfectly calm. I couldn’t be calmer,” Blythe said as though that might counteract the effect she was having on him. “And I may tell you I’m on the charity walk.”

Was that a chorus of ironic cheers behind him? Surely they weren’t aimed at him, even if they sounded as unimpressed as Lydia, who said “Never did begin at home for you, did it? Has your fancy woman found that out yet?”

He could have pounced on Lydia’s syntax again, except that there were more important issues. “I take it you’ve just spoken to her.”

“I haven’t and I’ve no wish to. She’s welcome to you and all the joy you bring, but she won’t hear me sympathizing. I didn’t need to speak to her to know where you’d be.”

“Then you were wrong, weren’t you? And as long as we’re discussing Valerie, maybe you and your solicitor friend ought to be aware she makes a lot less than he does now he’s a partner in his firm.”

“Watch it, big boy.”

That was the broader-buttocked of the women. He’d almost trodden on her heels, his aggressiveness having communicated itself to his stride. “Sorry,” he said, and without enough thought “Not you, Lyd.”

“Don’t you dare start calling me that again. Who’ve you been talking to about his firm? So that’s why I haven’t had my cheque this month, is it? Let me tell you this from him. Unless that cheque is postmarked today you’ll find yourself in prison for non-payment, and that’s a promise from both of us.”

“Well, that’s the first – ” Her rising fury had already borne her off, leaving him with a drone in his ear and hot plastic stuck to his cheek. He cleared the line as he tramped around more of the prolonged curve, which showed him thousands of heads and shoulders bobbing down a slope to the point almost a mile away from which, packed closer and closer together, they streamed sluggishly upwards. On some days that mid-point was hazy with exhaust fumes, but the squashed crowd there looked distinct except for a slight wavering which must be an effect of the heat; he wasn’t really smelling a faint trace of petrol through the wake of perfume. He bent a fingernail against the keys on the receiver, and back-handed his forehead as drops of sweat full of a fluorescent glare magnified the numbers on the keypad. His home phone had just rung when a man’s voice said loudly “They’re all the same, these buggers with their gadgets. Can’t be doing with them, me.”

There was surely no reason for Blythe to feel referred to. “Pick it up, Val,” he muttered. “I said I’d ring you back. It’s been nearly fifteen minutes. You can’t still be doing whatever you were doing. Come out, there’s a love.” But his voice greeted him again and unspooled its message, followed by Valerie’s giggle, which under the circumstances he couldn’t help feeling he’d heard once too often. “Are you really not there? I’ve just had Lydia on, ranting about her maintenance. Says if it isn’t posted today her boyfriend the solicitor who gives new meaning to the word solicit will have me locked up. I suppose technically he might be able to, so if you can make absolutely certain you, I know I should have, I know you said, but if you can do that for me, for both of us, nip round the corner and get that bloody envelope in the shit.”

The last word came out loudest, and three ranks in front of him glanced back. Of them, only the woman whose T-shirt ended halfway up her midriff retained any concern once she saw him. “Are you all right, old feller?”

“Yes, I’m . . . No, I’m . . . Yes, yes.” He shook his free hand so extravagantly he saw sweat flying off it, his intention being to wave away his confusion more than her solicitude, but she advanced her lips in a fierce grimace before presenting her substantial rear view to him. He hadn’t time to care if she was offended, though she was using the set of her buttocks to convey that she was, exactly as Lydia used to. The ticket seller had been right after all. The tunnel had cut Blythe off, emptying the receiver except for a faint distant moan.

It could be a temporary interruption. He pressed the recall button so hard it felt embedded in his thumb and was attempting to waft people past him when a not unfamiliar voice protested, “Don’t go standing. There’s folk back here who aren’t as spry as some.”

“When you’re my dad’s age maybe you won’t be so fond of stopping and starting.”

Either might be the disliker of gadgets, though both appeared to have devoted a good deal of time and presumably machinery to the production of muscles, not only beneath shoulder level. Blythe tilted his head vigorously, almost losing the bell which was repeating its enfeebled note at his ear. “Don’t mind me, just go round me. Just go, will you?”

“Put that bloody thing away and get on with what we’re here for,” the senior bruiser advised him. “We don’t want to be having to carry you. We had his mother conk out on us once through not keeping the pace up.”

“Don’t mind me. Don’t bother about me.”

“We’re bothered about all the folk you’re holding up and putting the strain on.”

“We’ll be your trainers till we all finish,” the expanded youth said.

“Then I ought to stick my feet in you,” Blythe mumbled as those very feet gave in to the compulsion to walk. The phone was still ringing, and now it produced his voice. “Valerie Mason and Steve Blythe,” it said, and at once had had enough of him.

All the heat of the tunnel rushed into him. He felt his head waver before steadying in a dangerously fragile version of itself, raw with a smell which surely wasn’t of exhaust fumes, despite the haze into which the distant walkers were descending. He had to go back beyond the point at which his previous call had lost its hold. He peeled the soggy receiver away from his face and swung round, to be confronted by a mass of flesh as wide and as long as the protracted curve of the tunnel. He could hear more of it being tamped into the unseen mouth by the jabbing of the megaphones. Of the countless heads it was wagging at him, every one that he managed to focus looked prepared to see him trampled underfoot if he didn’t keep moving. He could no more force his way back through it than through the concrete wall, but there was no need. He would use a walkway as soon as he found some steps up.

Another wave of heat which felt like the threat of being overwhelmed by the tide of flesh found him, sending him after the rhythmically quivering women. As far ahead as he could see there were no steps onto the walkways, but his never having noticed them while driving needn’t mean steps didn’t exist; surely a trick of perspective was hiding them from him. He narrowed his eyes until he felt the lids twitch against the eyeballs and his head ache more than his feet were aching. He poked the recall button and lifted the receiver above his head in case that might allow him to hook a call, but the phone at home hadn’t even doubled its first ring when his handful of technology went dead as though suffocated by the heat or drowned in the sweat of his fist. As he let it sink past his face, a phone shrilled further down the tunnel.

“They’re bloody breeding,” the old man growled behind him, but Blythe didn’t care what he said. About 300 yards ahead he saw an aerial extend itself above a woman’s scalp as blonde as Lydia’s. Whatever had been interfering with his calls, it apparently wasn’t present in that stretch of the tunnel. He saw the aerial wag a little with her conversation as she walked at least a hundred yards. As he tramped towards the point where she’d started talking he counted the slabs of light overhead, some of which appeared to be growing unstable with the heat. He had only half as far to go now, however much the saturated heat might weigh him down. It must be his eyes which were flickering, not as many of the lights as seemed to be. He needn’t wait until he arrived at the exact point in the tunnel. He only wanted reassurance that Valerie had picked up his message. He thumbed the button and flattened his ear with the receiver. The tone had barely invited him to dial when it was cut off.

He mustn’t panic. He hadn’t reached where phones worked, that was all. On, trying to ignore the sluggishly retreating haze of body heat which smelled increasingly like exhaust fumes, reminding himself to match the pace of the crowd, though the pair of walkers on each side of him made him feel plagued by double vision. Now he was where the woman’s phone had rung, beneath two dead fluorescents separated by one which looked as though it had stolen its glare from both. All three were bumped backwards by their fellows as he jabbed the button, bruised his ear with the earpiece, snatched the receiver away and cleared it, supported it with his other hand before it could slide out of his sweaty grip, split a fingernail against the button, bruised his ear again . . . Nothing he did raised the dialling tone for longer than it took to mock him.

It couldn’t be the phone itself. The woman’s had worked, and his was the latest model. He could only think the obstruction was moving, which meant it had to be the crowd that was preventing him from acting. If Lydia’s replacement for him took him to court he would lose business because of it, probably the confidence of many of his clients too because they wouldn’t understand he took more care with their affairs than he did with his own, and if he went to prison . . . He’d closed both fists around the phone, because the plastic and his hands were aggravating one another’s slipperiness, and tried not to imagine battering his way through the crowd. There were still the walkways, and by the time he found the entrance to one it might make sense to head for the far end of the tunnel. He was trudging forward, each step a dull ache which bypassed his hot swollen body wrapped in far too much sodden material and searched for a sympathetic ache in his hollowed-out head, when the phone rang.

It was so muffled by his grip that he thought for a moment it wasn’t his. Ignoring the groans of the muscled duo, he nailed the button and jammed the wet plastic against his cheek. “Steve Blythe. Can you make it quick? I don’t know how long this will work.”

“It’s all right, Steve. I only called to see how you were surviving. Sounds as if you’re deep in it. So long as you’re giving your brain a few hours off for once. You can tell me all about it when you come home.”

“Val. Val, wait. Val, are you there?” Blythe felt a mass of heat which was nearly flesh lurch at him from behind as he missed a step. “Speak to me, Val.”

“Calm down, Steve. I’ll still be here when you get back. Save your energy. You sound as though you need it.”

“I’ll be fine. Just tell me you got the message.”

“Which message?”

The heat came for him again – he couldn’t tell from which direction, nor how fast he was stumbling. “Mine. The one I left while you were doing whatever you were doing.”

“I had to go out for some black and white. The machine can’t be working properly. There weren’t any messages on the tape when I came in just now.”

That halted Blythe as if the phone had reached the end of an invisible cord. The vista of walkers wavered into a single flat mass, then steadied and regained some of its perspective. “Never mind. Plenty of time,” he said rapidly. “All I wanted – ”

A shoulder much more solid than a human body had any right to be rammed his protruding elbow. The impact jerked his arm up, and the shooting pain opened his fist. He saw the phone describe a graceful arc before it clanged against the railing of the right-hand walkway and flew into the crowd some thirty yards ahead. Arms flailed at it as though it was an insect, then it disappeared. “What was that for?” he screamed into the old man’s face as it bobbed alongside his. “What are you trying to do to me?”

The son’s face crowded Blythe’s from the other side, so forcefully it sprayed Blythe’s cheek with sweat. “Don’t you yell at him, he’s got a bad ear. Lucky you weren’t knocked down, stopping like that. Better believe you will be if you mix it with my dad.”

“Can someone pick up my phone, please?” Blythe called at the top of his voice.

The women directly in front of him added winces to their quivering and covered their ears, but nobody else acknowledged him. “My phone,” he pleaded. “Don’t step on it. Who can see it? Look for it, can you all? Please pass it back.”

“I said about my dad’s ear,” the man to his left rumbled, lifting a hammer of a fist which for the present he used only to mop his forehead. Blythe fell silent, having seen a hand raised some yards ahead of him to point a finger downwards where the phone must be. At least it was in the middle of the road, in Blythe’s immediate path. A few raw steps brought him a glimpse of the aerial, miraculously intact, between the thighs of the singleted woman. He stooped without breaking his stride, and his scalp brushed her left buttock. His finger and thumb closed on the aerial and drew it towards him – only the aerial. He was staggering forward in his crouch when he saw most of the keypad being kicked away to his left, and several other plastic fragments skittering ahead.

As he straightened up, a grasp as hot and soft as flesh yet rough as concrete seemed to close around his skull. The singleted woman had turned on him. “Whose bum do you think you’re biting?”

Any number of hysterical replies occurred to him, but he managed to restrain himself. “I’m not after any of that, I’m after this.” The words sounded less than ideally chosen once they were out, especially since the aerial in his hand was rising between her legs as though magnetized by her crotch. He whipped it back, the grip on his skull threatening to blind him, and heard himself shouting. “Look at it. Who did this? Who smashed my phone? Where are your brains?”

“Don’t look at us,” said the woman with the increasingly bare and moist midriff, while the son leaned his dripping face into Blythe’s: “Keep the row up if you’re after an ear like my dad’s.” All at once they were irrelevant, and he let the aerial slip from his hand. There was at least one working phone in the tunnel.

As soon as he attempted to edge forward the crowd swung its nearest heads towards him, its eyes blinking away sweat, its mouths panting hotly at him, and started to mutter and grumble. “What’s the panic? Wait your turn. We all want to get there. Keep your distance. There’s people here, you know,” it warned him in several voices, and raised one behind him. “Now where’s he scuttling off to? Must be afraid I’ll report him for going for my bum.”

The obstruction to his calls was about to turn physical if he couldn’t find a way to fend it off. “Emergency,” he murmured urgently in the nearest unmatched pair of ears, which after hesitating for a second parted their bodies to let him through. “Excuse me. Emergency. Excuse,” he repeated, stepping up the intensity, and was able overtake enough to people that he must be close to the phone. Which of the clump of blonde heads belonged to it? Only one looked real. “Excuse me,” he said, and realizing that sounded as if he wanted to get by, took hold of its unexpectedly thin and angular shoulder. “You had the phone just now, didn’t you? I mean, you have – ”

“Let go.”

“Yes. What I’m saying is, you’ve got – ”

“Let go.”

“There. I have. Excuse me. My hand’s in my pocket, look. What I’m trying to say – ”

The woman turned away as much of her sharp face as she’d bothered to incline towards him. “Not me.”

“I’m sure it was. Not my phone, not the one that was trodden on, but weren’t you talking on the phone before? If it wasn’t yours – ”

She was surrounded by female heads, he saw, all of them preserving a defiant blankness. Without warning she snapped her head round, her hair lashing his right eye. “Who let you out? Which madhouse have they closed down now?”

“Excuse me. I didn’t mean to . . .” That covered more than he had time to put into words, not least the inadvertent winks which his right eye must appear to be sharing with her. “It’s an emergency, you see. If it wasn’t you you must have seen who it was with the phone. She was somewhere round here.”

All the heads in her clump jeered practically in unison, then used her head to speak. “It’s an emergency all right, an emergency that you need locking up. Just you wait till we get out of here and talk to someone.”

That made Blythe peer at his watch. Sweat or a tear from his stinging eye bloated the digits, and he had to shake his wrist twice before he was able to distinguish that he would never reach the tunnel exit in time to find a phone outside. The crowd had beaten him – or perhaps not yet, unless he’d failed to notice it sending a message ahead that he was to be stopped. “Emergency. Emergency,” he said in a voice whose edge the heat seemed determined to blunt, and when he thought he’d sidled far enough away from the woman who wanted to persuade him he was going mad, let his desperation grow louder. “Emergency. Need to phone. Has anyone a phone? Emergency.” A shake or a wave of the heat passed through bunch after bunch of heads, and each time it did so his right eye blinked and smarted. He was trying to sound more official and peremptory when his voice trailed off. At the limit of his vision the packed flesh beneath the unsteady lights had come to a complete stop.

He could only watch the stasis creeping towards him, wavering into place in layer after layer of flesh. It was his worst possible future racing to meet him, and the crowd had been on its side all along. As he heard a murmur advancing down the tunnel from the direction of the unseen exit, he strained his ears to hear what it was saying about him. He was feeling almost calm – for how long, he couldn’t predict – when words in an assortment of voices grew distinct. The message was past him before he succeeded in piecing it together. “Someone’s collapsed in the middle of the tunnel. They’re clearing the way for an ambulance.”

“Bastard,” Blythe snarled, not knowing if he meant the casualty or the crowd or the ambulance – and instantly knew he should mean none of them, because he was saved from the future he’d almost wished on himself. He began to shoulder his way forward. “Emergency. Make way, please. Make way,” he was able to say more officiously, and when that failed to clear his route fast enough “Let me through. I’m a doctor.”

He mustn’t let himself feel guilty. The ambulance was coming – he could see the far end of the tunnel beginning to turn blue and shiver – and so he was hardly putting the patient at risk. The ambulance was his only hope. Once he was close enough he would be injured, he would be however disabled he needed to seem in order to persuade the crew to take him out of the crowd. “I’m a doctor,” he said louder, wishing he was and unmarried too, except that his life was controllable again, everything was under control. “I’m the doctor,” he said, better yet, strong enough to part the flesh before him and to blot out the voices that were discussing him. Were they trying to confuse him by dodging ahead of him? They had to be echoes, because he identified the voice of the woman who’d pretended she had no phone. “What’s he babbling about now?”

“He’s telling everyone he’s a doctor.”

“I knew it. That’s what they do when they’re mad.”

He needn’t let her bother him; nobody around him seemed to hear her – maybe she was fishing for him with her voice. “I’m the doctor,” he shouted, seeing the ambulance crawling towards him at the end of the visible stretch of tunnel. For a moment he thought it was crushing bruised people, exhaust fumes turning their pulse blue, against the walls, but of course they were edging out alongside it, making way. His shout had dislodged several voices from beneath the bleary sweat-stained lights. “What did she say he’s saying, he’s a doctor?”

“Maybe he wanted to examine your bum.”

“I know the kind of consultation I’d like to have with him. It was a quack made my dad’s ear worse.”

Could the crowd around Blythe really not hear them, or was it pretending ignorance until it had him where it wanted him? Wasn’t it parting for him more slowly than it should, and weren’t its heads only just concealing its contempt for his imposture? The mocking voices settled towards him, thickening the heat which was putting on flesh all around him. He had to use one of the walkways. Now that he had to reach the ambulance as speedily as possible, he was entitled to use them. “I’m the doctor,” he repeated fiercely, daring anyone to challenge him, and felt his left shoulder cleaving the saturated air. He’d almost reached the left-hand walkway when a leotarded woman whose muscles struck him as no more likely than her deep voice moved into his path. “Where are you trying to get to, dear?”

“Up behind you. Give me a hand, would you?” Even if she was a psychiatric nurse or warder, he had seniority. “I’m needed. I’m the doctor.”

Only her mouth moved, and not much of that. “Nobody’s allowed up there unless they work for the tunnel.”

He had to climb up before the heat turned into sweaty voices again and trapped him. “I do. I am. There’s been a collapse, the tunnel’s made them collapse, and they need me.”

He’d seen ventriloquists open their mouths wider. Her eyes weren’t moving at all, though a drop of sweat was growing on her right eyelashes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“That’s all right, nurse. You aren’t required to. Just give me a hand. Give me a leg up,” Blythe said, and saw the drop swelling on her untroubled eyelid, swelling until he could see nothing else. If she was real she would blink, she wouldn’t stare at him like that. The mass of flesh had made her out of itself to block his plan, but it had miscalculated. He flung himself at her, dug his fingers into her bristly scalp and heaved himself up with all the force his arms could muster.

His heels almost caught her shoulders. They scraped down to her breasts, which gave them enough leverage for him to vault over her. His hands grabbed at the railing, caught it, held on. His feet found the edge of the walkway, and he hauled one leg over the railing, then the other. Below him the nurse was clutching her breasts and emitting a sound which, if it was intended as a cry of pain, failed to impress him. Perhaps it was a signal, because he’d taken only a few steps along the way to freedom when hands commenced trying to seize him.

At first he thought they meant to injure him so that the ambulance would take him, and then he saw how wrong he was. He had an unobstructed view of the ambulance as it rammed its way through the crowd, its blue light pounding like his head, the white arch flaring blue above it as he felt the inside of his skull flaring. There was no sign of anyone collapsed ahead. The ambulance had been sent for Blythe, of course; the message had been passed along that they’d succeeded in driving him crazy. But they couldn’t conceal their opinion of him, hot oppressive breathless waves of which rose towards him and would have felt like shame if he hadn’t realized how they’d given themselves away: they couldn’t hold him in such contempt unless they knew more about him than they feigned to know. He kicked at the grasping fingers and glared about in search of a last hope. It was behind him. The woman with Lydia’s hair had abandoned her pretence of having no phone, and he had only to grab the aerial.

He dashed back along the walkway, hanging onto the rail and kicking out at anyone within reach, though his feet so seldom made contact that he couldn’t tell how many of the hands and heads were real. The woman who was still trying to convince him he’d injured her breasts flinched, which gratified him. She and the rest of the mob could move when they wanted to, they just hadn’t done so for him. The beckoning aerial led his gaze to the face dangling from it. She was staring at him and talking so hard her mouth shaped every syllable. “Here he comes now,” she mouthed.

She must be talking to the ambulance. Of course, she’d used the phone before to summon it, because she was another of the nurses. She’d better hand over the phone if she didn’t want worse than he was supposed to have done to her colleague. “Here I come all right,” he yelled, and heard what sounded like the entire crowd, though perhaps only the tunnel that was his head, echoing him. As he ran the tunnel widened, carrying her further from the walkway, too far for him to grab the aerial over the crowd. They thought they’d beaten him, but they were going to help him again. He vaulted the railing and ran across the mass of flesh.

It wasn’t quite as solid as he had assumed, but it would do. The heat of its contempt streamed up at him, rebounding from the dank concrete of his skull. Was it contemptuous of what he was doing or of his failure to act when he could have? He had a sudden notion, so terrible it almost caused him to lose his footing, that when he raised the phone to his ear he would discover the woman had been talking to Valerie. It wasn’t true, and only the heat was making him think it. Stepping-stones turned up to him and gave way underfoot – there went some teeth and there, to judge by its yielding, an eye – but he could still trample his way to the phone, however many hands snatched at him.

Then the aerial whipped up out of his reach like a rod that had caught a fish. The hands were pulling him down into their contempt, but they weren’t entitled to condemn him: he hadn’t done anything they weren’t about to do. “I’m you,” he screamed, and felt the shoulders on which he’d perched move apart further than his legs could stretch. He whirled his arms, but this wasn’t a dream in which he could fly away from everything he was. Too late he saw why the woman had called the ambulance for him. He might have screamed his thanks to her, but he could make no words out of the sounds which countless hands were dragging from his mouth.


DAVE SMEDS

Survivor

DAVE SMEDS’S WORK has been called “stylistically innovative, symbolically daring examples of craftsmanship at the highest level”, by the New York Times Book Review. He is the author of the fantasy novel The Sorcery Within and its sequel, The Schemes of Dragons, and his short fiction has appeared in many anthologies, including Full Spectrum 4, Return to Avalon, Dragons of Light and David Copperfield’s Tales of the Impossible, and such magazines as Asimov’s Science Fiction, Realms of Fantasy, Pulphouse, Mayfair and Club International. He also wrote the English-language version of Justy, a Japanese “manga” mini-series released in America by VIZ Comics. Before becoming a writer, he worked as a graphic artist and typesetter. He also holds a third-degree black belt in Goju-ryu karate and teaches classes in that art.

“I have written two other works that draw upon the Vietnam War as source material,” reveals the author, “– the first is ‘Goats’ in the anthology In the Field of Fire, the second my Nebula Award nominee ‘Short Timer’ from The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. In an attempt to avoid repetition, I almost refrained from beginning ‘Survivor’. Blame Janet Berliner, the main editor behind Peter S. Beagle’s Immortal Unicorn, who wanted something ‘powerful and visceral’ from me for the book; part of her campaign to ensure that she and Peter ended up with a volume that firmly departed from the ‘fluffy unicorn’ anthologies that have come along from time to time.

“Well, there isn’t much out there that gets more powerful and visceral than Vietnam, and I’d already done enough research about that subject for several novels, a fact of which Janet was aware. She enthusiastically approved my decision and we were off – through two utterly different drafts, then other significant changes, and finally a slight but important modification of the finale based on a deft suggestion by Peter. I doubt I’ve worked harder on a piece of short fiction than this one.

“There were other, non-career, non-literary reasons for my choice of theme, of course. Those can be summed up in my statements in the anthology introduction:

“ ‘War is something that stays with soldiers even after they come home. That’s especially true of the Americans who fought in Vietnam. Soldiers of the nation’s other wars typically served for the duration. In Vietnam individuals were yanked from the field of fire whenever their DEROS date (Date of Expected Return from OverSeas) rolled around, often being thrust within twenty-four hours into a peacetime milieu they no longer felt a part of. That we ultimately lost the war is only part of the point. Those men never had the satisfaction of knowing they had stayed until the job was done.

“ ‘May each of the half-million guys who went find their closure.’ ”

1967

G I BOB’S QUALITY TATTOOS the neon sign declared, luring customers through the Bay Area summer fog with a tropistic intensity. Tucked between a laundromat and an appliance repair shop in lower Oakland, the studio was the only place of business on the block open at that hour. Troy Chesley scanned right and left as if he were on patrol, dropping into a firefight stance behind a parked car as a thin, dark-skinned man strode up to the nearest intersection.

“Easy, man.” Roger, Troy’s companion, grabbed him by the collar and yanked him toward the door. “We ain’t back in ’Nam yet.”

Troy’s cheeks flushed. He had been doing things like that all night. No more booze. It wasn’t every grunt that got a furlough back to the mainland in mid-tour, even if it happened for the worst of reasons. The least he could do was stay sober enough to acknowledge he was out of the war zone.

Troy was no longer sure why he had let Roger talk him into this. Nabbing some skin art was one thing; doing it in such a seedy locale was another. He jumped as the little bell above the lintel rang, announcing their entrance.

A man appeared through the curtains at the back. “May I help you?” he asked.

The hair on the nape of Troy’s neck stood on end. Or would have, except that his father had insisted on a haircut so that he would look like a proper military man for his mother’s funeral (“Your lieutenant lets you look like that on the battlefield?”). “Shit,” he blurted. “It’s a gook.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than he knew it was the wrong thing to say. Yet the tattooist merely blinked his almond eyes, shrugged, and said calmly, “No, sir. Nobody but us chinks here.” He spoke with no more than a slight accent, and with an air that said he was used to the ill grace of soldiers.

“Sorry. Been drinking,” Troy mumbled. But drunk or not, it wasn’t like him to be that much of an asshole. For some reason he felt menaced. The man was such a weird-looking fucker. He appeared to be middle-aged, but in an odd, preserved sort of way. His shirt was highly starched and black, his skin dry as parchment, his fingertips so loaded with nicotine they had stained the exterior of his cigarette. He sure as hell wasn’t GI Bob.

He had no tattoos on his own arms. What kind of stitcher never applied the ink to himself?

“Come on,” Troy said, tugging Roger’s sleeve. “Let’s get out of here.”

Roger slid free. “We came all this way, Chesley my boy. What’s the matter? Are the guys in your unit pussies?”

Those were the magic words. Troy barely knew Roger – their connection was that they had shared a flight from Da Nang to Travis and, in seven hours, would share the return leg – but he was his buddy of the moment, and he couldn’t let the man say he lacked balls. He was a God-damned US of A soldier heading back to finish up eight months more In Country.

“All right, all right,” Troy muttered.

“Do you know what design you want?” the stitcher asked. When both young men shook their heads, he opened up his books of patterns. “How about a nice eagle? Stars and Stripes? A lightning bolt?” He opened the pages to other suggestions he thought appropriate. To Troy, he seemed to give off a predatory glee at the prospect of jabbing them with a sharp instrument.

In less than two minutes Roger pointed to his choice: a traditional “Don’t Tread on Me” snake. The artist nodded, propped the book open on the counter for reference, and swabbed the infantryman’s upper arm with alcohol. To Troy’s amazement, he did not use a transfer or tracing of any sort. He simply drew the design, freehand, crafting a startlingly faithful copy. The needle gun began to whir.

The noise, along with Roger’s occasional cussword, faded into the background. Troy turned page after page, but the designs did not call to him. It had finally struck him that he would be living with whatever choice he made. A sign above the photos of satisfied customers warned, A TATTOO IS FOR EVER.

Whatever image he chose had to be right. It had to be him. He finished all the books: No good. They contained nothing but other people’s ideas. He needed something he hadn’t seen on anyone else’s body.

It came to him clearly and insistently. “Can you do a unicorn?” Troy asked.

The artist paused, dabbing at Roger’s wounded skin with a cloth. “A unicorn?” he asked, with the seriousness of a man who used powdered rhinoceros horn to enhance sexual potency.

“A mean son-of-a-bitch unicorn, with fire in its eyes and blood dripping from its spike.” Troy chuckled. “That’d be hot, wouldn’t it, Rodge?”

“That’s affirmed,” Roger said.

The stitcher lit a new cigarette, sucking on two at once, and blew a long, blue cloud. He closed his eyes and appeared to tune out the parlor and his customers. When he roused, he reached into a drawer and pulled out a fresh needle gun, its metal gleaming as if never before used. “Yes. I can do that. But only over your heart.”

Troy blinked, rubbing his chest. He hadn’t considered anywhere but his arm, but the suggestion had a strange appropriateness to it. “Yeah,” he said. “OK.”

The artist pulled out a sketch pad and blocked in a muscular, rearing horse shape, added the horn, and then gave it the intimidating, man-of-war embellishments Troy had asked for.

“That’s fabulous,” Troy said. He bared his upper body and dropped into the chair that Roger had vacated.

The man pencilled the design onto Troy’s left breast, with the unicorn’s lashing tail at the sternum and the point of his horn jabbing above and past the nipple. He performed his work with a frenzied fluidity, stopping only when he reached for the needle gun.

“Point of no return,” he said, which Troy thought odd, since he hadn’t given Roger that sort of warning. It was at that moment he realized why the symbol of a unicorn had sprung to his mind. During the funeral, while the minister droned on, Troy had been thinking of an old book in which the hero was saved from death by a puff of a unicorn’s breath.

His mind was made up. He nodded.

The needle bit. Troy clenched his teeth until his mouth tasted of metal. As the initial shock passed, he forced himself to relax, reasoning that tension would only worsen the discomfort. The technique worked. The procedure took on a flavor of timelessness not unlike watching illumination rounds flower in the night sky over rice paddies fifty klicks away. Detached, Troy watched himself bleed. He could handle anything, as long as he knew he was going to survive the experience. Wasn’t that why he was there – proving like so many GIs before him how durable he was? To feel anything, even pain, was a comfort, with his poor mother now cold in her grave, with himself going back into the jungle hardly more than a target dummy for the Viet Cong.

To be able to spit at Death was worth any price.

“What the hell is that?” asked Siddens, pointing at Troy’s chest.

The squad was hanging out in a jungle clearing a dozen klicks west of their firebase, enduring the wait until the choppers arrived to take them beyond Hill 625 – to a landing zone that promised to be just as dull as this one. They had spotted no sign of the enemy for a week, a blessing that created its own sort of edginess.

Troy, bare from the waist up, held up the shirt he had just used to wipe the sweat from his forehead. The tattoo blazed in plain sight of Siddens – the medic – and PFC Holcomb, as they crouched in the shade of a clump of elephant grass.

“It’s a unicorn,” Troy said, wishing he had not removed the shirt. “You know, like, ‘Only virgins touch me’?” He winced, too aware of being only nineteen. The joke had seemed so good when he thought of it, but in the past three weeks, the only laughing had been at him, not with him.

But Siddens did not laugh. “You got that back in the World?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

The medic turned back to Holcomb, obviously continuing a conversation begun before Troy had wandered over to them. “See? Told you it had to be something.”

Siddens and Holcomb were a study in contrast. Siddens was wiry, white, freckled, and gifted with a logic all his own. Holcomb was beefy, black, handsome, and spoke with down-home, common sense directness. But Troy thought of them in the same way. Siddens was the kind of bandage-jockey a grunt relied on. Dedicated. He was determined to get to medical school, even if his family’s poverty meant taking a side trip through a war. Holcomb was steady as a rock. He wrote home to his widowed mother and eight younger siblings back in Mississippi five times a week – he had a letter-in-progress in a clipboard in his lap at that moment.

Troy, who had dropped out of his first semester of college, and who had managed to write to his mother only three times between boot camp and her death, wanted to be like both these men.

“You guys want to let me in on this?” Troy asked.

Holcomb smiled and pointed at the tattoo. “Doug here thinks that’s your rabbit’s foot. Your four-leaf clover. Ain’t nothing gonna touch you now.”

Troy laughed. “What makes you think that?”

“We been watching you since you got back. Remember that punji pit you stepped into? How do suppose you landed on your feet without getting jabbed by even one of them slivers of bamboo?”

“Just lucky, I guess.”

“And where you figure all that luck comes from?” Holcomb asked. “You were never that lucky before. Remember your first patrol? You be such a Fucking New Guy you poked yourself with your own bayonet. You slashed your ankle on that concertina wire.”

Troy nodded slowly. The story of his life. Broken leg in junior high. Burst appendix at fifteen. Nobody had ever called him lucky. Little mishaps plagued him all the time.

But not for the past three weeks. Not since he had acquired the tattoo.

“Causality,” Siddens intoned. “Everything happens for a reason. Remember Winston?”

Troy remembered Winston very well. When Troy was first assigned to the platoon, the corporal had been a short-timer just counting the days until his DEROS. He used to meditate on which boot to put on first. Some mornings he started with the left, some days with the right. When he doubted his choice, he was jittery as a rabbit. On one patrol, his shoelace broke. His cheeks turned the color of ashes. A sniper wasted him that afternoon.

“He knew he was fucked,” Siddens said. “Nothing could have saved him. You’re just the opposite. You’ve got the magic right there on your chest. It’s locked in. You’re invulnerable, Bozo. You’re immortal.” His voice dropped. “And there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.”

Troy rubbed his chest, frowning, wondering if the two men were just trying to mindfuck him. But Holcomb just nodded sagely, adding, “Some folks get to know whether their time a comin’. The rest of us, we just keep guessing.”

Siddens was right. It was as if there were a force field around Troy. Even the mosquitoes and leeches stayed off him. When he and some other grunts from the platoon spent an R&R polishing their peckers in a Saigon whorehouse, Troy was the only one who didn’t need a shot of penicillin afterward.

Troy began leaving his shirt off, or at least unbuttoned, as often as possible, until he realized his tan was obscuring the tattoo, then he covered up again. He began to smile and make jokes. He even volunteered to be point man on patrols. At first the lieutenant let him, but later shitcanned the idea: Troy wasn’t cautious enough.

Then, as the summer of ’67 dribbled into late autumn, the North Vietnamese began to get serious about the war. Suddenly the enemy’s presence meant more than an occasional sniper, a punji pit, or a land mine in the road. It meant assaulting fortified bunkers in the face of bullets and heavy artillery.

As the whole Second Battalion was swept into the midst of the firefight in the hills surrounding Dak To, Troy huddled in a foxhole, trying to banish the noise of the bombs from his consciousness. A 500-pounder from a US plane had accidentally wasted thirty paratroopers over on Hill 875 – “friendly fire” – trying to dislodge the NVA from their hilltop fortifications. A brown, sticky mass stained the crotch of his fatigue pants – it had been there for hours. Hunger gnawed at his stomach – no resupply had been able to reach them for two days. Over and over he repeated the words Siddens had told him: “Don’t worry. You got the magic.”

He so needed to believe.

Dusk was falling. Staff Sgt Morris passed a hand signal back. The platoon was going to advance.

A cacophony of machine guns and grenades filtered through the vegetation ahead. Somewhere, other elements of the battalion needed help. Troy gripped his rifle tightly as he rose from his foxhole. Crouching, he joined Holcomb and Siddens. They sprinted forward a bit at a time, heading for the base of the next large tree.

Troy was consumed by the urge to shut his eyes and clap his hands to his ears. No sooner had he done so than the ground erupted in front of him. Blinking, ears ringing, he realized only after the fact what he had sensed.

“Incoming!” he shouted.

His yell came too late. The smoking crater was already there. He was covered with specks of heavy, red laterite clay. He whirled to his right. There, still upright, stood the pelvis and legs of Doug Siddens. The medic’s upper body lay somewhere in the brush.

Troy spun to his left. Leroy Holcomb was trying to scoop his intestines back into his abdomen with his remaining arm. Troy caught him just as he fell. His buddy let out a sigh and went limp, his blood and life soaking into the ruptured soil. He didn’t even have time to utter a last sentence.

Troy cradled Holcomb’s head in his lap. Sgt Morris was yelling – probably something about retreating to the holes – but the words sailed right past. Troy examined his arms, his legs, his torso. Not a single cut. He had been the closest man to the explosion, and all it had done to him was get him dirty.

“Who’d have thought those gooks could whip our asses like this?” muttered Warren Nance, the radio telephone operator.

Troy raised his finger to his lips. The RTO should not have been talking. The jungle was fearsomely still, but that did not guarantee that the enemy had all fled.

The Battle of Dak To had ended suddenly. One moment the NVA were there, blasting with everything they had; the next moment they had melted into the earth, leaving the clean-up to the Americans. At present, Troy and the other survivors were scouring the jungle for the wounded and dead, a gory process that a Special Forces sharpshooter at the base camp had called, “Shaking the trees for dog tags” due to the unidentifiability of some of the remains.

After the adrenaline overdose of the past week, the quiet did not seem real to Troy. Coherent thought was impossible. He still touched himself here and there, confirming that no pieces were missing. He felt no victory, no elation, no horror, no fear. All he knew is that he was here. The only emotion he was sure of was relief: What was left of Siddens and Holcomb had been zipped into body bags and shipped off. The KIA Travel Bureau was the wrong way to leave Vietnam, but at least he knew they were no longer rotting on the ground a million miles from home.

Why them? were the words rolling over and over through his mind. Why them and not me?

Whenever he considered the question, his hand rose up and scratched the left side of his chest. Sometimes it almost felt as if the unicorn were rearing and stamping its feet. Today the impression was stronger than ever.

They came to a gully containing the body of a dead US soldier, lying on his side. Flies crawled from his mouth and danced above the gaping wound in his back. As Nance bent to roll the corpse flat to check the tags, Sgt Morris grabbed him by the radio and hauled him back two steps. “Hold it!” he hissed.

Morris knelt down, shifted a few leaves next to the front of the dead man, and uncovered a trip wire. “It’s booby-trapped.”

“Damn,” Nance said. “Sure saved my ass, Sarge.”

A burst from an AK-47 blistered the foliage around them. Nance jerked and fell.

“Down!” Morris yelled.

The squad hit the ground. Instantly half a dozen men trained their weapons in the direction from which the attack had come and began emptying their clips as fast as they could without melting their gun barrels.

Troy knew the bullets would continue to fly for minutes yet, even longer if the sniper were stupid enough to shoot back rather than play phantom. Meanwhile Nance was lying next to him, choking. A slug had torn through the back of the RTO’s mouth.

What do I do? Troy thought. Nance was dying, and they had no medic; Siddens had not yet been replaced.

Troy’s tattoo quivered violently. Abruptly the knowledge he needed came to him. He checked in Nance’s mouth and confirmed that his upper breathing passage was too damaged to be cleared. Surgeons would have to do that after the medevacs airlifted the wounded man to a field hospital.

Nance’s skin was turning blue. Troy pulled out his knife, located the correct notch near his buddy’s Adam’s apple, and sliced. Holding the gash open with his finger, Troy nodded in satisfaction as air poured directly into Nance’s trachea. The RTO’s lungs filled.

The panic in Nance’s pupils faded to mere terror. Sgt Morris managed to get to the radio on Nance’s back and used it to request a chopper. Troy sighed. His buddy would live.

And then, with brutal suddenness, he understood why he had felt so certain of a medical procedure he had never before attempted. A presence was hovering inside him. He had been aware of the sensation for days, whenever the tattoo stirred, but he had not realized what it was. All he had known was that, from time to time, he felt as though he were looking at the world with different eyes.

The presence was not always the same. There were two entities. The visits had begun the night Siddens and Holcomb had died.

His buddies had not left him, after all.

1972

Specks of red Georgia clay marred the knees of Troy’s baseball uniform. He bent down and brushed with his hands, but the dirt clung. With an abruptness just short of frantic, he tried again.

“Chesley!” The booming voice came from the rotund, middle-aged man near the dugout. “Where do you think you are? Vietnam? Pitch the damn ball already!”

“Sorry, Angus,” Troy called, straightening up.

Troy had made the mistake a few days back of telling Angus that a lapse of attention had been caused by thinking of the war. Now the old fart accused him of more of the same any chance he could.

Troy shrugged off both the insult and the distraction that had provoked it. The ball was cool and dry in his hand, a tool he knew how to use. He wound up and let fly. The batter, suckered by Troy’s body language, swung high and missed. Strike two.

Angus nodded. That was the kind of quality he expected of a prospective pitcher. Troy tipped his cap at the talent scout. Everything under control.

Troy had been thinking of Vietnam, though. Specifically of a buddy named Arturo Rivas with whom he had served during his second tour.

“When I get out of this puto country, I’m going to do nothing but play baseball,” Rivas said, huddling under a tarp. Thanks to the monsoons, the platoon hadn’t breathed dry air in four days.

Troy noted his companion’s ropy muscles and gracile hands and, with a friendliness borrowed from Leroy Holcomb, said, “You mean as a pro, don’t you?”

Rivas shrugged and smiled. “Why not? My uncle, he played in the minors for five years, and I’m better than him.” He winked, full of young man’s bluster. Troy could tell he believed what he said.

“I want to see you get there,” Troy responded with sincerity.

That was five weeks before Rivas lost three vertebrae and too many internal organs in a nameless village in the Central Highlands. He had been the last one. First Siddens and Holcomb, then Artie Farina, Stewart Hutchison, Dennis Short, and Jimmy Wyckoff. Seven men dead from bullets, mortar rounds, and claymores that could have, should have killed Troy.

Dirt on his pants. He could wash a million times, and never lose the traces of those men.

Troy wound up, reading the batter’s desire for another sinker like the last one. Troy laid it in straight and fast. Strike three.

“I want to see you get there.” When Troy had made that comment, it had been intended merely as polite encouragement, but it had since gone beyond that. Arturo was with him. He guided Troy’s arm through its moves, told him what the batters might be thinking, gave him speed when he ran around the bases. He was the one Angus was impressed with, the one the scout might reward with a contract.

The tattoo itched. No, Troy thought. Not now. But his wishes were ignored. The mindset of a pitcher vanished. Arturo had phased out. He was Troy Chesley again – an indifferent athlete with no real knack for baseball.

The new batter was waiting. Troy hesitated, drawing another of Angus’s infamous glares. No choice but to pitch and hope for the best. He flung the ball toward the plate.

The gleam in the batter’s eye said it all even before he swung. The crack of wood against leather echoed from one side of the stadium to the other. The ball easily cleared the left field fence.

The next few pitches were not much better. The batter let two go by wide and outside, then with a whack claimed a standing double. Luckily the player after that popped out to center field, sparing Troy any more humiliation.

That ended the three-inning mini-game. Angus and his assistants reconfigured the players into a brand new Team A and Team B. Troy waited by the dugout for his assignment, but it didn’t come. As the other aspiring pros hit the turf or loosened their batting arms, Angus pulled Troy aside.

The scout spat a brown river of tobacco juice onto the ground. “I know you don’t want to hear this,” he said gruffly. “You’ve got talent, Chesley, but no consistency. One moment you’re hot, the next you’re a meathead. Until you can keep yourself in the groove, you might as well forget about this camp. Put in some time on your own, get the kinks out, and maybe I’ll see you here next year.”

Angus turned back to the diamond. His posture said that as far as he was concerned, Troy no longer existed.

Troy slapped the dust from his mitt and trudged into the locker room. Next year? Next year would be no different. No matter how hard he tried to keep Arturo Rivas at the forefront, sooner or later he, Troy, would reemerge – he or one of the other six.

He was living a total of eight lives. Out there on the diamond, he had been Arturo, as intended. This morning while shaving Artie Farina had surfaced, and he had whistled a tune learned during a boyhood in Brooklyn, 3,000 miles from where Troy Chesley had grown up. At least he thought it was Artie. Sometimes there was no way to really know. He simply was one guy or another, without any sort of command over the phenomenon, his only clue to the transition consisting of an itch or warmth or tingle in the area of his tattoo.

He opened his locker, took out his kit bag, and began shoving items within, changing out of his togs as he went. No shower. He wanted out of this place. Already he knew what he would feel the next time Arturo emerged – the shame, the disappointment, the anger. The ambient stink of sweat and anti-fungal powder attacked Troy’s nostrils, making him crave clean air.

“I’m sorry,” Troy whispered. “I tried.”

How he had tried. This time with baseball, for Arturo. Last year in pre-med courses, aiming for the MD that Doug Siddens had wanted. In his biochemistry class he had sailed through the midterm, propelled by the mental faculties of a man determined to learn whatever was required to become a doctor. On the final, the unicorn remained as flat and dull as plain ink, and as mere Troy Chesley he scored a dismal thirty-two percent, killing his chance of a passing grade.

As he peeled away his shirt, the tattoo was framed in the small mirror he had mounted on the inside of his locker door. He touched it, as ever feeling as though, no matter how much it was under his skin, it wasn’t truly part of him.

A good luck charm? Oh, he’d survived all right. Through the war without a scratch. He had all the life and youth he could ever have imagined. Seven extra doses. But as usual, the rearing shape gave him no clue what he was supposed to do with so much abundance.

1975

Troy’s dented Pontiac Bonneville carried him out of New Orleans, across the Pontchartrain Causeway, through the counties of St Tammany and Washington, and over the boundary into southern Mississippi. As he drove along country roads beside trees draped with Spanish moss and parasitic masses of kudzu, the sense of familiarity grew ever more intense, though he had never been to this part of the South.

He unerringly selected the correct turns, having no need to consult his map. His destination appeared through the windshield. Hardly a town at all, it was one of those impoverished, former whistlestop communities destined to vanish into the woods as more and more of its young men and women migrated to the cities with each generation. By all rights he should never have recalled the place name; it had been mentioned in his presence no more than twice, all those years ago.

There were two cemeteries, the first dotted with old family mausoleums and elaborate tombstones – a forest of marble. He went straight to the second, a modest but carefully maintained site overlooking a river. The caretaker stared at him as if he had never seen a white man on the grounds before, but he was polite as he directed Troy to the graves belonging to the Holcomb family.

Leroy’s resting place was easy to find. Eight years of weather had not been enough to mute the engraving of the granite marker. A few wilted flowers lay in the cup. He lifted them to his nose, catching vestiges of aroma. Not yet a week old. After eight years, someone still remembered this particular dead man. That brought a tightness to his throat.

He had a fresh bouquet with him, but he placed it at the head of a nearby grave marked Lionel Holcomb, 1919–1962.

“Rest in peace, Daddy,” he whispered.

A woodpecker hammered in the oak tree on the river side of the graveyard. The air thrummed with an invisible chorus of insects that could never survive in the San Francisco Bay Area, where Troy had been raised. Seldom had he felt anything so real as the smell of the grass at his feet or the humidity sucking at his pores.

He turned and walked determinedly back to his car and drove into town. A block past the Baptist church, he pulled up at a house. The clapboard was peeling, but the lawn was mowed and the roof had been recently patched, showing that while no rich folk lived here, the occupants cared about the property.

Troy stepped up onto the porch. The urge to rush inside was next to overwhelming, but he stifled it. The body he inhabited was the wrong colour, the wrong size. No matter what, part of him was always Troy Chesley, even when he didn’t want it to be so. He knocked politely.

A stout black woman in a flower-print dress opened the inner door and stared at him through the screen mesh, her eyes widening at his stranger’s face.

Mama! I love you, Mama! Troy forced down the words in his mind and uttered the pale substitutions circumstances allowed. “Mrs Holcomb?”

“That’s me,” she said.

I missed you, Mama. “My name is Troy Chesley. I served with your son Leroy in the war.”

The woman lifted her bifocals out of the way and wiped her eyes. “Leroy,” she said huskily. “He was my first-born, you know. Hard on an old widow to lose a son like that. What can I do for you, child?”

“I have a few questions, Ma’am. I was wondering . . . what kind of plans Leroy had? What he wanted to do with his life? What do you think he’d be doing right now, if he’d come back from over there?”

She shook her greying head firmly. “Now what you want to go asking me those kinds of things for? All that will just remind me he ain’t here. The war is over, Mr Chesley. Go on about your business and don’t bother me no mo’.” She shut the door.

“But – ” Troy raised his hand to protest, but blank wood confronted him. You don’t understand, Mama. Troy’s got all my chances.

“I’ve got everybody’s chances,” he murmured as he turned, shoulders drooping, and stumbled back to his Pontiac.

1978

The bathroom mirror showed Troy a twenty-one-year-old self. No traces of the beer belly or the receding hairline his younger brother was developing. No need for the corrective lenses his sister had required when she reached twenty-five. His greet-the-day erection stood stiff as a recruit being screamed at by a drill sergeant: A kid’s boner, there even when all he wanted to do was take a piss.

He was aging eight times slower than normal. He was thirty now, a point when other two-tour vets often looked forty-five. At least he was aging. That proved he wasn’t literally immortal. Just as he wasn’t totally invulnerable, or the razor wouldn’t have nicked him the day before. He didn’t think he could bear it if the tattoo didn’t have some limits.

He showered, dried, and drifted into the living room/kitchenette wearing only a pair of briefs – the summer sun was already high, and the apartment had no air-conditioning. Slicing an apple and eating it a sliver at a time filled the next three minutes. The clock above the stove ticked: the heartbeat of the room.

So many years to live.

Troy pulled open the file cabinet in the corner of the room that served as his home office and ran his fingers across a series of manila folders marked with names. He pulled out one at random.

It turned out to be that of Warren Nance, the RTO whose life he had saved with the emergency tracheotomy. That is to say, the one Doug Siddens had saved using Troy’s hands. Clippings dropped out onto the floor, covering the threadbare spots his landlord described as “a little wear and tear”. He sat down cross-legged and glanced at them as he put them back in the folder.

Warren was a realtor these days. The first clipping was a Yellow Pages ad for his business, describing it as the largest in the Texas Panhandle. A pamphlet of houses for sale listed Warren’s name as agent more than two dozen times. The third item, a newspaper clipping, praised him for a large donation to help people with speech impediments.

A dozen files in Troy’s cabinet told similar tales. Sgt Morris was now an assistant county superintendent of schools. Crazy Vic Naughton, now clean-cut and much heftier than he had been in Vietnam, was a sports commentator for a television station.

The one thing the files did not contain was direct correspondence, save for a Christmas card or two. Troy had seldom attempted to contact old buddies; he had abandoned the effort altogether after the incident with Leroy Holcomb’s mother. As happened throughout the veteran community, the connections he had established in Vietnam disintegrated within the milieu of the World, no matter how intense those ties had been in the jungle.

It worked both ways. Troy had received scores of letters during late 1969 and early 1970. All from guys still In Country. He barely heard from those men once they arrived stateside. As the saying in ’Nam went: “There it is.” And there it was. Soldiers sitting in the elephant grass watching the gunships rumble by overhead needed to hold in their hands replies from someone who made it back, just to have written proof that it was possible to make it back. Once they came home themselves, they didn’t want to be reminded of the war. Now, with North Vietnam the victor, the silence was even more entrenched. Troy saw no reason to disrupt the quiet, and many reasons not to.

But still he kept the files. The other drawer contained only seven, but they were inches thick, filled with all the information he could collect on Leroy, on Doug, on Arturo and the others who had died beside him. This morning that drawer remained locked. He was thinking about the men who had lived. The other survivors.

They were making something of themselves.

Here he sat. He didn’t even have a savings account. He was employed as a short order cook at Denny’s, a job he had had for two months and one he would probably quit before another two months had gone by. Where his buddies had found focus, he had found dissipation, his efforts spread too thin in too many directions.

Too many chances. Those other men knew the Grim Reaper would catch them sooner rather than later, so they got down to business before their youth and energy raced away. Troy was missing that urgency.

On the other side of the wall he heard the reverberation of feet landing on the floor beside the bed and padding into the bathroom. The toilet flushed. The shower nozzle spat fitfully into life, and a soprano voice rose in song above the din of the spray and the groan of the plumbing: “Carry on my Wayward Son” by Kansas.

A hint of a smile played at the edges of Troy’s lips. Troy let the folder in his hands close. He cleared the floor, stowed the materials in the file cabinet, and locked the drawer. Before sitting back down, he lowered his briefs and tossed them on the couch.

Maybe he could make some sort of progress after all.

Hardly had the thought coalesced in his mind than his chest began to itch. He scratched reflexively, fingernails tracing the outline of the unicorn. No. He would not let anyone surface. This was his moment. With a firm act of will, he drew his hand away, brought his attention back to the sound of faucets being shut off in the bathroom. The doorway to the bedroom seemed to grow larger and larger until his girl friend emerged wrapping a towel around her glossy brunette mane, her bare skin rosy from the effect of the hot water.

Scanning his naked body with an appreciative eye, she migrated forward with the boldness that had originally lured him into their relationship. He clasped her wrists, easing her down beside him and patiently thwarting her attempts to fondle him.

“Lydia, do you love me?”

She tilted her head, humming. “I will if you let go of my hands.”

“I’m serious.”

She blanched as the gravity of his tone sank in. “I . . . oh . . .” She hiccupped.

“I take it that’s a yes?” he said as he released her wrists.

Head turning aside, arms hugging herself, and cheeks ablaze with uncharacteristic shyness, she nodded. “You weren’t supposed to know, you fucker.” He realized the drops on her face were not drips from her wet hair. “Not until you said it first.”

“Will you marry me?” he asked.

Her nose crinkled, as if she were going to laugh or sneeze. She lay back on the ratty carpet and spread her legs. “You sure I can’t distract you enough to make you forget you said that?”

“Not a chance,” he said firmly. “Does that mean you’re turning me down?”

“I’m . . . stalling.” Her features hardened. “I don’t want you to say one thing today, and another tomorrow, Troy. If you mean to follow through, then of course I’ll marry you.”

The puff of his pent-up breath almost made the walls shake. Shifting forward, he accepted her body’s invitation.

1983

“You can’t be doing this,” Lydia said, yanking at the tag on his garment bag.

“Don’t. You’ll rip it.” As he snapped his briefcase closed, she let go of the tag, spun, and marched to the window of their apartment. The Minneapolis/St Paul skyline stretched flat beyond her – the nearest mountain a billion miles over the horizon. They had moved here when she landed the hospital job, but after almost two years he still couldn’t get used to the landscape. He wanted geographical features that could daunt the wind, and most especially slow the approach of the summer thunderstorms whose booms reminded him too much of artillery.

“Darling, we discussed this,” he said. “I’ll be back by suppertime tomorrow. It’s a little late to change plans.”

“You didn’t even ask what I thought of the idea. You didn’t even think about the budget when you bought the plane ticket.” Lydia tugged the curtain to the side and frowned. “The taxi’s here.” She turned back, meeting him eye to eye, freezing him in place instead of tendering silent permission to pick up his luggage. “What is so important that you have to spend money we don’t have?”

“We have the money.”

“Barely. There are other things we could have done with that cash.”

He sighed and, denying her spell, carried his things to the front door. “This is something I need to do. You act like I’m way out of line.”

“You’re going all this way for a guy you knew for a few months? Doesn’t that strike you as little obsessive?” She patted her abdomen, highlighting the prominent evidence of pregnancy. “Don’t you think you have bigger priorities at home right now? Christ, Troy, I feel like I’m living with a stranger sometimes. I don’t know you right now. You’re someone else.”

Troy turned away before she could see his reaction. Her glare drilled a hole through the back of his head as he walked out the doorway, and the wound remained open throughout the ride to the airport, the liftoff, and the climb to cruising altitude. How he wanted to tell her: about the unicorn, about the seven lives he lived besides his own. Everything.

Even Stu wanted to tell her. That’s who had emerged earlier in the week. Stewart Hutchison, his squad leader after Sgt Morris had rotated to the safety of rear echelon duty. Stu understood Troy’s needs the way Troy understood his.

He lowered the lunch tray and tried to write his explanation out in a note. He began by admitting that he had lied: This trip was not for a funeral. But when it came to speaking of all he had been holding in throughout their relationship, he kept crossing out the sentences, finally giving up when he noticed the woman seated next to him glancing at the paper.

He wasn’t the person he needed to be in order to write it. Much as Stu tried to cooperate, the words had to be Troy’s and Troy’s alone.

After a troubled night in a motel room, he reached his exact destination: the stadium bleachers at Colorado State University, Fort Collins. He was among the throng gathered for the graduation of the class of ’83. Patiently he waited as the university president announced the names, until he called that of Marti Hutchison, highest honors, Dean’s List.

Stu had had to emerge this week. This was an event the man would certainly have attended had he not been killed in the Tet Offensive. Marti Hutchison had been a toddler when Stu enlisted, an action he had taken partly in order to support his young family. That day at the recruitment office the war had been only a spark no one believed would flare into an inferno. He had never expected to be removed so far from his child; that was not his concept of the right way to do things. A man needed to Be There, as he had said when he learned he had knocked up his high school girl friend and heard her suggest giving the baby up for adoption.

He was Being Here today. Troy kept his binoculars pointed at the freckled face until she reached the base of the podium and vanished into the sea of caps and gowns. The eyepieces were wet with tears as he lowered the glasses, and it felt like somebody was pushing at his rib cage from the inside. The sensation recalled an occasion when he had sat in a bunker all night, so scared of the incoming ordnance that his heart tried to leap out and hide under the floor slats with the snakes. Or was that something Stu had experienced?

It wasn’t fear he was feeling now, though. It was pride. He let the emotion cascade through him, yielding fully, allowing his buddy to savour every particle of the joy.

A memory came to Troy hard and potent, one of those that he and Stu shared directly: Stu was sitting next to him in the shade of a troop carrier, speaking fondly of his wife, who was due to rendezvous with him in the Philippines during a long R&R the sergeant had coming up.

“Gonna try for a boy.” He grinned. “On purpose, this time.”

Troy shut his eyes tight, reliving the moment when the claymore wasted his buddy, ten days before that R&R came due. No boy. Perhaps Troy and Lydia’s child could make up for that, though that was not something he could control. At least he had this much. He caught a glimpse of Marti over the heads of several female classmates – she was almost as tall as her father had been. Again came the heat to his eyes and the tightness to his throat.

“Do you feel it, Stu?” His murmurs were drowned by the din of the names continuing to boom from the loudspeakers, though to his right a grandmother in a hat and veil glanced at his moving lips with puzzlement. “It’s for you, buddy. You gotta be in here, feeling this.”

Stu felt it, indulged in it, and as a sharp throb hit Troy on the left half of his chest, the dead man slipped back into limbo.

A peace came over Troy, a faith that he was done what he was supposed to. Because of him, seven men had their own taste of immortality.

Lydia would tan his hide for him if he went on more trips soon. But there was so much more to do. He still had never been to the California/Oregon border, where Doug Siddens was from, nor to Artie Farina’s old digs in Brooklyn, nor to . . .

Surely there was some way to balance it all?

1989

“Do you ever really feel anything for us?” Lydia asked.

The abrupt comment made Troy jump. He had been gazing at the clouds out of the windows of their rental suburban tract home, lost to the moment. He always seemed to be lost to the moment.

Outside, his daughter Kirsten, resplendent in ruffled skirts and pigtails for her final day of kindergarten, swung vigorously to and fro, fingers laced tightly around the chains, calling to him to watch her Go-So-High as he had promised to do when she headed for the back yard. Had that been thirty seconds ago, or several minutes?

“What do you mean?” He cleared his throat. “Of course I do.”

“Do you?” Lydia hid her expression by stepping to the stove to remove the boiling tea kettle from the burner. “That’s good.” She said it deadpan, which was worse than overt sarcasm, because it implied a measure of faith still at risk upon the chopping block.

“What makes you ask such a question?” He wanted to let the subject drop, but somewhere he found the courage to listen to the answer.

“You let yourself trickle out in a million directions,” Lydia said, reaching into a cabinet for the box of Mountain Thunder. She put two bags in her mug and poured the water. “But it’s not because you don’t know what discipline is. You make trips, you subscribe to all sorts of small newspapers, you make scrapbooks. You even hired a private detective that time – all to find out more about some guys in your past. If that isn’t ambition, I don’t know what is. But you don’t apply yourself to what you’ve got right here.”

Lydia’s jaw trembled. “It’s like you’re not even you, half the time. You’re a bunch of different people, and none of them are grown up. When you’re in one of those moods, it’s like Kirsten and I don’t count. Are we just background to you?”

“I love you both,” he said. “I’m just . . . not good at remembering to say so.”

Lydia turned away, sipped her tea, and spat the liquid into the sink because it was far too hot. Testily, she waved toward the back yard. “Go push your child. You only have half an hour before you’re supposed to go to that job interview.”

“Oh. The appointment,” he said. “Almost forgot.”

“I know.”

1991

As Operation Desert Storm progressed and US ground troops stood poised on the border of Kuwait, Troy grew painfully aware of the frowns of the senior citizens at the park where he walked on afternoons when the temp agency failed to find work for him. Those conservative old men were undoubtedly wondering why someone as young as he wasn’t over there kicking Saddam Hussein’s ass, showing the world that America hadn’t forgotten how to win a war. There was no way to explain the truth to them.

Just as there was no way to tell Lydia, not after all this time.

The day the Scud missile went cruising into a Jerusalem apartment building, Lydia emerged from the bathroom holding an empty tube of hair darkener, the brand Reagan had used during his administration. “Do you want me to get the larger size when I go to the store?”

“What do you mean? You’re the only one who uses that stuff,” he replied.

She blinked. “Me? I’m not the one going grey.”

Troy swallowed his answer. No use confronting her. Four years younger than he, she was having a hard enough time dealing with her entry into middle age. She smeared on wrinkle cream every morning. She examined her body in the mirror each night after she undressed, bought new bras with greater support features, wore a one-piece bathing suit instead of a bikini so that the stretch marks below her navel would not show.

“Hey,” he said consolingly, “it’s all right, you know. It doesn’t matter to me how you look.”

Slowly she held up the tube to his face, her expression a fluctuating mix of anger and pity. “Troy, Troy, Troy – this isn’t even my hair colour. When are you going to stop playing these games?”

She had said it once too often. “It’s not a game, Lydia.” He choked back, not daring to say more. He regretted saying that much, but he couldn’t let something so important be denigrated that way.

She tossed the empty tube across the room toward the general vicinity of the waste basket. “Troy, you’re forty-four years old. No matter how well you maintain your looks, let’s face it – you’re getting old. I don’t like it any better than you do, but there it is. I’ve put up with a lot of weird shit from you in thirteen years, but this little fantasy of yours has gone far enough. I think it’s time you saw a therapist.”

Troy just looked at her in stony silence. The unicorn reared and snorted, though if it heralded the arrival of one of the guys, the latter held back, letting Troy keep command.

“No?” Lydia asked. “All right then, try this: You move out. I’ve done what I can. You get help, you make some changes, then maybe you can come back.” She whirled and stalked out of the room the way she had come.

Troy hung his head. He did not go to the bathroom door, did not try to get her to change her mind, though he knew that was what she was hoping for. She would give him a dozen more chances, if only he would promise to change. But how could he do that? The facts were the facts.

He dragged himself into the bedroom and began to pack a suitcase – just a few things, so that he could get out of the house. He would arrange to come back for other possessions when Lydia would not be home.

He did not want to leave. This was yet another casualty in his life, and he was tired of making up for a choice he had made when he was nineteen. When would he be through paying the price?

1995

July the fifteenth arrived in a blaze of heat and humidity that recalled the jungle. It was Saturday, one of the special days. He pulled up to the curb outside what had once been his home and honked the horn. Kirsten, a lean and spry eleven-year-old, bounded out to his car with a grin on her face.

She still idolized him. He gazed at her wistfully as she buckled her seat belt: flat-chested, a bit under five feet tall, not yet one of those adolescents who had no time for parents. She would remain his girl child for another year or so.

Troy thought of all those times he had failed to be a good father. He used to fall asleep trying to read her books at bedtime. He would forget to pick her up after school. She always forgave him.

“Mom says I need to be back by ten,” she reported.

“Good,” Troy replied, drawing heavy, damp air into his lungs, letting the dose of oxygen lift his spirits. The deadline was later than ever; it was, in fact, Kirsten’s weekend bedtime. “Is your mother feeling generous, or what?”

“I made a bet with her.” Kirsten giggled. “She said you’d be late. I said you’d show up on time. She promised that if you did, I could stay out until ten.”

He chuckled. Kirsten had, as usual, asked him to be on time when they had spoken over the phone on Friday, but he had to admit, most times he managed to be late no matter what.

They went to the lake for swimming and boating, then returned to town to pig out on pizza and Diet Coke.

“Mom always gets vegetables on pizza,” Kirsten said with a scowl. She beamed as he ordered pepperoni, sausage, and Canadian bacon. One of the few good things about being a divorced father was that he didn’t have to bother with the hard stuff like enforcing rules, helping with homework, taking her to the dentist. He got to be the pal.

They finished their evening at the bowling lanes, where Kirsten managed not to gutter a single ball, beating him two times out of three. She danced a little jig as she landed a strike in the final frame.

He hugged her, noting with regret that it was 9.30pm. “Come on, Shortstuff. Let’s get you home.”

“I had a great time with you, Daddy.”

Yes, Troy thought. It had been a good day. He felt like a real father. A competent, mature person, seeing to his offspring’s needs. He had hope there would be more days like it. Leroy and Doug and the others emerged less and less as the years went on. What was the point of living in his body when they couldn’t truly follow their paths? Troy actually found himself looking forward to the next decade or two, to seeing what sort of adult Kirsten would evolve into.

Chatting with his girl, he drove along the familiar streets toward Lydia’s house, through intersections and around curves that were second nature to him. Three blocks from their destination, he stopped at a signal, waited for the green light, and when it came, pressed on the gas pedal to make a left hand turn.

Headlights blazed in through the righthand windows of the car, appearing as if out of nowhere. An engine whined, the noise changing pitch as the driver of the vehicle attempted to make it through a light that had already changed to red. Kirsten screamed. As fast as humanly possible, Troy shifted his foot from accelerator to brake. He had barely pressed down when metal slammed into metal.

Troy’s car, hit broadside on the passenger side, careened across the asphalt, tires squealing, the other car clinging to it as if welded. Finally the motion stopped. Troy, hands frozen on the steering wheel, body still pressed against his door, looked sharply to his right and wished he hadn’t.

Onlookers had to pull him away from his seat to keep him from uselessly trying to stanch Kirsten’s bleeding. Numb, he finally let them drag him to the sidewalk. Nearby lay the dazed, yet intact, driver of the other car. The reek of alcohol rose from him like fumes from a refinery.

Troy had a bruise on his left shoulder and had sprained a wrist. That was all.

The way Troy saw it a day later, Kirsten had been a natural target. What better life essence to steal than that of the very young? The unicorn had probably had it in for her from the moment she was born.

He should never have called the tattooist a gook. The man had cursed him. For so many years, he had seen the unicorn at least partly as a blessing, when in fact the tattoo must have instigated all those deaths around him.

Causality. Everything happens for a reason.

The warnings had been there yesterday, but he had been blind to them. First there had been his uncharacteristic promptness. Then, Kirsten’s smile in the bowling alley had reminded him all too much of Artie Farina grinning over a joke right at the moment the bullet struck him. Troy should never have kept his baby out late, should have taken her home in the daylight, before the drunk was on the road.

It was his fault. If not for the curse, reality would have taken a different path. The drunk would have come from the opposite direction, would have smashed into the driver’s side of the car. Troy would have died, and his daughter would have lived.

It had been his fault in Vietnam as well. If he had taken the death assigned to him then, maybe all of his buddies would have lived.

He would not accept the devil’s reward this time. He would not continue on, wandering through the decades, living glimpses of Kirsten’s life, the one she would never live directly.

Blood seeped from the edges of the bandage on his chest. He pressed the gauze down, added another strip of tape from his shoulder to his rib cage. Pain radiated in pulses all the way down to his toes, but he paid it no more heed than he had when the stitcher’s needle gun had impregnated him with ink back at GI Bob’s.

He had been afraid, when he picked up the knife, that his skin could not be cut, that the invulnerability would apply. But it was done now, and the tears of relief dribbled down the sides of his face. Soon he would pick up the phone – to call Lydia, or contact the hospital directly. The docs could patch him up whatever way they wanted, recommend plastic surgery or let the scars form. All that mattered was that the tattoo was gone.

He had done the right thing, he told himself, wincing. He knew he could have scheduled laser surgery, could have gone to one of those parlors advertising tattoo removal. But it needed to happen before anything came along to change his mind. Now that he had found the courage, even one minute’s delay would have been too much.

And it was working. He leaned toward his bathroom mirror, his reflection sharpening as he came within range of his nearsighted vision. There – little crow’s feet radiated from the corners of his eyes. Grey roots showed like tiny maggots at the base of his hair. His joints ached, and his midriff complained of all the years held unnaturally taut and firm. He was back in the timeline, looking as if he had never left it. Tomorrow’s dawn would mark the first time in twenty-eight years that he would wake up as Troy Chesley and no one else.

His breath caught. Over the bandage, he faintly detected a glow. It coalesced into a horselike shape with a spike protruding from its head. It hung there, letting him get a good look, then it sank into his body. As it did so, his spine straightened, his hair thickened, and an unholy vibrancy coursed through his bloodstream.

His newfound sense of victory drained away. The ordeal had not ended. Some part of him was still willing to do anything to have a suit of impenetrable armor. The marks upon him had long since gone beyond skin deep.

A tattoo was for ever.

“No,” he whispered. His hand flailed across the counter top until his fingers closed on the knife. “I won’t let this go on.” If cutting off the unicorn was not enough to destroy its power, there was another way, and he would take it. He raised the knife to his throat . . .

The weapon clattered to the floor. Troy stared at his image in the mirror. It had changed again. Though it was his same – youthful – face, his aspect now radiated an impression of intimidating, heroic size, as if he were looking at himself from the perspective of someone smaller and dependent.

“My God,” he moaned.

The glow over his wound had done more than restore his immortality; it had brought an entity to the forefront. Troy reached toward the floor, willing his knees to bend, but they would not. The person possessing him would not allow a knife to point at the flesh of the man she had adored her whole brief life.

Leroy and Doug and Arturo and the others might have permitted him to consign them to oblivion. But this new one did not understand. She was frightened of death. Whatever shred of existence remained to her, she wanted to keep.

How could he deny her?

Troy stumbled into the second bedroom, lay down, and tucked up his knees. Overhead hung posters of cartoon characters. The coverlet was pink and trimmed with ruffles. He pulled Brown Bear off the pillow and hugged him close, beginning to cry as only an eleven-year-old, afraid of darkness and abandonment, could do.
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NEIL LED HER into the shop, which turned out to be not much more than a front room. Shelves held dayglo beach toys and guides to coastal walks, painted pebbles and boxes crusted with shells, dust and webs and sweets in jars without labels. They’d gone to Cornwall looking for the standing stones and ancient places; they’d visited Tintagel, the remains of the castle contoured around the headlands, the cliffs dropping down to the coves littered with shattered driftwood, the gulls wheeling in the sky and falling to the sea far below. Driving across Bodmin Moor they’d stopped at the Hurlers, two circles of standing stones containing families having picnics. Jane hadn’t felt anything there, except for cold. She didn’t know what she’d expected to feel, a sense of time perhaps, a feeling of power or magic. As they’d driven on they’d passed empty engine houses and mills, tall buildings with tall windows and disconnected chimneys standing near them. They hadn’t found anything older, hadn’t seen any of the rocks inscribed with Celtic knots they’d expected to see or the burial stones arranged atop each other in otherwise empty fields. In Truro, they’d looked in the museum shop for guidebooks, but there were none giving details of the land that had been there before Cornwall; all of the leaflets in the racks had been advertisements for leisure parks and zoos and aquaria. Jane had heard that Cornwall’s history was on show wherever you drove, in fields and on the rocky outcrops, on the cliffs that ran brokenly down to the seas full of wrecks, but they hadn’t found anything older than the engine houses and their chimneys. Neil had shared her disappointment, but then, Neil always did. He’d driven them around narrow lanes, to villages at the edge of the land, looking for something they hadn’t found. She didn’t know, and hadn’t known since she’d met him, whether Neil shared her interests or went along with her because he loved her, and she didn’t mind.

They’d met at work. She’d seen him around the offices, and had thought nothing about it. He wasn’t attractive, or at least not to her. Then, one day, he’d called her at her desk on the internal line and asked her out, unexpectedly. She’d said yes, thinking that it would at least be interesting; and that had been it. In the two years since, they’d grown together and gone on holidays together and taken each other through some troubled times. It had been her idea to try Cornwall, and he’d agreed to drive there; he was like that. She wasn’t always sure that he was happy – who would be, stuck with her? – but he told her that he was and most of the time, she knew it was true.

She looked over the guides in the shop, not seeing anything interesting. She had thought that there would be at least a few detailing ancient monuments, but the tourist board didn’t seem keen to promote them. Perhaps with the loss of the tin mining industry they needed tourists to spend more money; perhaps they were unaware of their history, being close to it all the time, and didn’t think it necessary to give directions. Neil was talking to the old woman who sat behind a counter; after a while he asked Jane if she was ready to go and she said that she was. As they left the old woman looked over at them and gave them a smile; they’d both agreed, earlier in the holiday, that they hadn’t been among such friendly people before.

“She said we could try the book shops,” Neil told her, “and maybe pick up a guide there.”

“We’ve tried them,” said Jane. “They don’t have anything. And that’s if there is a book shop, usually there isn’t, there’re just three hundred fudge shops full of Cockneys.”

“Better than three hundred Cockney shops full of fudge,” said Neil. “Anyway, she said there’s a book shop in the village.”

“I didn’t see one on the way through,” she said, taking hold of him and turning her face up for a kiss.

“Neither did I.” He kissed her, nicely. She let him. “We could try the coast walk, instead.”

“There’s a beach,” she said. “There is on the map, anyway. We’ll probably need a helicopter to get to it.”

“If it’s there at all. Come on, then.” He took her hand and led her towards the sea, which was shining and as calm as it ever was. An old man stood quietly outside his house, and said hello to them as they reached him. If he hadn’t, they wouldn’t have seen the small sign etched into the stone over the front door, saying that the house was a book shop.

“Told you there was a book shop,” said Neil. “That’s three pasties you owe me.”

“We don’t have much,” said the old man in a slow quiet voice. “Not much at the moment.”

“Not much demand, I suppose,” said Neil.

“Sometimes,” said the old man. “Now and then. What were you after? Books to take home for the children, for presents, for the family?”

“Something about the history of the area,” said Jane, not knowing whether or not she was being patronizing. “Something about the old stones.”

“There are some here,” he said. “Not far from here, down on the shore. Difficult walk, though. Difficult for young ones.” He looked at the two of them. “You’ll be all right,” he said.

“Whereabouts?” asked Neil.

“Left there,” said the man, pointing down the road. His arm moved slowly, and Jane heard the old bones creak. “Follow that road, it leads right there. Take the path down. You’ll do fine.”

“Thanks,” said Neil. He pulled gently at Jane’s hand. She smiled a goodbye and let him lead on. The old man went inside his shop as they walked away.

A few houses further on, they found a road to the left, leading between two houses to the fields that ended at the cliffs. They walked past the houses; Jane looked back at the back of the row, wondering which one was the book shop. She must have miscounted; it couldn’t have been the fourth one along, which was as empty and unused as the engine houses they’d seen on the moors. She looked at Neil, and saw that he was also looking back, and looking puzzled.

“Come on,” she said.

“We don’t have to go,” said Neil. “There’s probably nothing there.”

“It’ll be interesting,” she said. “There’ll be rockpools to play in. Got your net?” She was mostly joking; he really did like messing around in rock pools. She’d joked with him about his crab fixation once, when he’d been doing something ticklish to her.

“I suppose,” he said, not sounding all that enthusiastic. He squeezed her hand and they walked on towards the sea. The coast rose above it; as they left the village the road became first a track and then a thin path, which led through a thicket of trees. It turned out to be an overgrown garden, or something like one, although there were no houses nearby. Perhaps, thought Jane, it had once been a park or the garden of a house that had gone, over the cliffs and into the sea. A rockery was almost hidden by weeds. Two statues, old and weathered, looked out to sea. There were stones scattered around them, like cairns, thought Jane. The path led between the statues, and then downwards, for that was where the land ended. The path then zigzagged down the cliff to a beach of rounded pebbles and massed rocks reaching out into the waves, as though the land was holding on. They made their way down the path, which obviously wasn’t well used; hardly used at all, thought Jane. She looked back up at the trees and the statues, but one of them was hidden, either by the trees or by the slope. The one she could see reminded her of the old man, of the way he’d stood outside his shop, not moving until they’d disturbed him. She wondered whether he’d understood what sort of stones she’d been interested in, for the beach had plenty of rocks on it, huge ones larger than herself which must have fallen from the cliffside, but not the standing stones she’d wanted to see. As Neil stepped onto the beach she thought that perhaps they’d better go back; the tide was obviously out, but she didn’t want to get cut off, not somewhere so remote. She didn’t want to have to climb up away from the path, if they were unable to reach it; and she wouldn’t have wanted to shout, not there, although she didn’t know why not. Spars of rock led out into the sea, with the huge boulders at the base of the cliffs giving way to smaller rocks and then pebbles further out towards the water. Neil guided her down onto the beach, holding her hands and facing her. She turned up her face for a kiss but he’d turned away, too interested in the rockpools. He let go of her hands and looked out to sea.

“There aren’t any stones here,” he said. “Well, there are about twelve billion stones, but not the sort we were looking for.”

“It’s a nice place,” said Jane, not sure why that felt like a lie. “Maybe there’s something along the coast a bit.”

“Perhaps,” said Neil. He walked to the nearest spur of granite and looked in a pool of sea water. His reflection looked back at him, rippling. Underneath it strands of weed reached up greenly, trying to catch him. The rocks were overrun with damp bladderwrack, lying shaggily over them and hiding their shapes. Only the pebbles were clear, bright little pebbles in different colours, bearing traces of minerals and ores. The waves were falling well away from the cliffs, so they wouldn’t have any trouble with the tide if they wanted to look around for a while. The broken shell of a crab lay against the rocks close to where Neil stood, empty red fragments dropped there by a hungry gull, he thought. The curve of the shore and the long spurs running from it to the water hid the rest of the bay from them. Jane walked out to the water’s edge to see if she could get a better view. Surely the old man would have known what she’d been looking for? He couldn’t have thought she meant the rocks around them, the weed-covered stones lying around them like shaggy dogs sleeping. She felt apologetic for the thought; of course the old man hadn’t misled them. He knew the area better than she did, better than Neil and the map did, and he would have known where the older stones were, the magic stones, if there were such things at all. At the foot of the cliffs she could feel something of that power, the power she hadn’t found in the stone circles on the moors. Here was stone in its element, she thought, not caught or shaped or tamed but allowed to lie where it would. Beneath her pebbles shifted, moved by her weight, as though they had been waiting for her to move them. Small waves fell slowly towards her and then ran brokenly away, turning the smaller pebbles. Each reluctant wave switched the coloured stones, turning them over and redrawing the shore. She looked back up at the cliffs, to where the two statues stood together in their shelter of leaning windswept trees. From the beach, the statues seemed to be looking towards each other, one leaning slightly towards the other as though it was listening. Neil was vanishing over the spur of rock to her left, through the massed seaweed, stepping carefully past rockpools. She started up the flank of the spur, finding it difficult to walk through the weeds, which hid wet holes and ankle-twisting ridges of stone. Neil heard her clumsy movements and waited for her on the next section of the beach. He looked preoccupied with something; as she reached him he indicated a pool at his feet. She looked in but could only see strands of weed, nothing interesting.

“Found a fish?” she asked.

“There’s nothing in them,” said Neil. She couldn’t see why that would upset him, but something had. His face, his wonderful face, didn’t look right. She hadn’t seen the expression he was wearing before. “Just empty ones,” he said, and she thought he meant empty pools until she looked more closely and saw the scattered wreckage of crab shells between the weeds. She’d thought that it was pebbles or sand, at first.

“The seagulls must be hungry,” she said, feeling deceitful for no reason she could think of.

“There aren’t any,” said Neil, looking up. “I don’t think they come here.” Jane hadn’t noticed that, not until Neil said it. It must have been the absence of gulls that had made the beach feel strange. Not that it had, she corrected herself. Not really.

“These stones,” said Neil, indicating the boulders at the foot of the cliff. “These are the ones he meant.”

“What?”

“These stones. He didn’t mean anything else, he just meant these. There’s nothing here, I don’t think there’s anything here. We should go. If the tide – we should go.” Jane didn’t know what to say to him, didn’t know what he wanted her to say. Perhaps he could feel the same thing she could feel, that sense of age, that feeling of having found the ancient land, the one that had been there before the Celts or the carvings had begun to change things. She felt a sort of peace, but Neil clearly didn’t. He didn’t like the place.

“Let’s have a look around,” she said. “Just for a while. Then go.”

He didn’t answer her, but instead just looked at the rockpool. Looking down with him, she saw their faces looking up, distorted by ripples and run through with seaweed. She climbed the next spur; from the top, looking at the pebbles, she saw a design there, an organization in the colours. Neil was next to the foot of the cliff, lifting weeds from the boulders to see what was underneath. Two limpets gleamed dully close to his hand; she almost called to him, frightened that the rock had opened its eyes but of course she was wrong. He let the weeds go and climbed up to join her.

“Look,” she said. “The pebbles. There’s a pattern there, it changes with the waves but its there.”

“I don’t want to,” he said, and she finally realized that his expression was one of fear, of absolute discomfort. “I’ll see what’s down here and we’ll go.” She couldn’t argue with him, although she felt only peaceful, not in any way threatened. She felt as though she was in her place, as though she had found what she had been looking for, erroneously, at the stone circles. Neil climbed down to the next area of the beach, and she returned to the one she’d just climbed from. If Neil wasn’t comfortable, then perhaps they should go; but she didn’t see why she should. Above her the cliff loomed, as it had done for countless centuries. The design she’d seen in the rows of veined pebbles was becoming clearer, and she thought of landing lights and runways. From higher up, perhaps the picture would be clearer. She looked up and saw a statue looking down, but it couldn’t have been a statue because the figure hid when she saw it. She heard a clatter of rocks from the next part of the beach.

“Neil?” she said, sure that she’d heard, over the clatter, him saying something. “Neil?” Her voice ran out to sea and was lost, somewhere in the waves which were falling so far away from the cliffs, which didn’t want to fall on the beach. She ran up the spur Neil had climbed over, falling in the tangled weeds, bruising her fingers on hidden stones. He wasn’t on the next section of the beach. It was deserted, except for a cluster of large boulders next to a rockpool. A fat white crab sat in the shelter of the rocks, at the edge of the pool. Neil had been wrong then, there was something alive on the beach after all. The pool was the wrong colour, somehow. The pool was reflecting red. The crab must have caught something that bled, she thought, a fish or a gull, one of the gulls that she hadn’t seen. It could have been, a gull she’d heard crying, and not Neil. It could have been, could have been. She walked over to the pool which was growing redder like a sunset. The crab was white and didn’t move, but sat at the edge of the red pool, wearing a ring she’d given to Neil; his hand, she thought, his hand and he must be under the rocks. She cried his name and climbed over the rocks, lifting strands of damp seaweed and finding nothing until a handful of bladderwrack pulled away and his face was there looking up, his beautiful face, his dead face ripped and running and then she was running too. She ran over the spur and fell onto the beach, and the sound of falling stones made her look up. A few small stones were on their way down the cliff, set falling by the people she saw at the top. One of them was the old man from the village, and the other was moving equally slowly. The two of them looked down at her and then took up their positions at the top of the path. She walked past a gull that turned out to be only feathers and a beak, not knowing where she was walking to, not knowing whether the stones would let her climb away from the beach. There was something alive on the beach after all, she remembered thinking, and knew that she’d been right, although she hadn’t meant the stones. Older than her, older than anyone. The statues: had someone put them there, or were they the rock trying to get inland, trying to move into new times? She didn’t know. The rock she’d watched Neil examining lay close by, quietly, like a shaggy dog sleeping. The design the pebbles made shifted and shifted, reshaped by the waves that fell like suicides from cliffs. For a moment it was clear, and she knew that she did not belong there and had been terribly wrong to think that she did, and then a noise broke her concentration and she turned to walk to the path. The noise, above her, sounded again; a gull crying as it passed over her. The gull cried again as though it was mocking her, as it rode a thermal out away from the land. She watched it go and knew that it hadn’t been mocking her, knew that it didn’t care enough to mock; and she knew that she was lost, on holiday without a phrasebook in a land with no language she knew, lost in a country which, like the gull, did not care. She hoped she’d have time to cry, if the beach would let her go; hoped she’d be able to cry, one day, for Neil. If the borders were open, she thought, then perhaps she’d get home; and there she’d have time to grieve. Then the gull and the moment and the time for thinking passed, and she began to walk.
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“THE OLD HOMESTEAD is behind the trees,” said Mrs Rice.

The coffee table in front of her was covered with photographs of Blackwattle, set out in rows like a game of patience.

“Dougal Boyd – ”

She took up a Polaroid of a dark man on horseback.

“He won’t set foot in the old place. But she goes there!”

Mrs Rice chose the picture of a fair woman under a jacaranda tree. She half rose in her chair and passed the photographs to her hostess.

Mr Albert Mandeville was not concerned with Blackwattle. He was more interested in the basket of strange plants that Mrs Rice had brought to tempt them. He picked them over, touching a seed case, a furry petal, with his strong, tallowy magician’s fingers. His wife, Vivien, cried impatiently:

“Is there a photograph of the missing boy, the son?”

Mrs Rice selected a faded snap of a young man in ragged shorts mounting a theodolite on a tripod.

“Fergus Boyd,” she announced.

Mr Mandeville took the photograph from her outstretched hand, glanced at it briefly, then looked at his wife. Vivien’s aura was golden: the sunlight streaming off the balcony turned her hair to its original colour. He never tired of watching her. She seemed to him quite unravaged by time and sickness; when he looked in the glass he saw all the lines they had earned upon his own face. Even her frail health was a gift, for it allowed him to cherish her.

“We’ve retired,” he said to Mrs Rice. “You know that. Vivien has not given so much as a floral reading for two years.”

“We’re practically incognito,” chimed Vivien.

She flickered her fingers and he passed her the photograph.

“We’re unknown in this part of the world,” he continued.

Mr Mandeville hoped that this was true. When they decamped from the house in St John’s Wood he had snapped off the past like so many black threads. All their arcana was dispersed; he had retained no more than a dozen, or perhaps thirteen volumes from his enormous library of the occult.

Albert Mandeville had personally burnt the files of their clients, until the furnace choked and thick curls of smoke hung over the crenellated roof of their toy house, like earthbound spirits. A huge box of tricks was disposed of discreetly at a magic shop; the marvellous machine for making ectoplasm fetched a high price on the black market. They departed on a grey day, staring through the rain at the last of England like true immigrants.

Mr Mandeville did not need to consider an assisted passage to Australia. His investments were steady; he was able to squander his royalties on Vivien’s creature comforts. Sometimes he wished that he could have disposed of his wife’s most precious gifts.

“Oh you can’t escape!” exclaimed Mrs Rice.

He looked down sharply at the mousy, sycophantic little woman. Time and again she began to say something threatening, then turned it off with a compliment.

“You are The Mandevilles!” she said.

Vivien beamed and lifted a hand.

“Well, you must tell us about the case,” she said kindly.

“Not another word!” said Mr Mandeville. “You remember what the doctor said!”

His lined face took on a look of comical severity.

“That doctor’s a fraud,” said his wife.

“No, he’s not,” said Albert Mandeville, speaking from vast experience. “Mrs Rice, I’m afraid we cannot even consider . . .”

“You must help Mary Boyd, poor woman!” pleaded Mrs Rice. “It would be an act of pure charity.”

“Indeed?” said Mr Mandeville. “I thought she was very rich.”

Mrs Rice snapped her handbag shut and made another of her sallies.

“I’m sure the newspapers would love to get hold of you both!”

“The newspapers?” said Vivien faintly.

“They love celebrities,” added Mrs Rice, with a timid smile.

“I can’t have Vivien attempting anything . . .” said Mr Mandeville.

Vivien murmured: “Please, Albert . . .”

He saw the amethyst flash on her ring finger; she was twisting a lock of her hair. The signal meant “I have good vibrations.” Mr Mandeville shrugged and sighed.

“Oh very well!” he said testily. “What is it you want, my dear?”

“If I could have some object associated with the boy – with Mrs Boyd’s son.”

Mrs Rice leaned forward smiling:

“These flowers are from his grave.”

Mr Mandeville clapped his hands in exasperation.

“The boy is dead?” he cried, “Vivien cannot operate as a trance medium! The doctors were quite positive!”

“Hush, Albert.”

Vivien’s soft voice was commanding. He rested the basket upon her knees. Her small, firm hands moved over the leaves and flowers; she stared into vacancy, lifting a red cluster of stamens to her pink lips.

Albert Mandeville still watched in hopeless admiration after more than thirty years. He felt himself no more than a clumsy practitioner of stage magic, while Vivien was a true sensitive. The trances had been no more than a pandering to suburban taste; he did not believe that Vivien communicated with the dead. The spirit guides “Running Deer” and “Wee Jeannie” were a set of impostors, conjured up out of Vivien’s obedient and protean consciousness. But this, this was very truth: she felt, she understood, she knew.

And yet she “bore her faculties so meek . . .”; admitted to blind spots, inauspicious influences. Malice and ill will blocked the channels, so she said. Vivien was not very good at seeing what was in store for herself or for those close to her. She had not warned him, for instance, about the policemen at Stonehenge. She had not expected to be photographed in the haunted ballroom at Chistle Castle. She had been mortified when he broke a leg, climbing in the Dolomites.

Now Vivien looked up from the basket of exotic plants.

“You’ve no need to worry, Albert. Has he, Mrs Rice?”

Mrs Rice leaned forward, her eyes fixed on Vivien.

“Why? Why?” she prompted.

“I shall not need to attempt a trance,” said Vivien, “because Fergus Boyd is not dead.”

“Mary will be relieved,” sighed Mrs Rice. “We tested you.”

“Where did the flowers come from?” asked Mr Mandeville.

He directed his question at Mrs Rice but Vivien answered.

“They grow wild beside a stone fence.”

“Yes indeed,” said Mrs Rice. “Oh, I will tell Mary Boyd everything about you!”

“They grow wild on a grave,” insisted Vivien. “The boy, Fergus, used to go there in the early mornings . . .”

“Quite uncanny . . .” breathed Mrs Rice.

“Below . . .” said Vivien, closing her eyes. “He knew what lay below. Anger, anger and frustration . . .”

She opened her eyes.

“It’s the grave of a large dog, a German Shepherd.”

“Poor old Prince,” said Mrs Rice. “He was put to sleep when Fergus was quite a kiddie.”

“Put to sleep?” echoed Vivien. “The dog was shot. The bullet entered the skull in this region.”

She bored at her temple with a stiffened forefinger. Ada Rice caught her breath; the crystal clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour.

“Six-thirty? I must go,” she said. “I have another appointment.”

She ran about all day long doing errands for rich women; she was a widow who lived by her wits. Now she produced a bulky envelope.

“Some cuttings – you know – about the case.”

She kissed Vivien goodbye and made some whispered arrangements. At the door she said to Mr Mandeville:

“Please don’t be cross with me. The Boyd connection – immense benefit to us all.”

“Vivien wants to help your woman,” said Albert Mandeville loftily. “That’s all there is to it, Mrs Rice.”

When he went into their charming sitting room he was surprised to find the same look of apprehension on his wife’s face. Before she could say “Please don’t be cross,” he bent and kissed her.

“Anything you wish,” he said. “Anything in the world.”

“We are going to fly to Blackwattle,” said Vivien dreamily. “Imagine that.”

“This is an extraordinary country,” grumbled Mr Mandeville.

He leafed through the clippings in the envelope and handed them one by one to his wife. The first headline, MILLIONAIRE’S SON GOES BUSH, was followed by FERGUS BOYD SEEN BY CROCODILE HUNTERS, and then by FEARS FOR GRAZIER’S SON.

“What’s a grazier, I wonder?” asked Mr Mandeville, and answered himself. “A rancher I suppose.”

The next headline was smaller. MOTHER SUMMONS DUTCH MYSTIC.

“Aha!” said Mr Mandeville. “That will be Kooning – or could she afford Oesterhaven?”

“Poor woman,” said Vivien. “They are both charlatans.”

Mr Mandeville studied the last clipping and then he began to laugh.

“We had better take care,” he said. “The father is a violent man.”

The headlines read: MYSTIC BRINGS ASSAULT CHARGE, DOUGAL BOYD FINED.

“Oh that’s incredible,” said Vivien, “ ‘He shook him like a rat . . .’ Hank Oesterhaven must weigh fourteen stone.”

“Here’s a family group. The boy’s twenty-first birthday,” said Mr Mandeville. “Let me shut the window now that the sun has gone.”

Vivien snatched the newspaper photograph greedily and began to study the faces.

“I’m not cold!” she said. “You have shut me away for so long.”

As Mr Mandeville shut the window he took in the still water and the great arch of the harbour bridge, with one red light winking at the top of the span. He wondered if they might fly over the harbour on their way to Blackwattle.

When the day came they flew inland; the pilot, a lantern-jawed young chap with a local twang, told them how three men crossed the mountains and found rich pastureland on the other side. The little plane bounced on over these pastures and brought them, sneezing, through the edge of a red dust cloud. They flew over another country town and the pilot said:

“Now you can say you’ve been ‘back of Bourke’!”

“What does that mean?” asked Mr Mandeville, juggling his wife’s nasal spray which refused to work at this altitude.

“Oh, ‘back of beyond’!” laughed the pilot.

They came twisting down out of the cloudless sky and landed in the middle of nowhere. Vivien was so excited she could hardly wait to be helped down. Peering through a shimmering haze of heat Mr Mandeville began to pick out solitary trees, a windmill, a tankstand. Near the runway was a tiny shack with a corrugated iron roof; two Aboriginal men in overalls, one old, one young, sat outside playing some sort of board game.

As he led Vivien away from the plane Albert Mandeville had the sensation that they were exposed to view. Their two tiny figures were inspected from a distance, then brought close, as if the horseman, no more than a hieroglyphic beside the farthest tree, had raised binoculars. A dust cloud from the opposite direction drew his attention to a wide track and Mary Boyd drove up in a new dust-coloured station wagon.

She was a tall, soft-featured woman who climbed awkwardly out of the car.

“My dear . . .” said Vivien with professional gentleness.

Mary Boyd put out both hands to her, blindly.

“You can help me,” she said. “I’m sure you can!”

Mr Mandeville was moved by her display of trust. Vivien gripped the big, freckled, faltering hands of the younger woman with perfect confidence and smiled.

The pilot was calling; he had not even turned off the motor.

“Thank you Stan!” shouted Mrs Boyd.

The plane took to the air and flew away, as casually as a dragonfly. Mr Mandeville stared after it; he felt they had all been left behind.

“He’s going to the northern strip,” explained Mary Boyd. “Has to deliver some vet supplies. Excuse me a moment, I will just have a word . . .”

She walked over to the two men beside the hut; Vivien gave a soft gasp of discovery.

“What is it?” he demanded. “What do you feel?”

“Nothing.” She still smiled, eyes closed.

She paused in a Napoleonic attitude, one hand inside the jacket of her linen suit to still the racing of her heart. Mrs Boyd came back and said to Albert Mandeville:

“Would you say hello to Billy, the old man? He wants to speak to you.”

“Of course!”

He hurried across to the hut and saw that the board game was draughts. The old man, Billy, was very nearly as tall as Mr Mandeville himself, with a massive head; white hair curled over his rutted brow and his skin was deep, matt black. He stared at Mr Mandeville with great intensity and whispered in his own language.

“He says you must be careful,” said the young man. “You will have bad luck. He gets these ideas. He asked your name, er, Mister – ”

“Mandeville.” He held out his hand and the old man shook it, with a sad smile and a shake of the head.

“Is there any way”, asked Mr Mandeville, “to get rid of our bad luck?”

The old man did not need a translation. He whispered a reply.

“You and the lady should not tell the truth,” said the young man.

“Thank you,” said Mr Mandeville gravely.

He reached for his wallet and said:

“Would Billy be upset if I . . .?”

They both grinned shyly; he gave the old man ten dollars and a calendar notebook with a ball point pen attached, a gift from a bank. He strolled back to the two women.

“We must get Mrs Mandeville out of this heat,” said Mary Boyd.

“Is your husband at Blackwattle?” asked Mr Mandeville.

“No!” Mary Boyd shook her head. “He’s at the northern property. The stud.”

“Did he ride over?” asked Mr Mandeville.

He swung round and stared but the skyline was wiped clean. The horseman had gone. Mary Boyd did not answer his question; she looked over her shoulder, swung her gaze from right to left as he had done.

Vivien asked suddenly:

“Have you had rain?”

“Not for months,” said Mary Boyd.

“Well, I think you will get some very soon,” said Vivien, full of good humour.

“Oh good!” cried Mary Boyd. “Need every drop!”

They clambered into the station wagon and went careening over the low brown hills. Below them, after a mile or so, there appeared the oasis of Blackwattle: the trees, the lawns, the cattle at their long trough of bore water. Behind the Spanish colonnade of the new villa the old homestead rose up among the black wattle trees.

Under the shadow of the first gum trees Mary Boyd gazed down at the empty courtyard of the new house; they coasted down a long slope with the engine switched off. Vivien was exhilarated although Mr Mandeville was sure she did not miss the tension, the air of haste. Mary Boyd steered her guests away from the garden with its prodigal rows of sprinklers and plunged them into the cool depths of the house.

Luncheon was ready; the Aboriginal maids called and chattered in sweet bird-voices. When Mary Boyd poured sherry the glasses rang like bells under her unsteady hands. At table she whispered to Vivien:

“Shall I start telling you about my son?”

“Not yet,” said Vivien. “Be calm.”

Mr Mandeville was afflicted with a nervous appetite; he took more lamb, more aspic, more wine. Vivien was avoiding his eyes but she signalled constantly: “good vibrations” – the lock of hair twisted, “make conversation” – the right palm flat on the table. Albert Mandeville did as he was instructed, plucking at his long ear-lobes in a perpetual question of his own: “What is the matter?”

When the girl brought cheese and coffee Mary Boyd excused herself. They heard the clicking of the telephone.

“It is going to rain.” said Vivien.

“Is that all?” exclaimed Mr Mandeville vehemently. “Good vibrations indeed. Even I can feel that woman’s anxiety . . .”

He strode about the room peering at the Spanish rugs, the Indian brass; the decor was costly but too garish for his taste.

“Be still!” hissed Vivien. “I will find that boy!”

Albert stalked into an adjoining room, a man’s room, with sporting prints, a reek of pipe tobacco. He found himself staring into a black open cupboard. Three sporting guns stood in a wooden rack in the cupboard; one space was empty. He heard Mary Boyd speaking on the telephone in the hall.

“Where is Mr Boyd? Where is the Boss? Speak up – I can’t hear you!”

Mr Mandeville went quietly to the nearest window and looked out over the lawn to the burnt hills. Which way had they come? Was that the fringe of gum trees he remembered? Mary Boyd’s voice soared up:

“Which way did my husband ride?”

Vivien had come up behind Albert; they stared out of the window together. The black horse and its rider stood quite still behind the trees.

“I can’t make out . . .” whispered Vivien.

“What?”

“What he has across his saddle.”

“A rifle!” snapped Mr Mandeville.

“Are you afraid?” asked Vivien, pressing her fingers into his arm.

“I don’t like it,” said Mr Mandeville. “Family quarrels are the devil. How do we know . . .?”

“Are you afraid we won’t get the money?”

Mr Mandeville drew back in astonishment.

“Vivien!”

“Where is everybody?”

Mary Boyd was calling from the dining room. Vivien went bustling back to her client.

“Now you must take me to your son’s room,” she said, putting an arm tenderly around Mary Boyd. Her left foot signalled with a barely perceptible kick: “shut the door” Mr Mandeville obeyed, shutting the door of the den, his ear cocked for the sound of hoofs in the courtyard.

“You want to go to his room?” echoed Mary Boyd foolishly.

Lines of grief had deepened upon her face.

“Of course,” said Vivien. “His room in the old house.”

She collected her handbag and gloves from a chair. Mary Boyd hesitated for an instant and Mr Mandeville recognized the crisis of the case. Many clients drew back before the possibility of truth, of certainty. She said at last:

“I must find out!”

She led the way down a polished corridor to a side door with massive baronial hinges. The heat seized them as they stepped outside. In the distance Mr Mandeville thought he heard some commotion but Mary Boyd urged him on between the thorny bushes and the wattle trees.

He flung up his head and was able to make out the old homestead: a great scarecrow of a house, built of sandstone and weatherboard. He judged that it might be eighty years old. The family had been fools to leave it, of course, but for an antiquarian it had as much atmosphere as a telephone box. Mr Mandeville took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow – why did he look back? He quickened his pace as Vivien stepped proudly across the worn threshold.

He was prepared to skulk about on the dusty ground floor but Vivien leaned over the banister to summon him. He plodded upstairs behind the two women, admiring the sweep of the double staircase. Sunlight streamed on to the bare landings through the uncurtained window panes. The boy’s room, still half-furnished, had old cretonne pinned up to keep out the harsh light. Someone – his mother – had placed a vase of bush flowers on the chest of drawers. Mary Boyd came to the old house: it was easy to imagine her seated on the sagging bed, as she was now, staring at the photographs and pennants on the wall.

“He called this his clubhouse,” she said. “He liked it better than his bedroom in the villa.”

Mr Mandeville settled Vivien into a cane chair, back to the window, right hand flat on the arm of the chair. Index finger tapping. The signal read: “interview”. He went smoothly into his routine. Where did the boy, Fergus, go? Why had he gone? What was the last reliable news of him?

Mary Boyd gave answers which they all knew well enough but her replies gained substance from the stifling room, with its crumpled textbooks and university photographs. Fergus Boyd – who was a young man, not a boy – had taken his pack and his compass and gone back, for the third time, to the jungles of northern Queensland, a thousand miles from his home. It was eighteen months since he had last been officially sighted. Relatively speaking he was sane; one day he would be very rich. “Going bush” was just an idea he had, Mary pointed out helplessly; there was a deep rift between the boy and his father.

Mary Boyd went on with her halting explanations but Mr Mandeville held up his hand; Vivien was concentrating deeply. Her breathing was loud and slow. He looked about for a pillow to make her more comfortable, as he often did at this stage, but in the dismantled room there was nothing. She began to speak in a faint light voice:

“So hard . . .”

She ran her tongue over dry lips.

“There is malice – dreadful malice.”

Mary Boyd writhed her hands together.

“Please . . .”

The light grew on Vivien’s face as she received some response.

“He is there. He has been carried northwest. I see an old scar on his knee – infected. The trees have all gone away. Sense of loss. A whiteness makes him shut his eyes. Pain, severe pain – they give him something for the pain.”

Vivien clasped her upper left arm with the fingers of her right hand.

“He thinks of his home,” she said.

Her eyes flew open; she stared at Mary Boyd.

“You have been cruelly deceived!”

Downstairs a door slammed; they heard Dougal Boyd come up the shaking stairs at a canter. Mary Boyd turned red, then white. “Prepared to brazen it out,” thought Mr Mandeville. He was pleased that no money had changed hands; sceptical husbands were not unknown. He remembered old Billy’s warning: Vivien should not tell the truth. He gave a cheerful grimace behind the client’s back to dispel his unease.

Dougal Boyd edged into the room quickly, without bluster, but at the sight of him they all flinched. His photographs did not do him justice. He was immensely strong and thick-set; his forearms and the column of his throat were burnt to a deep red-brown, the colour of his riding boots. His firm dark face was beyond reason; his voice shook.

“Get these bloody frauds off my property, Mary!”

“No!” cried Mary Boyd. “Let her tell me!”

They began to wrangle at the tops of their voices, a familiar quarrel to Mr Mandeville, punctuated with cries of “It does no harm!” and “Mumbo-jumbo!”

They were at such close quarters in the stifling room that the Mandevilles could do nothing short of stopping their ears. Albert was hot and bothered. He stood behind Vivien’s chair waiting for a lull so that he could get her away. The accusations became more harsh; the Boyds were dreadfully accomplished at quarrelling. It was enough to drive a sensitive son from his home.

“So I told him good riddance!” roared Dougal Boyd. “Ungrateful young mongrel!”

“So you admit it, you admit you sent him away!”

“Too right I did! Couldn’t these friends of yours tell you that?”

“Fergus could be dead! Don’t you care if he’s dead?”

Dougal jerked his head towards Vivien.

“Ask her if he’s dead!” he whispered, grinning. “Then you’ll be satisfied.”

Vivien kept her eyes fixed steadily upon Dougal Boyd, but stretched out a hand to his wife.

“You know he is not dead,” she said in her sweet light voice.

Dougal Boyd faltered for the first time.

“You have his letters, Mr Boyd,” said Vivien evenly. “From some distant place where Fergus is recovering from his fever. I get the word station.”

Mary Boyd gave a choking cry.

“All this time . . . you had letters!”

Dougal Boyd glared at Vivien in furious astonishment and flung himself out of the room. His wife flew after him. Albert Mandeville saw them go down the stairs, the man clinging to the banister, the woman, disfigured by grief and anger, raging after him at every step. He knew that this was the truth that should not have been told.

“Why would he keep back the letters?” he asked. “Why would he do such a thing?”

“Husbands torment their wives,” said Vivien. “He’s mad. We must get away from here. There is not much time.”

“The son was hardly lost at all,” grumbled Albert. “It’s a damnable family row!”

“Go on! Get me away from here!” cried Vivien.

She gave him a push and they tumbled out on to the landing. Far below they heard Mary Boyd shout:

“Put that thing down!”

Albert Mandeville thought: “He has been driven too far!”; then the first shot was fired. Dougal’s voice rose up out of the swirling dust and shaking timbers of the old house.

“. . . show you who’s boss!”

Mary Boyd raced up one side of the double staircase; she fell heavily then struggled on. From where the Mandevilles cowered on the landing only one side of the staircase was visible, but the window on the first landing had become a mirror. In it they saw Dougal Boyd rush into view and fling himself down like a sharp-shooter, bringing his rifle to his shoulder. As he waited for Mary to come into range he seemed to be aiming at his own reflection – a madman aiming at himself in the glass.

“Go back! Go back!”

Albert Mandeville, squawking like a guinea-fowl, ran out to warn Mary Boyd. He saw her turn and run down the stairs again; Dougal’s shot crashed into the landing window. They heard him roaring across the stairwell.

Albert grasped Vivien by the wrist and they ran through a maze of empty rooms to the front of the house. They looked through the corner of a window at Mary Boyd stumbling across the rough grass; she fell and scrambled up and ran on. Then the noise of the third shot came boring up from under their feet. Mary Boyd flung up her arms and crashed face downwards into a bush of long thorns.

Mr Mandeville sank down beside his wife on the dusty window seat and gazed at her pale, unmarked face.

“Vivien – why, why on earth?”

He meant “How did it happen?”; but the diffuse guilt that had settled upon him, the anguish of the staff officer, did not afflict her.

“I found their son!” she said. “It was what I set out to do.”

They heard the door shut, down below, as Dougal Boyd came back into the house.

When one listened too hard the place was alive with stealthy footsteps. For the first time in his life Albert Mandeville experienced a mortal terror. He had watched by the newly dead, probed ancient crypts, passed whole nights alone in dungeons where men and women had died screaming, had caught in his hand a cup flung by a poltergeist. Now at last that clammy fear which had been his stock in trade for so long rose up to claim him. A man was stalking them with a gun.

“We must get away!” Vivien was shaking him. “Albert, you look so strange . . .”

He knew what she meant: he looked as if he had seen a ghost.

A door slammed nearby. Albert hoisted Vivien to her feet and they staggered as silently as they could into another of the high rooms, then into another, bare and terrifying as the first. They crossed a passageway into another room, almost a cupboard, and out again into the room next door, a horrid room where there was another door, its chipped china handle slowly turning. They rushed down a passage and found themselves at a dead end, hard up against a broken window. While they stood gasping for breath there came the long, oiled snick of a rifle bolt and they fled, still breathless, and tumbled down a narrow flight of stairs.

Vivien fell in a heap on the floor of the old kitchen.

“Get me outside . . .” she panted.

“All my fault,” said Mr Mandeville, picking her up. “You couldn’t have known.”

“Of course I knew!”

Vivien’s eyes blazed with malice.

“I knew there was danger. But why should I let you shut me away?”

As he dragged her towards the gaping doorway she chattered venomously: “Stifling my gifts . . . compromised by your bloody trickery . . .”

They heard a great voice cry out in the old house:

“Frauds! Bloody frauds!”

The gun went off and they bolted like rabbits.

They were running over unwatered grass towards the corner of a stone fence. Albert Mandeville clutched a gum sapling; his heart was bursting with fear and grief. “Now I must make a stand,” he thought. “Now I must save her.” He stared at the house waiting for Dougal Boyd to erupt from the back door after them. He composed himself, like an Indian brave about to sing his death chant and ride into a hail of bullets. Even this release was denied him: behind his back Vivien gave a scream.

He turned and saw Dougal Boyd lope round the side of the house. Arms outstretched Albert Mandeville ran towards his wife, but it was too late. He could not interpose his body or deflect the madman’s aim with his shouting. At the next shot she reeled sideways into his arms and he felt a second bullet thud into her body. On Vivien’s face there was an expression of complete surprise.

Mr Mandeville sank to his knees, holding her close to him; it had been the last bullet, there were no more shots. After a long time, when he raised his eyes from his wife’s face, he saw Dougal Boyd fling aside his gun, like a man in a dream, and walk away, staring up at the sky. A stockman came from nowhere and picked up the gun; the station people began to appear shyly. Albert Mandeville saw that a strange blanket of cloud had come up, hiding the sun. Rain was coming; it had grown much darker; he had not imagined the loss of light.
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“THAT’S ENOUGH, THAT’S enough now,” Jack whispered to the witch of wallpaper, whose face stared at him from every inch of the wall, her eyes bright and piercing as needles, her mouth a thin line of disapproval. But like all the others, she would not stop.

They would not stop: the witch of belly, the witch of walk, the witch of tongue. They had no sense of caution, of precaution, of decorum. They had no sense of the limits of a man’s toleration, the limits to which a man might go. They had no, made no, sense. Jack tried to forget them, tried to manage without them. But they had the power, and only they could make the decision to let him go. The witch of charms might encounter him on the street, and she might force him to follow her blocks out of his way, simply on a whim. The witch of a glance might distract him at work, denying him promotions and the respect of his peers. The witch of lingerie might keep him awake all night, his mind so filled by the unobtainable that there was no room for sleep.

And if he objected, if he balked, if he shouted that he’d had enough, his fellow passengers on the bus, or the pedestrians sharing his sidewalk, would turn, would look uneasy, and gazing past them he would inevitably encounter the icy stares of fourteen highly annoyed witches. He knew this for sure. He’d counted. Each and every time, he’d counted.

Women were like that, as his father had told him. All of them witches, as his father had told him. Each with her own special power. Each with love to give and love to withhold. Each with the talent to destroy him in a hundred little ways. The witch of impatience and the witch of boredom. The witch of adultery and the witch of dissatisfaction. The witches of intolerance, aggravation, and greed.

Jack’s own mother had been a witch of neglect. After she had him she didn’t want anything else the rest of her life, including – most especially – him. She became a sad waitress during the day and a witness to street accidents at night. The only times he could remember her actually speaking to him before his father finally came back one day to take him away was when she told him how to handle strangers: “Go away with them. Do what they want to do. They always tell better stories than the ones you hear at home.”

When Jack was a small child the witches were appropriately small and enigmatically sinister. The witch of holes might lead him into the smallest place, even though he was much too large to fit. The witch of food gave him stomach aches even with his favorite meals. The witch of whispers told him secrets he’d be better off not knowing. They were full of tricks, misrepresentations, and disappointments, these witches. They taught Jack what he might expect the rest of his life. The witch of shadows filled the darkness with an impossible number of presences, breathing unseen and speaking in code. The witch of kisses filled him with an intangible longing. The witch of silences refused to answer any of his essential questions.

“Answer me! Talk to me! Say anything!” Jack shouted into the darkness, but the witch of solitude was not to be seduced.

During his teen years Jack dated every witch on the menu, and some other witches none of his friends could imagine. He followed the witch of legs one day until she lost him in a field of dining rooms. He kissed the witch of mouths so long and fervently that she stole his voice and used it to make crank phone calls. He fell asleep with the witch of smells and woke up with the witch of what’s left.

Jack had grown cynical by the time he went off to college. With each new woman he met, his first thought was which witch is this? Occasionally he might encounter the witch of hope or the witch of promises, but invariably he’d be left with the witch of nothing special.

Then came the day he met Marsha. She made no particular impression on him initially, which was unusual in itself. No handy labels presented themselves. She was a lawyer in a small firm downtown. They met at a party thrown by mutual friends. Apparently there’d been some match-making going on, but he hadn’t known this at the time. Marsha was small and quick, with piercing black eyes which flashed as she talked. “You’re full of it, Jack,” was perhaps the second or third thing she ever said to him.

Her insulting him that way was almost a relief. Marsha was surely the witch of attitude, and having made that determination he could at last feel comfortable with her. He knew what to expect from her.

But as he realized later, her comment wasn’t far off the mark. He’d been expounding, after too much drink, on his theory of witches. He’d felt secure that the people listening to him believed him to be merely fabricating a witty, extended conceit, with no idea that he really believed it. Marsha, however, saw through him almost immediately. “I know you can’t see it right now, but you’re full of it, Jack.”

“Full of it? Full of witches, you mean.”

Marsha sighed, turned away, then immediately turned back to him. “Will you come over for dinner tomorrow night?” And she smiled. A witch of surprises? But when he looked into her face at that moment he would swear she was the witch of eyes.

All the next day Jack was plagued by the witches of shyness, embarrassment, and nerves. Every time he looked in the mirror they were there, telling him how bad he looked, how unimpressive he was. The witch of uninterest fell asleep while enumerating his faults, melting into a silver pool when he turned the hair dryer on her. The witches of jibber, jabber, and yakkety-yak screamed when he slammed his bathroom door on their criticisms.

Jack kept going to the mirror to check himself, intent on making the best impression on her that evening. Unfortunately the witch of bad hair had flown through the window that afternoon: it looked as if he’d caught his head in a mixing bowl. To add to that, the witch of middle age was growing a crop of white hairs inside his ears, and the witch of septic tanks had performed unspeakable magic on his breath. “Bug off!” he shouted to the ceiling, and the witches of cobwebs, dust, and lost memory scattered to points unknown.

“Damn, I look terrible,” he said to the mirror, and the witch of gaunt reflection winked back. He shattered the glass with his fist, and bits of seven forgotten little witches tumbled to the tile floor, their eyes dull and inattentive.

The drive to Marsha’s apartment was short but nerve-racking. He missed the turnoff and ran over the witch of roadkill, drove around lost through a suburban tangle of ranch-style homes and the lairs of condominium witches for almost an hour. All the pedestrians he saw were women, or reasonable facsimiles, and all these women – he knew – were witches. So he refused to stop and ask any of them for directions. A few approached his car at an intersection – among them a witch of no visible means and a witch of immense proportions – but he stepped on the gas and rode away before they could grab the doorhandle.

In front of a church he counted four small witches-in-training in their school uniforms filing past with their leader staring menacingly at his car, daring him to run over just one. In fact, the idea would never have occurred to him: it was the small witches who filled him with the most painful mixture of pity and fear.

Marsha’s house was a split-level with a high hedge all around, no doubt to keep whatever particular rites she practiced a secret from male neighbors or arriving suitors.

“I’d pretty much decided you’d chickened out,” she said to him when she opened the door. “What’s the matter – the traffic witch cause you some trouble?”

He stepped back as if slapped. She knew of the witches! Of course, all the women knew – it was their birthright. But he had never had one admit this so readily before.

Marsha made him uneasy, and yet he was drawn to her irresistibly; she had become his witch of greatest appeal. Just as in the past he had fallen in love with no help for it for the witch of thighs and the witch of perfume, the witch of high breasts, and the witch of the perfect nose, or for Marsha’s previous, most threatening rival, the witch of sweet reassurances.

“You look like a man who’s been dating all the wrong women,” she said with a laugh and a wink. He couldn’t understand what she was talking about.

“I’ve never been too good with women,” Jack admitted, thinking back to the witch of broken dates and the witch of screaming tantrums. “I’ve never known quite what to say. I never know what they want.”

“I suspect it has more to do with what you want, Jack,” Marsha said, this witch of smiles.

She reached over and took him by the hand. She pulled him to the couch and with her higher power forced him to sit down. She stroked his hand and whispered reassurances. She told him, “Let go,” and “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” It was all too much. She was obviously some sort of witch of deception. He ran away – escaped – from her apartment and back to his own home. He ignored the witch of poverty panhandling in the street. He rudely brushed off the witch of opportunity who accosted him in the elevator.

“They don’t understand, not any of them,” he said to his empty four walls. And four witches of loneliness nodded. “I do my best, but I really don’t know how to please them.” Five witches of frustrated desire raked their claws across his clothes, exposing his cool flesh. “I’m so scared of them I don’t know what to do!” And three enormous witches of suicide began to open him with hammers and razors and knives.

“Open him! Open him! Open him!” they cried in unison, as his skin split and ribs parted. Then they reached inside him with their thin, wrinkled hands, to retrieve their sisters, the hundreds of witches who had always lived inside him, craving his attention.
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IT HAD BEEN sweaty days of scrambling, nights of sleeping out in chill winds and nothing to eat fit for a dog, let alone a man. But here, looking across from the lip of the cliff to the lean, jagged pinnacle, Sugg Harpole saw what the Greek had promised him good money for.

The Greek was Mahlon Tomlinson, not a Greek at all. He was called that because he read in Bulfinch and other mythology books and talked about classic deities and nature spirits. The Greek had flown to Rome once, just to toss three coins in a certain fountain. He wore a crux ansata, the Egyptian looped cross, around his neck; in his pockets he carried a carved seal from Syracuse and the hind foot of a rabbit trapped in a graveyard at midnight; all these things for luck, and the Greek had had lots of that. Had won on long shots at dog and horse races, had invested profitably in drug smuggling and gun running, had wound up owning dance places in Winston-Salem and Richmond and a golf course outside Pinehurst, and other things elsewhere not so much in the open. But had wanted more, the way most men wanted more, and had offered Sugg Harpole a thousand dollars to fetch him back the stone finger of Halugra.

“A thousand when you bring it to me, even before we find out if it works,” he’d smiled plumply. “Then we try it out, and if it does work you get another thousand. Ain’t that worth a week up on them mountain tops?”

Sugg had agreed, because he didn’t often have even part of a thousand dollars from running errands for the Greek. Though if he’d tried to say no, the Greek didn’t often take no for an answer.

What the Greek told about Halugra would have made Sugg laugh if it had been anybody but the Greek talking. The Indians had carved Halugra from stone, off up in the mountains, long before any white men came nosing around. Halugra was said to be an image, maybe of a god, maybe of something else, on a chimney-like height you had to jump to from the main mountain. Halugra’s finger stuck out and if somebody sick or puny touched that finger, the somebody got well. There’d been a piece in a folklore magazine about it, with reports of when the finger-touching had worked for Indians halfway to death’s door. So Sugg would take a hammer and chisel and fetch the finger back, with a thousand if the finger worked for real.

Sugg was thirty years old at the time, long and tall and more or less good looking, with waves of yellow hair and lots of white teeth in his grin. He’d thrown the discus and played basketball in high school, though he’d been bad to drink and the coaches had given him hell about that. He put camping gear in the back of a green pickup truck the Greek had sold off to him and stuck expense money in his jeans and had driven away into those Southern mountains to do what he’d been told.

But you couldn’t get all the way there in the pickup. He’d had to leave the highway and bump for hours on a dirt road that finally faded into ruts. There he paid ten dollars to leave the pickup behind a whiskery old man’s squared log cabin, and went on from there on foot because the Greek would want him to. Carried a pack and two rolled blankets and a canteen and some food, not tasty food. He got sick of canned beans and Vienna sausages and instant coffee the three days he tramped and climbed to where Halugra was.

Nor were the few people he saw helpful. They lived in shacks and worked corn and potato patches. A couple knew of Halugra but wouldn’t have gone there, not for money nor yet for government liquor. The Indians had put a curse on the white men up there when they cleared out, said such folks. Following sketchy directions, Sugg made it at last up a slope as steep as a giant barn roof. Again and again he had to get down on hands and knees to do it. At last he found Halugra.

If the slope had been as steep as a roof, the far side fell away as perpendicularly as a wall. He didn’t care to guess how far down the cliff went like that. Trees at the bottom looked like clumps of soft moss, with blue haze in them. It made him dizzy to look. But right across from him rose a gaunt splinter of rock, naked and rough, something that must have been split from the main cliff in the violent youth of these mountains. Up and up from below it soared, with its apex more or less level with the ridge on which he stood, and upon it squatted somebody and stared back at him.

But no, it wasn’t a living thing. It was a statue, chopped out of the brown rock of the pinnacle. It looked burly and grotesque, hunkered down to sit on its heels. One arm lay across its heavy chest. The other was raised, and a stubby forefinger pointed at Sugg as if in accusation.

“Halugra,” said Sugg out loud. “Damn if you ain’t as ugly as home-made sin.”

And Halugra was. The head was flat on top as a box. The face was carved wide and thick-lipped and scowling, with a beaked nose and brows like eaves to shadow where the eyes must be. Between those brows was driven an angry furrow. Sugg could see all that, because the pinnacle was close to the cliff, no more than seven or eight feet away at most. Not too big a jump if you forgot how sickeningly far the precipice plunged there between.

Sugg felt bushed with his tramping and climbing, and he had a cold from camping out. He dropped off his pack and rubbed his galled shoulders. From the pack he took the hammer and thrust it into his belt, and into a hip pocket slid the cold chisel. He walked along the brink of the chasm to a point directly opposite the pinnacle with its seated image. Somehow it looked like more of a jump there, but he put that out of his mind. He drew back a few steps, rocked on his toes, ran and leaped.

He hung, scissor-legged, above emptiness that seemed trying to suck him down. Then he struck hard and sprawled on his face, his heart hammering inside him. He had made it. He wiped his face with his sleeve and got up on his knees. He gulped air and blew his nose between his fingers.

One thing for sure, it might be tougher to jump back than it had been to jump here. The top of that pinnacle wasn’t much larger than a double bed. It would have to be a standing jump. But meanwhile, here Sugg was, and here Halugra was.

At close quarters, Halugra’s squatting blockiness rose almost to Sugg’s shoulder. Halugra’s short legs doubled awkwardly. The extended hand looked more like the forefoot of a lizard, clumsy and short-fingered. The face glowered at Sugg. Under those beetling brows, the deep-set eyes glinted bluely. Maybe they were bits of some other stone. Jewels? But Sugg did not feel like bending down to study them.

“You’ve got your hand out to me, Halugra,” Sugg said, wishing the Greek could hear him being so witty. “But all I want is just a chunk of it.”

He took out his chisel and drew the hammer from his belt. He studied that protruding finger. It was cleverly carved. You could see the joints. Even the nail looked natural. He touched it. And instantly, his head cleared. His cold was gone as if he’d never had it. His shoulders ached no more.

“By God, the thing works!” he cried out. “That means an extra thousand bucks.”

He set the chisel solidly against where the finger was joined to the fist. He rapped once, experimentally, then hit the chisel hard with the hammer. It rang, it would be a musical ring if it weren’t so jangly. Again he smote, again. The finger broke off, bounced on the rock. He stooped quickly to catch it before it rolled over the edge.

Sugg thrust it into his pocket and dropped hammer and chisel to the rock beside the feet of Halugra. “Have a good day,” he addressed the bitter face. “I hope I didn’t hurt you. But it’s not polite to point, anyway.”

He was a good talker, he congratulated himself as he faced around to make the return jump.

Behind him he thought he heard a grating noise. It helped him get into the air. Again that crash of legs above emptiness and he was safe on the cliff again, running a step or two to keep his balance.

He felt no more stuffiness in the nose, no weariness. He rejoiced in his sense of well-being. He picked up the pack. As he slung it, he glanced at the pinnacle he had just left.

The stone image seemed taller somehow, as though it had risen upon those stubby legs. Sugg grimaced at the thought as he headed down the slope up which he had come. It was steep, sometimes chancy, and he told himself to be damned careful. Two hours had passed before he came to the valley below and a trail that probably had been made by animals. Again he spared a look backward and upward.

Something jutted at the distant top of the slope, perhaps a chunk of rock he had not noticed before. It was deep brown, like the pinnacle, like the substance of Halugra. He stared at it, but, reassuringly, it did not move. It couldn’t be anything alive, menacing. He trudged along the trail. At last he came among thickets of timber. Evening crept stealthily in, and it was hard to see his way. He decided to make another camp in the open.

He reached a sort of clearing, with a flow of water at its edge. There he picked up wood to build a fire and spread his blankets close to it. For supper he chose a can of macaroni and cheese, another of sardines. Dropping to one knee, he opened them.

And, on the far side of the fire, was the dark silhouette of a standing figure.

For a moment as long as eternity, Sugg knelt and looked. His fire was beginning to blaze up. Its light danced on a squat duskiness with a heavy, flat-topped head and scowling eyes that glinted blue. It stood silent as, well, as a statue.

Sugg whirled and darted away among the trees in the dusk. He cannoned hard against a trunk, bounced off it, kept his feet with an effort, and ran among more trees beyond. He thought he heard a crashing of brush behind him, but did not stop, did not look around even. He ran, bouncing off of trees again, tripping over roots but somehow not going down. He never knew how far he ran, but he had to slow down at last, wheezing for breath and lathered with sweat.

He had come to the edge of an open field. The sun had gone down, the moon was up, and the field looked frosty pale in soft shimmer. Some sort of crop grew on part of it. On the side showed two bright squares of yellow radiance. Lighted windows, Sugg decided at once, and he half-ran, half-staggered toward them.

It was another of those pole cabins, built low, with a shallow roof of home-split shingles. He made out that much in the moonlight. Now he looked back. Did something dark and splayed rise in the open there? He could not be sure, he dared not be sure. He reached the door and knocked. A dog challenged him querulously inside, and a deep voice bade it shut up. The door opened.

A gaunt little man stood there, a shotgun held across his chest. “What you want?” he demanded.

“Listen, I’m lost,” panted Sugg. “Could I get to stay here tonight? I’ll pay.”

He rummaged his pocket for some bills, but the man shook his clipped grey head.

“I wouldn’t charge folks for a-stopping in with me,” he said. “Put that there money away and come on in. The dog’ll be all right, he ain’t up to much just now. You had your supper?”

“Not a bite.”

Thankfully, Sugg stepped inside. The dog half-lay, half-sat, and gazed mournfully at him. It was a liver-spotted white, a hunting dog by its looks.

“Is he mean?” asked Sugg.

“Not when he’s ailing like now.” The little old man peered out the door. “You here all by yourself? Looks as if it’s somebody else a-coming.”

Sugg felt sick. His knees wavered under him.

“No,” said his host, leaning the shotgun against the wall. “I reckon it was just a shadow out yonder.” He pushed the door shut. “Ain’t got any much to eat tonight, but I was a-fixing some bacon and fried potatoes. I’m a widow-man, no great hand to cook. But if you want some, you’re welcome.”

Sugg tottered to where a pitcher and a tin basin stood on an old apple box. He washed his hands and face and tried to tell himself he felt better. The old man heaped a chipped plate with food and poured coffee into a granite mug. “What might I call you?” he enquired.

“Sugg Harpole, and I really appreciate this.”

“Don’t pester yourself none about it. My name’s Avery Warner – I’m widowed, I told you, and I raised six youngins on this place. They’re all gone off someplace to better theirselfs.”

They ate. The bacon and potatoes tasted good. Sugg looked at the door, now comfortably closed and fastened with a broad latch. He listened. He heard nothing except the chewing of his host.

“You look right peaked,” said Avery Warner at last. “I ain’t feeling much good my own self. My heart acts up. It’s a-humping right now.”

“Is that so? Look here what I picked up in the mountains.”

He produced Halugra’s finger. Avery Warner took it in his own hand, turned it this way and that, then gave it back

“What’s it supposed to be?” he asked.

“Never mind.” Sugg returned it to his pocket. “How’s your heart?”

“Why, now you mention it, it seems to be a-settled down and a-doing all right.”

The dog half-whimpered where he sprawled. Sugg looked at him.

“What’s his name?” asked Sugg, to be polite.

“I call him Nobby, poor old feller, he ain’t up to much. Don’t eat, just lolls around thattaway.”

“Maybe I can fix him up.” Sugg leaned down and held out the stone finger. Nobby lifted his nose to sniff. Sugg pushed the finger against it.

Instantly Nobby came to his feet and ran out his tongue in a happy grin. He romped around the table and put his head in his master’s lap.

“I vow and swear, what’d you do to him?” cried Avery Warner joyously. “What’s that there stone thing you got?”

“Just say it can cure sickness,” replied Sugg, putting it away again.

“You mean, like a madstone? I’ve heard tell of them, how they cure bad bites and all like that. Looky here, you more than paid your way here tonight. I got just one bed yonder, but you can have that and I’ll sleep on the floor.”

Sugg declined, with what he felt was mannerly gratitude. He finished his supper and yawned. “Why not just give me a quilt, next to your fire there?” he asked.

“Sure enough, the night’s kind of airish feeling.” Avery Warner twinkled hospitably at Sugg. “Tomorrow morning, if we get up soon, I’ll take you to a neighbor of mine who’ll drive you past that place you say you left your car. I can do you that favor and he can do me one for old time’s sake.”

Sugg made up his bed on the floor and lay down, taking off only his shoes. He fell into a heavy sleep after the day’s exertions and emotions. Suddenly he woke, sitting up with every nerve at a tingle.

“What was that noise?” he gasped out.

“Me.”

By the light of the coals on the hearth he made out the form of Avery Warner, clad in underwear. Avery Warner stood at the half-open door, his shotgun at the ready. Nobby bristled beside him.

“Somebody or other was a-using round outside,” Avery Warner said casually. “I told him to speak up and say what he wanted. When he didn’t reply me, I just tore down on him with this here old gun.”

Sugg got up and approached gingerly. “Did you hit him?”

“Can’t see aught of him out yonder now. Reckon he took off.” Avery Warner pushed the door shut. “It’s a-getting on to be dawn, son. We’d better set out across the field to put you in the car with my neighbor. Name of Blue Griffin, you’ll like him. And, just in case somebody ain’t taking the hint, comes back where he ain’t got no business, I’ll just fetch the gun along.”

When they walked out, the eastern sky was pallid with the coming day. Avery Warner ordered Nobby to stay home and led the way across the back yard, through a scrub of trees beyond, and on to a ruinously rutted dirt road. Ahead of them showed lights in a square, dark house. They reached it just as a powerfully built man in rough clothes came out to a dusty grey sedan. “Avery,” he said hoarsely, “whatever you a-doing up so early. Who you got with you?”

“His name’s Sugg Harpole,” Avery Warner made introductions. “Sugg, this here’s Blue Griffin. Blue, I ask you to kindly take Sugg along to where his car’s been left. He’s a right good feller, he done cured me of a touch of something, cured my dog Nobby too.”

“I wish the hell he’d cure me,” grumbled Blue Griffin. His stubby face was at once fat and furrowed. “Had a hangover yesterday, got all drunked up again to get shed of it, and here is is, back with me today. Boys, it’s mean. Ain’t sure I can drive this car.”

“Here,” said Sugg, producing the stone finger.

Blue Griffin extended a hand like a mitten. Sugg touched the finger to it.

“I declare to never.” Blue Griffin almost squealed. “It’s gone – I’m all right! How’d you do that, mister?”

“Professional secret,” smiled Sugg.

“Hop in, hop in. Avery, I thank you for making me acquainted with this feller. Sugg – that’s your name, ain’t it? – tell me where to carry you.”

As they left the driveway and started bumping along the miserable road, Sugg looked back along the way to Avery Warner’s home. It was grey morning now, and he saw a scarp of shadow toward the trees there. He said to himself it must be Avery Warner going back, though it looked too massive and did not move. Then Blue Griffin drove them around a bend and away. Eastward they traveled, with the risen sun in their creased faces.

Blue Griffin chattered amiably to the man who had cured his hangover. It became evident, without exactly those words said about it, that Blue Griffin made blockade whiskey good enough for his own drinking, and transported it to a dealer near Asheville. Sugg congratulated him on such a profitable and interesting occupation.

“You should ought to move into our neck of the woods,” said Blue Griffin. “What you done for me you could do for eight-nine fellers air day of the week, and they’d pay money for it.”

“Money,” repeated Sugg thoughtfully.

They were good friends by the time Blue Griffin let him out at the place where he had left his pickup truck.

Driving away from there, Sugg looked toward the mountains. Afar in the distance rose a murky outline, thrust up at the roadside like a stump. Sugg speeded up as much as the rough road would let him. He looked back no more. He thought his mind was playing him tricks. It was like the old tale of the ghost coming for its golden arm or diamond ring, or whatever it was. That had scared him plenty when he was a boy. You could get to seeing what wasn’t there. Better study on something that wasn’t practical. Such as, why give the finger to the Greek?

Why, indeed? That would get him just a lousy two thousand, which didn’t mean riches these days. If he didn’t turn the finger over in Winston-Salem, if he drove on somewhere else, changed his name, started his own healing business; he’d heard of healers buying whole towns for their cults.

He felt triumphant when, after some hours, he left the bad road for good pavement. Eastward lay lots of people in big towns. He was shaking off his scare, was leaving it in the mountains. He stopped for barbecue at a roadside stand and had beer with it. Coming out, he declined to panic at a dark blotch back there to the west. That had to be a hitch-hiker. On he drove, reaching Winston-Salem in the early evening and driving through, allowing himself a smile when he thought of the waiting Greek. He passed around Greensboro, then outside Burlington. He drove cautiously, and it was late afternoon when he approached Durham and checked into an auto court on the edge of town.

His room cost him twenty-two dollars in advance, but he still had a great deal of the expense money the Greek had given him. He strolled to a nearby shopping center to buy two shirts, some clean socks and underwear, a razor. He wondered who would ever find the camping gear he had run away from in the mountains. Halugra could have that, he joked to himself. He ate dinner at a place called Kirk’s and bought a six-pack of cold beer to carry back to the room. He turned on the television. A stock-car race was in progress. Lying on the bed, a can of beer in his hand, he meditated.

How to cash in, was his question to himself.

He had proved that he could cure anything. People would pay for that; Blue Griffin had said so. Better go to some faraway big town – Detroit for choice, he had been there. Get something printed in the papers about himself, hold a meeting for sick people, dramatically cure them, take up a collection. That would start him off.

Then hold bigger meetings, with bigger collections. He might preach. He’d have to read the Bible and quote from it. Yes, and change his name so that the Greek wouldn’t send somebody unpleasant to find him. Do everything in the name of God Almighty and call for contributions to his miraculous work. Found a whole new church, a whole new religion.

He imagined himself wearing long white robes like a sort of saint, with a beard maybe. He’d gather thousands of disciples, including rugged types for bodyguards to keep the Greek away. There’d be women, too. Women always joined things like that. Some of them would be pretty. Sugg licked his lips and drank more beer.

Now for a new name, so nobody could trace Sugg Harpole. The Good Doctor. The Great Healer. The Healing White Prophet – there, that was the one. He’d be the Healing White Prophet, rich and worshiped.

Now to rest a little, sleep a couple of hours, no longer than that. Later on, in the night, he’d head for the bus station, buy his ticket –

A knock at the door.

More a scrape than a knock, but someone was there to look for him.

Sugg whirled himself off the bed and up on his feet, heart thumping. He’d been a damned fool after all, parking the green pickup just outside. The Greek’s errand boys would recognize it, know it. What must he do now?

If you don’t know what to do, don’t do anything. Sugg did nothing but stand there, his mouth gone as dry as a lime pit.

Another scraping knock, then a shove, slow and powerful. Sugg’s eyes widened as he watched the door. They’d have guns. Of course, if they shot him and he didn’t die at once, the finger would fix him up, but –

All that weight on the door, making it bulge in, dragging the lock from its place, like a carrot out of a garden bed. The door scraped slowly inward, and something stood on the threshold.

It was Halugra.

Brown and broad and scowling, with blue eyes under the brow ridges. Halugra was coming in. Standing up, Halugra was taller than Sugg, and twice as broad. Halugra trod slowly, heavily, with all the purpose in the world.

“What do you want?” Sugg wheezed out, as if he didn’t know.

Halugra closed in on him.

“Wait, wait,” Sugg blustered, and dug the broken finger out of his pocket and held it out. “You can’t hurt me when I’ve got this – ”

Almost against Sugg, Halugra slapped ponderously. The finger flew out of Sugg’s grasp. Halugra caught it in midair. Halugra was upon Sugg, against him.

“No!” Sugg pleaded as he went floundering down.

The stone weight of Halugra fell upon him, pressing him to the floor, until he was through with hoping, fearing, through with everything.

Lolomie and Ehkaho were probably the handsomest young woman and man of their tribe, and among the best educated. Both had graduated from Mars Hill College. Lolomie was a secretary for a farm machinery company, Ehkaho a television repairman. They attended the mission church on their reservation and were as honest believers as most fellow-members. But, if they saw modern truths, they did not leave ancient truths behind. They planned to marry by tribal rites, not a church ceremony. Just now they swarmed up a certain long, steep slope of a remote mountain because of what Antoka Manco, the medicine man, said they would find at the top.

“Halugra,” said Lolomie as Ehkaho helped her along by the hand. Her face would have looked like that of Beatrice Cenci if she had not worn thick glasses. “Halugra,” she said again. “Some people say he left his seat, and that he walks a trail somewhere.”

“Probably somebody dreamed that,” laughed Ehkaho, tall and coppery-skinned and lean. “Where would a stone image walk? We’ll know in a minute.”

They gained the verge with the precipice beyond and stood up and stretched. Lolomie wore blue slacks and a striped top and sneakers. Her jet-black hair was bound with a checkered scarf. Ehkaho had a western shirt and Levis and beaded moccasins, and a broad hat like a rodeo rider. He looked with eyes of love at Lolomie, then along the plunge to where the gaunt pinnacle stood opposite.

“So much for Halugra taking a walk,” he said. “There he sits with his hand out, just where he’s sat ever since the First People made him.”

“I heard something else,” said Lolomie as they paced along to stand opposite the pinnacle and its image. “About an effort to steal his finger.”

“If that’s the truth, we’ve had our ramble for nothing. Stand here, I’m hopping across.”

He seemed to fly over the abyss. Against the sky on the skimpy surface, he bent close to the statue.

“A visitor was here, all right,” he called back to Lolomie, picking up something, then something else. “A hammer and chisel left on the rock, but his finger’s all right, he holds it out like a school teacher. Now, jump across and I’ll grab you.”

She teetered nervously on the brink. “What if I don’t make it?”

“Then I’ll reach all the way down and bring you up.”

Lip caught in her teeth, she sprang with all her might. Ehkaho clutched her wrist and steadied her on the rock beside him.

“I’ll keep these tools, they’re good ones,” he said, stowing them in his pockets. “Now, touch his finger. I’d touch it myself, but there’s nothing wrong with me that I want to cure.”

Lolomie’s own slender fingertip extended. It touched the stubby stone projection. She pulled the spectacles from her face.

“I can see without them!” she cried, and pitched the spectacles away into the deep plunge as emptiness. “My eyes are as good as they ever were,” she rejoiced.

“Which proves that Halugra still helps our people. All right, are you ready for the return trip? I’ll get over there first and be ready to catch you again.”

He faced the precipice opposite. Lolomie studied Halugra’s carven scowl.

“He looks so fierce, but he cured my eyes. I wonder what he’d do if somebody really tried to steal his finger.”

“I wonder,” said Ehkaho.
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I

A WOMAN IN a torn blue smock much too big for her stood by a long scrubbed oak table preparing a meal for her master’s cousin, Sir Rufford De Quintz. He had been hunting in the Royal Forest for two days and, in the company of a few companions, had returned late, exhausted, and hungry. The woman had been working since first light that morning, but, nevertheless, had undertaken to cook for him. She seemed eager to please. She laboured almost in the dark, without a wick burning, but she knew her place of work well, and everything was to hand. She was unclean and hot. Sweat from her brow streamed down her nose and dripped, unnoticed by her, onto the Knight’s supper. Her crow-black hair hung forward over her shoulders and she constantly smeared it back past her neck with her long, greasy fingers.

The woman muttered to herself as she worked, but whatever she was saying was inaudible, even to her own ears. Her petulant, complaining voice was drowned in the groans and squeals of trussed and hobbled calves, lambs and geese awaiting slaughter next morning in the passage outside, and the roar of the fires under the ovens behind her in the bakehouse. The air was sharp with the smell of the terrified creatures’ excrement and the equally powerful aroma of the swelling loaves stacked on iron shelves in the baking ovens.

Not that anyone would have overheard her if she had spoken into perfect silence. She worked alone. The builders who had been working on the inner walls had long since dropped their tools and departed for a nearby inn, and the rest of the kitchen and scullery staff had finally stumbled away to their sleeping quarters to eat and drink themselves into brief, but welcome, oblivion. And they would not have paid any heed to her words had they been there to hear them, as it was the common opinion of them all that she was three parts mad.

If this were true, and she had lost a portion of her intellect, it was in no way evident from the skilful way she went about preparing the food for de Quintz’s meal. She tackled the task of carving the splayed and steaming carcass in front of her on a roasting dish with quick, neat precision. Mad as she might be, she was obviously mistress of her craft. She had to bend forward as she worked, because her belly, swollen in the seventh month of pregnancy, distanced her from the object of her attention, but the knife and two-pronged fork in her darting fingers tweaked the tender meat from bone to the dish at her elbow with a practised confidence, that seemed to require no concentration. In fact, she was hardly aware of the complex actions she performed; her mind was all on other things.

If the kitchen, late at night, was a dark, damp, steamy, stinking place, it could stand as a paradigm of the mind of this solitary woman, the tenor of whose thoughts could fancifully, but adequately, be described by the above four adjectives. Events in her recent past had set a black and doleful cast upon her mind, and upon her countenance. From the evidence of her features, an observer, should it occur to him for whatever reason to guess at her age, would deduce her to be a good deal older than she was. The previous three years had transformed a girl of nineteen into a worn and troubled woman, and this over-rapid maturation had soured her face and temper. Whatever beauty she had possessed three seasons previously was now almost all gone. It is an old tale that creaks with age at the telling, but it was her quondam good looks (of course) that had precipitated her downfall. And it was the knowledge that her beauty had vanished, had been stolen away, along with all else precious to her, that had turned her mind and left her, if not quite insane, then tottering on the brink of madness.

The wayward words she uttered were an expression of the chaos of her thoughts; an outlet for the turmoil of her emotions. The latter were a mix of resentment, indignation, outraged powerlessness, and others equally negative; all kept active by a constant, sharp, mind-biting anxiety that drove off any prospect of peace or even hope of rest. She was doing what she had been driven to do by forces and circumstances over which she had no control. Dimly, dumbly, she was asserting herself in the only way she could, and making a gesture that she hoped would hurt the man who had casually destroyed her. But in this she was mistaken. Her faculties were impaired and her judgement wrong. It was not he who was to suffer as a result of her actions that night.

De Quintz, along with a handful of cronies, had arrived at Haddon Hall one bright morning three springs previously. He was a stocky, clump-handed, swaggering man with a loud, high voice and pale blue eyes the colour of frozen milk. His face had been cut in some recent skirmish, and the wounds had not yet become scars. He had also taken the prick of a halberd through the right hip, a wound that had not been well attended. As a result, he leaned slightly forward and to that side as he walked, and his features were set in a constant grimace of pain. He was the cousin of Sir George, then Lord of Haddon who, though he had welcomed De Quintz hospitably enough, was not often seen in his company. It was said by persons close to Sir George that there was some coolness between the two distant relatives; more than would, perhaps, naturally devolve from the great gap in their age and temperament, and the remoteness of their consanguinity. Indeed, it was the opinion of some that the Master was markedly fearful of De Quintz who, in turn, showed little respect for his once notoriously vigorous, but now ancient and enfeebled relation. The Knight installed himself in the finest quarter of the Hall almost like a conqueror, and soon made himself the most hated person not only in the building, but in the countryside around for many miles. He was plainly a man of rapacious habits with no inclination to change his ways to those of mild domesticity. He was, in short, an ogre. There was even some foolish gossip, originating among the few members of the household staff who had survived the rigours of sixteenth century life long enough to enter the state of superannuated octogenarianism, that there was something unholy about him, something against nature. These old ones, who had been in service at the Hall all their lives, were half convinced he had visited the house before, when they and their Master had been young. De Quintz, then, had not appeared much different to the way he looked now, nor much younger, or so they claimed. If their memories were correct, the old folk said (and smiled uneasily and shook their heads) – which, of course, they could not have been. The younger, and perhaps less superstitious, of the servants spoke of family resemblance, and averred that any such visitor who may have been entertained at the Hall sixty or more years earlier had very likely been an ancestor of their present guest, which surely must have been the case.

De Quintz, once installed in the house, took what he wanted of what he saw around him. One of the first things that caught his eye was a girl who worked in the kitchens. He came upon her when she was collecting herbs in the garden and was as struck by her beauty as she was by his ugliness. He was without a female companion at that time, so he took her to his rooms. He kept her shut up in his apartments for eight weeks. The mother of the imprisoned girl begged him repeatedly to return her, and tried to press Sir George to intercede with his cousin on her behalf, without success. At last, she made the mistake of sending her other daughter, a girl some years younger than her sister, to De Quintz’s quarters to plead for the older girl’s release. The child obtained her sister’s freedom, but at the cost of her own liberty.

The older girl never spoke of her experiences during her incarceration with the Knight, but it was obvious she had been mistreated. When at last she recovered her bodily health, she discovered she was pregnant. She disposed of the baby in her fifth month, only to find herself with child again not long after. The fact that De Quintz had taken her sister to his bed did not mean he had lost interest in the older girl altogether, and he continued to force himself on her whenever he would, and against her wishes. The two girls were not the only ones to be treated thus by the Knight, who spread his attentions far and wide in the neighbourhood. Once, a group of husbands whose wives he had outraged plotted his assassination. He somehow found them out before they could act against him, forced them to confess, and supervised their executions. The men, before they died, swore to the last that he must have used some Black Art against them, since none of them had betrayed the others. They said De Quintz could only have learned of their plans from Satan himself, whose presence they had sought to invoke, in the hope that he would assist their cause and bring down their enemy.

The younger sister must have taken De Quintz’s fancy. He kept her imprisoned in his quarters without break. In time, she too became pregnant, and he permitted her to bear the child, from some freak of warped affection, it was assumed. When the tot could walk, it got in his way, and he would not have it about him. It was, therefore, often left to wander where it chose, stumbling along Haddon’s dark passages, and in and out of the Hall’s bare, inhospitable rooms. On these peregrinations without destination it would drag behind it, by the arm, a horrid little human-like figure its father had fashioned for it out of wood and rags. This doll was its only true companion ever.

The child was a pitiful sight. Because of its father’s raging temper and thoughtless cruelty, the infant, a puny, nervous, curly-headed girl, developed from the start an aversion to the company of men. Women she would cling to if they let her, but all males she avoided like the Pest. However, even the most motherly female members of the household staff rejected and avoided her if they could, because she was the daughter of the man who had darkened all their lives, and was anyway an unappealing, mewling mite, with none of the common charms of infancy. She was in every sense a misfortuned child.

To the elder sister, who, after her brief concubinage, was sent back to her work in the kitchen, the toddler became an object of hatred. The child never ventured into the kitchen, but haunted those rooms that were occupied by those few female servants who were single women. Here, the woman came across the infant repeatedly, and loathed it, not least because it had its father’s chilling pale blue eyes and sharp, thin nose, rather than her sister’s finer features. And it cut her to the quick to think that she was herself related to the solitary, unwanted, ugly child, a creature neglected even by its own mother, who, though she did what she could to protect her offspring, would not risk earning the displeasure of De Quintz by being seen to care for it more than him.

Yet the woman, though she was the poor child’s aunt, did not fully understand the girl’s position in the house. The Knight had refused to recognize the paternity of any of the other couple of dozen or more children he had sired on various women of the Hall and the district surrounding it, but, by tolerating the birth of her sister’s baby in his quarters, he had demonstrated, or so she thought, that he had been proud to father the wretched infant, and that he must therefore, in some sense, love it. Perhaps, she assumed, he cared for the toddler because of its strong resemblance to himself, though this could only have been, of course, a post-natal consideration. However, she was sure he did love, or at least feel some strong attachment to, the child.

But she was quite wrong. He had let his mistress keep her baby because it had amused him to do so. Since that time, he had quickly grown tired of the child, and would soon discard its mother. That was the pattern of his life; he kept no one near him long. He was set in his ways, and had been for a very long time. The occupants of the Hall, with the possible exception of Sir George himself, would have been surprised, and even alarmed, to know for just how long.

The woman working in the kitchen was talking to herself about the child. Her thoughts were chaotic. Panic lurked behind them, and, behind the panic, horror; horror at what she had become and done.

“It was fate that threw her in my path,” the woman whined. Her tone was of one trying to justify herself to an invisible accuser. “Her fate or mine? I couldn’t say. But there she was, in front of me at a moment when my hatred was hottest. The Knight returned starving, and me, of all, they ask to warm his meat! Be pleased to I said; I’ll make him a meal to fill his belly to bursting, as he’s filled mine, over and again.” She pushed the remains of the carcass away across the table, and gazed down at the steaming heap of sliced meat in front of her. “I smiled when I saw the pitiful, foolish child, so lost and alone, and she misread my smile and thought I would be her friend. She dragged her wretched doll towards me and caught hold of my dress and wouldn’t let go. I tried to make her, but she would not. Well, I had work to do, so we came, the three of us, down here; me hauling her and she the doll, in a train.” She tugged at her hair and held it bunched tight in both sticky hands behind her neck, moaned, then continued: “The ovens were so hot, and I was tired from the day’s work. Perhaps I fell in a swoon, or perhaps I slept, and acted in my sleep; I’ve no recollection of what passed.” She released her hair, stretched up, and seemed to draw in strength and resolution with her breath. She shook her head, and said in a louder, firmer voice, “Well; no matter! It’s done. Well and truly done.”

She lifted the salver bearing the meat, carried it to the door, and woke two of the boys who lay curled up asleep next to the doomed animals in the passage beyond. They took the flesh, and dishes of vegetables she had also prepared, to the dining hall where the Knight and his companions, now hungrier than ever, were waiting. As she watched them go the woman said, “Well, here we are now, Sir De Quintz; your meat is ready. Your little goose is well and truly cooked, so eat your fill.”

She ambled back into the kitchen and dragged an ancient wooden cupboard used to store food close to where she had been working. She pushed the cupboard over on its back, opened its slim door wide, and tipped the remains of the carcass she had been carving into it. She stuffed some tiny scraps of clothing in among the bones, and finally, with a flourish, flung a doll on top of all.

She shut the cupboard and hid it deep in a hole in the wall, that was due to be filled in by the builders first thing in the morning. Then she went to her room to rest.

In the early afternoon of the following day De Quintz’s mistress began to fear that her child was lost. Every man and woman in Haddon Hall was set to search for her, but no one found her. She had last been seen wandering along a passage on the ground floor very late the previous evening. Whatever accident could have befallen her, or where she could have gone, remained a mystery. She’d vanished.

It was, people said, as if she had been swallowed up by the night!
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Dolls.


Possibly such figures were given to female children as talismans or charms, a symbolization of what was hoped for when they grew up; and possibly, a child’s nature being what it is, talisman or charm was converted into a well-loved plaything.

– Geoffrey Grigson, The Book of Things



“Can you get down right away, Mrs Cooper? The lads have turned up something interesting. Some kind of box, I think, stashed away in the wall.”

Myra perched on the edge of her desk and wondered at the foreman’s vagueness. Part of his head was always in the clouds, but the men were pleased to work for him, and he got things done.

“Which lads, and where, Ron?”

“Sorry. The team in the kitchen, working on the outer wall.”

“The sixteenth century alterations?”

“Right. Part of the wall’s collapsed.

“Is anyone hurt?”

“Just a bit shook up. And excited. They think they may have found treasure.”

Myra smiled into the phone and said, “Keep an eye on them until I get there, Ron. Don’t let them touch anything.”

“I’m calling from home, Mrs Cooper. They phoned me here. It’s my day off.”

“I’d forgotten. I’d better get down right away. I’ll call you later.”

She slid off the desk, grabbed her bag and folder of architectural drawings, and almost ran out of her temporary office down to the Great Hall beyond. There were coach loads of children all over Haddon Hall that day. The rooms and corridors were full of them. Twenty or more were standing close-packed outside her door. They were listening to their teacher, a tall woman with a face like a startled El Greco saint, who was jollying-up history for them at the top of her voice with an enthusiasm close to hysteria. She saw Myra and made way for her through the class with a grand gesture, like God parting the Red Sea for Moses, without interrupting her discourse. Entering the Great Hall Myra stepped out into an even more complex disorder of infants who were streaming towards her. Wading in against this powerful current, she was almost turned about by a group of older girls who came at her in a bunch at the door, just as she tried to exit through it. She involuntarily glanced behind her as she was spun half backwards, and saw, at the far end of the Hall, someone who appeared to be in the same predicament as herself. A man, stooping with age, or perhaps in a short-sighted effort to focus on the children milling around him, was also trying to reach the door. His movements were wild and clumsy, violent even, and Myra though she heard yelps of protest, or perhaps pain, from some of the children nearest to him, but the Great Hall was full of shrill chatter and raised voices calling to distant friends, so she could not be sure. Anyway, there were plenty of teachers about, keeping watch over their flocks, so she was certain no harm could come to any of the assembled young people. But, as she turned away, the man seemed to raise a fist, and he looked up towards her for a second. She glimpsed thin red lips drawn back from clenched teeth and two blank, duck-egg-blue eyes set in a grey face mottled with purple stripes, like war paint. The man stuck his chin out then, and blinked and stared at her. He jerked his whole body forward, as though suddenly even more anxious to make progress, and brought his fist down hard. A child screamed as the log-jam of bodies in front of Myra broke and the pressure of people behind her pushed her sideways through the door like a cork out of a bottle.

Finding herself on the corridor, and comparatively free to move, she hurried towards her destination, feeling somewhat distressed by what she had seen in the Great Hall. Surely the man himself could not have been a teacher attempting to impose discipline over his charges? He looked much too old and, well, downright uncouth, to be active in the profession, and, anyway, such aggressive methods of correction had been outlawed years ago! She shook her head to dismiss the incident from her mind, but remained uneasy. The close proximity of so many children had in itself unnerved her. Since the death of her daughter and husband in an accident two years earlier, the company of children oppressed her, and she avoided them when she could. It was a relief when she reached the barriers around the area of the kitchens, where the renovation work was taking place. The waist-high strips of yellow tape were there to keep children, and the public in general, out. She felt more secure with the barriers behind her, and more confident. She was on her own ground.

In the kitchen there were perhaps a dozen men clustered round the area where part of the wall had collapsed. Just three should have been at work on the job. Rumour had spread quickly, and labourers had come from the other sites to see the “treasure”. The sight of them standing idly about slightly annoyed Myra, because parts of her project were already behind schedule, but she decided to let them stay while she solved the mystery of what had been discovered. Perhaps they would learn how to deal with any future “finds” they might make. She was concerned that they might do damage from ignorance or excessive enthusiasm. Keen as they were, and glad of the work, they were mostly recruits from the local building trade, used to the methods and materials employed by the likes of Wimpey, and inexperienced in the delicate work of what amounted to archaeological reconstruction. She felt she needed to keep a constant eye on them.

She stepped between the men, peered into the darkness of the recently formed cavity, and was relieved to see that very little damage had been done. A small section of the lower wall had fallen back, and could easily be rebuilt. There was no indication of any major structural fault.

“Can you see it, Mrs Cooper?” one of the men whispered. “It’s dark in there.” There was a note of awe in his voice.

The top half of some kind of wooden case was visible, jutting out above the fallen stonework. Myra nodded, took a camera from her bag of tools and instruments, and took three flash photographs of the dusty box from different angles. The men smiled as they watched her at work. They had never met anyone quite like this brisk yet solemn, detached, work-obsessed woman, who seemed quite unaware that she was attractive. She said, “Can someone clear away the rubble carefully, please?” and stood back to watch while the work was done. Nobody spoke at all. There was a hushed, churchy feeling of reverence in the air as the relic was revealed. At last, when the front and sides of the box were free of the fallen stonework, the man closest to it turned to Myra and raised an eyebrow.

“Shall I lift it out?”

“Is it heavy?” Myra asked cautiously.

The man bent down, placed his hand on top of the box, and rocked it slightly.

“No, not really.” He looked disappointed.

Myra nodded. “Very well then.”

The box tipped up suddenly as the man tugged at it, and he almost lost his balance. To try to steady himself he stepped back upon a loose rock from the wall and twisted his ankle. He yelped with pain and fell back, hauling the box on top of him. Beyond, inside the wall, something fell away, and a few more stones tumbled into the vacated space. Myra felt a flare of anger at the man’s clumsiness that she hastily dampened down because she thought he might be hurt. But he seemed uninjured. He helped two of the others to lift the box off his legs, stood up awkwardly, and smiled in pained apology at Myra. An elderly, tubby man she knew as Greg inspected the box and said, “The bottom’s fallen out of it,” and placed the object on its back. “What d’you think Mrs Cooper?” he added, and sneezed from the dust in the air, “is it anything special?”

Myra hunkered down next to the find. “It’s a ‘dole’ cupboard. Late medieval, probably,” she said. “They were used to store food so the dogs couldn’t get at it.”

“They kept dogs in the kitchens?” Greg said, sounding oddly prim.

“To catch rats, and other things,” Myra explained, and went over to where the cupboard had been discovered. She didn’t need to refer to the plans of the walls and floors, that she knew by heart anyway, to deduce what had caused the masonry to fall. An ancient drain ran out of the kitchen at that point, to flush waste into the river Wye, which ran along outside the Hall a short distance from the wall. It must have collapsed. She took a pocket torch from her bag, directed its spindle thin beam into the vacant space, and saw that her surmise had been correct. There was a black hole in the floor, about eighteen inches across, where the box had been standing. Its base must have been rotten and had fallen away. Perhaps it had been damp at some time. Whatever it had contained, if anything, had vanished down the drain.

The men, looking slightly sheepish, were standing round the excavated box. Myra joined them, and crouched down next to it again.

It was coated in umber dust, and tendrils of what looked like petrified fern or fungus, like thin, grey, bony fingers, clutched at the blackened wood over most of its outer surface. It was about four feet tall, three wide, and one deep, and of very basic design. It had a door in the middle with two dissimilar, quaintly carved holes at top and bottom. The door was flanked by panels on either side that also had small holes, about six inches square, with crudely cut, curlicued edges. The door was held shut by a simple, revolving peg. The cupboard, lying as it was on its back, looked like a coffin for a flattened out dwarf; a coffin with windows. It was palpably sinister. It looked as shut up and empty as a dead man’s face. Myra decided to open it. She reached out to grasp the peg that locked it.

“Might keep out dogs, but it wouldn’t keep out the rats,” said Greg, who was squatting next to her. To illustrate his point, he put the tip of his finger into one of the holes in the door, and moved it around inside the cupboard.

And suddenly snatched it back with a curse. He jumped to his feet.

“Bloody thing!”

Myra paused with her hand on the peg. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s something in there.” Greg was staring at a bead of blood that was swelling out from the side of his fingernail.

“You’ve cut yourself,” Myra observed, unnecessarily.

“It was more like – it felt like something bit me,” Greg insisted.

“Perhaps you were right about the rats,” someone said, and a couple of the men laughed uneasily.

Greg smudged the blood off his finger onto his overall. He looked embarrassed. He smirked at Myra and shook his head. “It’s nothing,” he said. “Just a bit of a shock. I’m sorry.” He prodded the cupboard with his foot. “Open it up. Let’s have a look inside.”

The peg had warped and tightened, and did not give way easily under the pressure of Myra’s thumb. When at last it turned, she reached under the bottom edge of the door and lifted it wide open. A cloud of thick, seething dust surged up and out. It swirled up surprisingly high, hung for a moment, spinning indecisively in the air, then drifted swiftly towards Myra as though reaching out for her, or caught in some quirky breeze. She was about to move back, to avoid inhaling the dust, when it suddenly dropped, as though whatever current in the air had moved it had abruptly died. The front edge of the cloud settled out, reached as far as her bent knees, and drifted onto her white skirt. At the same moment, she experienced a tiny, tactile sensation, as though something more heavy than dust had actually touched her leg. She stretched her hand to brush off her skirt with her fingers, but thought better of it. She didn’t want to risk rubbing the ancient, grimy powder into the fabric of one of her most expensive articles of clothing.

“Did you see that?” asked one of the men. “That was very strange.”

“I did,” said another.

Myra said, “What do you mean?”

Greg answered. “Well, Mrs Cooper, for a moment then – in the dust – I seemed to see . . .”

“Yes?”

“. . . a sort of shape. A little shape.”

“I saw it too,” said a grumpy voice with an aggressively rational, crushing tone. “It was just the way the light was shining at an angle through where the dust was thickest. It was nothing.”

No one seemed to want to argue with this, or comment any further on their own observations. Myra shifted her weight forwards and peered down into the ugly little food safe in front of her. It contained a single object that must have been jammed behind one of the doors, because it now lay flat against the back of the cupboard. It took her a few moments to guess that it was perhaps some kind of doll. She reached in and carefully lifted it out. The head, body, and upper arms and legs had been unskilfully fashioned from a single piece of wood. Sections of the lower arms and legs hung loosely down, connected at the elbows and knees with black, shrivelled strips of something, probably leather. The features of the face were two deep holes, that had perhaps been burned in with a red hot nail, for eyes, a triangular cut for a nose, and two rows of shallow indentations, probably also inflicted with the point of a nail, for a mouth. The mouth curved up slightly in a grin. It had once been dressed, as shreds of faded cloth clung to it in places, but it was naked enough now to reveal its sex. A v-shape had been cut under the belly at the top of its legs. The doll measured about eighteen inches from head to foot. Its surface had not been smoothed, and the chisel marks looked like wounds. Nevertheless, there was nothing sharp protruding from it that could have cut Greg’s finger, and she could see no nails jutting out inside the cupboard.

As she studied the doll, she had a sense that she was also being observed, and not just by the men close to her. She looked round and saw, standing at the door through which she had entered the kitchen, a stooping, leering man. He was making some half-completed gesture she did not understand. He held his left hand, with a finger crooked, in front of his face, as though summoning someone to him. The instant their eyes met, the hand moved towards her and the finger straightened. When the arm was full extended, he was pointing straight at her. He remained like that for a moment, while his expression changed to one of aching, greedy lechery. Myra saw that the marks, the stripes upon his face, were ancient scars. She jumped to her feet, appalled and intimidated by the gross implications of his look.

“That man,” she said, grabbing Greg’s arm to turn him towards the door, “he shouldn’t be here. Who is he?”

Greg said, “I’ve no idea . . .” as the man slid backwards and away, out of sight down the corridor.

“Go after him please. Ask him his name, and what he’s doing here.”

Greg nodded assent, and stumbled off. Myra found she was shaking. She would have been outraged by the mere fact that the intruder was there, at her place of work, on her ground. But the sexual threat expressed on the man’s face had been so intense! She was sure he had been the person she had seen earlier, among the children in the Great Hall. Then, he had appeared to be acting violently, and for no reason she could discern. She wondered, for the first time, if he had been pursuing her. If so, why? And she wondered not just who, but what he was. He had looked, somehow, more or less than human, and so out of place, so alien. This impression was created not merely by his grotesque, mangled face and warped posture. It was something intrinsic to him. Something unknowable; something impenetrable.

She was so shaken, she decide she needed to return to her office to recover. She instructed the men working in the kitchen to remove all the fallen masonry, and fled. She bumped into Greg, returning. He too looked flustered. His face was crimson, engorged with blood.

Myra said, “Did you catch that – person?”

“I couldn’t get to him.” Greg was anxious; fearful even. “I ran after him, and he was just walking along as if he were out for a stroll, but I kept falling behind. Somehow, he – he kept a distance between us.” He rubbed the finger he had pricked against his overall, as though it itched intolerably. He was gasping for breath. “My heart,” he said, in explanation of his condition. “I have to be careful.”

“Go home,” Myra said. “You’re ill. Take the rest of the day off.”

She made her way swiftly through the now somewhat thinner crowds of children to her office. She sat for some minutes, composing herself, then remembered the dust that had fallen on her favourite skirt. She was surprised to see that some of it was still there. There were two marks, each of six separate dabs, spread like the palms and fingers of little hands, just above her knees. She moistened her thumb and dabbed one of the stains experimentally, to no effect. The marks seemed indelible. She thought crossly that one of the children in the crowd she had forced her way through when she had set out must have grabbed her skirt and left sticky finger marks that the dust had adhered to. She took off the skirt, put it to soak in the washroom sink, and changed into the jeans she normally wore when on-site, but had forgotten to put on earlier, in her hurry.

Back at her desk, she discovered the nasty little doll resting on her computer keyboard. She must have brought it with her, and put it there herself, but had no recollection of doing so. She picked it up and took it to the window to give it a closer scrutiny. She turned it face down for the first time and saw marks of some kind scratched into its back. An ornate design or numbers, perhaps? Or, more likely, letters? If so, they were unreadable. She put a sheet of paper over the doll’s back and carefully made an experimental rubbing with a soft pencil. As she finished this operation, the phone rang. She thrust the doll into a drawer in her desk and picked up the receiver. It was Ron, her foreman, calling from home. He wanted to know what had been found.

“Something and nothing,” Myra said. As she explained to Ron that the damage in the kitchen was slight, and what had been found in the wall was of interest but no great value, she twirled slowly round in her revolving chair and surveyed her office to make sure she was alone. She thought she heard some slight movement somewhere quite close to her and other soft sounds; whimpering whinings, like an animal in pain, or a child pleading. She wondered if one of the young visitors to the Hall had somehow followed her in. But the room seemed empty, apart, of course, from herself. Once, behind her, something scampered a few paces across the floor, or so it seemed. She turned quickly towards the source of the sound and saw – well – something and nothing. A blur, perhaps, that vanished in an instant. I’m tired, she thought, and under a lot of strain. My mind is playing tricks.

She spent the rest of the afternoon working on a drawing for the next stage of the renovations of the Hall. She found it hard to concentrate, because the feeling that she was not alone persisted. In the end, to divert herself, she looked through some of old reports and documents from the sixteenth century her researcher had provided to give her background information about the period. It was mostly irrelevant. She read of an insurrection in a local village when the crops failed and the people faced starvation, of a fire that had threatened to burn down the Hall, but that had been put out by a “myrical”, and of a legendary warlock who had retired to the Hall as part of a bargain struck between the Devil, himself, and Sir George, Master of the Hall when the latter man was young and foolish. The warlock, who was also a knight, was a “master of Divination and All Subtle Sorcery” who had made the Hall an “eville dwelling playce” by his presence. Evidently he was “a hayter of all womankinde and treated them right cruwly. As an example of his ill nature in this respect, the instance was given of his treatment of a young woman who had been his mistress. He “caused her to be haunted by the Gowst of his dead daughter, to the end of her days, though people said she was a poore, mad, innocent creature, who had done him no wrong, though he her much.” Why he had taken this drastic step was not made clear. Myra soon grew tired of the nonsensical story, and put the papers away.

And still felt she was not alone. She resisted the urge to look around, but became more and more uneasy as the day drew to a close, because she was worried that she could be breaking down when her work was at a crucial stage. The success of the project meant everything to her. It would be the making of her career.

She slept in the Hall during the week, in a tiny room annexed to her office. In bed, she found she could not sleep because her delusions, if that was what they were, continued to manifest themselves, and that in itself engendered deeper anxieties. In the end she took one of the sleeping pills she had been given when her family had been killed, and she dreamed all night of that event. Her daughter, then almost four, had pestered her husband for ice cream for hours one hot summer evening, and, in the end, he had given in to her. He took her with him in the car. On the return journey, they had been hit by a joyrider. When Myra got to the hospital, they were both dead. To her horror, in her own mind, Myra blamed her daughter. If only the child had not insisted that her father, tired from a long day at work, had to take her, there and then! Myra felt guilty about blaming the child, and that guilt provided substance for her nightmares.

When she woke up she remained face down on her pillow for some time without moving, because she was immediately aware that someone was holding her hand. Her left hand, which was resting on the side of the bed above the quilt. It was a small hand that held hers. It clutched her fingers tight. It was cold and sticky and damp. When, at last, she slowly turned her head, and looked down along the length of her arm, there was no one there. The sensation that her hand was was in someone’s grasp weakened and vanished. She looked at her fingers and saw that were indeed moist. Then she realized she was soaked in sweat.

As a rule, after showering, she was used to making her own breakfast of coffee and muesli, but that morning she found she couldn’t eat. Instead she went straight through to her office, determined to lose herself in work. When she reached her desk, she found the drawer she had stuffed the wooden doll into on the previous day was open wide. Except for some papers and a calculator, it was empty. She went to the main door of her office and tried to open it, but it was locked, as it should have been. No one could have got in from outside, and taken the wretched little toy.

She spent ten minutes looking frantically for the doll, but found nothing except the piece of paper she’d used to make a rubbing of the marks she had found on the thing’s back. She studied it for the first time. There was writing there, crudely etched, but she found it surprisingly easy to read. There were two lines of words:

Thow I comme and go
She remanes with you.

So the doll was some kind of keepsake, she guessed. A gift from someone who had gone away, or was in the habit of doing so. A compensation for their absence. It seemed a rather pleasant sentiment, or so Myra thought at first. Later, when she’d given the words more consideration, and spoken them aloud to herself a number of times, it seemed to her that perhaps there was almost an element of threat in them; they took on a rather uncompromising tone, especially those in the second line . . .

Most days she did a tour of inspection of the various sites of work in the Hall, to make sure all was going well. She decided to stick to her routine, but it proved to be very hard for her. She had the feeling, everywhere she went, that someone was walking with her, someone who found it difficult to go at her pace, who kept falling behind, but who caught up with her whenever she stopped for more than a few minutes. She found it hard to maintain her usual friendly relationships with the men, and in conversations with them she dried up twice, and totally lost the thread of what she was saying. They were polite, as they always were; there was something about her, a confident professionalism, that had earned their respect right from the start, but she noticed one or two of them reacted to her in an unusual way. They seemed to avoid her gaze, and looked around and behind her while she spoke, and she found their inattentiveness most disconcerting. She was glad when she was able to return to her office, but she wasn’t any happier when she got there, because she wasn’t alone. She wasn’t alone all day.

In the evening, when it was cooler, she walked out along the South Front of the Hall, sat on a bench in the empty Fountain Terrace where she could watch the water playing, and tried to come to terms with the panic growing inside her. She reasoned that, though she was subject to delusions, she was still able to function, and do her job. If she sought help, from a psychiatrist say, they would be sure to tell her to stop work, to rest, and that would be calamitous. She couldn’t bear to even contemplate the prospect of giving in and giving up. No; she decided to tough it out, to take it easy as much as she could, and hope that her – neurosis, whatever it was, would go away. She closed her eyes and tried to relax in the beautiful, peaceful, already night-scented gardens.

But she was not alone.

The sound that came to her from a little way along the empty bench beside her was strange, but familiar. It reminded her of something, but, at first, she couldn’t remember what. It was a soft, wet, slobbering noise, accompanied by a gentle nasal grunting; a sound, all told, of quiet contentment, though it made her flesh creep. What is it? she thought; I know I know, I’ve heard it before hundreds of times. She was determined to calm her fears by concentrating on unlocking her memory.

She recalled a time, before she was widowed, when, after they had both had their evening meal, she would sit with her daughter and watch teatime children’s programmes on TV. Clara would sit beside her, or on her lap, very still and almost silent, hypnotized by the cartoons and puppets frolicking in front of her. The only sound, a tiny sound, that came from her was exactly the sound that Myra was hearing now, the susurrations of a comfortable, slightly drowsy child on the edge of sleep, sucking its thumb.

Something invisible was sitting next to Myra on the bench and sucking its thumb.

And Myra was afraid it might be her daughter.

“She remanes with you.”

Myra cried out, got up, and ran to her rooms. That night she took two pills.

*   *   *

For the rest of the week, Myra was never alone, but, in spite of that, she managed to make a show of continuing with her work.

But on the fourth day, a Friday, Ron called on Myra in her office. He said he wanted to speak to her urgently. He looked as though the last thing he really wanted to do was speak to her, but she told him to sit down. They were both very obviously nervous. Myra’s face was pale and drawn with worry, and Ron’s was red with embarrassment. Nevertheless, he got right down to business.

“The men have asked me to speak to you, Mrs Cooper. There’s been a lot of complaints, I’m afraid, about you, you see, about the way you’re carrying on, and we need to clear things up.”

Myra nodded. She was not surprised. The men’s attitude towards her had turned right around in the last two or three days, and she felt they almost hated her now.

“What – what am I doing wrong?” she asked.

“It’s more what you’re not doing,” Ron said, almost angrily, then shut up.

Myra urged him to continue with a look.

“All right; it’s like this; the boys don’t like the way you’re treating that child.”

“Child! What child?” Myra said, and she could hear fear in her voice.

“The little one, the toddler that goes about with you, the funny-looking little blonde girl.”

“Blonde?” Myra’s daughter’s hair had been dark, like her father’s. In spite of everything, she felt some slight relief.

Ron pressed on, determined now to say his piece. “You just ignore it, Mrs Cooper, and the men can’t understand you. The kid’s skinny as hell, it’s always crying, but it won’t take food from them, or let them so much as touch it to comfort it, and cries worse if they try to. It hangs around your feet all the time, and you never so much as look at it or speak to it. To tell you the truth, some of the men are for calling in the police, or social services, to get something done for the poor mite.”

“Yes, they could try that,” Myra said.

“Now come on, Mrs Cooper,” Ron said impatiently, “I’m trying to be reasonable, to get things sorted out. That’s what we’ve got to do . . .” and he went on and on and on, but Myra had stopped listening to him. She nodded from time to time, when he seemed to want her to, and managed to appear attentive, but then she must have gone into some kind of trance.

When she came out of it, Ron wasn’t there. Myra got up, locked the door, and returned to her swivel seat.

She sat on for a long time, until the room grew dark. Twice someone knocked loudly on her door and called her name, but she ignored them. She was listening to the child as it toddled around her. It had its doll now, to play with. She could see the disgusting little toy moving round the floor as the child dragged it behind her. Once she threw it into the air, dropped it and left it, then came back for it later, and started talking to it. Myra couldn’t understand what the little girl was saying, she spoke too softly, and with a peculiarly harsh accent.

Finally, holding the doll in her arms, she came and rested against Myra’s legs. She could feel the weight of the child against her knee. Strangely, in the dark, Myra thought she could almost see her, or at least the shine of her pale yellow hair.

Something changed in the middle of the night. The child suddenly seemed restless, and more solid and real. Her movements, out in the pitch blackness of the office, were clumsier. She bumped into things; things fell over. Myra didn’t stir at the sound of objects falling, because she knew her life was ruined, and that nothing mattered. Nevertheless, she was pleased when the child returned to her, and put its hand upon her leg, because everything went very quiet.

Except for the sound of the little girl sucking her thumb, that was.

The hand on Myra’s leg moved caressingly, travelling up away from her knee with an easy, steady determination. Her attention abruptly fixed on the hand, all of her attention, and she began to feel that something was wrong. The hand moved on and up, quite slowly, while Myra sat absolutely still. In the almost silence she could hear her own heart beating, and it was beating very loud. She thought she knew what was coming next, and she was right, because the hand then started doing things a child’s hand would not do.

The chair Myra was sitting on was turned sideways and close to her desk. In the dark, she stretched out her right arm and fumbled for the little reading lamp she kept there. She had no trouble finding it. She pressed the switch, and in the wash of light saw the child for the first time. She was sitting on the edge of the desk. She was terribly thin, her face was covered in a rash, she was dirty, her clothes were rags, her nose was running, she was sucking her thumb – and in her other hand she held her doll. So she was not touching Myra’s leg, but someone was, and holding it painfully hard.

Myra looked down to her left at the kneeling figure stooping beside her as he turned his scarred face up to look at her.

“Though I come and go,” he croaked, “she remains with you.”

Then he reached out for Myra with his other hand.
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HE CAME AROUND the corner too fast, there was no denying that. But it wasn’t his fault, it was the way they’d laid out the road. The Mondeo’s offside wheels veered out over the double white lines and hogged a piece of the opposite lane, but he had a clear run at the bend and so that was no problem. He took it wide to avoid dropping his speed. He hated to brake. Only bad drivers braked on bends.

Bad drivers, fainthearts, and life’s born losers.

Oh, shit, was the thought that then flitted through his mind in the two-fifths of a second before disaster struck.

Because what lay beyond the bend was all wrong. There was a school on the far side of the road and a line of parked cars half-on the pavement where they shouldn’t have been. A big yellow refuse cart was coming the other way and it had swung out to pass them. There was room to squeeze by it to the left, just . . . but the way wasn’t clear.

Just beyond the dustcart, someone was crossing.

A mother and child, the girl holding the woman’s hand and pulling ahead. What happened then happened in an instant, and it both amazed and dismayed him.

He was going to hit something, that was inevitable. He was going too fast to stop and there was nowhere to swerve. The refuse cart was like a lumbering wall of glass and metal and shiny hydraulics. The girl was about seven years old. And . . .

It was already too late. There was no point in trying to make any kind of a thought-out decision because some part of him had already reacted.

He’d chosen the child.

There was a thump and a flurry as they went by, just like an empty cardboard box that he’d once struck on a windy day on the motorway. He was braking hard and he was thrown forward against his seat belt, the car sliding to a halt a good fifty or sixty yards on.

Then he dropped back into his seat as the car finally stopped.

The accident was way behind him now. He gripped the wheel, blinking. He was so out of phase that he wouldn’t have been surprised to look in the mirror and see nothing unusual, no sign of anything having happened at all. As if it had all been one of those little flash effects one saw in movies, a few frames of nightmare and then back to normal. Like God saying, Boo! and then you look and nothing’s changed.

But when he did raise his eyes to the mirror, he could see that the child was lying in the road like a dropped sack and the woman was crouching over it, shouting. He could hear her, now. He turned in the seat for a better look back. People were running to them. The men from the dustcart, in those shiny yellow jackets. More women, from the direction of the school.

All converging. All so far behind him. For a long moment he sat there, knowing that he had to get out of the car and that he would have to go back and confront what he’d done.

Everyone was concerned for the child. Any moment now, some of them would raise their heads and transfer their attention to him.

He floored the accelerator, and took off.

He didn’t breathe until he was around the next corner and out of their sight. Some of their faces were like little painted dabs of outrage in his rearview mirror. It took only seconds, but those seconds seemed like an hour. He knew that he should have gone back, but what could he have done? The child was already getting help. He couldn’t change anything now. He’d get abuse, he’d get blame, no one would want to hear him explain . . .

And it hadn’t even been his fault.

He drove like a robot, hardly aware of the moves that his body was making. His mind was racing hard on a track of its own. The traffic was thinning out at the tail-end of the rush hour; it was almost nine and most people had made it to where they were going by now. Just the flexitime crowd and the late-spurters. Late for the shop or the office.

Late for school.

At least the ambulance wouldn’t have to fight its way through.

Damn that kid. Damn her! And her mother too! What the fuck did they think they were doing?

His rage was sudden and real. Half of those cars had been parked on double yellow lines and a couple of them had been left on the zigzags where even the Pope couldn’t stop if he’d wanted to. It was as if women dropping off their kids thought that rules didn’t apply to them. They parked like shit, they pulled out without looking, they’d even stop in the middle of the road and walk their darlings to the pavement if there were no spaces left. They put the hazard lights on and seemed to think that was some kind of a charm. It’s only for a minute, they’d almost certainly say. But how long did it take? They’d as good as condemned that kid.

It was their fault. They deserved the real blame.

Not him.

He’d gone past the building where he worked before he’d realized it. He drove on anyway. He couldn’t face the idea of going in now. He’d call in later with some excuse, but for now he had to think.

Had anyone taken his number? Or a description of him or the car? He hadn’t been aware of it, but there was no way to be sure. Apprehension sat in him like a sickness. As he joined the traffic on the ring road he began to wonder if the car might be carrying any telltale marks. He tried to raise himself in his seat to peer at the wing, but the angle was impossible. There were no shop windows on the ring road, which mostly went through industrial land. So no chance of catching a reflection there.

He could always stop and check, of course. But that would mean getting out of the car.

He needed some time to think, and he felt more at home behind the wheel than anywhere. He was a good driver, one of the best. There were five accidents on his insurance record but not one of them had been down to him; idiots pulling out ahead of him, most of them, or taking too long to manoeuvre or moving too slow.

Like that dustcart. Chugging along like an ocean liner down the middle of the road, guaranteed death if he were to hit it head-on at the speed he’d been going. It wasn’t as if he’d consciously decided to hit the child. Some reflex had been responsible for that, some uncluttered animal circuit in the brain that saw certain mortality and acted for survival. No questions, no considerations. You couldn’t plough into a truck like that and live; whereas with a seven-year-old, you could.

It was basic human programming. Automatic, and beyond conscious reason. Surely anyone would have done the same.

He watched for police cars. If they had his number, they’d certainly be watching for him. But the chances were that they didn’t. People didn’t think that fast in a crisis. He had to stay cool and he hadn’t to panic. It was sad – no, it was worse than sad, it was lousy – but it wasn’t as if he’d knowingly opted to do harm. Harm had simply chosen him as its messenger that day. It could have been almost anyone. That didn’t make him a bad person.

Just unlucky.

He knew the woman’s type. Middle-class parents. He saw ones like her every morning, hanging around and chatting on the pavement outside the school gates. Dressed up, made up, nowhere useful to go until pick-up time but, God, couldn’t they complain about how busy they were. When it came to whining, they were experts.

So even with all that screaming, it was entirely possible that the child hadn’t actually been hurt.

The bump had been nothing and he’d all but brushed by. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became. The image of the small body sprawled on the tarmac would be a hard one to get out of his mind, but things like that always looked worse than they actually were. If he’d hit the kid, really hit her, then she’d surely have been thrown somewhere further along the road.

A tiny pocket of chilled sweat had collected under his waistband at the small of his back. He arched slightly in his seat, and shivered as he felt it run.

The ring road was curving through the edge-of-town industrial estates and bringing him back in a full circle toward the area of his home. He was about ten minutes away from it and he could think of nowhere else to go. Once there, he could phone work and say that he was unwell. He could pretend he hadn’t even left the house yet.

No one would ever know.

But when he was making the turn into the road where he lived, he saw that there was a police car across the end of his driveway. Its lights were on and its engine was running. He quickly cancelled the indicator and went on past the junction. He wasn’t sure whether he’d seen anyone in the car. If they’d gone around the side of the house, they wouldn’t have been able to see him at all.

What was he going to do?

What was he going to do?

For a few desperate seconds he actually tried to make some other kind of sense of the situation, but that wouldn’t work. They had his number, and he was sunk. He’d left the scene of the accident. They had a name for that; hit and run. It wouldn’t matter that he could explain, that there was a perfectly rational sequence to what had happened; hit and run would stick, and the truth would go unheard.

He’d been driving like an old woman since it had happened. He’d just gone along with the flow and hadn’t overtaken a single car in the past twenty minutes. He checked his mirror and saw that the police car was emerging from his road, blue lights flashing but with no siren. So they’d seen him, then. He changed down the gears and tried to get ahead of the car in front, and that was when the siren started up.

This was all wrong. This wasn’t the day that he’d set out to have. The car in front was a white Fiat and it shifted out of the way when he blasted on his horn. He was desperately trying to think of some way that he could turn it all around and make it come right, but everything was moving too fast. He shot through the space that the Fiat had made, and crossed traffic lights on amber. The police car came through on red a few seconds later, slowing for safety as the cross-traffic braked and gave way, but already he’d doubled his lead. He floored it, he sped. Within the minute he was back on the ring road and the police car was a distant howl. Still behind him and still chasing, but losing ground in the traffic rather than gaining it. Some tangle must have held it back for a few seconds for him to get so far in front. He didn’t know what, and he wasn’t inclined to hang around and look.

He had to get away from all this. He had to buy some time to think.

He cracked open the window an inch or so, just enough to be able to listen out for his pursuers and judge how far they were behind him. At first all that he could hear was the roar of the wind, but then the sounds began to separate out. It was as if the siren had an echo, but then he realized; there were at least two of them now, two wolves on his trail, both howling as they picked up the scent.

And then a third, a different kind of two-tone altogether. One of the blue vans, perhaps, or something bigger. The van they were going to throw him in. Word was going out on the radio, and they were converging in pursuit. The howling of the sirens would then give way to the howling of a mob and once that began he could never, ever hope to be heard above it.

The road was dropping into an underpass, traffic noise turning to thunder. The articulated lorry ahead of him began to pull out, and he got close up behind and pulled out after.

Much of the traffic here was made up of trucks and vans, big freight and delivery wagons. They lumbered along and it took one hell of a surge in acceleration to pass them sometimes; you were out there and exposed for what seemed like forever, a real test of the best. Getting in behind a lorry and using it for cover felt almost like a wimp’s way out, but right now he was desperate. He checked his mirror, and saw the blue van. It was some way back, still, but must have joined the chase from somewhere close. Its twin blue lights were like captured stars, and they were reflected over the cars in a sea of metal.

The underpass was open to one side, daylight coming in through an endless temple of concrete columns. Slowly, achingly, the lorry ahead of him drew past the long flatbed vehicle in the inside lane. He was right up against its tail and hanging on close. The flatbed carried roadbuilding machinery and could probably go no faster; the roar of engines in the enclosed space made his chest vibrate. As the back end of the overtaking lorry moved ahead of the flatbed’s cab, the flatbed driver flashed his lights and the lorry signalled to swing back in.

The way ahead would be left clear, and he could floor it and go through.

He’d better. Because the two big lorries were nose-to-tail in the inside lane now, and there would be no space for him to get back in.

Elementary mistake.

The articulated’s driver had judged it perfectly. He’d seen the oncoming Volvo truck some way ahead, he’d worked out that he had exactly enough time to make his manoeuvre and get back in, and he’d carried it out with neatness and precision. The trucker’s calculations hadn’t included a Mondeo tagging along behind. Why should they? Controlling one of those big lumbering dinosaurs was enough of a job on its own.

He’d been left out in the wrong lane, heading the wrong way, racing head-to-head with a vehicle ten times his size. The Volvo truck was blasting its horn, flashing its lights. Warning him to get out of the way.

But how could he do that? He gripped the wheel harder, willing something to happen.

He couldn’t drop back, there wasn’t time. He couldn’t return to his lane, there wasn’t a space. If he tried to swing wide, he’d hit the pillars.

And the truck driver’s options were exactly the same as his own.

In the two-fifths of a second before disaster struck, he knew exactly what had to be going through the truck driver’s mind. Knew it probably better than the driver did himself.

When it came down to it, the man’s options were limited. Swerve into the other trucks, and die. Swerve into the concrete pillars, and die. The choice he had to make was really no choice at all.

Whether he knew it or not, he’d reacted already.

He’d chosen the car.
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EARLY LAST SEPTEMBER I discovered among the exhibits in a local art gallery a sort of performance piece in the form of an audiotape. This, I later learned, was the first of a series of tape-recorded dream monologues by an unknown artist. The following is a brief and highly typical excerpt from the opening section of this work. I recall that after a few seconds of hissing tape noise, the voice began speaking: “There was far more to deal with in the bungalow house than simply an infestation of vermin,” it said, “although that too had its questionable aspects.” Then the voice went on: “I could see only a few of the bodies where the moonlight shone through the open blinds of the living room windows and fell upon the carpet. Only one of the bodies seemed to be moving, and that very slowly, but there may have been more that were not yet dead. Aside from the chair in which I sat in the darkness there was very little furniture in the room, or elsewhere in the bungalow house for that matter. But a number of lamps were positioned around me, floor lamps and table lamps and even two tiny lamps on the mantel above the fireplace.”

A brief pause occurred here in the opening section of the tape-recorded dream monologue, as I remember it, after which the voice continued: “The bungalow house was built with a fireplace,’ I said to myself in the darkness, thinking how long it had been since anyone had made use of this fireplace, or anything else in the bungalow. Then my attention returned to the lamps, and I began trying each of them one by one, twisting their little grooved switches in the darkness. The moonlight fell upon the lampshades without shining through them, so I could not see that none of the lamps was equipped with a lightbulb, and each time I turned the switch of a floor lamp or a table lamp or one of the tiny lamps on the mantel, nothing changed in the dark living room of the bungalow house: the moonlight shone through the dusty blinds and revealed the bodies of insects and other vermin on the pale carpet.”

“The challenges and obstacles facing me in that bungalow house were becoming more and more oppressive,” whispered the voice on the tape. “There was something so desolate about being in that place in the dead of night, even if I did not know precisely what time it was. And to see upon the pale, threadbare carpet those verminous bodies, some of which were still barely alive; then to try each of the lamps and find that none of them was in working order – everything, it seemed, was in opposition to my efforts, everything aligned against my taking care of the problems I faced in the bungalow house. For the first time I noticed that the bodies lying for the most part in total stillness on the moonlit carpet were not like any species of vermin I had ever seen,” the voice on the tape recording said. “Some of them seemed to be deformed, their naturally revolting forms altered in ways I could not discern. I knew that I would require specialized implements for dealing with these creatures, an arsenal of advanced tools of extermination. It was the idea of poisons – the toxic solutions and vapors I would need to use in my assault upon the bungalow hordes – that caused me to become overwhelmed by the complexities of the task before me and the paucity of my resources for dealing with them.”

At this point, and many others on the tape (as I recall), the voice became nearly inaudible. “The bungalow house,” it said, “was such a bleak environment in which to make a stand: the moonlight through the dusty blinds, the bodies on the carpet, the lamps without any lightbulbs. And the incredible silence. It was not the absence of sounds that I sensed, but the stifling of innumerable sounds and even voices, the muffling of all the noises one might expect to hear in an old bungalow house in the dead of night, as well as countless other sounds and voices. The forces required to accomplish this silence filled me with awe. The infinite terror and dreariness of an infested bungalow house, I whispered to myself. A bungalow universe, I then thought without speaking aloud. Suddenly I was overcome by a feeling of euphoric hopelessness which passed through my body like a powerful drug and held all my thoughts and all my movements in a dreamy, floating suspension. In the moonlight that shone through the blinds of that bungalow house I was now as still and as silent as everything else.”

The title of the tape-recorded artwork from which I have just quoted was The Bungalow House (Plus Silence). I discovered this and other dream monologues by the same artist at Dalha D. Fine Arts, which was located in the near vicinity of the public library (main branch) where I was employed in the Language and Literature department. Sometimes I spent my lunch breaks at the gallery, even consuming my brown-bag meals on the premises. There were a few chairs and benches on the floor of the gallery, and I knew that the woman who owned the place did not discourage any kind of traffic, however lingering. Her actual livelihood was in fact not derived from the gallery itself. How could it have been? Dalha D. Fine Arts was a hole in the wall. One would think it no trouble at all to keep up the premises where there was so little floor space, just a single room that was by no mean overcrowded with artworks or art-related merchandise. But no attempt at such upkeeping seemed ever to have been made. The display window was so filmy that someone passing by could barely make out the paintings and sculptures behind it (the same ones year after year). From the street outside, this tiny front window presented the most desolate hallucination of bland colors and shapeless forms, especially on late November afternoons. Further inside the gallery, things were in a similar state – from the cruddy linoleum floor, where some cracked tiles revealed the concrete foundation, to the rather high ceiling, which occasionally sent down small chips of plaster. If every artwork and item of art-related merchandise had been cleared out of that building, no one would think that an art gallery had once occupied this space and not some enterprise of a lesser order.

But as many persons were aware, if only through second-hand sources, the woman who operated Dalha D. Fine Arts did not make her living by dealing in those artworks and related items which only the most desperate or scandalously naïve artist would allow to be put on display in that gallery. By all accounts, including my own brief lunchtime conversations with the woman, she had pursued a variety of careers in her time. She herself had worked as an artist at one point, and some of her works – messy assemblages inside old cigar boxes – were exhibited in a corner of her gallery. But evidently her art gallery business was not self-sustaining, despite minimal overheads, and she made no secret of her true means of income.

“Who wants to buy such junk?” she once explained to me, gesturing with long fingernails painted emerald green. This same color also seemed to dominate her wardrobe of long, loose garments, often featuring incredible scarves or shawls that dragged along the floor as she moved about the art gallery. She paused and with the pointed toe of one of her emerald green shoes gave a little kick at a wire wastebasket that was filled with the miniature limbs of dolls, all of them individually painted in a variety of colors. “What are people thinking when they make these things? What was I thinking with those stupid cigar boxes? But no more of that, definitely no more of that sort of thing.”

And she made no secret, beyond a certain reasonable caution, of what sort of thing now engaged her energies as a businesswoman. The telephone was always ringing at her art gallery, always upsetting the otherwise dead calm of the place with its cracked, warbling voice that called out from the back room. She would then quickly disappear behind a curtain that hung in the doorway separating the front and back sections of the art gallery. I might be eating my sandwich or a piece of fruit, and then suddenly, for the fourth or fifth time in a half-hour, the telephone would scream from the back room, eventually summoning this woman behind the curtain. But she never answered the telephone with the name of the art gallery or employed any of the stock phrases of business protocol. Not so much as a “Good afternoon, may I help you?” did I ever hear from the back room as I sat eating my midday meal in the front section of the art gallery. She always answered the telephone in the same way with the same quietly expectant tone in her voice. This is Dalha, she always said.

Before I had known her very long she even had me using her name in the most familiar way. The mere saying of this name instilled in me a sense of access to what she offered all those telephone-callers, not to mention those individuals who personally visited the art gallery to make or confirm an appointment. Whatever someone was eager to try, whatever step someone was willing to take – Dalha could arrange it. This was the true stock in trade of the art gallery, these arrangements. When I returned to the library after my lunch break, I continued to imagine Dalha back at the art gallery, racing between the front and back sections of the building, making all kinds of arrangements over the telephone, and sometimes in person.

On the day that I first noticed the new artwork entitled The Bungalow House, Dalha’s telephone was extremely vocal. While she was talking to her clients in the back section of the art gallery, I was practically left alone in the front section. Just for a thrill I went over to the wire wastebasket full of dismembered doll parts and lifted one of the painted arms (emerald green!), hiding it in the inner pocket of my sportcoat. It was then that I spotted the old audiotape recorder on a small plastic table in the corner. Beside the machine was a business card on which the title of the artwork had been hand-printed, along with the following instructions: PRESS PLAY. PLEASE REWIND AFTER LISTENING. DO NOT REMOVE TAPE. I placed the headphones over my ears and pressed the PLAY button. The voice that spoke through the headphones, which were enormous, sounded distant and was somewhat distorted by the hissing of the tape. Nevertheless, I was so intrigued by the opening passages of this dream monologue, which I have already transcribed, that I sat down on the floor next to the small plastic table on which the tape recorder was positioned and listened to the entire tape, exceeding my allotted lunchtime by over half an hour. By the time the tape had ended I was in another world – that is, the world of the infested bungalow house, with all its dreamlike crumminess and foul charms.

“Don’t forget to rewind the tape,” said Dalha, who was now standing over me, her long grey hair, like steel wool, almost brushing against my face.

I pressed the REWIND button on the tape recorder and got up from the floor. “Dalha, may I use your lavatory?” I asked. She pointed to the curtain leading to the back section of the art gallery. “Thank you,” I said.

The effect of listening to the first dream monologue was very intense for reasons I will soon explain. I wanted to be alone for a few moments in order to preserve the state of mind which the voice on the tape had induced in me, much as one might attempt to hold on to the images of a dream just after waking. However, I felt that the lavatory at the library, despite its peculiar virtues which I have appreciated over the years, would somehow undermine the sensations and mental state created by the dream monologue, rather than preserving this experience and even enhancing it, as I hoped the lavatory in the back section of Dalha’s art gallery would do.

The very reason why I spent my lunchtimes in the surroundings of Dalha’s art gallery, which were so different from those of the library, was exactly why I now wanted to use the lavatory in the back section of that art gallery and definitely not the lavatory at the library, even if I was already overdue from my lunch break. And, indeed, this lavatory had the same qualities as the rest of the art gallery, as I hoped it would. The fact that it was located in the back section of the art gallery, a region of mysteries to my mind, was significant. Just outside the door of the lavatory stood a small, cluttered desk upon which was the telephone that Dalha used in her true business of making arrangements. The telephone was centered in the weak light of a desk lamp, and I noticed, as I passed into the lavatory, that it was an unwieldy object with a straight – that is, uncoiled – cord connecting the receiver to the telephone housing, with its enormous dial. But although Dalha answered several calls during the time I was in her lavatory, these seemed to be entirely legitimate conversations having to do either with her personal life or with practical matters relating to the art gallery.

“How long are you going to be in there?” Dalha asked through the door of the lavatory. “I hope you’re not sick, because if you’re sick you’ll have to go somewhere else.”

I called out that there was nothing wrong (quite the opposite) and a moment later emerged from the lavatory. I was about to ask for details of the art performance tape I had just heard, anxious to know about the artist and what it would cost me to own the work entitled The Bungalow House, as well as any similar works that might exist. But the phone began ringing again. Dalha answered it with her customary greeting as I stood by in the back section of the art gallery, which was a dark, though relatively uncluttered, space that now put me in mind of the living room of the bungalow house that I had heard described on the tape-recorded dream monologue. The conversation in which Dalha was engaged (another non-arrangement call) seemed interminable, and I was becoming nervously aware how long past my lunch break I had stayed at the storefront art gallery.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said to Dalha, who responded with a look from her emerald eyes while continuing to speak to the other party on the telephone. And she was smiling at me, like muted laughter, I remember thinking as I passed through the curtained doorway into the front section of the art gallery. I glanced at the tape recorder standing on the plastic table but decided against taking the audio cassette back to the library (and afterward home with me). It would be there when I visited on my lunch break the following day. Hardly anyone ever bought anything out of the front section of Dalha’s art gallery.

For the rest of the day – both at the library and at my home – I thought about the bungalow house tape. Especially while riding the bus home from the library, I thought of the images and concepts described on the tape, as well as the voice that described them and the phrases it used throughout the dream monologue on the bungalow house. Much of my commute from my home to the library, and back home again, took me past numerous streets lined from end to end with desolate-looking houses, any of which might have been the inspiration for the bungalow house audiotape. I say that these streets were lined from “end to end” with such houses, even though the bus never turned down any of these streets, and I therefore never actually viewed even a single one of them from “end to end”. In fact, as I looked through the window next to my seat on the bus – on either side of the bus I always sat in the window seat, never in the aisle seat – the streets I saw appeared endless, vanishing from my sight toward an infinity of old houses, many of them derelict houses and a great many of them being dwarfish and desolate-looking houses of the bungalow type.

The tape-recorded dream monologue, as I recalled it that day while riding home on the bus and staring out the window, described several features of the infested bungalow house – the dusty window blinds through which the moonlight shone, the lamps with all their lightbulb sockets empty, the threadbare carpet, and the dead or barely living vermin that littered the carpet. The voice on the tape only presented an interior view of the bungalow house, never a view from the exterior. Conversely, the houses I gazed upon with such intensity as I rode the bus to and from the library were only seen by me from an exterior perspective, their interiors being visible solely in my imagination as I projected it into these houses. And my memory of these interiors, once I had emerged from one of my imaginative projections, was always spotty and vague, lacking the precise physical layout provided by the bungalow house audiotape. Even my recollection of the dreams I often had of these houses was spotty and vague, highly imperfect. Yet the sensations and the mental state created by my imaginative projections into and my dreams of these houses perfectly corresponded to those I experienced at Dalha’s art gallery when I listened to the tape entitled The Bungalow House. That feeling of being in a trance among the most vile and pathetic surroundings was communicated to me in the most powerful way by the voice on the tape, which described a silent and secluded world where one existed in a state of abject hypnosis. While sitting on the floor of the art gallery listening to the voice as it spoke through those enormous headphones, I had the sense not that I was simply hearing the words of that dream monologue but also that I was reading them. What I mean is that whenever I have the occasion to read words on a page, any words on any page, the voice that I hear saying these words in my head is always recognizable in some way as my own, even though the words are those of another. Perhaps it is even more accurate to say that whenever I read words on a page, the voice in my head is my own voice as it becomes merged (or lost) within the words that I am reading. Conversely, when I have the occasion to write words on a page, even a simple note or memo at the library, the voice that I hear dictating these words does not sound like my own – until, of course, I read the words back to myself, at which time everything is all right again. The bungalow house tape was the most dramatic example of this phenomenon I had ever known. Despite the poor overall quality of the recording, the distorted voice reading this dream monologue became merged (or lost) within my own perfectly clear voice in my head, even though I was listening to its words over a pair of enormous headphones and not reading the words on a page. As I rode the bus home from the library, observing street after street of houses so reminiscent of the one described on the tape-recorded dream monologue, I regretted not having acquired this artwork on the spot or at least discovered more about it from Dalha, who had been occupied with what seemed an unusual number of telephone calls that afternoon.

The following day at the library I was anxious for lunchtime to arrive so that I could get over to the art gallery and find out everything I possibly could about the bungalow house tape, as well as discuss terms for its acquisition. Entering the art gallery, I immediately looked toward the corner where the tape recorder had been set on the small plastic table the day before. For some reason I was relieved to find the exhibit still in place, as if any artwork in that gallery could possibly have come and gone in a single day.

I walked over to the exhibit with the purpose of verifying that everything I had seen (and heard) the previous day was exactly as I remembered it. I checked that the audio cassette was still inside the recording machine and picked up the little business card on which the title of the exhibit was given, along with instructions for properly operating the tape-recorded artwork. It was then that I realized that this was a different card from the first one. Printed on this card was the title of a new artwork, which was called The Derelict Factory with a Dirt Floor and Voices.

While I was very excited to find a new work by this artist, I also felt intense apprehension at the absence of the bungalow house dream monologue, which I had planned to purchase with some extra money I brought with me to the art gallery that day. Just at that moment in which I experienced the dual sensations of excitement and apprehension, Dalha emerged from behind the curtain separating the back and front sections of the art gallery. I had intended to be thoroughly blasé in negotiating the purchase of the bungalow house artwork, but Dalha caught me off-guard in a state of disorienting conflict.

“What happened to the bungalow house tape that was here yesterday?” I asked, the tension in my voice betraying desires that were all to her advantage.

“That’s gone now,” she replied in a frigid tone as she walked slowly and pointlessly about the gallery, her emerald skirt and scarves dragging along the floor.

“I don’t understand. It was an artwork exhibited on that small plastic table.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“Now, after only a single day on exhibit, it’s gone?”

“Yes, it’s gone.”

“Somebody bought it,” I said, assuming the worst.

“No,” she said, “that one was not for sale. It was a performance piece. There was a charge, but you didn’t pay.”

A sickly confusion now became added to the excitement and disappointment already mingling inside me. “There was no notice of a charge for listening to the dream monologue,” I insisted. “As far as I knew, as far as anyone could know, it was an item for sale like everything else in this place.”

“The dream monologue, as you call it, was an exclusive piece. The charge was on the back of the card on which the title was written, just as the charge is on the back of that card you are holding in your hand.”

I turned the card to the reverse side, where the words “twenty-five dollars” were written in the same hand that appeared on all the price tags around the gallery. Speaking in the tones of an outraged customer, I said to Dalha, “You wrote the price only on this card. There was nothing written on the bungalow house card.” But even as I said these words I lacked the conviction that they were true. In any case, I knew that if I wanted to hear the tape recording about the derelict factory I would have to pay what I owed, or what Dalha claimed I owed, for listening to the bungalow house tape.

“Here,” I said, removing my wallet from my back pocket, “ten, twenty, twenty-five dollars for the bungalow house, and another twenty-five for listening to the tape now in the machine.”

Dalha stepped forward, took the fifty dollars I held out to her, and in her coldest voice said, “This only covers yesterday’s tape about the bungalow house, which was clearly priced at fifty dollars. You must still pay twenty-five dollars if you wish to listen to the tape today.”

“But why should the bungalow house tape cost twenty-five dollars more than the tape about the derelict factory?”

“That is simply because this is a less ambitious work than the bungalow house.”

In fact the tape recording entitled The Derelict Factory with a Dirt Floor and Voices was of shorter duration than The Bungalow House (Plus Silence), but I found it no less wonderful in picturing the same “infinite terror and dreariness”. For approximately fifteen minutes (on my lunch break) I embraced the degraded beauty of the derelict factory – a narrow ruin that stood isolated upon a vast plain, its broken windows accepting only the most meager haze of moonlight to shine across its floor of hard-packed dirt where dead machinery lay buried in a grave of shadows and languished in the echoes of hollow, senseless voices. Yet how lucid was the voice that communicated its message to me through the medium of a tape recording. To think that another person shared my love for the icy bleakness of things. The comfort I felt at hearing that monotonal and somewhat distorted voice singing words that I knew so well – this was an experience that even then, as I sat on the floor of Dalha’s art gallery listening to the tape through enormous headphones, might have been heartbreaking. But I wanted to believe that the artist who created these dream monologues about the bungalow house and the derelict factory had not set out to break my heart or anyone’s heart. I wanted to believe that this artist had escaped the dreams and demons of all sentiment in order to explore the foul and crummy delights of a universe where everything had been reduced to three stark principles: first, that there was nowhere for you to go; second, that there was nothing for you to do; and third, that there was no one for you to know. Of course I knew that this view was an illusion like any other, but it was also one that had sustained me so long and so well – as long and as well as any other illusion and perhaps longer, perhaps better.

“Dalha,” I said when I had finished listening to the tape recording, “I want you to tell me what you know about the artist of these dream monologues. He doesn’t even sign his works.”

From across the front section of the art gallery Dalha spoke to me in a strange, somewhat flustered voice. “Well, why should you be surprised that he doesn’t sign his name to his works – that’s how artists are these days. All over the place they are signing their works only with some idiotic symbol or a piece of chewing gum or just leaving them unsigned altogether. Why should you care what his name is? Why should I?”

“Because,” I answered, “perhaps I can persuade him to allow me to buy his works instead of sitting on the floor of your art gallery and renting these performances on my lunch break.”

“So you want to cut me out entirely,” Dalha shouted back in her old voice. “I am his dealer, I tell you, and anything he has to sell you will buy through me.”

“I don’t know why you’re getting so upset,” I said, standing up from the floor. “I’m willing to give you a percentage. All I ask is that you arrange something between myself and the artist.”

Dalha sat down in a chair next to the curtained doorway separating the front and back sections of the art gallery. She pulled her emerald shawl around herself and said, “Even if I wished to arrange something I could not do it. I have no idea what his name is myself. A few nights ago he walked up to me on the street while I was waiting for a cab to take me home.”

“What does he look like?” I had to ask at that moment.

“It was late at night and I was drunk,” Dalha replied, somehow evasively it seemed to me.

“Was he a younger man, an older man?”

“An older man, yes. Not very tall, with bushy white hair like a professor of some kind. And he said that he wanted to have an artwork of his delivered to my gallery. I explained to him my usual terms as best I could, since I was so drunk. He agreed and then walked off down the street. And that’s not the best part of town to be walking around all by yourself. Well, the next day a package arrived with the tape-recording machine and so forth. There were also some instructions which explained that I should destroy each of the audio tapes before I leave the art gallery at the end of the day, and that a new tape would arrive the following day and each day thereafter. There was no return address on the packages.”

“And did you destroy the bungalow house tape?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Dalha with some exasperation, but also with insistence. “What do I care about some crazy artist’s work or how he conducts his career. Besides, he guaranteed I would make some money on the deal, and here I am already with seventy-five dollars.”

“So why not sell me this dream monologue about the derelict factory? I won’t say anything.”

Dalha was quiet for a moment, and then said, “He told me that if I didn’t destroy the tapes each day he would know about it and that he would do something. I’ve forgotten exactly what he said, I was so drunk that night.”

“But how could he know?” I asked, and in reply Dalha just stared at me in silence. “All right, all right,” I said. “But I still want you to make an arrangement. You have his money for the bungalow house tape and the tape about the derelict factory. If he’s any kind of artist, he’ll want to be paid. When he gets in touch with you, that’s when you make the arrangement for me. I won’t cheat you out of your percentage. I give you my word on that.

“Whatever that’s worth,” Dalha said bitterly.

But she did agree that she would try to arrange something between myself and the tape-recording artist. I left the art gallery immediately after these negotiations, before Dalha could have any second thoughts. That afternoon, while I was working in the Language and Literature department of the library, I could think about nothing but the derelict factory that was so enticingly pictured on the new audiotape. The bus that takes me to and from the library each day of the working week always passes such a structure, which stands isolated in the distance just as the artist described it in his dream monologue.

That night I slept badly, thrashing about in my bed, not quite asleep and not quite awake. At times I had the feeling there was someone else in my bedroom who was talking to me, but of course I could not deal with this perception in any realistic way, since I was half-asleep and half-awake, and thus, for all practical purposes, I was out my mind.

Around three o’clock in the morning the telephone rang. In the darkness I reached for my eyeglasses, which were on the nightstand next to the telephone, and noted the luminous face of my alarm clock. I cleared my throat and said hello. The voice on the other end said hello back to me. It was Dalha.

“I talked to him,” she said.

“Where did you talk to him?” I asked. “On the street?”

“No, no, not on the street,” she said, giggling a little. I think she must have been drunk. “He called me on the telephone.”

“He called you on the telephone?” I repeated, imagining for a moment what it would be like to have the voice of that artist speak to me over the telephone and not merely on a recorded audiotape.

“Yes, he called me on the telephone.”

“What did he say?”

“Well, I could tell you if you would stop asking so many questions.”

“Tell me.”

“It was only a few minutes ago that he called. He said that he would meet you tomorrow at the library where you work.”

“You told him about me?” I asked, and then there was a long silence. “Dalha?” I prompted.

“Yes, I told him about you. But I never knew what you did for a living. How long have you worked at the library?”

“Fifteen years. Did he say anything else to you?” I asked Dalha.

“No, nothing.”

“Maybe it was only a coincidence that he said he would meet me at the library and that I also work at the library,” I said. “People meet all the time at the library. I see them meeting there every day.”

“Of course they do,” said Dalha, a little patronizing it seemed for someone who was so drunk at three o’clock in the morning. Then she said good-bye and hung up before I could say good-bye back to her.

After talking to Dalha I found it impossible to sleep anymore that night, even if it was only a state of half-sleeping and half-waking. All I could think about was meeting the artist of the dream monologues. So I got myself ready to go to work, rushing as if I were late, and walked up to the corner of my street to wait for the bus.

It was very cold as I sat waiting in the bus shelter. There was a sliver of moon high in the blackness above, with several hours remaining before sunrise. Somehow I felt that I was waiting for the bus on the first day of a new schoolyear, since after all the month was September, and I was so filled with both fear and excitement. When the bus finally arrived I saw that there were only a few other early risers headed for downtown. I took one of the back seats and stared out the window, my own face staring back at me in black reflection.

At the next shelter we approached I noticed that another lone bus rider was seated on the bench waiting to be picked up. His clothes were dark colored (including a long loose overcoat and hat), and he sat up very straight, his arms held close to the body and his hands resting on his lap. His head was slightly bowed, and I could not see the face beneath his hat. His physical attitude, I thought to myself as we approached the lighted bus shelter, was one of disciplined repose. I was surprised that he did not stand up as the bus came nearer to the shelter, and ultimately we passed him by. I wanted to say something to the driver of the bus but a strong feeling of both fear and excitement made me keep my silence.

The bus finally dropped me off in front of the library, and I ran up the tiered stairway that led to the main entrance. Through the thick glass doors I could see that only a few lights illuminated the spacious interior of the library. After rapping on the glass for a few moments I saw a figure dressed in a maintenance man’s uniform appear in the shadowy distance inside the building. I rapped some more and the man slowly proceeded down the library’s vaulted central hallway.

“Good morning, Henry,” I said as the door opened.

“Hello, sir,” he replied without standing aside to allow my entrance to the library. “You know I’m not supposed to open these doors before it’s time for them to be open.”

“I’m a little early, I realize, but I’m sure it will be all right to let me inside. I work here, after all.”

“I know you do, sir. But a few days ago I got talked to about these doors being open when they shouldn’t be. It’s because of the stolen property.”

“What property is that, Henry? Books?”

“No, sir. I think it was something from the media department. Maybe a video camera or a tape recorder, I don’t know exactly.”

“Well, you have my word – just let me through door and I’ll go right upstairs to my desk. I’ve got a lot of work to do today.”

Henry eventually obliged my request, and I did as I told him I would do.

The library was a great building as a whole, but the Language and Literature department (second floor) was located in a relatively small area – narrow and long with a high ceiling and a row of tall, paned windows along one wall. The other walls were lined with books, and most of the floor space was devoted to long study tables. For the most part, though, the room in which I worked was fairly open from end to end. Two large archways led to other parts of the library, and a normal-sized doorway led to the stacks where most of the bibliographic holdings were stored, millions of volumes standing silent and out of sight along endless rows of shelves. In the pre-dawn darkness the true dimensions of the Language and Literature department were now obscure. Only the moon shining high in the blackness through those tall windows revealed to me the location of my desk, which was in the middle of the long narrow room.

I found my way over to my desk and switched on the small lamp that years ago I had brought from home. (Not that I required the added illumination as I worked at my desk at the library, but I did enjoy the bleakly old-fashioned appearance of this object.) For a moment I thought of the bungalow house where none of the lamps were equipped with lightbulbs and moonlight shone through the windows upon a carpet littered with vermin. Somehow I was unable to call up the special sensations and mental state that I associated with this dream monologue, even though my present situation of being alone in the Language and Literature department some hours before dawn was intensely dreamlike.

Not knowing what else to do, I sat down at my desk as if I were beginning my normal workday. It was then that I noticed a large envelope lying on top of my desk, although I could not recall its being there when I left the library the day before. The envelope looked old and faded under the dim light of the desk lamp. There was no writing on either side of the envelope, which was bulging slightly and had been sealed.

“Who’s there?” a voice called out that barely sounded like my own. I had seen something out of the corner of my eye while examining the envelope at my desk. I cleared my throat. “Henry?” I asked the darkness without looking up from my desk or turning to either side. No answer was offered in reply, but I could feel that someone else had joined me in the Language and Literature department of the library.

I slowly turned my head to the right and focused on the archway some distance across the room. At the center of this aperture, which led to another room where moonlight shone through high, paned windows, stood a figure in silhouette. I could not see his face but immediately recognized the long, loose overcoat and hat. It was indeed the one whom I saw in the bus shelter as I rode to the library in the pre-dawn darkness. Now he was there to meet me that day in the library, as he had told Dalha he would do. At that moment it seemed beside the point to ask how he had gotten into the library or even to bother about introductions. I simply launched into a monologue that I had been constantly rehearsing since Dalha telephoned me earlier that morning.

“I’ve been wanting to meet you,” I started. “Your dream monologues, which is what I call them, have impressed me very much. That is to say, your artworks are like nothing else I have ever experienced, either artistically or extra-artistically. It seems incredible to me how well you have expressed subject matter with which I myself am intimately familiar. Of course, I am not referring to the subject matter as such – the bungalow house and so on – except as it calls forth your underlying vision of things. When – in your tape-recorded monologues – your voice speaks such phrases as ‘infinite terror and dreariness’ or ‘ceaseless negation of color and life’, I believe that my response is exactly that which you intend for those who experience your artworks, perhaps even that which you yourself have experienced that gives source of inspiration for your artworks.”

I continued in this vein for a while longer, speaking to the silhouette of someone who betrayed no sign that he heard anything I said. At some point, however, my monologue veered off in a direction I had not intended it to take. Suddenly I began to say things that had nothing to do with what I had said before and that even contradicted my former statements.

“For as long as I can remember,” I said, continuing to speak to the figure standing in the archway, “I have had an intense and highly aesthetic perception of what I call the icy bleakness of things. At the same time I have felt a great loneliness in this perception. This conjunction of feelings seems paradoxical, since such a perception, such a view of things, would seem to preclude the emotion of loneliness, or any sense of a killing sadness, as I think of it. All such heartbreaking sentiment, as usually considered, would seem to be on its knees before artworks such as yours, which so powerfully express what I have called the icy bleakness of things, submerging or devastating all sentiment in an atmosphere potent with desolate truths, permeated throughout with a visionary stagnation and lifelessness. Yet I must observe that the effect, as I now consider it, has been just the opposite. If it was your intent to evoke the icy bleakness of things with your dream monologues, then you have totally failed on both an artistic and an extra-artistic level. You have failed your art, you have failed yourself, and you have also failed me. If your artworks had really evoked the bleakness of things, then I would not have felt this need to know who you are, this killing sadness that there was actually someone who experienced the same sensations and mental states that I did and who could share them with me in the form of tape-recorded dream monologues. Who are you that I should feel this need to go to work hours before the sun comes up, that I should feel this was something I had to do and that you were someone that I had to know? This behavior violates every principle by which I have lived for as long as I can remember. Who are you to cause me to violate these long-lived principles? I think it’s all becoming clear to me now. Dalha put you up to this. You and Dalha are in a conspiracy against me and against my principles. Every day Dalha is on the telephone making all kinds of arrangements for profit, and she cannot stand the idea that all I do is sit there in peace, eating my lunch in her hideous art gallery. She feels that I’m cheating her somehow because she’s not making a profit from me, because I never paid her to make an arrangement for me. Don’t try to deny what I now know is true. But you could say something, in any case. Just a few words spoken with that voice of yours. Or at least let me see your face. And you could take off that ridiculous hat. It’s like something Dalha would wear.”

By this time I was on my feet and walking (staggering, in fact) toward the figure that stood in the archway. All the while I walking, or staggering, toward the figure I was also demanding that he answer my accusations. But as I walked forward between the long study tables toward the archway, the figure standing there receded backward into the darkness of the next room, where moonlight shone through high, paned windows. The closer I came to him the farther he receded into the darkness. And he did not recede into the darkness by taking steps backward, as I was taking steps forward, but moved in some other way that even now I cannot specify, as though he were floating.

Just before the figure disappeared completely into the darkness he finally spoke to me. His voice was the same one that I had heard over those enormous headphones in Dalha’s art gallery, except now there was no interference, no distortion in the words that it spoke. These words, which resounded in my brain as they resounded in the high-ceilinged rooms of the library, were such that I should have welcomed them, for they echoed my very own, deeply private principles. Yet I took no comfort in hearing another voice tell me that there was nowhere for me to go, nothing for me to do, and no one for me to know.

The next voice I heard was that of Henry, who shouted up the wide stone staircase from the ground floor of the library. “Is everything all right, sir?” he asked. I composed myself and was able to answer that everything was all right. I asked him to turn the lights on for the second floor of the library. In a minute the lights were on, but by then the man in the hat and long, loose overcoat was gone.

When I confronted Dalha at her art gallery later that day, she was not in the least forthcoming with respect to my questions and accusations. “You’re crazy,” she screamed at me. “I want nothing more to do with you.”

When I asked Dalha what she was talking about, she said, “You really don’t know, do you? You really are a crazy man. You don’t remember that night you came up to me on the street while I was waiting for a cab to show up.”

When I told her I recalled doing nothing of the kind, she continued her anecdote of that night, and also subsequent events. “I’m so drunk I can hardly understand what you’re saying to me about some little game you are playing. Then you send me the tapes. Then you come in and pay to listen to the tapes, exactly as you said you would. Just in time I remember that I’m supposed to lie to you that the tapes are the work of a white-haired old man, when in fact you’re the one who’s making the tapes. I knew you were crazy, but this was the only money I ever made off you, even though day after day you come and eat your pathetic lunch in my gallery. When I saw you that night, I couldn’t tell at first who it was walking up to me on the street. You did look different, and you were wearing that stupid hat. Soon enough, though, I can see that it’s you. And you’re pretending to be someone else, but not really pretending, I don’t know. And then you tell me that I must destroy the tapes, and if I don’t destroy them something will happen. Well, let me tell you, crazy man,” Dalha said, “I did not destroy those tape recordings. I let all my friends hear them. We sat around getting drunk and laughing our heads off at your stupid dream monologues. Here, another one of your artworks arrived in the mail today,” she said while walking across the floor of the art gallery to the tape machine that was positioned on the small plastic table. “Why don’t you listen to it and pay me the money you promised. This looks like a good one,” she said, picking up the little card that bore the title of the work. “The Bus Shelter, it says. That should be very exciting for you – a bus shelter. Pay up!”

“Dalha,” I said in a laboriously calm voice, “please listen to me. You have to make another arrangement. I need to have another meeting with the tape-recording artist. You’re the only one who can arrange for this to happen. Dalha, I’m afraid for both of us if you don’t agree to make this arrangement. I need to speak with him again.”

“Then why don’t you just go talk into a mirror. There,” she said, pointing to the curtain that separated the front section from the back section of the art gallery. “Go into the bathroom like you did the other day and talk to yourself in the mirror.”

“I didn’t talk to myself in the bathroom, Dalha.”

“No? What were you doing then?”

“Dalha, you have to make the arrangement. You are the go-between. He will contact you if you agree to let him.”

“Who will contact me?”

This was a fair question for Dalha to ask, but it was also one that I could not answer. I told her that I would return to talk to her the next day, hoping she would have calmed down by then.

Unfortunately, I never saw Dalha again. That night she was found dead on the street. Presumably she had been waiting for a cab to take her home from a bar or a party or some other human gathering place where she had gotten very drunk. But it was not her drinking or her exhausting bohemian social life that killed Dalha. She had, in fact, choked to death while waiting for a cab very late at night. Her body was taken to a hospital for examination. There it was discovered that an object had been lodged inside her. Someone, it appeared, had violently thrust something down her throat. The object, as described in a newspaper article, was the “small plastic arm of a toy doll”. Whether this doll’s arm had been painted emerald green, or any other color, was not mentioned by the article. Surely the police searched through Dalha D. Fine Arts and found many more such objects arranged in a wire wastebasket, each of them painted different colors. No doubt they also found the exhibit of the dream monologues with its unsigned artworks and tape recorder stolen from the library. But they could never have made the connection between these tape-recorded artworks and the grotesque death of the gallery owner.

After that night I no longer felt the desperate need to possess the monologues, not even the final bus shelter tape, which I have never heard. I was now in possession of the original handwritten manuscripts from which the tape-recording artist had created his dream monologues and which he had left for me in a large envelope on my desk at the library. Even then he knew, as I did not know, that after our first meeting we would never meet again. The handwriting on the manuscript pages is somewhat like my own, although the slant of the letters betrays a left-handed writer, whereas I am right-handed. Over and over I read the dream monologues about the bus shelter and the derelict factory and especially about the bungalow house, where the moonlight shines upon a carpet littered with the bodies of vermin. I try to experience the infinite terror and dreariness of a bungalow universe in the way I once did, but it is not the same as it once was. There is no comfort in it, even though the vision and the underlying principles are still the same. I know in a way I never knew before that there is nowhere for me to go, nothing for me to do, and no one for me to know. The voice in my head keeps reciting these old principles of mine. The voice is his voice, and the voice is also my voice. And there are other voices, voices I have never heard before, voices that seem to be either dead or dying in a great moonlit darkness. More than ever, some sort of new arrangement seems in order, some dramatic and unknown arrangement – anything to find release from this heartbreaking sadness I suffer every minute of the day (and night), this killing sadness that feels as if it will never leave me no matter where I go or what I do or whom I may ever know.
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Death borders upon our birth, and our cradle stands in the grave.

– Joseph Hall



“HOW MUCH?”

The girl was barely eighteen, long, straight red hair almost to her waist, a pretty face made hard by too much makeup and by wary, friendless eyes. She shifted a little in her seat, too-short skirt hitching up to reveal a flash of thigh, in a naïve attempt, perhaps, to somehow influence the young attorney who sat opposite her. Marguerite, watching from a corner of the office, smiled to herself. Not very bright, but then, that really didn’t matter, did it?

Ziegler slid the contract across the top of the big teak desk. “Ten thousand dollars,” he said, showing no signs of being overwhelmed by teen sexuality. “Plus a per diem” – she looked blank at that – “a daily living expense during the nine months you carry the child. Fifty dollars a day for two hundred and seventy days – less, of course, if you deliver prematurely – for an aggregate total of twenty-three thousand, five hundred dollars.”

The girl – what was her name again? Sondra? – seemed to contemplate that a long moment. She glanced casually around the expansive office with its hardwood floors and Paul Klee prints, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the brightly lit fountains of Century City at night, as though assessing Marguerite’s worth by the company she kept (or employed). Then, with a frown, she shook her head. “Make it an even twenty-five,” she said emphatically.

Ziegler looked to Marguerite, who kept her amusement to herself – such a shrewd bargainer: a paltry $1500 extra! – then nodded, silently.

“Agreed,” said the attorney. “Now, in looking over the adoption agreement, you’ll see there are some standard provisions to which you must adhere: No drug, alcohol, or tobacco use during the pregnancy; regular obstetrical examinations, which we will of course provide – ”

Sondra frowned as she scanned the document. “What’s this?” she interrupted. “ ‘If circumstances warrant, surrogate agrees to domicile – ’ ”

“At Ms LeCourt’s home, yes. That is, should there by any complications in the pregnancy – unlikely, but you never know – Ms LeCourt would feel more secure having you nearby, with access to proper help. At which point, of course, we’d engage the services of a full-time nurse, and Dr Chernow” – he nodded toward the portly, balding man seated next to Marguerite – “would make daily visits.” For the first time Sondra seemed hesitant.

Marguerite softly cleared her throat, and all eyes in the room were, just like that, suddenly on her. She looked at the young woman and smiled. “I don’t think you’ll find it that hard to take, Sondra,” she said warmly. “I’ve been told I have a very comfortable home.”

Sondra smiled uncertainly, though she seemed more puzzled, now, than reluctant. “Listen,” she said, finally, “this is none of my business, I know, and you can tell me to go to hell if you want, but –

“Because you’re infertile, it’s my eggs that’ll be fertilized, right? And Mr Ziegler tells me the sperm donor is anonymous. You’ve never even met him, right?”

Marguerite nodded.

“So it’s a kid made by two strangers. No connection to you at all. Why go to all this trouble? Why not a normal adoption? You’ve got the money to get any kid you want. What do you get out of this?”

Marguerite was impressed; she hadn’t expected the thought would even occur to Sondra, much less matter to her. Still, just to be safe, Marguerite had practised her response. Time had taken the innocence from her still-youthful face, but she knew that very youthfulness could work for her here, adding poignancy to her words. She leaned forward, voice purposely soft.

“I want,” she said, “the chance to watch my child grow. From a thought, to an embryo; from embryo to fetus; from fetus to child. I want to hear its heartbeat, faint inside you; I want to be able to put my hand on your stomach and feel my son, or daughter, move. I want to be able to feel . . . if only for a moment . . . that it’s inside me. By being there, with you, as it grows . . . maybe it will seem more like it’s really mine.”

Sondra listened, touched despite herself. Then, after only a moment’s hesitation, she flipped to the last page of the contract, looked at Ziegler.

“Can I have a pen?” she asked.

Marguerite smiled.

The sleek white chauffeured Mercedes ghosted down Sunset Boulevard, passengers hidden behind tinted windows like riders on a phantom carriage. Inside, Chernow said, “She’s brighter than she looks, but not quite as bright as she thinks she is. She knew insemination doesn’t require removal of the ova, but when I told her we needed to do it to rule out genetic defects, she accepted it without a further thought.”

Marguerite lit a cigarette – a poor substitute for blood, but at least she didn’t have to worry about cancer. “And there’s nothing about the procedure itself that will cause her to suspect how – experimental – it really is?”

Chernow shook his head. “We’ve already done the hard work. Considering the ways in which your DNA was altered, just before your death, it’s remarkable it took us only two years to reproduce the genetic code. Once we remove the surrogate’s ova, she’ll have no inkling her DNA’s being wiped from the eggs – or that yours is being imprinted onto them. All she’ll actually see are the fertilized eggs being implanted in her uterus.”

Marguerite exhaled a stream of smoke. She would have to quit, of course, before the baby arrived. “And then?”

“Then, with luck, a normal pregnancy, a normal birth. Though obviously, since no one’s ever tried this before, we can’t know for certain.”

Marguerite nodded. The car turned up Queens Road, high above Sunset, toward the doctor’s pied-à-terre in the hills; Marguerite glanced to her left and caught a glimpse of the golden lattice of lights – gridwork constellations extending to the horizon – that Los Angeles became at night. She would have dearly loved to see it, just once, by day: and not just on videotape.

“Marguerite?”

She turned. “Yes, Stewart?”

Chernow hesitated. “I . . . have my anxieties about this procedure.”

“Why? It won’t harm the surrogate, will it?”

“Not the process itself, no. But your DNA was altered, irrevocably, by the bite that . . . transformed you. Some of your – characteristics – will doubtless be passed on, genetically. Almost certainly your child will be, at least partly, a vampire.”

Marguerite nodded. “I know that. I accepted that long ago.” She studied him. “And that frightens you?”

“I . . . don’t like the idea,” he said in measured tones, “that I’ve helped create a new way for your – kind – to propagate themselves.”

Marguerite laughed. “Stewart, trust me, the old method of propagation is far faster and more efficient than this,” she said, smiling. When he didn’t join her, she put a hand on his. “Stewart . . . you’ve known me for twenty years. I don’t hunt; not when I can buy as much blood as I want. I don’t seek the company of others of my ‘kind’. I have no lust for power, or conquest, at least not any more.”

She took his hand in hers, and held it as gently as her great strength allowed. “I was twenty-five when I died,” she said, and this time the softness in her tone was genuine. “I never had a chance to have a child. Two hundred years later – science offers me that chance. That’s all I want.” She let go of his hand. “What does anyone want?” she said quietly, looking away. “To be loved unconditionally. To be loved, despite who I am, all that I’ve done . . .”

She looked back at the lights. “That’s all,” she said, and it was the truth.

Chernow took her hand again; she looked up at him. Centuries of reading men’s faces as they gazed at her told her, clearly and sadly, what was in his. They both knew he could not love her in the way she needed; no mortal could.

“Then you won’t mind,” he said gently, “if I destroy my notes afterward?”

Marguerite smiled. “If that makes you feel better,” she said, “by all means.”

The procedure did, in fact, proceed as planned; Sondra’s “decoded” ova were imprinted, successfully, with Marguerite’s exotic DNA, fertilized by the donor sperm, and implanted once again in Sondra’s womb. Fourteen weeks later, ultrasound revealed a fetal skeleton, normal in all ways for that stage of development; a week later, amniocentesis confirmed the fetus was male. In the sixteenth week, the first fetal heartbeat could be heard, faint but thrilling to Marguerite, who had no heartbeat, no pulse of her own: her child was alive. It would breathe (already the placental villi were enlarged, drawing oxygen from the maternal blood), its heart would pump blood (unlike hers, merely a conduit through which blood moved by preternatural means: almost a living fluid that animated her, instead of itself being animated). Her son would be human.

Chernow was not so sure. Alive, yes; human, not necessarily. A hybrid, perhaps, of the living and the undead . . . with certain characteristics of both.

Marguerite knew this, intellectually, but the first time she placed her hand on Sondra’s stomach – the first time she felt the baby move inside the womb – all such thoughts became remote. Something lived inside there: for the first time in two hundred years, something of Marguerite lived. That was all she knew.

It was in the eighteenth week the first complications appeared. Normally, a pregnant woman’s blood volume increases by twenty-five per cent by the time of delivery, while her red blood cell count actually decreases, as the fetus absorbs maternal blood through the placenta. Sondra’s blood volume increased by twenty-five percent within the first trimester alone, and her red cell and hemoglobin counts plunged to nearly half their normal levels. She began experiencing acute anemia: attacks of vertigo, extreme fatigue, drowsiness, a constant ringing in her ears.

Tests showed Sondra’s bone marrow producing staggering numbers of red cells in response to a vastly increased appetite for blood protein and nitrogen on the part of the fetus; it was literally sucking the blood from its mother’s body at a prodigious – and alarming – rate. Her body was producing all the blood it could, but it wasn’t enough; Chernow began augmenting this with weekly transfusions of plasma, as well as mega-doses of calcium to fortify her bone marrow.

This worked, to a point, but in the middle of her seventh month, when Sondra collapsed suddenly outside Beverly Center, an even larger problem presented itself.

Thank God she had remained conscious, and told the paramedics to bring her to Chernow’s office rather than nearby Cedars-Sinai; Lord only knew what the obstetricians there would have made of what they found. Even Chernow didn’t realize at first what had happened. It was another anemic episode, yes – but severely acute, and one that seemed to reverse itself within minutes of Sondra coming into the office. He ran more blood tests; it was all he could do.

That night, he reluctantly gave Marguerite the results.

“Sondra’s red blood cells are perfectly normal,” he explained over dinner (his, not hers) at Marguerite’s Holmsby Hills mansion. “But as soon as they cross the placental barrier into the fetus, they suddenly begin to . . . superheat. The blood plasma literally begins to evaporate, and the fetus, starved for blood, draws even more of it from the mother’s body . . . only to have that evaporate, as well.”

Marguerite, shaken, stared at her empty plate. “This attack. It occurred . . . outside?”

Chernow nodded gravely. “A bright, sunny day. Once we got her inside, the red-cell evaporation began to slow, then reverse itself. After the tests came in, I had Sondra sit under a UV lamp for half an hour; the anemia returned in force.”

Marguerite shut her eyes against the realization.

“I think the time may have come for her to . . . come live with you,” Chernow said quietly. “The sunguards on your windows, the shutters, the heavy curtains . . . they should protect the fetus, and, by extension, Sondra, as well.”

Marguerite was silent a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was a whisper. “I dreamt,” she said, finally, “that my child would play in the sun.”

Chernow took a shallow breath. “That’s not going to happen, Marguerite.” A moment, then: “I’m sorry.”

And so Sondra came to live with Marguerite, never suspecting, of course, anything more than what Chernow told her: that they needed to keep close watch on her from now on; that the shades were drawn because of the spots she sometimes saw before her eyes, a result of the anemia; that all other signs were positive, and they were confident she would have a healthy baby and a safe delivery. Which was, by and large, true.

Nurses attended her twenty-four hours a day, and the luxuries of Marguerite’s home – maids to wait on her, to draw her bath; cooks to prepare elegant meals; a private screening room with hundreds of films available to her – seemed to buoy her spirits, at least temporarily.

She saw little of Marguerite, who “worked” during the day and never appeared until after sunset; and, even then, lingered just long enough to listen to her child’s heartbeat, feel him move inside Sondra, make some perfunctory small talk, then disappear once more, leaving Sondra alone, feeling little more than a womb for hire; a shell. But then (she told herself) that’s all she’d wanted to be, wasn’t it?

One night well into the ninth month, Marguerite awoke to find Sondra missing – having missed dinner, and apparently given the household help the proverbial slip. Frantic, Marguerite searched the house in a panic, then raced onto the grounds. There were a good fifteen acres of land surrounding the house, a labyrinth of hedges and gardens, and it was here that Marguerite, with vast relief, discovered her – skipping flat stones across the surface of the koi pond. Marguerite was brought up short: Sondra suddenly looked nothing like the crass nymphet selected for that very crassness (and so less likely to contest the baby’s custody) but like a lonely little girl.

She heard Marguerite behind her; turned. “Hi.”

Marguerite took a step toward her. “You . . . had us worried. Maria said you didn’t show up for dinner.”

Sondra shrugged. “Wasn’t hungry.” She turned back, skipped the last stone across the pond. “Had another anemia spell this afternoon. Still feeling kind of woozy.”

Marguerite moved a bit closer. “I’m sorry. We never expected this to be so painful for you.”

Sondra smiled lopsidedly. “Yeah, well . . . you want to hear something really weird?” She shook her head in bemusement. “As shitty as this pregnancy has been . . . I’m actually kind of . . . glad . . . I’m pregnant. Is that certifiable, or what?”

Marguerite felt a little chill, and it wasn’t the night air. Was Sondra bonding with the unborn child, after all? “Glad? How so?”

Sondra shrugged. “I look around at your house . . . at these grounds . . . I think about all the money you must have – ”

Damn, Marguerite thought. A renegotiation ploy? Is that –

“And I think . . .” Sondra hesitated; Marguerite steeled herself. “I think about how lucky this kid is going to be,” Sondra said quietly. “How much you’ll be able to do for him. And it makes me feel . . . proud, I guess . . . that I’m helping him have a better life than I’ve had. You know what I mean?”

Marguerite stood there, surprised by Sondra’s response, and more than a little ashamed at her own.

She put a hand, gently, on Sondra’s arm.

“Yes,” she said, at length. “I know exactly what you mean.”

*   *   *

Sondra’s contractions began at two o’clock Wednesday afternoon, exactly 270 days after the in vitro fertilization. The first one lasted about forty seconds, though Sondra swore it felt more like a minute and a half; the second came twenty minutes later. Within the hour Chernow had arrived to whisk Sondra, behind the UV-tinted windows of the Mercedes, to the private clinic in Santa Monica, where the contractions began coming fast and thick. It was three-thirty in the afternoon.

“Where’s Marguerite?” Sondra gasped, a nurse sopping her forehead, and Chernow fell back on the if-necessary, pre-arranged lie that she was in San Diego on business, but would be here just as soon as she could. He hoped that Sondra’s labour would, like most first-time mothers, last at least thirteen or fourteen hours – placing the actual birth well after sundown.

Still, to be safe, the shades were drawn, the shutters closed – as much for the baby as for Marguerite.

Sondra’s water broke about five o’clock that afternoon, and, with Chernow’s support, she began bearing down as best she could. Less than an hour later, as dusk fell, Marguerite stirred in her bed, her naked body lying, as always, atop a thin layer of soil from her native Nantes. Her eyes snapped open. Maria – stooped, white-haired, fiercely loyal and protective – stood above her. “The hospital called,” she said. “It’s time.”

If Marguerite’s heart had been capable of it, it would have been pounding. She jumped up, kissed Maria on the forehead, and stood by the window. “Please leave now,” she said, and Maria, as usual, obeyed wordlessly. Marguerite shut her eyes, picturing her child, hoping – she had no one to pray to – that she would not arrive too late to see him born. A shudder convulsed her body as it folded in on itself, becoming smaller, lighter –

And then she was soaring over the city – sensed more than seen, in this form – heading west to the ocean, hearing/feeling the landscape below her, picking out the sonarform of the clinic, then transforming – flesh expanding, bones lengthening – as she dropped to earth. Inside, Chernow had left a change of clothes for her; she dressed hurriedly and rushed into Sondra’s room.

She went immediately to her side, took her hand; Sondra’s fingernails bit into her palm, and had Marguerite been merely human, they might have drawn blood. “It’s all right,” Marguerite said. “Everything’s going to be fine.” She glanced up at Chernow, as though to ask: Isn’t it?

Understanding her look, he nodded. “Everything’s progressing normally,” he said. Within two hours, the top of the baby’s head could be seen. And as Sondra’s cries of pain filled the room, Marguerite found herself wishing it were she who was crying out – less empathy than envy, because this particular pain was a kind only a mortal woman could know . . .

“Push!” Chernow coached. “Push!”

Sondra pushed – and the top of the baby’s head popped out of the vaginal canal. But as soon as she saw it – saw its closed eyes and wrinkled skin – Marguerite sensed something was wrong; terribly wrong. She said nothing, but as the infant quickly emerged, Chernow and Sondra sensed something as well. A newborn infant’s skin was always wrinkly, but this one’s flesh was crepey; almost wizened. There was something horribly familiar about it . . . and there was no movement. Neck, shoulders, arms, each in their turn appeared . . . but by the time the infant was pulled out, close to midnight, everyone knew the truth:

The child was dead. Stillborn.

Sondra was crying, mourning the boy who might have had so much. Chernow was stunned. “Everything was proceeding normally . . .” was all he could say.

Marguerite held out her arms. Chernow cut the umbilical cord, then silently passed the tiny form to her; she paid no mind to the blood and waxy vernix covering its body. Gently she touched the face. Its skin was so old; so very old, before it ever was new. She stroked the baby’s head, fingers caressing its ears, its neck, its tiny mouth.

She should have known. Perhaps God, if He existed, had been offended at the thought of life plucked, arrogantly, from the darkest of cradles; or perhaps that Other, with whom she had made a grim compact centuries before, was equally enraged, resentful that one of his subjects was trying to reclaim something he had honestly bargained for, and won. Perhaps it was the one thing that Heaven and Hell could both agree upon.

Gently she caressed the old-man’s skin of her never-young son, having recognized it immediately; she had seen it once before, when an undead lover of hers had been struck by a carriage and fallen, no time to change shape, into the River Loire. And she knew that her child, her baby, her first-born, had in fact been doomed for hours – since five o’clock that afternoon.

“Running water,” was all she said, and no one except Chernow even heard, much less understood. Marguerite held the small, still form to her chest, and hoped, at least, that his soul had flown – that he had been graced with a soul to fly – and that it would know the peace his mother had renounced for ever. “Adieu, mon sanglant agneau,” she whispered: Farewell, my bloodied lamb. And, with a kiss to his forehead, said goodbye to her son.


JANE RICE

The Sixth Dog

JANE RICE WAS a regular contributor during the early 1940s to the landmark fantasy magazine Unknown/Unknown Worlds, and editor John W. Campbell, Jr praised her work as “beautiful” and “magnificent”. Her subsequent short story appearances include such magazines and anthologies as From Unknown Worlds, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, The Unknown and The Year’s Best Mystery and Suspense. She also sold a series of humorous short-shorts to Charm, Mademoiselle and other ‘slick’ magazines in the Street & Smith chain. Over the years, reprintings of her stories “Crest of the Wave”, “The Refugee” and, especially, “Idol of the Flies” have introduced new readers to her deceptive blend of horror and whimsy.

She was born in the American South and, after attending convent school got a job “which defies description but which enabled me to sit around, here and there, eating watermelon.

“Started writing Boo-I-Gotchas and lo and behold, there was John W. Campbell, Jr, who was one smart editor. Branched out into the slicks and lucked on to Oliver Claxton who, also, was one smart editor.

“However, through the years, horror has become my genre, more or less. I like ‘the shivers’. Not gore and grue. Just bone-chilling encounters with a little humour thrown in to ward off the grisly . . .”

In “The Sixth Dog”, Rice’s disarming humour and quirky characters hide the darker deeds committed behind the closed doors of small town life . . .

WHEN I WAS small an old black man named Collins did yard work for an elderly couple who lived nearby. Their property was enclosed on three sides by a wrought-iron fence which joined a knee-high concrete coping that separated their front lawn from a public sidewalk bordered by a narrow grassy strip that edged the street.

After Collins had finished his once-a-week labors he would position himself on the abutment at the end of the coping and proceed to smoke a leisurely pipe while observing the passing scene from beneath his weatherbeaten straw hat.

I sometimes joined him. We sat silently and peacefully, more than acquaintances but not quite friends. Occasionally we exchanged views on various topics, mine flavored with my parents’ table talk, his with some subtle underpinning that spun from his being black.

He never asked me how I was doing in school, or what I wanted to be when I grew up, or any of the other talky-talk adults mistook for conversation-with-a-small-boy. And only once did he offer advice.

I have long since forgotten why I was sad. But I remember how desolate I was. No shadow of relief was visible anywhere. Nor would be, forevermore. My malaise if activated could have blown sky high the coping on which I sat, speechless and suffering, beside Collins.

Eventually, his respite concluded, he knocked the dottle from his pipe on the heel of his shoe and into his leathery palm. He tossed the results out into the grassy strip, where they became invisible, and dropped his pipe into the saggy pocket from whence it had come. Rising, he said, “When you got you a misery write down what ails you.”

He watched a car go by. “Burn what you wrote.”

He wiped his hand with his yard rag. “Spit in the ashes and go bury ’em in a rotted tree stump.”

He tucked the yard rag into the back of his pants so that it hung down like a tail. “That’ll be the end of it.”

He walked off. He had said his say. Take his counsel or lump it. The choice was mine.

Oh, boy! I raced home and in a matter of minutes was commending my despair to paper . . . between pencil sharpenings and foot tappings and communion with the ceiling. Over a period of time, and with many rewrites and assorted distractions, whatever it was lost importance, and my spirits had improved considerably.

I did follow through with the burning, secretly, on a dustpan, spit copiously into the ashes and scraped the now somewhat gluey aftermath on to a bread wrapper which I folded neatly, secured with chewing gum and stowed away to await the final interment. But I never did locate a rotten tree stump.

I doubt if I searched very hard as sandlot baseball had gained my full attention. Anyway, what difference did it make? My “misery” had evaporated.

My mother found this paperwork one day while doing what she called “turning out your room”.

“What in the world?” she asked me. “What is it?”

So, I told her. Explained that, although stumpless, Collins’ remedy for what I (euphemistically) termed “the pits” had worked. Had, in fact, been an unqualified success.

“Good grief,” was her response as she consigned my handiwork to her collection of trash.

I realized much later that writing-it-down was a cathartic and that the rest of Collins’ instructions were merely dark-of-the-moon mumbo jumbo.

Through the years I have employed this writing-it-down procedure to clear my thinking, but this time I do it in desperation. The conjectures gnawing away at me like black rats are unthinkable. With all my shivering soul I hope this “analysis” will send them scuttering into oblivion.

“Where to begin?”

Well . . . Otis Clanton and his two older brothers, Simon and Jason, were neighborhood fixtures. You don’t pay close attention to the eccentricities of neighborhood fixtures. Their corner, not-for-sale, paint peeling, derelict house abutted my place of business – which, by some miscalculation during the remaking of a “bungalow” (circa 1930s) into a small veterinarian clinic, lay three square feet over the Clinton’s property line. An uneasy circumstance they had let lie. Needless to say, I bent backwards to be an untroublesome neighbor but I didn’t actually observe them.

Anyhow, Sam Eizenger – who is a roly-poly advertisement for his deli across the street – said, with typical Eizenger gestures (a lifted shoulder, a spreading hand, an elevated eyebrow and a deprecatory lower lip), that the Clantons were trying to invent “some kinda somep’n to replace food.”

“Mebbe they do it,” he said. “Mek a million dolla outta the diet screwballs.” He rotated a meaty forefinger in the vicinity of his temple. “Laugh alla way to the booby hatch.”

An opinion that, somehow, describes the Clantons to a T. They were gaunt, unsmiling men with pale, squinty eyes and genetic defects. Simon had a wry neck. Jason was a hunchback. Otis wore a built-up boot. Their countenances were closed, and their attire bore witness to their involvement with ingredients that stained and burned. They stayed to themselves, ignoring the rest of us, although the rest of us were in the process of changing the texture of the street.

Commerce was taking over. One by one the no longer feasible, tired old houses with their latticework and sagging porches were being converted into unpretentious ventures such as Ace Hardware, Spotlight Jewelry, the Acme Loan Company, Jan’s Flower Pot, The Card Shop, Sam’s Deli, an Amoco Station . . . a growing hodgepodge of this and that which, I suppose, should include the bus stop bench used only by Billy Williams (a hulking, bushy haired, redhead and jack-of-all-trades who did odd jobs around the vicinity and used the bench as a sort of office). According to local tittle-tattle he spent what he earned on whores, whiskey, horse races, and Moon Pies. However, he was handy and thus was not penalized for his lack of respectability.

My veterinarian try, with its brave false front and squeezed-in rear parking, blended into the locale without a ripple.

I am sure the Clantons kept a wary eye trained on me but they behaved as if none of us existed.

To illustrate, I might have been so much plankton that early April evening when I interrupted Jason and Otis who were up to their hips in a hole they were digging.

I had just closed for the night but instead of getting into Herman, my faithful, if cranky, four-wheeled cohort, and driving off I went through a gap in their see-through hedge to investigate. Their underground troubles might mean that I was next in line and if there was anything my slim resources didn’t need it was that.

Jason and Otis stood in their hole looking up at me with no change of expression. After years dragged past, while they slowly locked and unlocked eyes, Jason answered my query.

He said, “Our dog died.”

Further converse being unnecessary they resumed digging. I had been dismissed.

Riding off in Herman I was relieved that all was hunky-dory below ground. I was mildly surprised that the Clantons had owned a dog and that an animal could live so near without being noticed. But that was the Clantons for you. Keep any and all Clanton activities under wraps.

I decided they’d only had the poor beast for a short while and had tried to treat its . . . whatever . . . themselves. With a veterinarian right next door. Some people were inexplicable.

Weeks went by before anyone took note of the fact that Simon Clanton was no longer around. He was purported to have become a hermit in the Ozark mountains . . . to have joined an order of monks out West somewhere . . . to be non compos mentis in a mental institution . . .

At any rate he had quitted our locality and, since he wasn’t missed, none of us cared where he was.

Time went on.

By September I had summoned sufficent courage to chance a helpmeet and hired the sole applicant, a Miss Agnes Hanlon who was a casualty from a recent downsizing of personnel at the local denim factory. (I suspect her strong voice and unshakable opinions may have been the underlying reason behind her dismissal.)

She was a thirty-something, no-nonsense type who carried her few necessities (a Pinch purse Scrooge would’ve loved, a comb, a real handkerchief, and two loose door keys – hers and mine – in her pockets. She was built like a battleship, preferred to be addressed as Hanlon, and was pleased that the clinic was “within walking distance”. Macho to the hilt.

But she was a welcome addition. She answered phone calls, scheduled appointments, sent out bills, and could be relied on in an emergency that required two extra hands. She also was an animal activist and took it as a personal affront when anything that walked on four feet was endangered, which may be why she signed on for the job.

So it was that she responded at once when the high, frantic yike yike yike of a dog in sore distress began seeping through the walls late one afternoon.

“I’ll see to that,” she threw over her shoulder as she sailed by the examining room on a fast track towards the rear entrance to avoid being delayed by Mrs Nelson Potter who, because of her Bostonian connections, expected instant service whenever she appeared with No Water Foo San Pam Toy, her asthmatic, spoiled-rotten Pekinese.

I handed Queenie back to Sam Eizenger but skipped my usual lecture on Queenie’s obesity. (Being a veterinarian sometimes requires a herculean amount of drubbing away at a simple problem . . . in this case Sam’s indulgence of his cat’s fondness for slivers of liverwurst, herrings in cream sauce, soft cheeses, gobbets of chicken fat . . . etc. and etc. ad infinitum).

Advocating continued use of the heart medicine I had prescribed previously, and which I doubted he administered with any consistency, I hurried him off, clutching Queenie for all he was worth to prevent her from being set upon by snuffly, lethargic No Water Foo.

I hastily ushered Mrs Nelson Bostonian Potter and her heart’s love into the examining room, gave her an encouraging promise to be with her in a moment and closed the door, hoping she would stay put. Then I went leaping after my assistant who could be heard in full cry.

I was through the gap in the Clanton’s hedge and up their back steps in nothing flat, intending to get a headlock on Hanlon, if necessary, to bring a halt to her hammering on the Clanton’s back door, and her command: “Open up! Open up, I say!”

I wanted no trouble with the Clantons. If they reclaimed their three feet of property my clinic would be a gone goose, and it was obvious that Hanlon had made a BIG mistake. The Clanton’s house was quiet as a tomb. The dog, wherever nearabouts it was, had ceased to protest.

I grabbed one of Hanlon’s arms in mid-raise . . . at which moment a key snicked in the lock, a chain rattled, and the door opened.

Otis Clanton surveyed us with his pale, unwavering eyes.

And we surveyed him. His pants and shirt were dark with sweat. His lank hair hung in damp strings. A streak of something dragged across a scrawny cheek. He smelled to heaven of an unnameable odor so high that my nostrils automatically widened and Hanlon took an involuntary step backwards. In his arms he held a dog wrapped in a draggled blanket. A gristly, grey muzzle was visible, the nose inquisitive, the slits of eyes watchful.

The answer to the whole incident was clear-cut. The two remaining Clanton brothers had acquired another dog which, hauled from a needed and strenuous bath, had given vent to its anxiety.

Hanlon said, “We heard . . .” simultaneously with my “We thought . . .” and we both stopped speaking as the creature raised its upper lip and with a wild show of yellow teeth snarled at us, resenting our intrusion.

My apologies were as lame as they were fleet. Still gripping one of Hanlon’s arms I pulled her away and hurried us down the steps to find Sam and Queenie arriving on the scene.

“Whatsa matta?” Sam wanted to know. Demanded, really. (Was Queenie’s doc some kinda nitwit?) He attempted to soothe his mewling cat who, contrary to her customary lazy behavior, was doing her hissing, clawing best to break loose from his enfolding embrace.

I said, “False alarm,” trying to sound competent. “Nothing to get excited about.”

I maneuvered us back from whence we had come and, at the last instant, shot a backward glance at Otis on his railed wooden porch. He and his dog were immobile. Both plainly in tune. The animal lifted its head and howled, and the blanket slipped to reveal that the creature had some sort of deformity. Otis tightened his hold and carried his dubious acquisition inside.

Sam left us, intent only on restraining Queenie, and Hanlon and I re-entered our bailiwick to find Mrs Potter had gone, leaving a note that stated her time was as valuable as my time, if not more so, and that she was taking her custom elsewhere.

For what probably was a first in her life Hanlon was sufficently abashed to simmer down.

Nevertheless, she engaged in a surreptitious surveillance for several weeks, but there were no more occasions suggestive of mistreatment to one of man’s-best-friends and she finally desisted.

The Clanton’s second dog dwindled into past history. And out of sight, out of mind.

Time passed.

The winter waxed and had begun to wane before Sam Eizenger inquired one day if it was true that Jason had drifted off to the Florida Everglades? To study leeches?

It sounded like the sort of thing Jason might undertake, and he most certainly had left the vicinity.

The rumor ran its course and died. Nobody gave a hoot where Jason was. He had departed and that was that.

But in my thoughts a lovely dream began to take root and grow. My business was slowly improving. If Otis, the lone remaining Clanton, could be coaxed into selling me his property perhaps I could wangle the money, expand my facilities and transform them into a full fledged, top notch clinic. The works! I could see it! The Southeastern Veterinarian Clinic with an accredited staff and a parking lot that stretched from here to there to accommodate the influx of pet owners seeking THE VERY BEST for their ailing furred, feathered, and finned companions.

I dream large.

Overnight the dream went down the tubes. Otis Clanton took unto himself a wife.

Where he found her Lord knows. But find her he did and made the union legal right out in the open at City Hall. Nobody could take her away from him, even if she was young enough to be his grand-daughter.

We could call him an old goat if we wanted to but he made sure everybody knew how the wind blew by stumping through our enclave – with her trailing along behind, Indian fashion – to Spotlight Jewelry for a ring guard to keep her wedding band tight. Then he led her back to his house and shut the door.

The scuttlebutt emanating from Spotlight intimated that the five-dollar ring guard was worth more than the ring itself.

Joe Yates (who speaks a language all his own) issued an opinion from the Amoco station that seemed to apply. He said, “Thet liddle bitty thang ort to hev her haid examine.”

Warm-hearted Muriel Sims who has The Card Shop shouldered what she believed was a neighborhood responsibility. She made the rounds with a card that had a welcoming motif, to which we all obediently signed our names. She attached these best wishes to a suitable plant, courtesy of Jan’s Flower Pot, and carried this offering over to the newly wed Mrs Clanton.

She was let in by the bride but her stay was brief to the point of being non-existent because before she could get into gear, in fact while she was holding the plant, she was dispatched by Otis.

The experience, though short, contained surprises and Muriel, spurned and humiliated, had no qualms about reporting what she had assimilated more or less by osmosis.

She delivered her spiel to us when she came in to replenish Cookie’s heart medicine. Cookie – a stray who, bony and hungry, edged into our district one rainy afternoon – has set up housekeeping in Muriel’s sympathetic heart. He knows he has lucked on to a bonanza and can be “poorly” when he chooses. I don’t betray him. He has filled an empty spot in Muriel’s otherwise loveless life among the greeting cards.

Anyway, Muriel informed us that:

One. Otis Clanton has a laboratory. She had seen a portion of a counter laden with test tubes and beakers and other “queer stuff” reflected in the half-open transom above a door down the hall.

Transom? The oblong of glass, prevalent in houses of a bygone era, which could be adjusted by means of a sliding rod to control the flow of air.

Two. The air was funny. Peculiar funny. Highly peculiar.

Three. The bride had an assortment of puncture bruises at the crook of each forearm. “The kind you get at the doctor’s office,” Muriel explained, “when they stick you to draw blood.” She mimed this procedure, using a thumb and forefinger. “And Otis Clanton’s wife has a lot more than several,” she said, darkly. “What is he doing? Drinking hemoglobin?”

Four. The bride herself was fairly personable in a chinless, blinky sort of way, but she had the brains of a cuckoo clock.

Five. She called her husband “Mister Clanton” and was as subservient as she could get without falling flat on her face.

“Take it from me,” Muriel said. “She jumps before he can say squat.”

Muriel is observant, to say the least. And hard to defeat. In a flout of defiance she had plunked down the potted plant beside the front door and had stomped off. (The plant is still there. Dried to a clutch of broken stalks. The decorative once white ribbon now a gray draggle. The unwelcome welcome card blown away by a wind and lost.)

Not long after Muriel’s fiasco word got around that Otis Clanton’s wife had flown the coop with a gaggle of gypsies who had roved through our district. This was more conjecture than anything, but it fit. The gypsies had been hustled on their way by law officers and on the heels of their departure it became evident that Otis Clanton was once again alone. A simple deduction. The clothesline his wife had strung from the house to a scrubby excuse for a tree, and had draped with a slimsy wash on Mondays, now sagged empty Monday after Monday.

Once again, I began to fantasise about enticing Otis Clanton with an offer.

Somewhere along in there Mrs David Wiley, intending to leave my parking lot, put her mini van in drive instead of reverse, a mistake that considerably enlarged the gap in Otis Clanton’s hedge and transformed Lady, Mrs Wiley’s docile cocker spaniel, into a slavering idiot.

Mrs Wiley, having inspected the damage to the mini van’s paint job, honked me outside to give me her forcefully delivered opinion (which lost a great deal of clout due to her accent) that if I had a halfway decent, propah place to pahk her involvemunt with some scrungy ol’ bushes would nevah have ohcurred.

“Nowheah from heah to the moooon,” she shouted at me, “is theah an equal to this mingy, nex’ to nuthin, scrunched in . . .” words failed her.

She climbed into her van. Screamed at Lady to mind huh mannahs. Resumed berating me to the effect that I would receive the bill for the damages to huh cah, and drove off in a fury with Lady beginning to upchuck on the front seat.

Otis Clanton stood on his back porch wiping his hands on a limp kitchen towel . . . a silent figure of impending doom.

Visions of my livelihood being chopped off by a disastrous three square feet straight down the pike swarmed hydraheaded. I assumed a companionable attitude. Made my voice user-friendly. Assured him I would be responsible for the havoc my client had created.

No response.

I essayed an expansive gesture of good will and declared I would have Billy Williams attend to this matter pronto. I was the genial provider more than willing to make amends. I waited for his reply.

He let me wait.

I presumed he meant to make it clear that I was a damn nusiance and that he had not forgotten my infringement across his property line.

Then a faint, twisted smile licked his lips.

“Very well,” he said. “Billy Williams.”

The conversation, such as it was, had ended. He clumped back into his house. The door closed. The key grated in the lock. The chain rattled home.

From within came the shrill yip of a dog. A small one, judging from the sound and, again judging from the sound, one that had met with a misadventure . . . such as the sharp snap of a kitchen towel.

Not that I paid heed. I was too suffused with relief that my over-the-boundary encroachment, though shaky, remained intact. Hallelujah! Billy Williams here I come!

Turning to go, I noticed that further down the Clanton yard was evidence of a second burial site alongside the barely discernible first one.

So, the second dog had also died and Otis, unwilling to admit defeat, had gotten himself a third one. The grave was beginning to meld into the weedy surroundings and evidently had been there for quite awhile. I wondered what the dog had died of. Common ordinary distemper more than likely.

Ah ha! Perhaps I could temper my precarious relationship with Otis by an offer of free shots for his third dog? No. I had better relegate my dealings with Otis Clanton to a later, more auspicious occasion.

I loped off to contact Billy Williams whom I found spraddled on the bench at the bus stop, eating a Moon Pie, his unruly red hair at all angles, his splayed feet eased out of their work shoes to disclose a crooked toe poking through a hole in one sock.

Billy expressed his lack of enthusiasm for my job offer with a slanted glance at Otis Clanton’s dreary domicile.

“He bugs me,” Billy said.

“He bugs everybody,” I countered. “But – ” I explained my predicament and, when Billy shrugged (Your problem, man) I added, “You owe me one, Billy.”

He lifted astonished eyebrows. Said, in fake surprise, “I do?”

I replied, “Who loaned you the wherewith, over a month ago, for a sure thing in the ninth at some god forsaken racetrack?”

Billy took a bite of Moon Pie and let his gaze check the contours of a plump blonde who was entering Sam’s Deli.

“I’m not asking you to break your back,” I went on. “What’s left of that hedge is half dead. The actual work is a piece of cake. Name your price.”

Billy swallowed his mouthful. Took another bite.

I said, “Come on, Billy. Be a sport.”

Bingo! I had pushed the right button.

“Oh, hell,” he muttered. He straightened. “Awright,” he said grudgingly. “Awright. I’ll go have me a look at the thing.” His face took on a mulish expression. “Maybe I can fit it in. In my spare time.”

But we both knew it was a done deal.

I said, “Contact Otis Clanton. Try to make him happy.”

Billy gave a short laugh. “Otis Clanton happy,” he repeated. “That’ll be the day.”

The pay he wanted (no mention of reimbursement for the “sure thing” which I presume had dropped dead at the post) was a bit steep but my peace of mind was worth the outlay.

Otis Clanton did not put in a hedge. He decided instead to have Billy remove the hedge entirely and enclose his backyard with a chain link fence. At my expense.

Hanlon was fit to be tied when Charlie Evans at Ace Hardware phoned to verify the charge before he filled Otis Clanton’s order.

“The nerve!” she exploded. “Highway robbery! Sheer blackmail! He’s telling you to obey or you’re dead in the water! Who does he think you are? A weak-kneed, lame-brained, chicken-livered, wimp?”

“Weak-kneed and chicken-livered, yes,” I replied. “Lame-brained, no. A chain link fence beats whittling my parking lot down to the size of a postage stamp.”

“I’ll fix his wagon, somehow,” she said, augmenting the threat with a fisted thump on my desk.

“You stay out of this, Hanlon,” I told her. “O-U-T, Out. Hear me loud and clear. Understand?”

Hanlon expelled an indrawn breath. Bit the bullet. “You’re the boss,” she conceded. The term “wimp” that hung in the air between us faded in the manner of the Cheshire cat, but her chin was still set. She returned to her duties, only to reappear after a short-lived hiatus.

“Why does he overlook that boundary mistake?” she questioned. The question was purely rhetorical. Obviously, I had no clue. She was merely keeping her oar in.

She tapped her spectacles against her teeth. Pointed the stems at me. “One of these days we’ll find out,” she predicted, sharply. “There’s more to this than a free fence.”

Two weeks later, with the CLOSED sign in place, who should be standing at our rear exit but Otis Clanton. He was his usual stark, odoriferous self. Accompanying him was a small mixed-breed whose choke collar and stout leather leash seemed totally unnecessary for such a cowed little mongrel.

I stood riveted for a full count of three before I summoned a greeting and, stepping aside, allowed Otis and his dog entry.

Hanlon led the way, switching on lights, into the examining room where she adjusted her stance from Count Me In to Ready. Get Set. Let’s Go. Her countenance telegraphed a triumphant I Told You So.

Otis Clanton made no attempt to apologize for this after-hours, back door visit. He plunked his dog on the table and stated in a raspy monotone that he wanted her “gone over” to make sure she was “in shape”.

I removed the choke and the leash and began stroking her gently. Animals generally respond to this touch technique and, true to form, the watery-eyed little creature stopped quivering and tried to begin a quavery exhortation. Some dogs will do this. Their nervous yappings and yelpings being their method of telling you that they don’t like the situation one bit and will put up with the ordeal only because they have to.

Otis Clanton’s dog pulled out all the stops. Up and down the scale, her muzzle raised, her throat alive with sound. A condemned prisoner pleading for mercy couldn’t have done it better.

Her owner extended a blue-veined hand, gave her nose a knuckled rap and nodded, satisfied, when she hunkered down shivering.

Before Hanlon could protest I asked the dog’s name. I always do this with newcomers, but this time in haste to keep Hanlon at bay, explaining to Otis that my use of his dog’s name would help to allay her fears. I could tell from a change in his expression – minuscule but there – that he hadn’t deemed it necessary to give her a name.

For a moment he was at a loss. Then his mouth twitched as if fingered by an inward joke. He said, “Shem. Call her Shem.”

Hanlon got her two cents worth anyway. “Shame,” she said, letting the denunciation hang for a startled instant before she added, guilelessly, “What a curious name for such a harmless little girl. Mister Clanton.” She gave Otis a withering smile.

Otis Clanton impaled her with a narrowed look.

So did I and, in a decisive knock-it-off tone of voice, quickly corrected her deliberate mispronunciation. Hanlon, still bristling but mollified by her direct hit, resumed her role of assistant. From there on in our deportment was strictly professional.

I gave Shem a clean bill of health. Handed over a tube of ointment for her insignificant eye problem. Explained about shots. Suggested she be returned for these. Said, “No charge, Mr Clanton,” as if he had offered payment and, in a last ditch attempt at neighborliness, inquired how Billy Williams was progressing with the fence.

“He comes,” he said, sourly. “Off and on.” Mentally, he wandered into the middle distance visualizing Billy’s once-in-a-while approach. The ghost of a glint flickered in his pale, light eyes. He said, more to himself than to us, “He lets her have a piece of his Moon Pie.”

I chimed in with a hearty, “For all his failings Billy has a lot going for him.”

“Yes,” he said. “He does, indeed.” The glint flared up and vanished. “I’m going to have him build a doghouse.” He let his eyes rest on me. “You will agree to the additional expense?”

Yes, yes, yes. Certainly I would. Of course, of course.

Once more his usual taciturn self Otis put the choke on Shem, attached the leash and slapped her hindquarters to hasten her jump from the table to the floor.

Hanlon opened her mouth but, at a warning cough from me, with an effort allowed it to close.

Uttering a few banal amenities I escorted Otis out and returned to find a livid assistant about to burst a blood vessel.

“. . . poor cringing little thing . . . a choke collar and a strap heavy enough for an elephant . . . did you see how she tried to jump before he could hit her . . . you can bet your boots she’s had many a crack, not only on her rump but on her nose and by God that’s uncalled for . . . Shem . . . what kind of a name is that, unless its an acronym for She Has Emotional Maladies and no wonder . . . and tell me this, why would he want her ‘gone over’ to make sure she was ‘in shape’? In shape for what? One of his chemical experiments? . . . didn’t you hear her begging you to come to her rescue . . . as soon as she came in she started crying like a baby – ”

“Dogs don’t cry,” I cut in.

“Well this one did!” Hanlon said, her jaw defiant, her hands on her hips. “Furthermore – ”

“Furthermore be damned,” I interrupted. “What’s done is done. You may not approve but that’s the ticket. Got it?”

The ##%&@!! slam of the door as she stormed out was re-echoed undiminished when she stormed out again after storming back in to tell me that my attitude left much to be desired.

Billy Williams finally finished both the fence and the doghouse. Whereupon, after jacking up his price to include his desultory labor on the latter, he disappeared.

Word had it that:

One. He was on a monumental binge and, with his temperament, after his stint under the supervision of Otis Clanton he deserved all the whiskey he could drink.

Two. He’d been rolled by a bimbo and had slunk into hiding to recover his aplomb.

Three. Wherever he was he was in charge of the situation.

I could’ve tacked on number four. If I knew Billy he was off somewhere, testing a new location to determine its suitability for his line of work without infringing on his freedom of choice just because he owed somebody a favor.

In the meantime Otis Clanton got a fourth dog.

Hanlon broke the news and, at her insistence, I went out to view this oversized hulk of an animal that was “in dire need of medical assistance”.

Otis Clanton’s latest canine acquisition was weaving drunkenly around within its fenced enclosure. As Hanlon had said, it was an “oversized hulk” but I doubted if its need was “dire”. The thick coat (which indicated that a husky and a red setter had been among its many antecedents) was none too clean but was healthy in color. Its nose was moist, neither dry nor running. It was staggering about but it wasn’t lurching. My off-the-cuff diagnosis was that Otis Clanton’s fourth dog was recovering from a mild case of food poisoning, probably acquired by gobbling in somebody’s garbage can.

The tail of my eye caught a movement at Clanton’s back door and I laid a firm, restraining hand on Hanlon’s arm as Otis emerged and proceeded down the steps. He was carrying a bowl of what I assumed was dog food.

He was bound to have seen us, standing as we were at the edge of my parking lot peering through the chain link fence. He ignored us. We could remain there until Doomsday if it pleased us to do so. He was taking care of his dog, providing good wholesome nourishment that would help the critter overcome its discomfort. This was his dog and his property . . . including the three square feet I had usurped . . . and if I had a grain of sense I would depart. Immediately.

I took his silent advice, tightened my clasp on Hanlon and marched her along to the safe haven of the clinic. She forbore speaking her piece. She didn’t have to. The term wimp had arisen from the dead and its ghostly presence hovered in the air between us as I gave her my prognosis of the dog’s condition and a brief lecture on the rights of ownership.

Her resemblance to a battleship was pronounced at the end of my spiel. A battleship under wraps, but with its guns unspiked.

Outwardly, for the next few weeks, we continued to operate in unison while the big, red dog, fully recovered, carried on like a three-alarm fire whenever we came or went. (Even dog lover Hanlon shrank from his furious onslaughts.) Gradually, we attained a sort of truce.

Until one early morning when she caromed in, still holding the door key, so filled with anger she could hardly speak. She had discovered why Otis Clanton had wanted Shem “gone over”. And what my A-plus rating had signified she was “in shape” for. Shem had come in heat and Otis Clanton had just put her in the pen with that . . . that . . . Goliath!

“To pair that defenseless little bitch with such a brute is inhuman!” she squawked at me. “And Otis Clanton is standing out there gloating!” Her forefinger jabbed at a target between my eyes. “Get up off your tush and go do something! Now! Right this minute!”

I got up, and moved out of reach to prevent her from seizing me by my necktie. “Now look, Hanlon,” I said, making soothing motions, striving for a measure of calm.

That was as far as I got.

She blew her stack. Her supply of descriptive hyperbole would have numbed a dock worker. Whereupon I lost my cool.

“You interfere over there and you’re fired!” I sang out, fed to the teeth.

“You’ll be too late,” she yelled, “because I quit!” With that she slammed my door key at my feet, whirled around, paused in mid-stride to snatch up the carpet-covered brick that serves as a doorstop, and was gone.

That did it. I had no other recourse. I lit out after her, stumbled over the wastebasket, wrestled with a stool, and arrived in Otis Clanton’s back yard as she was about to let fly with the door stop.

I was barely in time to shove her off balance. The brick clunked to the ground and we both pounced on it and grappled for control. Both dogs were in a frenzy, giving vent at the top of their lungs. Otis, who must have gotten the idea we were vying for the honor of beating him to a pulp, began, belatedly, to distance himself from the fray.

Hanlon gained possession of the brick, and stepped away wielding her prize. “Stay right where you are,” she commanded us. Her tone increased in menace. “Don’t either of you make a move or I’ll let you have it, so help me God.”

She meant it.

We didn’t argue. We stopped in our tracks.

Keeping us under surveillance she sidled to the pen, unfastened the latch with her free hand and opened the gate a crack.

“Come, Shem. Come,” she urged, positioning herself for the catch when the little dog dashed out, which it did. It also darted between her legs and took off like a bat out of hell.

Rendered speechless, Hanlon let go of the gate. It swung wide and Shem’s intended paramour lunged for the opening.

I am positive that Hanlon only meant to deter the animal from pursuing his potential concubine. To stall him. (I think, if he’d gotten loose, he would have hurtled at full speed towards Otis Clanton and that Otis would not have survived the attack). Hanlon underestimated her own strength.

She brained him.

He went down like a sack of potatoes, his skull caved in.

Crazy as it seems, what with the amount of turmoil being generated, we went unnoticed. The neighborhood continued on its normal pace. The rubbish men tooled into view. A handful of customers were patronizing the various business establishments. Cars went by. The stopped bus discharged a passenger. At this juncture Mrs Norman Houston drove into my parking lot and began backing and hauling her station wagon into one of the narrow spaces.

The Houstons were a mainstay. They had four golden retrievers who, like all goldens, were roamers. They always returned, having garnered ticks and fleas and worms and bowel problems and, occasionally, buck shot and snake bite, plus a generous supplement of playboy exhaustion.

Kate Houston loved them dearly, forgave them their sins, called them “my bad boys” and brought them to me. All four goldens were in the station wagon and the unmistakable scent of skunk had begun to filter through the air.

I decided Hanlon and Otis could settle their differences themselves. Hanlon had dropped her weapon and, riddled with horror at what she had done, was the picture of woe, wringing her hands, her adrenalin about to kick down the barn door. Otis was Otis. Impossible to decipher.

The reeking goldens were the equivalent of manna from heaven.

I salvaged my doorstop and headed for the clinic. I doubt if either Otis or Hanlon noted my defection.

When I closed up at the end of the day the dead dog remained where it had fallen. Flies were in evidence and one hind leg had begun to rise slightly from the carcass. If not interred soon the body would begin to advertise its presence. I couldn’t have that. Not with my clinic so near.

As I hesitated there, my eyes came to rest on a shovel that had been thrust into the earth on my side of the fence. Attached to the handle was a torn scrap of paper.

The message scrawled thereon read: You bury him.

I buried him, beside the first two.

I hoped Hanlon would reconsider. That we could patch things up. Make peace. Continue on as before. A hopeless hope. She didn’t even come back to collect the week’s worth of salary owed her.

So, I crossed Hanlon off and prevailed upon a phlegmatic ex-nurse, whose listless canary was a sporadic patient, to take her place.

In the interim Otis had acquired a fifth dog. A sturdy foursquare bitch of questionable lineage. I surmised from the attendant paraphernalia (the choke, the addition of a clinking, unchewable leash, and Otis Clanton’s bandaged thumb) that she was hard to control and was ill pleased with her owner. I remember thinking: She’ll learn.

My next encounter, if you can call a fleeting glimpse an “encounter”, confirmed my conjecture. There was a subtle difference in her demeanor. She was learning. I made no attempt to establish contact. “Let sleeping dogs lie” isn’t a bad motto.

Today Otis broke this thin barrier with a return visit late in the afternoon as I was about to close. He went straight to the point. I must buy, or relinquish, the strip of land which he owns and I occupy.

I leaped at the offer. Buy! Yes, yes, yes. I’ll buy!

I am to bring him the entire sum tomorrow at day’s end. He will not be available before. Nor afterwards.

“In cash,” he said. “I don’t hold with banks.”

He gave me his price, turned on his heel and clomped off, leaving me standing there with visions of sugarplums beginning to dance in my head. The handwriting was on the wall. His funds were ebbing. I had been his backlog.

After I’d locked up I moseyed across to Sam’s Deli to tell Sam of my great good fortune and to ask him if he would co-sign a bank loan tomorrow morning. His signature would be a flawless guarantee and would minimize a lot of hemming and hawing at the bank where my credit was becoming stretched due to some necessary big ticket expenditures.

Over a slice of “epple pie” I laid it out flat. The sum Otis wanted, while high, was not too unreasonable, except that I did not have that much cash available. If he, Sam, would be my co-signer fine and dandy. If not, no hard feelings. Perhaps the bank would oblige. If they balked, Wilson at Acme Loan would come through without a fuss. The interest would be higher, but what the hell. This was my chance to –

“I don’t hold with benks either,” Sam chimed in. “Loan comp’ny’s worse. You begin monkeying with loan comp’nys you gonna wind up sorry.” He pushed himself from the table. Said, “Don’t go away.” Gained his feet and waddled off.

I think I knew what he was going to do before he ambled back, sat down and handed me a long envelope.

“For Otis,” he said. “In thousand dolla bills. The benk and Acme Loan can go tek a leak.”

He dismissed my attempt to express . . . well . . . a large amount of gratitude tinged with surprise that he kept this much moolah loose on the premises.

“Safer than in benk,” he said. “Nobody embizzle it. Nobody sneak in and steal it because nobody find where I kip it. How could I lose? Unless you tek it and run.” He leaned across the table and gave me a punch on the shoulder to show he was kidding. “You kip Queenie going,” he said. “I kip you going.” He gave the table top a conclusive smack and changed the subject.

While I finished my pie we discussed this and that, in the course of which he inquired about Hanlon. “If you count in Billy Williams,” he said, “she’s the fifth one to schlep off in less than a year.”

He named them. Simon and Jason Clanton. Otis Clanton’s child bride. Billy. And, now, Hanlon. Mebbe was somep’n Otis was slipping in the drinking water, ha ha ha.

I relayed the circumstances surrounding Hanlon’s desertion, including the fact that she had brained Otis Clanton’s big red dog in defense of Shem, the little one, who had dashed off during the goings-on and hadn’t been seen since.

He listened, sort of, not truly interested, but at the allusion to “Shem” he asked why “for heaven sake” would somebody name a dog after “a old wife’s tale”.

Come again?

Sam explained that his babushka grandmother had doted on shems. He chuckled, patted his belly and said he’d been sickly as a youngster. Skinny as a rail. Pecky at table. His grandmother had sought to enliven his appetite and improve his health with a daily saucer of peeled grapes. She encouraged his consumption of these slimy morsels by telling him “a old wife’s tale” about the power of a magic shem which, when eaten, transformed the eater into whatever he wished to be. Who could tell? A shem could very well be hid among the grapes. Why glory be! He might find what he thought was a grape was a shem. Oh ho! Mebbe he would like to play the futball? Mek the touchdown? Is possible. Eat!

“I eat them peeled grapes like my life was in jeppardy,” Sam said. Again he chuckled. “Who can say? Mebbe I get one. Except I turn into a fat man whose marinated herrings is best of anybody’s.”

The impact of his account didn’t hit me until I was pillowed in bed, hands behind my head, happily reviewing my windfall and the eventual realization of The Southeastern Veterinarian Clinic, with a parking lot that stretched from here to there.

In the midst of my happy musings I suddenly sat bolt upright.

“What if . . .” I heard myself say in a hoarse voice. I emitted a strangled, “Good God!”

So here I am, at midnight, committing my hideous speculations to paper.

The Clantons, obviously, were familiar with the word “shem”. The connection between a “shem” and the name “Shem” is indisputable. And, there was Otis Clanton’s flickering smile as he pronounced it . . . and his subsequent penetrating look at Hanlon when her telling comments accidentally hit the nail on the head.

Were Simon and Jason volunteers in an experiment involving some kind of an old world “shem”? Do the first two dogs, buried in Otis Clanton’s backyard have abnormalities similar to those of Simon and Jason? A twisted neck? A humped back? I know that the third dog had a crooked toe on a hind paw because I noticed it when I consigned him to his hole . . . and there was that hairy red coat . . .

Would Billy have entered Otis Clanton’s house?

He might have put aside his dislikes, if Otis had offered him a drink to toast the completion of a job-well-done. Billy liked applause, and he wasn’t one to turn down a free shot of booze, or a second, or third, or fourth . . . one of which contained a liquid “shem”? Had the food bowl Otis was holding contained a liberal lacing of whiskey . . . to keep his latest acquisition under wraps until he simmered down? Was that the cause of the big dog’s staggering gait?

And how about Lady and Queenie? Transported willy-nilly into Clanton Territory they had acted totally out of character. Gentle, ladylike Lady had become frenetic. Placid, purring Queenie had done her hissing, clawing utmost to make a getaway from Sam’s constraining arms.

And hadn’t Muriel Sims glimpsed a laboratory? And described Otis Clanton’s wife’s punctured arms? And observed that she was “blinky”. And hadn’t I given Otis an ointment for his third dog’s watery eyes? Hanlon had insisted the little animal was in tears. Dogs cry? Regardless, she had been highly vociferous. Had she been trying, desperately, to tell us something . . . until the thwack from Otis had silenced her?

Now he has his fifth dog. A strapping, robust bitch that, come to think of it, reminds me of Hanlon.

A mental picture of Hanlon arises, in replay. She stands there stunned. Riddled with horror at what she has done . . . the brick falling from her grasp to lie beside the dead dog . . . beginning to wring her hands . . . her adrenaline soaring . . .

Could Hanlon, unaware that she had probably saved Otis Clanton’s life, have trailed him into his house and, in the tearful course of events, have blindly accepted a “restorative”? Had that same enigmatic smile flickered across Otis Clanton’s lips as he proffered the glass?

What could be his purpose????? To engineer a race of . . . of . . . mutants?

Manimals!

Well, I’ve read what I’ve written and, already, Collins’ sage advice has paid off. The whole thing is too absurd to entertain seriously. To plop the puny likes of Otis Clanton into the gargantuan shoes of Dr Frankenstein is downright silly.

The outlook is rosy. One of these days, when he is totally strapped, his property will be for sale. I might even be able to pick it up for taxes!

I’m aware that I haven’t come out of this unscathed. I am not a noble soul. I also am not a wimp. Tomorrow, after I slap the CLOSED sign in place, I am going to high tail it over to Otis Clanton’s and get this whoop-de-do opportunity signed, sealed, and delivered before he can change his mind.

Yea!


TERRY DOWLING

Scaring the Train
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“I think of how stories form,” explains the author. “ ‘Scaring the Train’ began with the title in 1988 and a chilling realization six years later that had me working backwards to resolve the various opening lines in an appropriately disturbing fashion.” He gives other sources of inspiration as the William Stoneman cover for the May 1982 The Twilight Zone Magazine, the distinctive artwork of Paul Delvaux and Joseph Mugnaini, Ted Rand’s illustrations for The Ghost-Eye Tree by Bill Martin, Jr and John Archambault, plus a visit as a teenager to the Blue Mountains railway stations mentioned here and an unforgettable walk along the tracks well after midnight with a group of college friends.

All aboard now, for a train ride to terror . . .


Because for us, something might appear in the heart of the day that would not be the day, something in an atmosphere of light and limpidity that would represent the shiver of fear out of which the day came?

– Maurice Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation



I Portobello 1962

EVERY SUMMER DURING our childhood holidays at Portobello, Maximillian and I would spend an hour every third day scaring the train. Every third day meant twenty-one days before we’d duplicate a day, which seemed clever at the time, neither of us realizing that it made its own pattern.

It never took more than a few exhilarating moments, of course, the scaring itself, but the hour gave preparation time, let us prepare our chosen section of track, the particular sheltered stretch or cutting, never using the same one twice in a week unless that became part of the strategy.

It gave us time to avoid the local constabulary (and, naturally, the frightened drivers, firemen and concerned locals did get the police onto us, though never with any luck). When Constables Pike and Harlow came on their bicycles, or now and then with Sergeant Jeffers in the district’s single squad car, we were crouching down behind the long grass, peering through greenery, never seen, or were miles away with relatives and friends, secure in our alibis.

The scaring itself? It was anything from running to a spot on the track moments before the locomotive reached it, to doing an oh-shock-horror!, freeze-frame, hands up, wide-eyed terror reaction or a classy matador flourish before leaping aside. Twice Max did his damsel-in-distress routine, lying across the line; we even did up a chicken wire and papier-mâché boulder, though by then the engineers knew to call our bluff. With a scream of the steam whistle, the great engine plunged upon it, making us wish the boulder had been real.

We countered with the old dressed-up store dummy, its arm severed and painted with “blood”. The engineers barely flinched. They had our measure right enough, had made their private decisions and adjustments. They would have driven through a massacre on that stretch of track after what we’d given them over four golden summers.

The whole thing entered a new phase when Sergeant Jeffers, rather belatedly, put two and two together and realized – at probably the same time we did – that since these “reckless and dangerous pranks” (as he had the Portobello Weekly Mail put it in one front-page write-up) happened only in the summer, it might well be the kids of families visiting from out of town.

Max and I weren’t to be outdone. We made sure of our alibis, both with adults and the kids we hung out with, and took to using disguises more and more often – jumpers and caps, even wigs bought in home-town thrift shops and theatrical supply stores, taking pains to throw suspicion on local kids we didn’t especially like.

Planning and timing became perfect; each scaring was a precisely calculated masterpiece and more exciting than ever. Of necessity, we had grown to be masters of those rare things in 13-year-old boys, restraint and patience. One evening, while I was conspicuously at a local party with my folks, Max put the first empty four-gallon drum on the left side of Hank’s Creek cutting. It took him twenty-six minutes, there and back, riding without a light. Two nights later, I added the one on the right and linked them with multiple strands of heavy-gauge fishing-line souvenired from fifteen-year-old, ace-bully Rusty Cramer’s fishing basket (an exploit in itself!).

Max and I didn’t need to be there for the outcome but snatched thirty minutes from a Sunday family picnic to pedal furiously to Manton’s Hill, there used our borrowed binoculars (birdwatching, right?) to observe the 10.58 from Madrigal plunging over the Hank’s Creek bridge, the drums crashing down, bouncing off to the side – kaboom! kaboom! – clear as the bells of doom in the morning quiet (so we imagined; the train’s own sound swallowed it all, perhaps even for the engineers, though they would have seen the drums plunging down; possibly did hear them pounding against the sides of the cab).

Max turned to me when it was over, eyes flashing. “We could’ve derailed that train if we’d wanted to, y’know, Paul.”

“Reckon. Or blown up the bridge. Stolen dynamite.”

“I’m serious.”

He was, but on that hot quiet morning the talk went no further, for Max had his binoculars turned on the cutting.

“Hey, look!”

I raised Dad’s glasses, swept my gaze in two big coins of dislocation suddenly made one across trees, fences and sunny fields till I found the place, saw the solitary figure standing by the tracks at this end of the cutting. Almost a mile away, no clear features, but someone in a thoughtful stance it seemed, not Jeffers or Pike or Harlow, no one I knew, just some stranger drawn by Maximillian Sefti and Paul Danner’s double booms of fate. He seemed to be looking down at the tracks, perhaps at the crumpled, dented drums and their trailing, incriminating lengths of line.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“No idea,” Max said. But then, though it was a mile or more, though there were trees and fields and we were down on our bellies out of sight in the tree-shadow, our bikes back in the long grass so nothing glinted, nothing, the man looked directly out at us, directly at us. We couldn’t see the smile or the nod though we imagined them well enough, but we both gasped when he raised an arm and waved, acknowledging us, someone, anyone who might be watching across all that bright sunny air.

We lowered our binoculars long enough, instinctively enough, to give each other a reassuring glance – we were both there, both seeing it – then looked back.

He was gone, of course, which completed the fright perfectly, had us scanning the intervening fields, noticing the pockets of shade like our own, patches of tree-shadow, the gloom in wind-dancing, sun-dappled copses, sockets of darkness where other watchers might be now watching us.

“Jeffers, I betcha!” Max cried as we scrambled down to our bikes, though we both knew it wasn’t. “He’s set us up.”

But there was no one else about and no interception as we pedalled back to the picnic grounds. All I could think of – and Max, too, I knew – was all that vast sunny space, the airy distances, the man waving, the sudden holes of black you just never noticed till you looked for them, then saw so suddenly, so nakedly.

Curiosity got the better of fear, of course. By the time we were cycling home at the end of the day, following the billowing dust of our parents’ cars, we were no longer spooked. The mysterious stranger was no Bogeyman, just someone who had heard the racket and come down to investigate, who then seemed to be looking out at us, had seen a companion, an acquaintance, someone he knew, and simply waved in greeting. Nothing to do with Jeffers, nothing to do with vigilant local farmers setting a trap.

But enough of the fear remained, the mood of that morning hour, to power our curiosity. We were determined to stage another scaring on the Tuesday, breaking our third day ruling but needing to do something, needing to be sure.

By the time we reached Hayvenhurst Avenue we had our plan. The four rolls of three-inch grey masking tape from Bidder’s barn were perfect and, as we weren’t the only kids to take regular shortcuts across the Bidders property to get from Hayvenhurst to the creek, we judged the risk well worth it.

In thick woodland three miles out of town, close to the Manton cutting, we laid out seventeen by seventeen eight-foot strips of tape in a grid, carefully backed so we finally had a steel-grey portcullis, what looked like an iron grate to be fixed over the track on more of Rusty Cramer’s fishing line.

We threaded line at the corners and sides, rolled up our grid, then did a few partial run-throughs, got the thing to the edge of the cutting and unrolled in less than four minutes. The hard part, scrambling down to get the end of the line hiked up and tethered to a tree on the other side, then weighting down the bottom lines with stones to get the tension needed, we figured would take another four to six, allowing for fumbles. We tossed a coin for the privilege and Max won.

We stored the grid in some bushes, rode back to town by a leisurely roundabout route, even stopped at the library to borrow a book on local bird-life, establishing our alibis there and justifying borrowing our folks’ binoculars again.

On the Tuesday we were out at the Manton cutting twenty-four minutes ahead of the 12.10 freight. It was hot and very still in the cutting. Cicadas droned in the trees; only the slightest breeze stirred the dry grass stalks along the tracks. The rails gleamed like streaks of chrome in the noon heat.

In moments we had the grid unrolled, tethered and tossed down. Max scrambled after it, soon appeared on the other side, hauled the grid taut and fastened it, then weighted the trailing tethers with rocks. That done, he scrambled back and lay panting beside me, admiring our handiwork.

It was as if it had always been that way – gated track, the lines like poured quicksilver coming and going, running off into the day, nothing else but insect song, dried grass stirring in the thermals off the rails, the barest flutter of breeze in the treetops.

“Let’s go!” Max said, and we were up and on our way, cycling out to Byle’s Lookout, using the long sweep of Salter’s Hill to put us up the other side in a record six minutes. We were on our stomachs, panting, binoculars up and focused before our front wheels had finished turning.

We were a lot closer than at Hank’s Creek and could make out the whole scene – the cutting exposed from this angle just before the tracks curved away towards Madrigal, everything as we’d left it, the scene deserted but for the grasses stirring and the improbable iron gate athwart the track. We could already hear the train approaching, a low sliding roar, building and building.

It was over in moments. The 12.10 was suddenly there, plunging at the grid like a demon. There was a scream of the steam whistle, oddly attenuated, it seemed, as if dampened by the cutting or the trees, then – thwap! (imagined not heard) – the grid was hit, carried away, and the eighteen bogies were clack-clacking their way off towards Madrigal.

But neither Max nor I jumped up to leave. Without having agreed on it, even mentioned it, we stayed where we lay, watching the tracks through our glasses.

And the man was there, just stepped into view from behind the embankment, seemed to be studying the rails where our gate had been.

Prickles of fear ran down my spine.

“Christ!” Max said. “Who is that guy?”

“Let’s go, Max!” I spoke in a harsh whisper, not wanting to see him look out and wave, not again. I remembered all the dark places in the trees, saw them again right there.

“Wait, will ya!” Max said, feeling a need to wait, and I probably couldn’t have left anyway. I needed it too somehow, this part of what we’d started.

And sure enough, the figure looked up, much closer than before, much closer, a man in his early fifties or thereabouts, in dark work shirt and drab workman’s pants, wisps of grey hair stirring on his mostly bald head, deepset eyes peering out. And he smiled as if in understanding, possibly a grim smile, and nodded, yes, yes, I know, and not waving this time, just turned and stepped out of sight behind the embankment.

“Who is that guy?” Max asked again, but more to himself than to me.

Death, for my money, I wanted to shout. Pavor diurnus. Day terror. The Bogeyman.

“Has to be planted,” Max continued. “They’ve been watching for us is what. Keeping an eye out. Listen, Paul.” He turned on his side to face me. “That may not be the guy from the other day. They’ve got help. Guys from the railway maybe. Planted them at likely places. Maybe they’re onto us, maybe not. So they wind us up by acting like they’ve seen us. He didn’t see us just now, just knew we’d be watchin’. They’re goosin’ us, Paul. Rattlin’ us.”

It made sense. Blessed good sense.

“What do we do?” My voice was still broken by fear, embarrassingly querulous.

“We’ve got a week left. We can plan good stuff for next year. Real good stuff!”

“Lay low now, you reckon?”

“Not on your life. We get ’em a good one. One last scare.”

“They could be watchin’. What do we do?”

“A night scare, Paul.”

“They’re not as good.”

“No, so we do it where we never have before. Where they’d never expect.”

“Like where?”

“In town.”

“Town!”

“At night. Late at night. We rig up something at the end of the platform.”

“But at night, Max. They just don’t see enough.”

“Yeah, so we rig something that uses that. We use the engine’s headlamp. Okay?”

“You got a plan?”

“Believe it, my man.”

For the last scare of the last week of what was to be our final summer at Portobello, though we didn’t know it then, we picked the Thursday, the 11.40 freight out of Madrigal, non-stop through Portobello at 12.16.

A monograph from the library – Nightbirds by George Lowry – furnished us with our alibi, while a coin toss gave me the privilege of the scare itself. Not something I actually wanted, but I wouldn’t let Max know that for the world.

We sneaked out at 11.45, pedalled into town, hid our bikes and slid down to the station. It was deserted on this late-summer night, the air already cooling towards autumn, with crickets sounding and an occasional fragment of a night-bird’s song to justify our visit if anyone found us.

The lights from Main Street and Hayvenhurst barely reached the platform; only the lights in the waiting room and the twin lamp-posts at either end showed where Portobello Station existed in the night.

We had minimal equipment just in case: a twenty-foot length of sturdy rope. Max’s plan was simple. The rope would be tied round my waist and fixed to the lamp-post at the southern end. I would lean out at a bizarre 45 degrees from the platform’s edge, giving the engineers enough time to see me before Max hauled me back.

It would be a dreadful sight for the engineers, a frantically waving figure leaning out – an impossible image to take with them as they plunged on through the darkness. So simple. So effective. Our bravura piece before we went our separate ways for another year, so we thought.

We rigged it up, did a few rehearsals so I could be sure of my footing and Max could get used to my weight. We agreed I would pull back myself if I wanted to – all we needed was for me to be glimpsed for a few seconds after all, and the approach was long enough. But leaving it to the last moment would make it the pièce de résistance of scarings.

At 12.05 we checked the knots, and Max took his place behind the post. I leaned out over the track, satisfied myself that there was ample visibility, and waited the few minutes, counting bits of the darkness like the worry beads Max’s Mum used at mass, noticing it all: the dim lines made by fences, trees, cast-iron fittings, the soft lights of Main Street reaching out, striking into my eyes – look here! look here! – the red and green signal lights, the double tracks themselves, made into sliding sweeps of silver by a moon we couldn’t see. There were just the crickets, the warble of a bird sounding far off, a few barks from a dog even further away.

“Get ready,” Max said, needlessly.

I hung there, leaning out, sharp with anticipation and too much darkness, noticing it all, listening, straining for the slow sliding roar that would grow, edge up, come as both a wave of sound and a shiver underfoot, watched for the single eye, the shouts of steam. I strained for that unmistakable train rhythm –

locomotive locomotive locomotive

There it was! Yes!

And there were words on that rush of sound as well.

“What do you two think you’re doing?”

We froze in disbelief, Max gripping the rope, me leaning out.

And there was Rusty Cramer, fifteen, burly (fat), vindictive (blamed, implicated by the fishing line), and angry (dangerous).

“I said what do you two think you’re doing?” He came towards us like a big block of night, something dislodged from the ordinary world and sent careening, spinning out wildly into all this calm.

“Wait and see!” Max cried, not wanting to lose our chance, not now.

“Yeah, well I knew I’d catch up with you arseholes sooner or later.”

He was close and threatening, still improbable, but Max tried to keep him talking. “It’s a joke we’re pulling, see. Watch what happens now.”

“You’re both for it, you dumb shits! I’m gonna bust ya!”

“Watch the train first, okay. Here! Wow, look at that!”

“What?” Rusty Cramer said, and turned, saw the freight thundering on its run through the town, looked back, tried to figure exactly what it was we meant to do, turned again just as the light hit me and the whistle screamed in warning, terrifying me and keeping Rusty distracted. “What the hell!”

I remembered to wave my arms frantically, judged my own jump-back only to have Max haul me back first.

Actually I fell back, and the train was there, past, gone, leaving the steady thunder of bogies howling after it. And Max ran at Rusty, pushed him hard, sent him slamming into the iron sides of a bogie, where he sprang away again, slammed into the lamp-post, thud after sickening thud.

I was on my feet in seconds, staring, horrified, dangerously close to the track myself, saw Rusty Cramer pinball from bogie to post to the gravel, saw him flat, torn and dead. Saw Max wide-eyed, determined to have his alibi, his scapegoat, never for a moment saw the guard’s van rushing up, dim and forgotten, or the bar or strap or trailing line, whatever it was that struck my skull and sent me flying, falling, and thinking as I fell: “I’m dead too!”

I didn’t die. I spent three months in hospital with a fractured skull and got used to having a metal plate over the weak spot as a constant reminder of how lucky I was. Mum didn’t say much about what happened, mostly: “There, there, Pauly, you just rest.” But Dad gave me most of it.

“That damn fool Cramer kid!” he said on my second day out of a seventy-day coma. “What do you remember, son?”

I played dumb, frowned a lot, asked him to tell me more.

“Rusty Cramer’s dead, you know, Paul?”

“What about Max?”

“Max. He phoned it in. Said you were after night birds, stumbled on the Cramer kid doing one of those pranks on the station.”

“Right. That sounds right. Don’t remember too much though.”

“Course you don’t. You startled him and he got hit, then something brained you good. You’re very lucky, Paul.”

“Seem to remember that. Where’s Max?”

“Where do you think, son? School’s been back nearly ten weeks. He said he’d write or call, keep in touch.”

“Right. So Rusty Cramer did all those things.”

“That’s what the cops said. Blaming it on outatowners. Thug of a kid. I guess it’s just as well he blew it.”

“Why’s that, Dad?”

“You remember he had a rope fixed to a post and was leaning out – how Max said you found him? Well, he scared the train drivers good this time. One had a heart attack from it, they reckon; died right there at the throttle. The other guy says Rusty must’ve scared him to death hanging out waving like that. You probably stopped other deaths happening, son. I’d try and look at it that way.”

“I will, Dad. I will. I guess it’s the only way.”

Max and I did get to speak about it after a fashion, but on the phone, long-distance, three weeks later. I didn’t ask him the most important question: how he could have done it, how; actually avoided it, convincing myself that it had been spur of the moment (though it hadn’t been, of course, definitely hadn’t been!), just something implicit in all our earlier games of death and mayhem, one more unreality, cartoon-like almost, not to be dwelt upon too much. And while we made our peace, alluded to his quick-thinking, run-to-the-phone-for-an-ambulance call, spoke of Rusty’s death (murder!) guardedly, and that of the engineer (manslaughter), even mentioned the newspaper clipping from the Mail Dad had kept about how the autopsies on Rusty Cramer and the driver were botched, we had to postpone the full weight of our discussion and debriefing, the reality of it, till our next meeting – other important things like the mysterious man at the cuttings, the botched autopsies, all the stuff that mattered all of a sudden.

“I’ll write to you,” Max said, far off across the country. “And we can talk about it in the summer.”

Which didn’t happen, of course. After the accident, Max’s parents didn’t choose Portobello that year, and with my sister dating, we didn’t get there either. Two years after that, Dad’s job took us down to Australia; I finished high school in Sydney, and in 1967 went on to do an Arts degree at Sydney University, and Max Sefti and I scaring the train became one more unresolved part of that ineffably dear, long, slow, blink-and-it’s-gone, quickly stolen thing called childhood.

II Sydney University 1967

Imagine what it was like then towards the end of first term, sitting with nine other first-year students in our English tutorial, when the door opened and in came a student forced by part-time employment commitments to change tutorial groups, who turned out to be none other than Max Sefti – here in Australia, in Sydney, at this university, walking into this room.

It shattered the smooth consensual reality in a moment, was wonderful and utterly bizarre, even vaguely alarming. We had shared lectures in Wallace and Carslaw but hadn’t spotted one another. There were no words to capture it, absolutely none. The tutor’s remarks, the Innocence and Experience poetry of William Blake, stood no chance except as vivid counterpoint, but afterwards, over coffee in the Refectory, I found out about those missing parts of my life.

It wasn’t an optimum spiel because Janice and Becky, two girls from our tutorial group, tagged along with a friend of theirs, an intense-looking, dark-haired young guy named Lucian. Consequently what might have been an incredible yet surprisingly natural bridging of days became the kind of narrative back-tracking I’m giving here. It was certainly interesting in itself since I was able to hear Max tell his version of it at last, filled with his forthright young adult confidence and my own self-conscious, artless lapses into cliché, an understandable refrain of: “My God, but you here!”

The facts came out all the same, though as part of some incredible freak accident, certainly not as premeditated (however briefly) murder: Rusty lying dead, the unseen guard’s van, my being struck hard enough to fracture my skull, send me into coma and require a long convalescence. That helped win back Janice and Becky’s attention; they asked about the plate in my skull, exactly where it was, could they touch it, things like that. Dark-haired Lucian frowned and seemed clearly fascinated.

I heard how Max had given the police – the very ones we’d caused such trouble – an account of finding Rusty on the station, startling him in mid-scare, causing him to stumble and fall so he was hit and flung back into the lamp-post. He told how an unfastened strap or buckle flailing about had struck me on the side of the head, and how ready the authorities were to believe, actually believe, because Rusty had been such a swine of a kid all his young life and we did have our birdwatching book and all.

I learned, too, how Max had had the presence of mind to retie the rope from my waist around Rusty’s, had got that done minutes before the police and the ambulance arrived so everyone believed, so no one even for a moment thought to suggest we might have been in collusion with him, a local kid working with two outatowners.

That was the version he gave anyway: Rusty catching us at it, tripping during a scuffle, being hit; our arranging things so he was implicated, but all an accident. Just a terrible accident.

Max added a detail then that sent a chill through me in that sunny corner of the Refectory.

“Paul, something happened while I was re-tying the rope round Rusty’s waist . . .”

“You saw the guy!” I blurted it out. The bits of fear had all connected up. The far-off reality was real again, finally, not pushed aside, not hidden away.

“No. No, I didn’t.” His tone gave me the “but” before he said it. “But I looked for him, you know? I’d knelt on something sharp and just looked up. Expected to see the guy – like in that Charles Dickens story.”

“But nothing?”

“Nothing. Just a feeling, you know. It was a really bad moment. I was fumbling with the rope, trying to get it under Rusty’s body and tied before the cops arrived. I was breathless from running from the phone, my knee was hurting from whatever I’d knelt on, you were lying there covered in blood. I had Rusty’s blood all over me. It was pretty awful.”

I made myself ask it. “So what about the autopsy reports, Max? They were messed up you said.”

“I did? Oh yes. Right. On the phone that night. The Mail had a bit on it. The train driver died of a heart attack but the autopsy for cause of death said the blood had changed.”

“Changed? What do you mean, changed?”

“Just that. Changed. Altered somehow. It didn’t say. But the Cramer kid had the same thing. His blood had gone funny.”

“But what does that mean?”

People at other tables were giving us looks.

“Paul, it didn’t say. Just that the lab people had stuffed up.”

I calmed myself. “But you sensed the guy?”

“Something. I went back to the station the next day. You were over in Madrigal, still on the critical list, still in a coma. They had already operated to relieve pressure on your brain, to get out the bone fragments too smashed up to leave there, they told us.”

It was frustrating. He was talking for the others.

“See anything?”

“Just where it all happened. The post was actually bent where Rusty hit it. They hadn’t sanded over the blood stains properly yet. I saw the nail I’d knelt on before getting the feeling. It was just – eerie, you know?”

“But no sign of the guy?”

“Uh uh. But it was like he was there, you know? I kept looking up expecting to see him.”

Lucian spoke then, the first words I’d heard him say that morning but for monosyllables.

“It’s convergent energy. How you think of a thing makes a thing. How you name a thing defines a thing.”

Thanks, Lucian, if that’s your real name. I’d only known him by sight before today but that was his kind of patter, all Plato and Socrates, Sufis and Sophistry, Castaneda and Sergeant Pepper’s.

Max looked from him to me and back. “Say again.”

“You probably haunted yourself,” Lucian said. “We all do it. Set up expectations. Rope the unconscious into it – all that energy.”

“Uh uh,” Max said. “I meant the other bit.”

“Power of names. Naming gives shape. Summons. Bestows power. All part of primitive people’s singing up the land, re-naming things, re-making things. The Navajo . . .”

“Yeah, right.” Max had heard enough.

But Lucian continued, and just as well. “It’s like these scarings. At what point did they become rituals?”

“Rituals?” I showed my annoyance now.

But Max was intrigued. “Did become?”

“All right. Do become, though I suspect they already have. And, yeah, rituals because we always do more than we know. Simple acts become metaphor, symbolic, representational as well as just themselves. We’re left to find what they really mean.”

Who’s your friend? Max said in a look, but was interested in spite of himself.

Lucian probably read that look. “You have to admit it, Max. You were both pretty fixated. The blood and death and all. That man you saw. Lots of fertile stuff there. Of course there are going to be ramifications. All that emotion and psychic force; both of you looking for answers.”

“Maybe.” Max was yielding, plainly needed something of the reassurance dark assured Lucian seemed to be providing. “What do you suggest?”

“Suggest?” Lucian managed to look both surprised and confident all at once. “Why, re-stage the event – with us along as unbiased controls.” He already had that good scientific word. “See what you get.”

“A scaring? Here?”

Becky liked the idea. “Why not? It’d be fun.”

“We’ve got trains,” Janice said. “Lots of stations.”

Now I was the one with the doubts. “Too crowded. Doesn’t feel right.”

“Okay,” Lucian said. “I should be able to borrow a holiday house at Glenbrook. That’s in the Blue Mountains if you don’t know, about two hours away. Term vacation’s, what, in two weeks? We could go up for a few days. Lots of little stations. Springwood. Blackheath. Medlow Bath. Hazelbrook. Wentworth Falls. Just pick one.”

Max turned to me. “Paul? What do you think?”

“Yes,” I said, connecting up the years, feeling relieved, reprieved somehow, giving all that had occurred its due place in my life, its correct perspective and proportion, getting another chance at – just something important. “Yes, I want to.”

My certainty surprised me.

“What do you say?” Lucian asked Max diplomatically.

Max, so suddenly here, so dramatically in my life again just by being here, frowned, murmured: “Hmm”, then said: “Yeah. Okay. Why not?”

I believe he thought he was doing it for me: allowing a psychotherapy, completing an equation, but deep down I knew he needed something out of this too: perhaps as elusive as redemption, expiation for harm done, control lost, perhaps as simple as nostalgia for what had been.

Our only days.

III Glenbrook 1967

Late Monday afternoon was it. The five of us set out from the small wooden house in Glenbrook and drove through the Blue Mountains towns in Lucian’s Holden. We had a rather tense and silent afternoon tea at the Paragon in Katoomba, then continued out to Mount Victoria, only to re-trace our route, stopping and looking, stopping and looking, till we finally found a suitable station sufficiently hidden away from the road.

All things considered, we should have known better than to go ahead with it that particular evening; everything about the last hour of the day felt wrong. Rain was due and there was that low mean sideways light coming at us below an overcast, and a cool breeze hugging the land, moving the trees and grasses but leaving low clouds locked in place, wrinkled and bellying down.

Strange weather, the light sliding in from the edge of the world like that, giving us a disturbing overlit quality so we glowed like tricked-up idealizations of ourselves, figures in some garish Symbolist painting.

Even as we went down the steps into the shadow of the platform, something of that quality remained – silvering, gilding, flaring in the sunset edges of the trees and waving grasses, each leaf and blade picked out, detailed, each whorl and valance of the locked and threatening sky.

“This is weird,” Janice said, perfect bathos, typical Janice, and the rest of us laughed; it was so beyond words.

“Elemental, dear Janice,” said Lucian, which she didn’t get, but it was probably the right word: we were elemental on that lowering, fading, fateful evening, in one of those moments of incidental framing reality where every commonplace surprises you.

I know, I’m overdoing this, but that’s how it was for me, and the others too, I felt. Some days, some evenings, night just happens as a background to other things, but here it was, being made, perceptibly forming out of cracks and corners, the blackness of the short tunnel pushing out, flowing up, as if prying itself loose, all of it heightened by the dramatic closing light we had just now left behind, shed from ourselves in return for discrete shadows, the self-same drab as the clouds overhead.

There were people, just a few, waiting for the next commuter train up from Sydney to take them on to nearby Mountains stops and beyond, or the express to take them down to the Emu Plains and out to the coast.

We stayed just long enough to work out the details, which side to use (left-hand facing west – the train would plunge straight into the quick darkness of the tunnel – blink, blink – did we imagine that?), how to make an easy getaway through the shallow tunnel itself. We stayed until the 5.50 from Sydney had dropped off its passengers and moved on, waited till they had vanished into the night and the lone ticket collector had gone back in out of the wind, then made our way to the car, headed back to Katoomba.

“I’m not sure about this,” Max said as we were driving along.

Lucian must have expected it; he was clearly our motivating force now and still the perfect diplomat. “I know what you mean, Max. It’s been a weird afternoon. What about you, Paul?”

Again I surprised myself. “Might as well go ahead with it now.” Something about the quality of the light back at the station had fascinated me, given me a sense of imminence, something. But I didn’t speak it, and must have even sounded a bit indifferent.

Lucian pulled over, turned to face us in the back seat. “Listen, you two,” he said, but carefully, caringly. “Five years ago you got close to something really important for you. It affected you in all sorts of ways, I can tell. We don’t have to do this. We can call it off. But it needs a bit of enthusiasm, okay? If we go ahead.”

Janice grinned at him. “I’m enthusiastic.”

“Right,” Max said, to Janice or Lucian, you couldn’t tell. “It was just so” – dramatic? frightening? vivid? I wondered what he’d say – “incomplete.”

“So we’re doing this now. Completing it.” Lucian spoke as if he understood it completely, and maybe he did. “Next question. If we do it, your call, who leans out?”

I spoke first. “Me!”

“I will!” Max said.

“Toss for it!”

“My turn!”

Lucian, captain of the car, the whole night, decided. “Maybe it should be Paul, Max. He needs to do this. Okay?”

Max nodded. “You up to it, Paul?”

“I’m fine.”

So we drove on, took in a movie in Katoomba, got back to our chosen spot at 11.02, in plenty of time for the 11.40 freight. Since we figured the train would probably sound its whistle when the scaring took place, we left the car half a mile from the station and walked there, not wanting disturbed locals to see us driving away afterwards. Our plan was to walk along the tracks and cut up to the highway.

The night had closed in, chill and windy, and though the overcast stole the starlight, the rain had held off. As we moved down to the platform, the wind soughed in the power lines, whistled round the stanchions, gusted in the trees. Grass bent low on the embankments. The dark hole of the tunnel seemed thicker, deeper, seemed to pull at us, pull then push in distinct night rhythms. I wasn’t the only one to imagine it; the others made comments too, seemed to find it eerie, but then we were all oversensitive to such things.

The platform itself was deserted as we expected, with just a few lights showing in either direction, the four double lamp-posts, the two sets of signal lights showing their comforting red and green. The waiting room was lit too and cosily warm. A fire had been left in the generous hearth, with wood to one side. The honour system prevailed and, despite our mission, we fed it for anyone who might arrive during the long night that would follow.

It took moments to fasten the rope first to the westernmost lamp-post just before the tunnel, then to my waist, less than a minute or two to let me reprise my long-ago act of leaning out over the left-hand line, feet on the lip, Lucian and Max hauling me back a few times on Max’s call. All straightforward, an anticlimax if anything after the build-up of our boyhood scarings, something almost pointless and foolish, stripped of context.

But Lucian was clearly excited and Max was becoming so. We were all on edge; any lingering sense of anticlimax was kept at bay by the night itself, so vivid and powerful, the constant, unsettling keening of the wind, the shuddering grasses above the cutting, the tossing trees, so many inexplicable sudden sounds. The darkness of the tunnel seemed even deeper – pushed, pulled, waiting.

This wasn’t Portobello in the warm summer night of 1962. This was a small Australian mountain station racked by a chill, late-autumn sou’easter. This was a consummation somehow, a fitting resolve. Some kind of redemption.

Max knew it; dark-eyed Lucian did. Becky no doubt. Janice said she was cold and became in a moment persona non grata forevermore in all our minds.

The time drew near. The girls hid; I leant out; Lucian and Max took their places, gripped the lifeline double-handed.

No one came. No hint of the stranger. No Rusty Cramer this time (though, paradox, I did wish it could be so, generous in my need). The wind blew and blew; the rails shone by any light they could steal – found firelight, lamplight, stole light from our eyes to keep the silver there in that heaving autumn dark.

Train came impressed on that fragile darkness, a roar below, behind, above the wind, suddenly there in smouldering running lights, in the headlight beating out, a great diesel bearing down.

I stretched out my arms, waved, waved frantically, pinned in the hideous, devouring glare. The whistle screamed, screamed where it had never screamed before, at an hour when it never should.

I waved in the terror-rushing-darkness. How many heart attacks this time? How many? All fall down! Everyone!

Was hauled back, ricocheted as the raw and angry train ran by and was swallowed by the frame of the tunnel, swallowed whole, gulped in carriage by ratcheting, sliding, angrily snapping bogie, vertebra by vertebra as its dark spine was sucked in, gone.

Max and Lucian had both caught me. There was a moment of exhilaration, of sheer delight at what we’d done, all our earlier fear turned into that. Becky was smiling, Janice too, though she still looked scared. Would we be caught? Would we?

But we didn’t wait for some curious local to call in a complaint, or a lone patrol car wandering through these towns to investigate why a through freight would shatter sleep around midnight this way.

Max untied the rope and coiled it ready for throwing aside later, then we helped one another down onto the tracks and began our retreat, following the double lines to the shallow tunnel.

Max couldn’t restrain his delight. “It worked, Paul! It worked!”

“Smooth as clockwork,” Lucian said, sounding pleased too, then added: “We need to listen though. For vibrations in the rails.”

“Could a train come?” Janice asked, first time of four or five.

Perversely I said, “Sure could.” Scaring the Janice. Hating her insensitivity to this, her finding only the bogeyman when it was so much more.

The tunnel was only twenty or so paces long, and a train-wind pushed at us all the way, though it was just the sou’easter finding a way through. But when we came out the other side we noticed the changes at once. The trees still blew above us on the embankments, the grasses still leaned in waves; the wind was sounding, hitting at us, but it was as if stillness had been imposed on all that – those things drawn off, suspended somehow, changed.

And more. It was as if one of those heavily shadowed, cliff-locked, deep-tunnelled coastal stations south of Sydney – Otford, Stanwell Tops, Helensburg, I wasn’t sure of the names – had been superimposed on this one. The tunnel had been too deep; now the sides of the cutting seemed way too high. Details were wrong, out of place.

Perhaps it was adrenaline rush, nerves firing with the excitement, all that noise and light replaced by the compressed dark of the tunnel and the windy silence, but we all noticed it, showed it by the looks we gave, though nothing was said, not even when we saw that there was fog in the cutting ahead.

Fog on a windy overcast night! It snatched the streetlight too, gave some to the tracks so they ran as quicksilver glint, drawn off and lost in the silvery pall.

But fog?

The next surprise: the line branched ahead. Branched! We were not even fifty metres from the tunnel and the left-hand westbound track we were following had a line running silver and fogbound into a cutting, steep-sided and not on any of the maps Lucian said he had studied.

This wasn’t the stranger of summers gone, not Rusty Cramer bouncing pinball ricochet off the midnight freight to Madrigal. This was the world gone wrong.

“We go back now,” Lucian said, and echoed that key word. “This is wrong.”

“Something’s there!” Janice cried.

locomotive!

We all heard it. A shuffle, snuffle, muttered, stolen back.

“Run!” Max said, and we did, not up, it was too steep, not ahead to cross that branch-line, but back.

locomotive! locomotive!

Unmistakable. Something waited in the old, new, different cutting. Something.

We ran on and on, entered the tunnel again, found it long, long, far longer, deeper than it had been moments ago, ran on, panting, breathing hard, Janice giving off a wail that never quite made it to a scream.

locomotive! locomotive! locomotive!

Pursued by the night, we fled, felt the train-wind at our backs, were pinned in headlight, light made from darkness, rail silver, stolen streetlamps, window-shine and eye glitter, dazzling, numbing, chilling light.

“Against the wall!” someone cried, Max, Lucian, I couldn’t tell. “On the other side! On the other side!” And I ran with the others, trusting that somone had indeed calculated which track would carry the – locomotive! locomotive! – presently at the tunnel’s mouth. Train. As if that covered it.

We rushed, clattered and stumbled to the tunnel wall, that wrong, south-coast tunnel wall, flattened ourselves against the slick, damp bricks, cold, so cold, too cold, tried to push into the hard wet surface, air coursing over us, smelling of train friction, metal on metal, ozone, dried blood, night-bitter, blood-bitter, locomotive! locomotive!

It ran past, whatever it was, going the wrong way on the wrong line at the wrong hour, in a tunnel that was wrong, wrong, with all of night and hell and angry disregard in its rush.

And we pulled back, peeled away, only when there was no sound (and no fog and no cutting, I was certain), no train wind or hint of its returning, no sign at all of that ultimate Night Train.

Janice was dead when we found her. All that carefully packed life bludgeoned – no – drawn out thin and gone, cut free, snatched away. No wound that we could tell in the meagre light, just wiped of life and light and fear, all in a moment, there in that space – a mere twenty or so paces deep. Normal again, hah! Never normal. Never again.

And when the police finally came and took us back to Katoomba and asked their hours of questions, it was left as heart attack and stupid uni students walking the tracks (apparently the engineers had not bothered to report the scaring). Sure, Lucian phoned around and word got back to us later that there was a glitch in the autopsy forensics; all the iron had been leached from her blood.

So that couldn’t be the end of it for us.

We went back, three of us did, some months after the court hearing. Becky and Lucian were living together by this stage, but she decided not to go along. So Lucian, Max and I drove up one Saturday night, arriving late with our torches and memorial bunch of flowers (our excuse if anyone found us at it), and after entering the tunnel from the western end to make sure there was no extra line, no branch cutting beyond, we finally agreed on the spot where Janice had died.

There were no blood stains, of course, nothing on the hard round stones before that slick wall but moss, old cigarette packets, a candy bar wrapping, leaves and dried grass stalks, two bottle tops and a rusty nail.

Not quite knowing why I did so, I took the nail, put it in my pocket; it was something that was real, after all, part of it, part of the place and the time and the death. Of poor, brief, stupid Janice.

We left the flowers and drove away.

IV Town Hall Station 1972–94

There were four opening lines for this account I’m doing here, one for each version I’ve tried putting down, depending on which starting point I chose. One line you already have: “Every summer during our childhood holidays at Portobello, Maximillian and I would spend an hour every third day scaring the train.” But I could just as easily have started in media res, as in an earlier attempt, with: “The train winds are the best in Sceptre City” – a good line: short, gripping, promising mysterious things – then worked back through it as Dr Day suggested I do.

Stealing a bit, really, because Sydney didn’t get its third real skyline landmark – Bridge, Opera House, finally the Sydney Tower: God’s Microphone, the Sceptre – until 1981, but as you discover as you get older in the eternal Now, you reach a point when it never seems otherwise, and you have to concentrate to remember how it really was then.

The line is as true for 1967 as today – tonight – and writing this down again, I do remember that name as part of that time.

Glancing back over what I’ve written, it seems that Lucian promised to be some sinister reincarnation of that stranger Max and I saw years ago. Sinister he was, with his dark good looks and strange notions, but while Max and I remained in one another’s lives after we graduated in 1970, we lost touch with Lucian and Becky who, last we heard, got married and mortgaged and snatched aside from the flow of life (or into it, depending on your view of such things).

Max got married too, to a young high-school teacher named Pauline. Me, why, I’m Mr Popular, with relationships pretty well constantly, but have stayed single, communicating something unresolved in myself (I was told by one girlfriend who went away, vanished from my life, never answered the phone again), something tense and gripped too tightly. And I screamed during nightmares I never remembered. So, sure, I had ladies, partners, companions, in one-night, six-week, two-month lots, but never futures.

But Max stayed in touch and stayed interested (there was too much unresolved between us as well) and he was the one who phoned in May 1972 and asked me to meet him at Giovanni’s Pizzeria at Town Hall Station to discuss train winds.

What he said. Train winds.

We’d tried Sydney’s train winds before, back in ’68 and ’69, standing on Town Hall, Wynyard, St James and Museum, feeling the plunging piston push of air before trains arrived, the unmistakable slipstream, warm, redolent of oil, ozone, raw metal and dark places. It could delight you, thrill you or scare you silly, and we kept at it because we almost understood something every time, recognized or remembered something, though never quite what.

So began a decades-long series of infrequent, almost ritualistic meetings that usually started with a meal and ended with us going down onto the platforms and just experiencing the elusive telling-us-something quality of the train winds.

All routine until a week ago.

This time his voice on the phone had been troubled, urgent. Would I meet him? Yes. The usual place (now Alexander’s Café). Sure.

I found him drinking coffee right there before the breathing stairwells of the Town Hall underground. He didn’t say much, not then, but we bought City Circle tickets and went to the final level where there was the weight of the city and the lives, and the familiar twin tracks laid taut, silver and humming between their double gulps of darkness. Tunnels are like seashells; you hear impossible seas when you listen close.

We stood, toes to edge, peering off into one of those snatching gaps and then, then, we could talk, eyes on the dark in darkness, then we could.

“You know what Janice said that night, Paul?”

Janice? Janice? Years, moments, lives rammed together in an instant.

That Janice.

“What? When?”

“Before she died. Before we went up to Glenbrook that weekend.”

“No. I didn’t. No, I don’t, Max. What did she say?”

Toes to the edge, we peered off into gloom, minds attuned to the faintest breath, listening, listening for the tiniest ghost-rush and whisper.

“She’d had dreams, she said. The same dream. Ever since we decided to do the scaring. She dreamt she’d die there.”

I resisted the hard knot of guilt, fought shame and denial, emotion locking my gut. Bloody Janice! Bloody, changed-blood Janice!

“So?” Calm. Hard. Keeping it hard.

“Something sharp would take her. Something sharp.”

Thanks a lot, Max. Bringing me this. “A train?”

There, I had named it, said it, peering into gloom. The Night Train. locomotive!

And listened, watched the veins in the earth, those warm taut lines, worm lines, snail-slide of silver, watched the blocked-black, ocean-shell darkness. For train. Train.

“Something sharp. I asked that too – a train? – before we set out that day.”

“And? Come on, Max! And?”

“She asked if trains were sharp.”

Ohmigod! Poor dizzy Janice. So brave, so driven. So changed.

“You never told me.”

“Told no one, mate. You didn’t want to hear. You wouldn’t have then, would you? Another death?”

“No.” Small word. No. Remembering Janice. Years. Summers.

“I kept it from everyone.”

“Lucian?”

“No way. He’d have gone off on one of his theories. We put it aside. Just like with Rusty Cramer.”

“So why tell me now?” Though I knew what he’d say.

“I’ve had the dreams too, mate. Four of them. Something sharp. About trains.”

We felt the faintest kiss of air, a hint, a flutter. It was. Oceans falling on midnight shores.

“So we don’t do this anymore. We put it aside again, Max. It’s just memory serving up old stuff. We’ve carried it with us too long.”

We step back right now, Max, I wanted to say. We step back. No more scaring either way.

Feathers of air stroked our faces.

“I just had to tell you. Had to let you know.”

“Down here?” What I didn’t say was: Did the dreams scare Pauline away?

“Needed that too. Just did, you know? It’s been too long.”

The rush, the unmistakable smell of the pushing air, the smell. Metal on metal. Ozone. Electric fire in the underworld. Sharp fire deep down.

“It has.” Step back now, Max. I took his arm; he let me draw him back with me, one step, two, another. “We should include Lucian. Let him know too. Talk it out.”

“Already have.”

“What? When?”

“He suggested this. Said I needed this.”

The train was there, shattering, battering, squealing down to just a silver, ribbed 10.08 to Hornsby, modern and safe, harmless again.

We waited as people came and went, waited till the doors slid shut and it had pulled off into the undernight. I imagined it drawing the air from our lungs after it, pulling it into sighs, drawing it thin. Earth, fire, water and air.

Max did sigh. “I’m scared, Paul. Really scared, you know.”

“So we keep away from places like this.”

“Does no good. I see lines.”

“You what?”

“I see lines everywhere. Just look down a street or an alley. There they are, clear and bright as anything.”

Like the dark holes under trees. Black spaces in sunshine.

“You mean it?”

“Look again and they’re gone. But it’s not corner of the eye stuff, Paul. They’re right there. I hear a noise at night, look out the window and see them going down the street. See them in the drive, going across backyards, running right through fences. I go out to the fridge. There are lines in the living room, Paul, just right there, you know.”

I still had his arm, was gripping it hard. I made him listen to me, told him about my own visits to Dr Day, got him to quiz me on why I’d do such a thing. No, I wasn’t having dreams or seeing lines. But I had anxieties, I said, problems relating, connecting. I had to write it out, I told him, which did seem to help. I said he hadn’t done that, was all, hadn’t sorted the coincidence of the deaths, hadn’t worked through it. Been debriefed. Talked down. That’s all.

We agreed: no more scarings. We’d meet with Lucian, patch up the ragged bits, talk it through, the three of us. Stay in touch this time. He was easier as we left the station; I was easier, having focused my own fear and edges through Max’s own. He gave me Lucian’s address, then we phoned, arranged to meet on the Friday night. Then I put Max in a cab and never saw him again.

V 7.13 pm

Last night I found Lucian’s nail.

Third opening of the four. This is the one I had before I decided to do it via Internet, get it out as far and as fast as I could. It can’t be everywhere at once. It can’t look everywhere. There have to be gaps, ways through, yes, openings.

But time for this line anyway, bringing it nearly to the moment. One to go.

Last night I found Lucian’s nail. Two inches long, flat round head, round body, the sort of short, dark, rusty nail you find by the dozens, hundreds, in the recycle bins of older hardware stores and in old paling fences.

But his. His.

Found it on the very night of the very day Lucian’s package arrived with its ninety-minute TDK audio tape and the little cardboard box and the note – the package brought in by Tilly and used to weigh down her own goodbye note on the afternoon she too had had enough of remoteness, screams in the night, failure to commit, whatever she decoded it as.

Her note didn’t surprise me. She’d tried; I’d tried, believed I had, believed I believed I had. I tried to wish her well.

But Lucian’s note chilled me where I stood in the hall, the words scrawled in pencil, more disturbing somehow than if they had been in blood or purple ink.

Max’s nail. Hide it. Tell no one.
Look for mine. Hide them. Stop it here.

I resented the drama, the emotional grab on top of losing Tilly (with all the cumulative guilt of losing Louise and Jill, it just went on and on, back, back), but I was deeply and singly terrified too.

Max’s nail. I opened the tiny box and saw it – just like Janice’s, like Lucian’s too I bet! – and knew Max was dead. Knew somehow, somewhere, he would be found with his blood changed, the iron gone to make this.

Nail.

I started to understand it then, you see. Standing in the hall, holding the small white box, with Tilly gone and the tape to play and the stupid note.

But not Lucian. Not Lucian dead too!

Two thoughts. Three. You’ve left me alone with this. Betrayed me. And: the Train was getting nearer.

Then the phone rang.

Standing there in front of it, compressed with loss, terror and disbelief, with too much unravelling of the ordinary world, I cried out and swore and would’ve shouted down the line except I thought: Tilly. Please, God, yes.

“Paul? It’s Becky. Sorry to bother you but have you seen Lucian?”

“No. No, I haven’t, Beck. What’s happened?”

It went from there. Could I come over? Of course I would, left the tape waiting, unplayed, went to her place, heard how Lucian had gone with no word, no explanation. She’d waited the drunk-binge, affair-guilt, drug-down twenty-four hours (apparently he’d been hitting it hard in every sense of the word, goosed by ideas that wouldn’t go away), made the appropriate calls to friends (well, closer friends), hospitals, the police, answered their questions: no, no sign of foul play, had finally, finally, two days on, phoned me on the off-chance.

Off-chance! On, more like it: the very day his package arrived.

The last time she’d seen him was as she’d left for work, sitting at the kitchen table, the morning after being out with Max till all hours. With Max.

I asked about that, heard they’d been seeing a lot of one another (without including me? So much for our meeting up again), allowed that the tape would tell me all about that.

I looked in the kitchen as surreptiously as possible, looked there again while brewing Becky and me coffee, found it just sitting there on the bench top as if pushed to one side, that exact size and shape, would never have noticed it without looking for it.

His. It was.

“What’s this?” I actually asked her when she came in to help.

She shrugged. “Don’t know. Found it on the floor.”

No real curiosity about such an ordinary thing. It’s true when they say there is nothing more sinister than what we never suspect: teapots, cracks in sidewalks, the flutter of a curtain, the bang of a screen door, lawn sprinklers.

Where’s the body then? I wondered. Thinking of Janice, the nail in the tunnel where she had died, the sharp thing Max had knelt on tying the rope around dead, changed Rusty. (I was putting it all together, you see.)

We ended up sitting at the kitchen table and I pocketed the nail when I went to pour us refills, then spent the next hour considering anything and everything, me trying to be calm and caring but frantic with the need to find Lucian’s body, wanting more than anything to get out of there so I could play the tape. No police, no telling anyone till I’d played that.

But Becky’s question brought me up short. Not the expected theories: the prospect of a clean break, running away with someone, not the improbabilities of an amnesia-inducing accident or even a thrill-kill, but words about our first days.

“It’s all to do with Portobello, isn’t it? That convergent energy thing.”

How you think of a thing makes a thing. How you name a thing defines a thing.

I might have said No, gone on about how wrong it was to make Lucian’s ideas the only handle on this. But Becky had had twenty-seven more years of such talk. No doubt it did follow on, did connect up. She kept at it.

“That’s when it all started, didn’t it?”

I might have told her then, mentioned the nail – the nails – the tape, the scrawled note, but needed perspective, desperately needed detachment if I could get it.

“Let me think this over, Beck. Let me go through my old diaries, just think it through, you know, see what I come up with. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Fortunately I’d been there long enough, sitting through the silences with her, that it didn’t seem like I was abandoning her. We’d exhausted possibilities, gone from plausible to improbable, from rational to irrational. At last I could leave.

“There’s nothing else, Paul. There’s just nothing else,” she said as we went to the front door.

I hated her certainty, feared it. “I’ll call, I promise. The moment I have anything.”

Then I drove home thinking, wondering, bringing it all back.

I could have started the account like that, you see, with finding the nail, then gone back to Portobello and 1962. But I needed to pace through it for myself, just to get it out, and I’m nearly done.

I went home and put Lucian’s nail in the box with Max’s, then slipped the tape into my sound system, pressed Play.

There was nothing. Nothing. Just the running noise of the capstans turning, a no-sound, like the vacuum of space against an open mike, a constant waiting changelessness.

Now that I’ve had words fade on the page in front of me, I know what to expect, but even then I wasn’t the least surprised. Once you granted the nails, the changed blood, of course you allowed for tapes that erased. Allowed them all as parts of a system – something just being recognized.

I drank more scotch than I should have and slept, thank God, slept right through.

Not because I was brave, more that I missed Tilly and was lonely, I went out walking that cold windy Saturday morning (this morning), just went across to the park, loving the autumn chill, how the leaves blew in waves, scurried and rustled on the paths.

I had the nails in my pocket and had half a mind to drive up into the Blue Mountains, go to the tunnel where Janice had died, or easier, closer, to go down onto Town Hall’s lowest level and just sit there, wait out the day – in case Lucian might come to me from some impossible cutting or out of some narrow squeezed-back, folded-in part of the undernight.

I was halfway across the deserted park when the hallucinations began: the hint and glint of rails among the scattering leaves, the sense of a train wind: ozone, steel on steel, feather-flutter in the midst of the cold south-westerly, like a warm breath into chilled hands.

I kept waiting for the attendant sounds, imagined – locomotive! – yes, in the bending, shuddering trees.

And I knew. Just knew.

How Max had died. Rusty’s death. Janice’s.

Leaning out. Tethered. Lucian hauling, misjudging, some error. Max dead, a nail left from his changed blood, wrested out. Every adult human carried at least a two-inch nail’s worth of iron in the blood. Carrying oxygen to the brain or something. What a death! Train pummelling through, laved in train wind, a kiss, a stroke, out goes the iron. The mind, the body, knowing what it lacked, stultified with the knowledge of the clean sweep. Something sharp. Bitter iron taste like blood in the mouth.

I kicked at the leaves, hands in pockets, walking, walking, catching hints of silver lines in the windy day, coming at me from under the trees, glinting in bushes, raw quicksilver, pared chrome, drawing off and off and away, treacherous as razors.

The lines. All the lines.

Somewhere, somewhere, I knew, as I turned out into Buckingham Street, passed sealed, windlocked houses, leaves scattering, blowing out of beleaguered trees, Max’s body lay changed and dead, perhaps in a forgotten tunnel, overlooked in a culvert, someplace where Lucian had done – or not done – his deed.

But Lucian, where?

I turned from Buckingham into Wentworth, circled the park, crossed it again, expecting Lucian at any moment, sitting on a bench, standing under a tree, dead eyes looking straight out, face white, leached, starved. But no, nothing, and the hints of lines faded in the bleak afternoon, vanished altogether.

Yet had told me something. Accelerating affect. The lines leading out.

I phoned Becky from a payphone on the corner, meaning to be brutally direct (“Where did you leave the body, Beck?”), but there was no answer.

I caught a cab to her house, entered by the unlocked back door, and found her dead on the kitchen floor, plundered, changed, eyes wide, her own nail by her right hand, held but dropped in death.

I added it to the others in my pocket, wiped the door handle and left, went back into the windy afternoon and took a bus into the city, went down onto the lowest level of Town Hall Station. No tether for me, just a quick moment of agony, a small tragic ritual in this dead afternoon hour, only a few people about.

If you’ve gotten this far, get to see this much at all, then you know I didn’t do it, of course.

As I waited, peering into darkness, I saw someone looking back at me. Standing on the track, barest hint of shadow in shadow, of eyeshine and pale, pale skin, someone.

Lucian, was my first thought, first certainty. Lucian, you bastard, my second. Not your nail in the kitchen. Some other poor bugger’s to mislead us.

No one else was watching. No one else saw me jump down onto the line, stride into the warm, pulsing throat of the tunnel. No one called after me. I went up to the figure standing in the middle of the track, was about to grab him by the front of his jacket, demand: What have you done? What you done, bastard? Had the words right there, but stopped short.

It was Lucian all right. I saw that in the glow of platform light over my shoulder, in the white of skin and the glitter of sightless, staring eyes. He was staring into light.

It’s hard to say now what he looked like, what the loss of iron had done. What skin I could see was like marble, tight and cold. He just stood, dead, changed, scarecrow upright, arms dangling, but worse, worst of all, his mouth hung open, and through it, from it, came a wind, that wind, and the whisper – locomotive! – of barest noise-in-a-seashell words.

“Not yet, Paul.” Named. Naming me. It did. The Night Train did. This Bogeyman. Bogie-man. “Not yet, little Paul.”

I fled then, turned and ran out of the tunnel, clambered up onto the platform even as the sliding thunder came and – an unforgettable meat-slammed-on-a-table sound – dead Lucian was impaled, carried, dumped and rolled by the silver severed thread of a train – my sweet, unknowing, latest, alibi train.

I took out the box, opened it, saw that the nails were gone.

And knew.

VI 7.38 pm

So, you’ve guessed. Well, I took longer than you, but I worked it out then, refined it tonight, writing this.

The plate in my skull: not plastic or stainless steel, no, not for me. If you looked, you’d find dead black iron. Intimate iron. I’m sure of it. A mirror curved onto thought, raw but never doing harm. Not to me.

How many lives, I wonder, for that piece of metal, just so this demon, this devil, can have its psychopomp, one who goes before? One of many, who knows? Successors, perhaps, to our man at Portobello so long ago.

How many of us, driven to silence? Needing to speak, drawn to tell, what do I do? Go on seeing the glint of rails across parks, in rainy avenues, flashing in the moonlight when there is no moon, twin lines of there, not there quicksilver, feeling the train wind in the tiniest breath and pulse, in the play of dust devils in an empty street?

Go on drawing others to me, those whose blood will be changed in the sharpened dark?

I don’t expect you to believe any of this, if ever it does get out there. Just don’t be surprised. That Becky died. That Dr Day didn’t answer his phone tonight, will probably never answer it again. That I’m still alive.

We all like trains. We do. But how many of us did it take to build this train and its endless thundering bogies? (Bogies, oh yes!) And tracks that go on and on and spill into the ordinary world worn thin? How many nails? How many?

My final opening line? Easy now. Perfect ending.

Let me write it. Let me write it before the words fade again. You would have liked it.

Now I know what Death is.

There.

And here. The knock at the door. Someone – Sue or Carmen, maybe Tilly back again. Or maybe that new guy from the office. Gerry. He said he might drop by. Any old iron.

Even as I close this off, press send one more time, there are rails, hints of lines off down the hall, running into night, but not for me. Not for the Bogie-man.

There’s the far-off sound, a warm familiar pressure in my skull, and the wind is already blowing.


DAVID SUTTON

La Serenissima
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“There are several strands which inspired ‘La Serenissima’ ”, explains the author. Nicolas Roeg’s film Don’t Look Now, Robert Aickman’s story ‘Never Visit Venice’, Jan Morris’ history The Venetian Empire, and my own love of the city. Venice is instantly recognizable of course, and its romantic atmosphere is well known. Yet Venice can also be mysterious, curious and dangerous.

“When I began writing the story, I decided to set it in an earlier time and to concentrate on its single most important element – water. It occurred to me that this sinking city had a submerged, hidden history. When you visit Venice, it’s the canals that immediately catch the attention, from the Grand Canal with its ceaseless shipping, to narrow channels of green water that sluggishly lap at decaying houses. And even when you traverse the constricted streets, the water is somewhere beneath, rotting the ancient log piles on which the city was raised. And beneath, too, perhaps another race of creatures not quite like us . . .”

IT WAS NO USE complaining. Euphrosyne may have loved spacious, well-groomed gardens above all else, but here she would have to put up without them.

“How bare the piazzas look.” She sighed languidly, expecting Polyhymnia to commiserate with her sister for the lack of greenery. If not for that, then for the heat, which she disliked intensely, and of which there was an abundance. But Polyhymnia did not reply to her sister’s comment, unwilling, on this occasion, to be drawn into the argument which she knew would inevitably follow.

The pity of it was, Polyhymnia thought, that Mr and Mrs Fortiscue – their guardians – did not bear the brunt of Euphrosyne’s unending complaints. In their presence she always proffered her angelic smile, or her simpering countenance. The Duchess knew her true temperament though, but then the Duchess was their mother. In any case, Polyhymnia remembered sadly, Mother was not here to observe and curtail Euphrosyne’s starkly riven moods.

Euphrosyne opened a turquoise fan and played air agitatedly across her reddened face, arching her long white neck one way and then the other, the fan flickering as if it were a butterfly eager for the nectar from an exotic flower.

From where they both sat, Polyhymnia could see the church on the Isola di San Giorgio. The light above and around it was curiously pink, reminiscent of her sister’s flushed cheeks. The dark and choppy water of the canale di San Marco slapped the pali to which the gondolas and vaporetti were moored. Polyhymnia thought the agitation of the waves a very suitable manifestation of her sister’s exasperation; deeply restrained beneath, but flapping at the surface. She watched the black, wrought iron scrollwork at the prow of each boat nod a curtsey, one after another, as if in agreement with her thoughts. She decided they looked both ugly and sinister with their sombre livery.

Euphrosyne’s ceaseless fan was making Polyhymnia feel hot and tired. Her voluminous white dress swathed her from neck to foot. Beneath, her undergarments clung stickily, like the hot, wet lips of some demonic incubus. A straw hat shaded her eyes, but her long blonde hair was escaping from its clasp and fell distractingly about her neck and face.

“You’re very warm, sister, shall we retire to the hotel for a nap?” Polyhymnia asked, innocently enough she imagined.

“Don’t pretend with me, Pol!” The fan clicked shut brusquely. “The sunshine, the temperature, are fine by me!” She paused, eyeing her sister from under her own straw hat, its dark green colour and wider brim playing sensuous shadows over her pale lips. “And don’t you recall, we are to meet the Fortiscues at one, at the Rialto.”

Ah, yes, Polyhymnia remembered, watching her sibling’s mouth. Abruptly she was unsure if her sister was still – as she – a virgin. Euphrosyne’s lips teased. In fact, wasn’t that the heart of their rivalry? Euphrosyne exuded intrigue and sensuality, with that sidelong glance of her large green eyes, the curve of her mouth. Perhaps she ought to admit she was jealous of her sister’s apparent worldliness? Perhaps it was her, and not Euphrosyne, who really possessed a malevolent nature? In any event, surely it was only right that identical twins enjoy romanticism at the same time? It was so very difficult for Polyhymnia to accept her sister’s apparent maturity.

A commotion along the riva diverted Polyhymnia’s attention away from her sister, though it was not clear what the men, who were either loading or unloading a barge, were arguing about. A case of cabbages was scattered on the quayside in the quarrel and some of the men began to kick them into the water. A light-hearted tournament abruptly began as one of the vegetables, now stripped of its outer leaves, became an impromptu football to be vigorously tackled. Voices raised in anger now shouted encouragement to one another. She would never be able to understand these people. They blended west with east, lisping and pale skinned. Byzantine and Latin temperaments combined: mystery. As mysterious as the city itself, she was inclined to think.

The Fortiscues’ unending tour continued during the blistering heat of the afternoon. Polyhymnia was aware that this city, more than any other they had visited, was of particular interest to the Fortiscues. As though it had been their birthplace. The two young women were led to the Ca’Rezzonico with its black and gold furniture.

Black again, Polyhymnia noted dismally. Black was the favourite colour of these people. She began to feel as if a shroud was beginning to envelope her, smooth as black silk, sliding her stiffened body into its coffin.

They had entered the palazzo through a courtyard onto a building site. The entrance was undergoing renovations and the floor was a mass of dangerously uneven planks of wood perched over the excavated cellar below. A dank smell drifted up and Polyhymnia imagined the sound of malignant water, eddies from the Grand Canal, slopping and licking at the hidden foundations, searching her out.

Rudolf Fortiscue took great delight in trying to inspire his two charges with the works of Tiepolo and Guardi that marched forever along the walls of the palazzo. Euphrosyne cooed interestedly at the paintings. Just as her sister expected, sucking up to Rudolf in an unseemly manner, which she was certain Matilda Fortiscue must notice, sooner or later.

Once they were on the second floor, Polyhymnia felt safer. But here the normally restrained Matilda Fortiscue began to wax enthusiastic over the forty or more paintings by Pietro Longhi, describing in detail the life they depicted quite eloquently for themselves. Polyhymnia was as unimpressed as her sister, and only when Rudolf lingered over The Saturnalia, interrupting Matilda, talking animatedly himself, did Euphrosyne resume her wide-eyed posturing at the man’s side. Polyhymnia harrumphed as might the Duchess in a moment of pique. It was sickening to watch her sister’s brazen flirtatiousness.

The work on which Rudolf was concentrating was a huge canvas, almost totally washed in the morbid shades of night. At once Polyhymnia hated it, but she preferred to concentrate on it than on her repellent sister. The depiction was of some unknown part of the city, during the annual carnival. Everyone in the foreground of the painting was wearing gaudy clothes, and grotesque masks, and their bearing suggested pleasure and excess. Polyhymnia thought it horrible that the artist had used the most ill-proportioned, unsightly and unnervingly horrible masks, which somehow nevertheless perfectly fitted the human faces beneath them. And not satisfied with the subtle terror engendered by the hedonistic figures, the background was crammed with plague victims. Their faces were also disguised, but this time by the ravages of the pestilence. When not perched in gondolas, they were emerging from the slick waters of the canal. And even in the blackest distance of the painting, Polyhymnia thought she could see many vile corpses swimming towards her. It was as if the contaminated dead were intent on joining the festival, if not to escape from the very canvas which confined them.

Rudolf ceased speaking, Polyhymnia pleased that she was no longer expected to gaze upon that awful scene. It suggested that the degeneration of the carnival into hysteria and brutality – her history on this matter was well remembered – was somehow connected to the plague in 1630. But the precise meaning of the artist eluded her and she had not taken in a word of Rudolf’s description or explanation.

Polyhymnia shivered. Perhaps it was better left as a mystery.

Finally, Matilda was able to complete her interrupted soliloquy. “Children, this is marvellous! The Duchess will be so pleased with your fascination! Oh, and you will wish to forever abide in the arms of La Serenissima!”

What on earth was she talking about? Polyhymnia wondered. She almost snorted at the woman. Matilda wasn’t English, after all, so the way she spoke sometimes did not make complete sense. In order to stave off an attack of the giggles, Polyhymnia turned away and saw, to her surprise, Rudolf’s hand caressing her sister’s bottom, his fingers pressing the fabric of her dress firmly between her buttocks. Polyhymnia shot a glance at his wife, who was still admiring one of the paintings, unaware of the indiscretion. Then to Rudolf again, but now his hand was demurely resting in its companion at his waist.

Euphrosyne was smirking and pouting by turns. It was revolting.

“My dear?” Rudolf addressed his wife.

“Yes, Rudolf?” she replied, not taking her eyes off Longhi’s The Rhinoceros.

“Tonight I shall be dining at the Lido. Will you manage?” His thin, long moustaches twitched as he spoke, his lips moving into a small pout as if he were tasting some rare vintage.

Polyhymnia knew that he meant gambling as well as dining, at some ostentatious Lido hotel, though it was unclear whether his wife understood this. Inevitably the result would be a boring dinner at their own hotel’s restaurant. Though at present Polyhymnia was very pleased they would be without Rudolf’s company. She was enraged with his impropriety. She was even more angry with Euphrosyne in allowing those long, hairy, masculine fingers to touch her so intimately.

“Certainly, dear,” Matilda replied evenly. “The girls and I shall retire early. It will have been a day exhausting.” She turned to face the twins, silk skirts hissing. “I think you will dispose yourselves?” she said to them.

Polyhymnia tried to keep her lips arrow straight.

“Of course!” she blurted at last, it was the only way to submerge an outburst of giggling. From the corner of her eye she watched as Euphrosyne nodded, she too unable to open her lips for fear of the derogatory braying which would be released.

Despite what Polyhymnia had just seen him doing, Rudolf was regarded as a real brick by the Duchess. He’d fought in India – or was it Africa, or Arabia? – with father. Apparently he’d made quite a splash. And, although the Fortiscues were less than wealthy, they had been allowed to ingratiate themselves on the house of Lethbridge. She suspected that it was not entirely the generosity of her mother – or the fact that Rudolf had saved the life of her father in one of their interminable battles – that had opened the way for them to live in. No, Polyhymnia believed that her mother was having – or at one time had – an affair, as they say, with the handsome Rudolf. And all this despite the fact that the Fortiscues were foreigners, and her parents probably knew as little about them as she herself did. Polyhymnia guessed their surname was a nom de plume; that Rudolf had probably been born a . . . a Wyscescu, or some such.

Whatever, their guardians had become permanent house guests at the mansion in England. It had its advantages, at least for her parents. They could bundle off their daughters to the four corners of Europe with the Fortiscues. The Fortiscues could hardly complain: they were living off the fat of the Lethbridge wealth.

There was no doubting that their guardians were filled with the requisite educational niceties. They were suffused – as Matilda might have put it – with art, the opera, the ballet. Rudolf’s first passion, prior to and after military service, was architecture and design. His wife, all manner of the arts, but painting in particular. Polyhymnia’s mother had agreed their house guests would be able to instil such passion and knowledge into their daughters. Worth more, it would be, than any Swiss finishing school. Travel, more travel and an understanding and appreciation of the noble pursuit of literature and history and . . . Polyhymnia harrumphed at the relentlessness of it all.

She noticed at last that the Fortiscues had moved on, with her sister in tow.

“Come along . . . Polyhymnia,” Matilda called, pausing just slightly before saying her name. Although both she and her sister were in different apparel, their mirror images – round moon faces with wide green eyes and blonde tresses – caused Matilda to hesitate.

“Yes, Matilda,” Polyhymnia replied. At one time the power and playfulness of being able to hide her identity with that of her sister would have enlivened her. Not any more. She no longer wished anyone to mistake her for Euphrosyne.

“Indeed, you will wish to see the costumes on the third floor. And the porcelain,” Matilda announced, as though she was empowered to read the girls’ minds.

Polyhymnia ran and then slid along the black-tiled, glazed flooring, to catch up with the others, noticing how close to Rudolf Euphrosyne was walking. Their hips touched as Euphrosyne emphasized her womanly profile, brushing silk and serge together.

The boredom of the tour was dispelled briefly as they entered a boudoir. It was dressed in pink, a riot of pinks on the walls, the plaster, the striped satins of the upholstery of chairs and bed. The air made Polyhymnia catch her breath. Here were the smells of old perfume and talcum. The room exuded scents from long ago, as if the ghostly inhabitant had just then passed by, leaving a sweet eau de Cologne drifting in the powdery stillness.

The others seemed unaware of this potent aroma, clucking instead over this or that piece of furniture.

The room was asking Polyhymnia to stay . . . to remain where it was safe, as though she was unsafe elsewhere. When she thought about the black gondolas, and the ugly building and the ugly furniture in the other rooms and the ghastly painting, she could almost believe that it was best to abide here, with that scented, friendly spirit. The same wraith who puffed out a pungent smell of irritation when Euphrosyne unkindly threw herself onto the bed and promptly coughed and complained when she was enveloped in years of settled dust.

Shortly, however, Polyhymnia was being ushered out and the magical bedroom was left behind. A puff of powdery air squeezed out as the door closed quietly behind her. Locking in her saviour perhaps?

Over breakfast, Matilda announced that her husband would be rising late. Plans for the day would therefore be subject to some alteration. Polyhymnia assumed Rudolf had drunk too much wine at the gaming tables and might at that very moment be groaning in his room with an ice-pack at his brow. Euphrosyne, however, was smiling wickedly, as if she knew something her sister did not. Such a lascivious grin, Polyhymnia decided.

“I have decreed, therefore, that today,” Matilda paused to remove a piece of croissant adhering to her lip, “you may explore by your selves.”

“Thank you, Matilda,” Euphrosyne said ingratiatingly.

“Are we to –” Polyhymnia began.

“Choose many things interesting. Study. Mesmerize – ” both girls looked at each other quickly, daring the other to be the first to burst out laughing – “mesmerize and I shall ask what you have learned this evening.”

Polyhymnia felt a sudden malicious urge to correct Matilda. She was what? Polish, Czech? Venetian? But they understood her well enough, so it really did not matter. Better to act as sycophantically as Euphrosyne constantly did.

“Stay binded together.”

Heaven forbid!

“Ensure you keep this diagram.” She gave a street map to Euphrosyne. “Here is an allowance.” She handed Polyhymnia some banknotes.

“Shall we see Rudolf for dinner, tonight?” Polyhymnia asked, generously buttering her croissant. A few flakes of pastry fell into her teacup, greasy bubbles expanding across the surface, as though something unsavoury were oozing up through the tea.

“I expect so, my dear.” A blob of preserve squeezed out of the corner of Matilda’s mouth as she responded, forming an imitation blood blister on her lip.

Euphrosyne said, “I hope Rudolf is not unwell?” She was smirking again, for Polyhymnia’s benefit.

“You are so thoughtful . . . Euphrosyne. It is, how would one say, a petit mal. Please do not over worry.”

Now their custodian was calling the waiter for more tea and Euphrosyne was staring wistfully into the distance, openly placing her right hand over her breast and sighing. What on earth did she mean by the gesture?

Had there been a liaison between her and Rudolf, Polyhymnia wondered. Or was her sister simply teasing her, as usual?

By late afternoon Polyhymnia had dismissed Euphrosyne’s imprudent demonstration at the breakfast table. There was a more immediate concern: they were lost somewhere near Campo Ghetto Nuovo. The map did not seem to mean anything any longer, though both young women took turns to snatch the crumpled, limp sheet exasperatedly from one another as their tempers began to flare. Polyhymnia saw the pattern of black lines on the map, the colours and street names, as indecipherable as Egyptian hieroglyphics. It was as if the map itself was the key to some far deeper reality within the floating city, but one which neither she nor her sister could understand.

They had visited a number of churches and Polyhymnia had done her best to remember everything she could, which was difficult enough in the heat and with Euphrosyne’s overbearing presence. They would need to recall the architecture and the sculpture, the pictures hanging in the chancel, and the rest . . . Yet all Polyhymnia could now remember was agonized grey statuary, glowering down upon her from high places in gloomy nave and chancel.

“Why don’t they put up street names!” Euphrosyne demanded. She thrust the map into her sister’s hands in order to be free to fan herself.

“I expect they’ve fallen off,” Polyhymnia replied. “In any case,” she added, “we should walk in one direction, until we find a street which is actually marked.” She tapped the map. The paper was damp, from either their constant poring over it, or the humidity. “It will then be easy to find the Grand Canal and get the vaporetto.” She folded the map carefully and began to cross a small, humped bridge.

The green water of a narrow canal stretched off in a gentle curve, the reflected ripples playing over buildings which perched at the water’s edge. The reflections were streams of diaphanous silk, caressing the façades. The water lapped at unpainted wooden doors, rotting upwards from submerged canal-side steps. The dwellings were uniformly blighted, large patches of plaster missing, exposing worn red brick beneath. A few moored boats swayed desultorily from tidal eddies born far off. There were no people lingering on balconies or in the boats. Any sounds were faint, distant.

“How can we walk in one direction, Pol? Look!”

Beyond the bridge, the street, or alleyway, ended in a blank wall.

“They’re all like it! It’s a maze! You’ve got us truly lost!”

“Wait,” Polyhymnia said, ignoring her sister’s accusation. She walked the few yards to the end of the narrow street. “No, you’re wrong, it’s not a dead end at all. See.” She waved to her left, hoping Euphrosyne would see the intended disparagement in the gesture, and then turned and walked down the path which went off at right angles.

“Still no street name,” Euphrosyne insisted when she caught up, pointing to the walls above. “We shall be late for dinner!”

“Late for Rudolf you mean,” Polyhymnia rebutted before she could stop the words.

Her sister looked blankly for a moment. Then, smiling, “Jealousy!”

“Then it’s true!”

“Then what’s true?”

“It.” Polyhymnia blushed, but she was so hot anyway she hoped it wouldn’t show.

“It?” Euphrosyne echoed irritatingly.

“You – him!” She sighed listlessly, slapping the map against her hip, wishing she had bitten her tongue. “An affair!”

Euphrosyne laughed, braying as if she were a donkey, the sound loud and abrasive in the quiet alley. “Oh, wouldn’t you like to know, little sister,” she managed finally.

“No, not really,” Polyhymnia said levelly, trying to regain her composure. Her accusation now appeared absurd. What, her sister having a relationship with their guardian? Under the watchful eye of Matilda Fortiscue? No. Euphrosyne was toying with her. Nevertheless she had to say something more, she could not allow her sister the pleasure of keeping the supercilious face she was now proudly wearing.

“I saw him touch your bottom. You should take care, Euph.”

That train of conversation was at an end, for the narrow street now became an even narrower sottoportego, stooping under the buildings.

“Shall we try . . .?”

“You are the one who says we should keep walking in one direction,” Euphrosyne blurted, stepping blithely into the darkness.

As they walked between close, water-slimed walls, Polyhymnia could hear the canal gushing below, or sucking at masonry. The passageway curved, leaving them in total darkness for a few seconds before the daylight at the far end ballooned into view. Exiting the passageway, they found themselves in a small, deserted piazza.

Polyhymnia raised her eyes hopefully and saw the chipped blue enamel plate of a street sign at last. “Campiello . . . oh, bother! What does it say? Can you read it, Euph?”

“No more than you, sister.” Then: “Give me the map. The beginning is Z-I-N-something. I’ll see if I can decipher the rest.”

While her sister sat on the edge of a well at the centre of the square, Polyhymnia walked around it, cobblestones dipping and rising in uneven curves, as if mimicking, moments before solidifying, the shape of waves underneath. She was unsafe here, the piazza floating thinly above many murky fathoms of ancient water. The city itself a fragile edifice perched above the weed-choked, slimy sea.

There was no church in the square to make her feel protected, merely the sullen façades of undistinguished dwellings, weathered with age.

The afternoon was dying.

A thin, mottled cat slunk out from a partly open window and slipped away down a street opposite. The animal was half starved, bony, hideously thin. Polyhymnia shivered.

“Oh, bother!”

Polyhymnia heard the soft crackle of paper behind her and realized that Euphrosyne had been unable to find out where they were. She ought to look herself, but she was lightheaded. It must have been caused by the slowly dissipating heat of the day.

“Why don’t you see if that other road is marked?” Her sister’s words penetrated sluggishly through dense, wet air.

Drifting over to the alley, which led off the piazza opposite the way they had entered, Polyhymnia was sure the cobblestones were becoming soft beneath her shoes. As soon as she had walked a few steps, she realized that it was not a street she was on at all. It was a long, private pathway leading to the entrance of a house.

The blistered, once elegant door, was wedged open. She went in, thankful to be off the undulating cobbles.

She may have desired to ask the owner where they were and how they might reach the Grand Canal. That’s what she would tell her sister. In reality, the dangerously soft pathway had unnerved her and she needed to stand on something more solid.

Once she was in the porch, she realized why the building had been so silent: it was derelict. She shivered in the pale cream light from a ridiculously high window. The sunlight dissolved as its rays played through dust. Piles of wet, crumbled plaster lay in heaps at the walls’ edges, as if that was where safety lay. As she walked, the floorboards squelched, as if her shoes trod on a thin layer of fungus. The strong smell of damp and rot stung her nostrils.

She hesitated, reluctant to venture beyond the porch, realizing that the building must in fact be less safe than the campiello. When the cat screamed nearby, Polyhymnia started, her heart racing to catch up with her shock. The feline’s yowl thinned out to a guttural whine and only then could she place the sound beyond a rectangular, doorless archway in the far wall.

The animal might be hurt, or dying, or may have become trapped. She should at least go and find out. Her feet carried her across the soft wood, the muscle in her breast hammering furiously, demanding retreat. Her eyes became wide with anticipation. The pilastered architrave ahead of her was diseased, the blue paint chipped, green mould replacing it. Leaning forward, her shaking hand extending to touch the cold pillar, Polyhymnia stretched her neck to peer through the opening.

“Polyhymnia!” The cat squealed.

Cold, cold dread immobilized her heart, stilling it, before she realized it was her sister calling. Turning, she ran, but not before she saw someone in that far room. Sable shadow, a dark silhouette, limned by light starved of strength from the thin, high windows. The shape was thin, too, turning to confront her, aware of her presence, and Polyhymnia glimpsed its hairless white head.

When she was out into the square again, dusk was beginning to soften the blighted surfaces of the buildings. She spent a few moments of stillness, waiting for the iron-hard vice inside her breast to loosen.

“It’s not a street,” Polyhymnia said, still breathless, sitting in the well’s rim opposite her sister, where she wouldn’t display the terror which still veiled her face.

“Then what took you so long? I called!”

“I was . . . I was exploring. These houses are uninhabited. The whole square is abandoned. Nobody lives here except a starving cat.”

“Really, Pol! Uninhabited indeed!”

“I’ll prove it to you – ” She stopped abruptly, wishing she had not sounded so confident. The last thing she wanted to do was re-enter that house.

Ignoring the suggestion, Euphrosyne said, “I’m going to find someone in that house and ask them to direct us. My Italian is, after all, better than yours.”

Polyhymnia, about to retort that her Italian was the better, thought better of it. She was already too disorientated, she did not need her truculent sister to add to her discomfort. “Well, then, perhaps we should retrace our steps first.” The remains of her fear made her voice croak as she added, “There are no people there to help us, as I say.”

Polyhymnia’s nervousness was a red rag to a bull. “Dear sister, what has troubled you?” Euphrosyne turned to confront her twin. “What are you frightened of? You’re as breathless as a bride on her wedding night! You lead the way to the house.”

“No!”

“Good grief. You are a rabbit!” Euphrosyne leaned across and pinched her sister’s cheek, hard. “If you won’t accompany me, I shall go alone.” With that she stood, spun around and marched defiantly down the now darkening alleyway.

Damn her, Polyhymnia silently blasphemed, rubbing her stinging cheek. She stood and followed, deciding she was more afraid to be abandoned here than of the ghastly figure in the derelict building, which was undoubtedly a trick of the light and not a withered ghost.

“See! A ruin . . .” Polyhymnia shouted. Surely it was obvious to her sister no one could possibly be living here?

She followed quickly, not hesitating at the ruined doorway. Inside, a vestige of the dun sunset filtered through the window. The grim, empty room resolved itself in a wash of sepia. Polyhymnia wondered if the edifice might at one time have been a palazzo, though it was now impossible to tell. She hesitated as she watched her sister disappear through the arch. A triangle of paleness – the corner of Euphrosyne’s skirt – flapped, as might an injured dove’s wing; beyond the entrance.

“You are right for once,” Euphrosyne agreed, her disembodied voice echoing. “But let’s explore anyway!” Her head bobbed into view. “Come on.” A thin forefinger emerged from the darkness, curling into a fish hook on which Polyhymnia was barbed. Laughing, Euphrosyne disappeared, enjoying the diversion in a way Polyhymnia could never understand.

Tiptoeing forward, she desperately wished there was more light. At the portal it became difficult for her to proceed. The arch framed a greater darkness beyond. Dribbles of water ran down the blotched surface of the pillars. Above, on the cracked pediment, the plaster face of a blind cherub gazed down at her. Its features were masked by mould, its mouth dripping gummy saliva. There was a momentary sense that the building was below the waters, not above them. Even though absurd, the idea itself reminded her that underneath the floor, shallowly below, the waters of the lagoon caressed rotting timber piles, drawing the city inexorably into a future watery grave.

Hastily now, not wishing to give her sister more ammunition with which to sneer – but also to shrug off the goose-bumps – she hurried through the opening, holding her breath.

A peal of laughter exploded around her, echoing in the high, empty space of the apartment. At first Euphrosyne was hidden. Then there was light, golden, crystalline.

Polyhymnia wobbled forwards, her legs turning to jelly. Her sister was cackling again, and Polyhymnia was dragged forward as though she were a rag doll, and thrust roughly through a low opening in a wood-panelled wall.

“Can it be . . .?” Polyhymnia blinked at the hard brightness shining through crystal chandeliers. She recognized the decor of the corridor in which they now stood.

“Yes, sister,” Euphrosyne sneered, as if she had known this was going to happen all along, “the hotel . . .” Carefully closing the door behind her, Polyhymnia watched it blend secretly into the ornate wooden mouldings on the wall.

“But how? We were miles away.” Her astonishment was complete. “We must have accidentally walked back towards the riva,” she added, attempting to convince herself.

Euphrosyne seemed less profoundly moved. “All those little roads, twisting, turning . . . we thought we were lost, but here we are!” Again that aggravating, knowing smile fouled Euphrosyne’s lips, her words less a description than a taunt.

“But how did you discover the secret opening?”

“Aha! Wouldn’t you like to know!” Euphrosyne cried mysteriously.

“That place, that horrible house, it must have belonged to the hotel.”

“Undoubtedly. In any case, Pol, we are no longer going to be late for dinner!”

During the main course, Polyhymnia dropped her fork. She stooped to retrieve it as Rudolf, now refreshed, was sitting regaling the three women with a history of the hotel, a former palazzo.

“– the original entrance on the campiello Zingari, which as you know, means the square of the Gypsies – ” His words froze in mid-sentence.

Polyhymnia had ducked under the voluminous linen and lace of the tablecloth. As she lifted her piece of cutlery from the carpet, she saw her ward’s left hand beyond the grey stocking tops, above the suspender belt, active within the loosened fabric of Euphrosyne’s knickers.

Clambering awkwardly from beneath the table, Polyhymnia was breathless, and red as a beetroot.

“Whatever is the matter, dear?” Rudolf’s wife was asking him.

He looked sharply at Polyhymnia for confirmation whether she had seen something she shouldn’t. Yet any emotion he might be harbouring was unfathomable behind those dark brown eyes. Polyhymnia turned her head away quickly, to face her sister, whose lewd smile mocked. Opening her lips, Euphrosyne licked them wetly.

“Nothing, my dear. I was merely waiting for Polyhymnia to cease her distraction. Waiter!” Rudolf called, deflecting anything indiscreet Polyhymnia might have had to say. “Another fork for the young lady, if you please.” He snatched the soiled utensil from Polyhymnia’s trembling, white-knuckled hand and handed it to the waiter.

“You are so clumsy, sister,” Euphrosyne said, sniggering. Then turning to Rudolf, “Please, uncle Rudolf, do go on.”

“I do so appreciate it when you refer to me as uncle,” he said and his left hand came up at last, waving airily. Polyhymnia gaped. “Matilda and I do so feel as if we really are your aunt and uncle at times.”

“Very categorically,” Matilda appended, her pasta busy between fork and mouth.

How dare he! Polyhymnia’s blood was roaring angrily in her veins. She tried to regain her composure. How could she! How filthy – at the dinner table! Her thoughts squirmed with disgust. Her “uncle” continued his discourse as though nothing had happened, as though the dirty white fingers of his left hand had not defiled her sister. Euphrosyne sat ogling him, gleefully impervious to any possibility of Matilda noticing.

The waiter returned and Polyhymnia began to eat again, to take her mind off what she had seen, but found she could not. The slimy layers of pasta on her plate were pallid worms, writhing uncontrollably around the abalone. Nausea quivered in her stomach.

“I . . . I think . . .” She spoke too loudly. Other diners stopped their discourse and glanced in her direction. Cutlery chattered against china. Then she was sliding off her seat as if someone were tipping the chair forwards. Rudolf was rising. Her sister was grinning wildly. She herself was sweating, her face as hot as a furnace. The table’s edge slid into view as she slipped inexorably towards the floor.

Matilda’s mouth opened slowly, several white corpse worms coiling on her tongue. “Smelling salts, smelling salts!” she shouted above what was, to Polyhymnia, a pandemonium of metal and china and brash voices. Then blessed silence.

Darkness . . .

. . . And there was a shape in her dream. The oddly terrifying portal in the ruined palazzo . . . the cherub blindly gazing down, its bottom lip pouting, a glaze of damp on the lichen it wore as a mask . . . And beyond, a dark man standing amongst the debris of plaster and cracked ceramics. She was unable to distinguish who he was, but he appeared to be holding a long pole in his hands; his head was concealed by the brim of a flat straw hat.

A gondolier?

“What a scene!” Euphrosyne cried, as if privy to Polyhymnia’s dream.

“Have I been asleep?” she asked. “Oh!” Polyhymnia suddenly remembered what had happened in the dining room. “You!”

“What?” Euphrosyne responded contemptuously.

“You and Rudolf! At dinner!”

“You’re such a child, sister, I can hardly believe we are the same age.” The derision in Euphrosyne’s voice was brutal.

Polyhymnia blushed with rage; and with jealousy at her sister’s carnality. “Oh, go to sleep!” There was no response to her words and very soon Polyhymnia had returned to slumber, her disturbed thoughts dissipating.

Later she woke, stifling a hiss of alarm as she thought someone had entered the bedroom. But it was Euphrosyne, out of bed and moving towards the door. She was dressed only in her shift. The door opened and for a moment her features, sly and cunning, were revealed by the light from the corridor.

As the door closed, Polyhymnia threw herself out of bed, and dressed quickly. She knew where her sister was going. Indeed, the hidden door in the corridor was slightly ajar when she reached the ground floor.

A nearby table conveniently presented her with a lighted oil lamp, and she took it eagerly, entering the ruins. The spectral glow illuminated the decrepit room, highlighting the doorway she had passed through from the other direction earlier in the day. She hesitated before continuing, remembering the skulking figure from her original exploration. But when she reached the doorway, there was nothing in the room beyond except detritus, soaking in pools of rancid water. Her lamp revealed walls of wet brick and a ceiling, once handsomely painted, but now of cracked and mottled plaster.

A faint sound, as soft as silk scraping on stone, drew her attention to the porch beyond, the exit to the campiello. The swish of fabric was followed by the slap of water, a wet hand clap repeated slowly.

Polyhymnia moved carefully forward through the pools. Was the lagoon tide rising, she wondered, flooding the abandoned building? She was afraid the floor might collapse and plunge her into the diseased swamp on which the city had been built. Her lamp wobbled, its sickly rays of light hesitant to linger on the wet surfaces and reveal Polyhymnia’s fearful reflection. When she decided to douse the lamp for fear of her sister realizing she had been followed, Polyhymnia was surprised by another source of illumination.

Very carefully, she peered into the porch. Standing, softly illuminated by a swaying lamp nearby, was Euphrosyne. Naked, with her back to Polyhymnia, her hair was hanging loose, her head thrown back. In front of her stood a man, his head pressed to her breasts.

The man’s hands were meticulously massaging her sister’s back and buttocks, and she was whining ecstatically at these attentions. Polyhymnia, envious beyond caring, walked boldly into the ante-chamber. But the voice with which she was going to shout was suddenly unavailable. The man who was thoroughly familiarizing himself with Euphrosyne’s body was, of course, Rudolf Fortiscue. But he was garbed in black, with a gondolier’s straw hat hanging at the back of his neck from a loop of thread. And although she could not see his face, Polyhymnia had no difficulty in recognizing those darkly haired fingers.

Rudolf’s face lifted above the curve of Euphrosyne’s left shoulder and Polyhymnia’s breath caught in her throat. His features were concealed by a repulsive mask, on which was painted a crude copy of Rudolf’s moustache. The mask was white, eye holes black circles, somehow soulless. The skin of the mask was mottled with the plague. Rudolf’s pustulant lips opened and met those of Euphrosyne’s, who had turned her head to meet them, undismayed at her guardian’s grim disguise.

It was only in her revulsion that Polyhymnia averted her eyes from the kissing couple, but as she did so, she saw why the nearby lamp was swinging to and fro. It was hung from the prow of a gondola. Impossibly, the boat sat below the level of what had earlier been solid flooring, as if a former rio had risen to its rightful place.

And sitting inside the craft was Matilda Fortiscue, staring avidly at the two obscene lovers through the round, button eyes of her own awful mask.

Seconds later Rudolf, the gondolier, was carrying her sister onto the moored craft. Matilda immediately began to punt the gondola away from the landing stage, her husband laying Euphrosyne down and placing his lips upon hers. She groaned as his weight pressed down on her naked body.

The gondola was drifting away, through the exit onto what before had been the path that led to the campiello. Now it was a small canal, its black water lapping viscously at the walls on either side.

Polyhymnia ran forward, nearly tipping herself into the water chopping at the approdo. She managed to hold back, saved by the post to which the gondola had been tied.

“Euph!” she cried out, wishing to forget how much hatred for her sister was still bubbling inside her. The lamp bobbed, cascading giddy rays of light over the boat and its occupants.

Rudolf lifted himself briefly from his defilement of Euphrosyne, in order to loosen his clothing, and his mask began to contort. Only then did Polyhymnia realize that it was not a mask at all. Both of her guardians had been transformed into blemished, pestilent creatures and she knew instinctively they came from a region of eternal wetness and decay. Underneath Rudolf, Euphrosyne was beginning to cry, squealing rhythmically as he thrust himself upon her. Matilda began to cackle in a way Polyhymnia had never heard before.

“Mathilde! Mathilde!” the man shouted, breathless, his voice now unexpectedly inflected, his mouth sounding as if it were choked with gelatinous liquid.

“Rudolfo!” she yelled back. “Rudolfo, let me see the fine red parts!” Coarse giggling followed her shout.

Polyhymnia staggered, unconsciousness rising to throttle her. In her eyes there were tears. All lustful desires were thrust aside, as was her hatred of Euphrosyne.

Then Matilda saw her, and she began gobbling like a turkey, steering the gondola back towards the landing stage.

“Come away! Come away!” Polyhymnia heard Matilda call.

Tripping, Polyhymnia fell, grazing her knee. Her blood mixed with the sour water into which her hands were pressed. “Who are you?” she screamed, raising her head. The gondola sliced water as turgid as tar, moving faster than she would have thought possible. “Let my sister go!”

“Do you not recognize us,” Rudolf spoke, abandoning for a moment his rape of Euphrosyne. “We are from below.”

“No!” At once, however, Polyhymnia recalled the painting in the palazzo. The lust of the carnival, the lurking swarm of plague-ridden humanity. They had been emerging from gondolas, from the canal, from the deeps of the lagoon.

“Come away with us!” Matilda sang gaily.

“My sister . . .!”

“No!” Rudolf said, “she has joined us.”

In a panic Polyhymnia stood up awkwardly, turned and ran as the gondola scraped on stone. A few steps and the secret doorway was almost within her reach. Her arms stretched out, fumbling for the latch she could not see, but strong hands grasped her shoulders, and drew her back.

“For a while it was necessary to be your guardians, to live as men.” Rudolf’s voice whispered in her ear, his accents more alien than ever before. She could smell decay and feel wetness seep through her clothes. “But here, beyond, is our true world, beyond the Serene Republic. An ancient and magnificent domain.”

Polyhymnia could smell her sister’s perfume as she was dragged back through the ruins. She felt herself sway dizzily as she was carried aloft. All her strength fled when she was at last permitted to look at her sister. Euphrosyne had a head and legs and arms and a body. But all there was to see of the surface now was redness. Redness and gouged hollows. Cavities, diseased, suppurating wounds. Euph’s face was sweating blood. Ruined flesh . . . Euphrosyne’s transformed flesh, that had once been identical to her own.

Yet still her sister squirmed, her thighs arching and shuddering in her unrequited lust, presenting a final gush of blood from between her thighs. She was voiceless in her need, or through a pain beyond conceiving.

Polyhymnia gasped. Deep inside her, deeper than horror, emotions stirred wantonly. At first she resisted the sensations. Then, realizing that now, at last, she could enter her sister’s secret world, she stood. Without further thought, her moist lips parted and her breathing hastened as she began to disrobe in front of the skeletal Rudolf. She was not about to let her dying twin commandeer all the fun. Indeed, whereas Euphrosyne had been his alone, she saw – as the plague-riddled Matilda tore her clothing from putrefying flesh – that she was to be pleasured by both inhabitants of a clandestine community which had, for a while at least, been hidden from the world above the waves.
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For Woody Strode and Robert Ryan this black sombrero . . .

____

Don’t marry your daughter to a Gold Mountain Boy.
He will not be in bed one full year out of ten
Spiders spin webs on top of her bed
while dust covers fully one side.

– Anonymous



BY THE GHOST of the fifth moon, five coyotes raced toward a wagon. Huge paws ripped divots in barren soil, sleek pelts shone in the amber glow of the coming morning, feral hearts pumped the blood of the beast while hungry eyes studied an Asian woman who held an iron fan and a black driver who steadied the horses.

The black man felt hunger in the pit of his own empty stomach as he watched the beasts advance. But he made no move after tugging the reins, for he had seen something else.

Another coyote, waiting on a low ridge to the north.

A coyote that held a rifle.

The pack continued its charge. Still, the black man didn’t move. Neither did his young companion, who by now had noticed the predators. Gunshots broke the silence, like nothing more than a sharp series of barks. The lead coyote crashed to the ground midleap, tumbled squealing against a pole planted at the side of the dirt road not ten feet from the wagon, and did not get up.

The horses screamed, and the driver jerked the reins and quieted them. Another bark from the rifle and a second beast was literally slapped muzzle to roadbed as if by the hand of God. With that the remaining coyotes veered away from the wagon, away from the coyote with the rifle, darting toward the south.

But not fast enough. A final bullet found the slowest predator – nipping tailbone and shaving asshole, separating the beast from its tail – and the anguished howl that rattled across the wounded predator’s teeth was enough to goose the sun over the mountains that lay to the east. At least, that was how it seemed to the black man who held the reins. Cause, and effect.

But having no great love of philosophy or rumination, the man’s attention turned to the coyote with the rifle. The creature loped across the rutted road, collected the amputated tail, and advanced on the wagon, rifle held over its head in the universal signal of peace.

The creature’s muzzle did not move as it said, “They’ll spread the word, y’know. They’ll run back to their hellhole and howl and whimper, and they’ll tell every damn pup ’bout how one of their own shot hell out of ’em and kept ’em from their dinner.”

Her back stiff, her brown eyes unblinking, the woman in the wagon slapped closed her fan, transforming it into an iron cudgel to which she held tight. Likewise, her companion held tight to the reins. He did not reach for the pistol secreted beneath his worn duster. His hands did not become fists.

He smiled.

The coyote chuckled, scratching its chin. Then it pushed its entire muzzle up and back, revealing a face the color of oatmeal and blue eyes that squinted against the dull morning light. Unmasked, the coyoteman trained an ear toward the south, even though the driver and the woman heard nothing. “Hear ’em howl?” the coyoteman asked. “They’re talkin’ about me. Tellin’ stories. I’m their devil. I’m their hell.”

The coyoteman showed a healthy set of teeth – not a smile, but an animal trying to smile. “Most folks think I’m crazy, sayin’ somethin’ like that,” he continued. “But I ain’t crazy. I got the devil in my blood. My own mama told me so. See, my daddy was a coyote. Like I said, like my mama said – it’s in my blood. Mr Gerlach – that’s my boss – he reads all kinds of books. He knows about such things. He says what I am is what you call a liecanthrowup.”

“That’s a mouthful,” the black man said, and he didn’t so much as grin.

“That’s me, all right.” The coyoteman nodded, brushing his chin with his escaped brother’s amputated tail. “And believe you me, it ain’t easy bein’ part ky-ote. Hard to find work when your blood’s got the fever like mine. Folks think you’re peculiar, just ’cause you want to live in a hole in the ground and take your food raw, which is the way God served it up, ain’t it? But Mr Gerlach, he saw a use for me right off. Coyotes ain’t thinnin’ the newborn calves from Mr Gerlach’s herd like they once did, not with yours truly around. Pretty soon I’ll have the whole pack headin’ for greener . . . uh, I should say redder pastures.”

With the last comment, the coyoteman flipped the bloody tail at his audience as if it were an obscene exclamation point. He howled laughter, and it took a long time for him to stop, because he was waiting for the people in the wagon to join in the joke. But they managed to abstain. The black man was busy staring down the road, and his companion had slapped open her iron fan and was pumping it in the coyoteman’s direction.

The black man asked, “Where is Midas Gerlach’s ranch?”

The coyoteman raised the pelt that covered his thin belly and expertly pinched a flea into eternity. “You’re standin’ on it, pilgrim. You look around, and on a clear day you can see until tomorrow. And it’s Midas Gerlach owns every inch of what you’re seeing.”

“And where exactly does Mr Gerlach hang his hat?”

“Five miles down this road. Can’t see his place from here, but it’s there. But a man like you don’t want to go down this road.” The coyoteman wrinkled his nose and sniffed the stranger’s boots, which bristled with wiry hairs and sharp white ridges that looked like pure misery – bones or teeth, the coyoteman couldn’t rightly decide which, and he didn’t really want to move close enough to make a thorough investigation. “I can smell you, pilgrim,” he said by way of conclusion. “And whatever scent I’m readin’, it ain’t rabbit.”

The black man didn’t reply. He stared at the road, at the dead coyote wrapped around the base of the nearby pole. Scant minutes ago the creature had been leading the hunt. But now . . .

The coyoteman said, “You’re lookin’ at the wrong end of that pole, friend.”

The stranger looked up and saw for the first time the thing the night had hidden, the thing that was more than plain in the morning light – a severed head leering down at him from the crown of the pole.

“Pinkerton men came through a week ago,” the coyoteman explained, pointing to another pole a quarter-mile or so distant. “Five of ’em. They didn’t smell like rabbits either. Not until Mr Gerlach got done with ’em, that is. Skinned rabbits was what they smelled like at the end. And believe you me, they was ready for the stew-pot.” He giggled. “You ever hear a rabbit scream? Well, have yuh?”

If he had known what the coming hours would bring, the stranger might have searched his memory for an answer to that question. But though he knew many things that other men did not, he did not know the future, so he tugged the reins.

The horses moved forward. The coyoteman walked beside the wagon, his hand raised against the rising sun. “You listen to me,” he said. “You pay attention! Mr Gerlach, he treated them Pinkerton men just like I treat the coyotes.” The black man slapped the ribbons, the team broke into a trot, and so did the coyoteman. “Mr Gerlach’s got a fever in his blood, even worse than mine. But his misery ain’t from a coyote . . . it’s from his family.” The wagon passed another pole crowned with a severed head – generous golden tresses in imitation of George Armstrong Custer, bullet hole three inches behind the left ear in imitation of Abraham Lincoln. “People tell stories just like coyotes, but these stories are true! The whole Gerlach family done been blood crazy for years . . . cousin marryin’ cousin . . . brother and . . . it just ain’t what’s meant to be.” The coyoteman was sprinting now, nearly breathless. “Why, you just look in the family plot and you’ll see . . . Mr Gerlach’s granddaddy buried right next to his own daughter . . . and . . .”

The driver hollered at the team, cracking the ribbons with real authority now. The horses raced forward, and the coyoteman tried to keep the pace. There were many things he wanted to say. He wanted to tell the driver about Midas Gerlach’s granddaddy, how Midas’s grandma had taken after him with a butcher knife. Cut off the old reprobate’s willie and tossed it right down the shit shaft one cold winter’s night, shortly after the old fool had threatened to bless his daughter with a baby brother for thirteen-year-old Midas. The coyoteman wanted to say all these things, just as he wanted to keep on running, but his lungs were working like a bellows with a couple of holes in it, and his legs were like those of a sickly kitten, and all he could say was, “Midas is . . . Midas is . . . he’s crazy with the blood . . .”

The coyoteman stumbled to a stop and doubled over, dropping the rifle and the coyote-head helmet, hands locking over his knees as he gasped for breath. The coyote was hiding in his blood, and he couldn’t keep up with the wagon, which was gone with the shadows, with the last cool breath of morning.

The sun beat down and there was nowhere to hide. “You got to understand,” the man said, because he had to finish even if no one could hear him. “How it is . . . with Mr Gerlach and folks around these parts. It’s like me and the coyotes . . . it’s like . . .”

But he was bone-tired now, like he always was after a hunt. Ready for the cool hollow of his burrow. He mopped his forehead with the coyote tail. Then he shed his furry shirt, wrapped the coyote headpiece around it, and tucked the bundle under one arm. Rifle in hand, he trudged up the road.

And though he panted, he kept his tongue in his mouth.

Late afternoon. The unrelenting sun beat through the window, warming the young woman’s nakedness like the fires of heaven.

Her tits were truly the color of alabaster. That the Chinaman had promised, though Midas Gerlach hadn’t believed him until now. Midas had bought the woman through the mail – bargaining, waiting as each offer and counter-offer traveled by stage and train from Fiddler to San Francisco or vice versa. He had committed the Chinaman’s descriptive poetry to heart, but he hadn’t dared believe it. He’d read plenty of yellowback novels and he knew that, numero uno, Chinamen were given to poetic excess and, numero dos, Chi-nee women were as yellow as the first corn of the season.

But it wasn’t like that with the woman who lay on Midas’ bed. If you judged by her, the Chinaman’s promises were as bankable as cash on the barrelhead. Lie’s tits were the color of alabaster, and they were round and perfect and as hard as any rock God had put on His green earth. Better still, Lie went on from there, her body pure poetry that Midas hadn’t found in any letter. Her nipples were as meaty as jerky, and she complained not at all as he took each in turn between his tobacco-stained teeth, stretching those tiny mounds of Chi-nee jerky into a ten-course meal, which was an image that had never crossed the poetic Chinaman’s mind.

Quick corner-of-the-eye glances filled Midas’ mind with other images. Lie’s fingers digging into the feather bed, knuckles bleached bone white, nails chewed to the quick. Her fan lying open on the floor in a puddle of sunshine, a heavy iron thing that only an inscrutable Chi-nee would invent. His gun belt hanging from the bedpost just above her left hand, but she wasn’t the kind to go reaching for it even though she carried an iron fan that could probably bust bones as efficiently as a railroad brakeman’s club. No. She was hiding. Eyelids closed, brow straining for high cheekbones like fingers strain for palms when a desperate man makes a fist. Lips drawn back, lavender tongue clamped between her teeth with the same studied effort Midas trained on her nipples.

Thin tangle of brush between her legs like an undertaker’s dark thread, like the crimped legs of a dozen dead black widow spiders.

Nipple between his teeth, Midas grinned. Hell and damnation and dreams that come true. A woman who’d take her man without question or complaint. A woman who wasn’t capable of such nonsense. A woman who had been as mute as the day was long since she’d slipped from between her mama’s legs below decks on a ship bound for the land of gold mountains.

The beauty and voice of a flower. That was the Chinaman’s poetry, as haunting as the work of Mr Edgar Allan Poe.

A ten-course jerky meal and the music of smacking lips. That was Midas Gerlach’s poetry. A barroom limerick.

Yessiree. The Chinaman had taken the ass-end of the deal, all right. And the best waited below. Midas’ tongue traveled the length of Lie’s belly. Through the tangle of undertaker’s thread, down one firm alabaster thigh. He threw back the sheet – a clean one, catalog-bought and saved expressly for this occasion. Two teeny little stumps waited at the base of Lie’s ankles, both of them just as white as white could be, each one dotted with five little nubbins twisting this way and that, wriggling this little piggy went to market, this little piggy went to town . . .

Midas took one toe between his lips, then another. This little piggy had roast beef . . . this little piggy had none. Suckled like a contented baby. Wee wee wee . . . all the way home.

Home. China was a world away, but in his heart of hearts Midas knew that he belonged there. With his face buried in yellowback adventure novels he’d loved since he was just a sprout, he often dreamed of foreign shores even though his dead granddaddy’s voice still rang in his head. Those books ain’t manly things. Maybe that’s the way it was in the San Joaquin Valley shitsplat called Fiddler, California, but it wasn’t that way everywhere. Midas liked to read about Chinamen and their ways. He understood them – them with their dungeons and concubines and silk robes heavy with the perfume of opium. Even though he was a white man and a Christian, he understood the things those yellow men liked to do.

Wonderful things. Outré oriental practices that the book writers barely dared relate. Veiled descriptions which trapped Midas’s breath in his throat. Wicked scimitars that could split a man dandruff to dingleberry with one stroke. Opium dreams that taught a man the truth of his heart. Wives by the dozen, each one familiar with the taste of the whip. And best of all, feet sculpted like those at the base of Lie’s alabaster legs, tender young feet wrapped with long strips of silk. Ribbons circling tighter, tighter, tight as a Merry Christmas that never comes.

Bound feet. Saving part of a little girl for ever and ever in a grown woman’s body.

Midas closed his eyes. Suddenly he wasn’t the biggest fish in the little pond called Fiddler, California. He wasn’t a man who ate flapjacks for breakfast and broke horses with a brakeman’s club and drank cheap tequila out of a whore’s high-button shoe and shot down drummers in the local saloons if they so much as cracked a smile when he got to studying their assortments of ladies’ footwear.

For in his mind’s eye Midas was a man who eschewed denim, preferring garments fashioned from the finest oriental silk. His hair was oiled with strange perfumes instead of barber’s tonic. His bed chamber was heavy with the spicy tang of incense. Not one whiff of tequila or horseshit or lonely man’s sweat assaulted his refined olfactory senses.

But, even in the pit of his reverie, it was still Lie’s toe that was trapped between his lips. The toe of a Chi-nee princess raised expressly for his pleasure.

Because, in the pit of his reverie, Midas Gerlach was the Emperor of China, and he suckled on that toe as if it were the tit of the Empress Dowager herself.

Eyes open now.

The coyote’s words had been wise, for this was not the way it was supposed to be.

Breasts raw and red. Thin line of blood weeping from tongue.

She could not speak, but she could hear. Too well. Each little sound was amplified a hundredfold. Father said that evil spirits had stolen her voice when she was still in her mother’s belly, so the Gods had given her the hearing of a dragon in return.

White man sucking. A hungry man slurping noodles. Skin of a ghost hanging loosely from his bones like clean laundry flapping on a hot August breeze. Blue veins. Cold hands. Ghost hands. But his teeth were sharp. The teeth of the hungry goblin from her mother’s midnight stories.

The goblin with brown hair curling over his chest and shoulders.

Hair the color of the herbalist’s bitter roots.

Herbs that made her retch but didn’t give her a voice.

Father said herbalist was a cheat.

Father took herbalist’s tongue with a hatchet.

Father’s justice.

But Father was not here to protect her. Father was in San Francisco with the white goblin’s money. Using it to take another’s money by now. That was the way of it. Sure as she’d never touch the hard earth of Father’s homeland. Sure as the white goblin was sucking her twisted toes.

His clothes on the floor. The shed hide of a goblin.

Her clothes in the fire, flame and ash.

And in the corner – towering over the palace of the Empress Dowager, a giant in the Empress’s own private courtyard – the pine woman stood waiting, not daring to shrink from the flames.

Waiting, pine body straining against a white dress of silk and lace. Dancing flames casting her pine shadow over the curving roof of the palace. White veil a bleached shadow over slivered lips.

In China, white was the color of mourning.

The goblin stopped his sucking. Opened his eyes. Nudged Lie’s raw, red breasts with his evil chin, licking his horrid pink lips.

Lie made the pine woman’s face her own. She traveled to a place deep inside herself, a secret place far from the white goblin’s house. A place where he could not reach her.

And from that place, for the first time, the young daughter of the Mysterious East caught the bitter scent of the white goblin’s hidden gold.

Midas knew his limit, and he’d done reached it.

Hurriedly, he rose and christened his bride-to-be. She just lay there and took it like a dream. He had to pick her up before she’d even move. He set her in front of the dresser mirror, and she stood there as still and stiff as the pine dressmaker’s dummy in the corner of the room. Midas had to pour water into the bowl for her, wet the cloth. But damned if he was going to wipe her down, and she seemed to know it. Cool cloth in her tiny hand, she got the idea and busied herself.

Midas watched her from behind, but she was perfect and demure and didn’t dare catch his eye in the mirror. Her eyes were downcast, staring into the depths of the reflection, studying the fire that burned in the fireplace behind her and the model of the Empress Dowager’s palace that dominated the floor of Midas’ bedroom.

Midas had lovingly assembled the model, recreating every detail from vivid descriptions found in one of his yellowback novels. He wanted to tell Lie about it – what the model meant to him, the dreams it held – but all that would have to wait. Right now he didn’t want to talk. He only wanted to drink in her beauty, which jerked him around like a stiff shot of tequila.

Sweat on her tight little buttocks, twin globes that were as slick and shiny as a couple of perfect pearls. From behind, she looked like an innocent little girl. And maybe she was. Haired over, but just barely. Spider-leg hairs. Hairs like undertaker’s thread.

No. Midas licked at the salty-sweet, faintly leatherish taste in his mouth. He closed his eyes and concentrated on a flavor that had no equal.

A sweet blossom’s flavour. The Chinaman’s own daughter. Or so the Chinaman said. But the Chinaman was a man who owned a gambling hall, and a man like that wasn’t exactly on intimate terms with the truth. That’s what a lawman up in San Francisco had told one of Midas’ gun-dogs.

But the Chinaman had been straight about the girl. Maybe not about the daughter part – maybe that part was supposed to make the deal more appealing in an outré oriental way, like the things described in those yellowback novels – but he’d been straight about the rest of it. He’d delivered. He’d sent the girl down from San Francisco in a wagon so there wouldn’t be any fuss or gossip at the train station, just like he’d promised.

Midas stepped past the dressmaker’s dummy, his hairy shoulder brushing the bridal gown he’d had made special for Lie. He stood next to it, tall and proud in the courtyard of the Empress Dowager’s palace, dwarfing the structure. Sunlight glinted off the sloping angles of a dozen golden roofs, warming Midas’ naked skin.

Midas was a man who could never get warm enough.

He stood in the sunlight, staring at the same scene that had greeted him every day for thirty-three years. The Gerlach family plot was a hundred feet from his window. His granddaddy’s headstone dwarfed those surrounding it, his mama’s headstone on one side and his grandma’s on the other. Only one thing was different about the scene today. There was a nigger out there on Midas’ property, about fifty feet this side of the family plot and another twenty paces or so to the west, pretty near the old outhouse where the best part of Midas’s granddaddy had been so shamefully interred lo those many years ago. This nigger had a shovel lashed to his shot-up hand with a length of barbed wire, and he was busy digging a new shit shaft in the hard, hot earth of Fiddler, California.

Midas scratched his head. Still all pixilated from his frolic with Lie, but Jesus, he needed to calm down and think this through.

The Chinaman had sent Lie, sure. But he’d also sent the nigger. Nigger had been the one driving the wagon.

But he wasn’t a wagon-driving kind of buck. Not hardly. He was a buck gunfighter. Buck bounty man, actually, to put the right name to it. A gunman with a Navy Colt secreted beneath his canvas duster. Imagine that. A wagon-driving buck with the stink of sweat and horseshit and trail dust about him trying to draw down on Midas Gerlach on the very ranch where three generations of Gerlachs had been born and bred.

That didn’t go down too good, not in this county. Midas was a wanted man, sure. Everyone knew that. But the Gerlachs ruled the town of Fiddler, the whole damn county. A network of cousins and uncles and assorted bastards kept things going the way they’d always gone. No one was going to collect the bounty on Midas Gerlach. Especially not some nigger with a Navy Colt.

The price on Midas’ head was a doozy, though. Truth be told, he was mighty proud of it. The larger the dollar sign, the larger the man. That’s what his granddaddy had always said. And Midas had earned it, too. Not in any pedestrian manner, mind you. Nothing so simple as the murder of man, woman, or child.

People up in Sacramento City still talked about it. How some rich rancher staying at a ritzy hotel by the river carved up a whore with the French chef’s best cutlery. Paiute Injun whore who had a real taste for brandy with a slice of summer peach, and the law still held him accountable, even though anyone who knew the Gerlach clan from Midas’ granddaddy on down damn well knew that the whole bunch of them couldn’t control their passions when the brandy had them by the balls. Peached or straight it did not matter.

But it wasn’t the cutting up part that had bothered the good citizens of Sacramento City. It was the simple fact that Midas (in the pixilated afterglow of a frolic similar to the one he’d just enjoyed with Lie) had sautéed the slut’s feet in the French chef’s best skillet, cooking her little toesies to a golden brown in a rich sauce of champagne and wild mushrooms and plenty of butter. When the hotel staff found him after the deed was done, sixty-two bones lay stripped clean on the hotel’s finest Staffordshire Blue china, and Midas was working his bicuspids with a toothpick. His disposition was later described as more than agreeable by the concierge, certainly polite despite a few discreet belches. In fact, everything seemed just fine and dandy until the hotel doorman peeked into the kitchen and confronted the untended remains of Midas’s gustatory extravaganza, at which point the hale and hearty Irishman promptly lost the half-pint of whiskey that had insulated him against the surprisingly intemperate June weather.

The Sacramento City papers played it up big. Said that Midas was worse than that Alferd Packer fellow out Colorado way, worse than the miserable wretches who called themselves the Donner Party. And then the gentlemen of the press got to embellishing the story, and pretty soon Midas found that he had consumed not only the whore’s feet but also the French chef’s privates – cooked up with a big mess of oysters was how the story went – and that little tale put the noblest son of the house of Gerlach off his feed for a full week. Such embellishments continued, each revelation helping to jack the bounty on Midas’ head to Tower of Babel proportions, until it got to the point where Diamond Jim Brady himself might get all wet in the mouth and strap on a gun, let alone some buck with a scarred Colt that had most likely seen its last duty at Gettysburg.

Such memories aroused a man’s thirst. Midas stepped across the courtyard of the Empress Dowager’s palace, bent low and removed the roof of a building that had housed the Empress’ eunuchs. He snatched up a bottle of tequila, taking dim satisfaction, as always, in his choice of hiding place.

He washed the taste of Lie’s toes from his mouth, one pleasure eclipsing the other, while he watched the nigger work.

Hell and damnation. Diamond Jim was going to have to get in line. Discounting the Pinkerton men, the buck was the third gunman to come looking for Midas just this month. He was the only one to get as far as the ranch. Or maybe he was just the first one to get to the ranch. And him with shaggy boots that looked to be made from dead rats and tattered clothes that maybe fit him when thirty or forty pounds of extra meat hung on his bones.

Midas drank. This buck wasn’t scarecrow skinny, though. He was what you’d call rangy. Tough – all hungry-eyed and Sunday-serious. He made those Pinkerton men look like weepy choir boys. Took his beating like one of Midas’ prize horses, all proudlike. Even the ranch hands – trigger-happy desperadoes, every one – had to admit that this buck had a different stripe to him, and they were the kind of men who hated niggers more than any other creatures that walked on two legs.

The buck could shoot, too. Clipped Midas’ ear, but that wasn’t anything to get excited about. Hell, it was Midas who shot the gun out of the buck’s hand just as slick and cool as Deadwood Dick.

But all Midas had to do was take one look at the buck to know that the bastard was as good as finished. Buck out there digging a hole. Digging his own grave.

Well that wasn’t rightly true. Not quite.

Midas took a final swig of tequila, crunching the worm between his teeth as he glanced at Lie. She’d dried her buttocks with a towel. They didn’t shine like pearls anymore. No, now her sweetcheeks had the look of cool marble monuments that might have been carved by Michelangelo himself.

Midas swallowed the worm. Such unsullied beauty as that of his bride-to-be couldn’t be forced to sit upon the outdoor privy Midas and his boys had employed lo these many years. That wasn’t to be. By God, the bride of Midas Gerlach would not suffer a splinter in her behind. Neither would she breathe the unseemly combustulations of a dozen sworn profligates.

So the buck bounty man wasn’t digging his own grave. He was digging a new shit shaft for Midas Gerlach’s bride-to-be. The old shit shaft would be the buck’s grave, though Midas worried that it was slightly sacrilegious to bury a nigger in the same spot where lay Granddaddy Gerlach’s pecker, be it shit shaft or no.

But he also figured that the buck could go to his final reward knowing that his last task on God’s green earth had been a noble one, for there was no nobler effort than shielding true beauty from the undeniable vulgarity which thrived beneath this veil of tears. At least, that was the opinion of a certain poet from the Mysterious East.

Midas figured that the stranger wouldn’t understand that, though. It didn’t really matter, because the stranger didn’t have a whole lot more understanding to do.

All he had to do was dig a hole.

Then he had to take enough bullets so that he’d fall into another one.

Then he had to die.

Maybe not in that precise order. Midas chuckled. If the stranger was really smart, he’d stomach as much lead as he could, just to be sure he was dead through before he plummeted into the fetid abyss.

The barbed wire had gouged a raw trench through the flesh of his wrist just as thoroughly as a crown – or more properly, a bracelet – of thorns might have done, and the bullet hole through his hand had the angry look of a cheap steak dredged in pepper and Louisiana Tabasco, but the stranger didn’t feel any pain. After hours of digging in the hot sun without water or a single minute’s rest, he barely felt anything. He only felt himself and the shovel, the hard earth, and the heat.

He didn’t know who or where or even what he was. Not anymore. Not in this hellish furnace of a place. Not with slow trickles of blood weeping from his hand. Hand a part of the shovel handle. Booted feet stomping shovel blade. Left, then right. Biting the earth. His boots, each one bristling with the razor teeth of a dozen midnight horrors, biting the earth and making it whimper.

No. Not the earth. That whimper came from his throat.

It wasn’t a whimper of pain. The digging man was lost. Utterly. Completely. He knew that for sure and for certain, and that was what made him whimper. He’d been somebody when he came to this place. Somebody strong. And before that, he’d been somebody else. Somebody who wasn’t strong. But the Chinaman had changed him. The Chinaman had given him a pair of boots with teeth that could bite the earth and make it whimper. And it was the hell of losing that strength that made the stranger whimper like a motherless child.

He scooped a shovelful of dirt out of the hole. The Chinaman. He seemed a real memory. White hair and coffee-coloured eyes that were as pretty as a woman’s. The Chinaman didn’t seem like someone the black man would imagine. Down South, he’d never seen a Chinaman at all. Down South, there were white folks and colored folks, and he’d seen plenty of both in his time.

That was another piece of it. He punched the shovel into the earth and the crown of thorns bit his wrist.

Not a crown, a bracelet.

No matter. Down South, he’d seen a crown of thorns. Down South, there was a church, and in that church was a preacher named Stackhouse, and that preacher named Stackhouse had carved himself a black Jesus with a crown of thorns that made you ache with pure misery could bring Satan’s own bitch to her knees like a gentle lamb. And that preacher named Stackhouse had had himself a son, a boy who didn’t want to have any lamb in him at all. A good-for-nothing lie-about who would do, but not do right. A boy who’d read, but wouldn’t read the good book. He’d read books stolen from the homes of indecent white folks. He’d work his fingers, but he’d work them around a deck of cards or a bottle, not around a shovel or a hoe.

But the black man held a shovel now, so that preacher’s boy couldn’t be him. Still, the memory seemed so real. And the name was so familiar. Stack . . .

What was it, now? Just there on his tongue a second ago, and now it was gone.

Stack –

“Stackalee . . .”

The Chinaman’s voice echoed against the walls of the hole, and the black man glanced at the four dirt walls surrounding him before he realized that the word had spilled from his own lips.

And then he remembered other words. Words heard out the backside of that church Down South, linked up so that they made stories. Stories about an eternal bad man who wore an oxblood Stetson, a man who made church-going women slick between the legs with a sharp glance, a man who shook up the earth with his feet, a man who scared a preacher’s youngest son but scared him with a fear that made his blood surge with all the power of a river come springtime.

“Stackalee.” The name was on the digging man’s lips, and it seemed to fit there, just the way a man fits a woman.

He sucked a deep breath. His blood surged. Suddenly, he knew why he was here in this hole with a shovel wired to his hand. He’d made a little mistake, and now he was paying for it with his sweat and blood. The men who’d put him here figured that he could never do what they’d asked of him.

The men? No, that wasn’t right. The man. That fiery Southern preacher, him so high and mighty, speechifyin’ and preachifyin’. “Dig your hole deep, sonny boy. Gonna take a deep deep hole to hold all your shameless sins.”

Oh, he could dig a hole deep, all right. Man name of Stackalee, he once dug a hole straight down to hell just so he could kick the devil’s brimstone ass. A man with fanged boots stitched by a Chinaman, he could put the bite to a shovel with those boots, make that shovel work a damn sight harder. Especially if his name was Stackalee.

“That’s my name,” the man said, no whimper left in him. “Yes, that’s who I am.”

He punched the shovel into the ground, again and again, and each time he brought it away he expected to see the white face of Satan beaming up at him from below.

Things didn’t work out that way, though.

Because, the first time he looked up, expecting to see the unforgiving sun wearing its implacable mask of indifference, there was old Satan, above him, waiting.

Staring into the pit.

Smiling.

The white goblin was gone now.

Lie was alone.

She wasn’t supposed to be alone. But neither should she have lain naked in the white goblin’s bed, nor bear the marks of his teeth and lips upon her body. Father’s dark man was to have protected her from all of that. Him, with his six-gun and his magic boots.

But Father’s dark man was outside, digging in the earth like a mole.

Father had made the magic boots. Stitched them from the bodies of living bats that jerked and screamed when the dark man pulled the boots onto his feet for the first time. Father had promised that the boots would give the man the strength he had long wanted, and the man saw soon enough that Father’s words were true, because soon enough the dark man’s six-gun thundered and his enemies fell.

With his fist the dark man crushed a deputy’s skull – not surprised to find that he could do such a thing, but certainly astonished to find that the simpering idiot actually had a brain inside his head. With nothing more than a sharp glance he severed a hangman’s rope, and the thunder in his boots turned the stone walls of a jail to powder and pebble.

Father took the dark man’s money. Not only for the boots – there was the high price of a fugitive’s room and board, the higher price of silence. But Father told the man how he could get his money back. The man agreed with nothing more than a nod, and in that moment Lie had felt the power of the stranger’s razor-edged glance cut straight to the secret depths of her heart. She had felt, just for an instant, that a man who looked into her soul with such eyes could deal with a goblin who wrote letters that stank of lust and misery. Maybe Father could outsmart that monster, after all. Lie hoped so. For that monster, Father said, dined on human flesh, calculating the riches of a hundred men on an abacus of human bone. That monster, Father said, would fall before no ordinary man.

But what would Father say now? His terror in fanged boots was digging in the ground like a railroad coolie. What would Father do if he saw that? Cut off the dark man’s feet with his ceremonial axe, the way he had taken the herbalist’s tongue?

Would Father leave her here with the goblin who ate the flesh of humans?

No. That could not happen. The very idea of being trapped in this furnace of a place chilled her, like a hot breeze sliced cold as it gusted through a forest of stone cemetery monuments.

Lie had no faith in her father, a man who had used her as a poker chip. But her faith, somehow, swelled with the power of a razor-edged glance that could never be held.

Until she looked through the window.

And saw the pale goblin holding a gun in each hand.

And her dark man.

And his blood.

The men had split the buck’s face into a dozen pieces – at least, that was the way it looked to Midas – but damned if the hardcase couldn’t still manage an uppity little grin.

“That’s enough, boys.” Something about the buck had suddenly made Midas all twitchy, and he wanted to conclude this matter and get on with the business at hand. “Now, do like I told you.”

“Damn thing’s gonna fall apart if’n we try to move it,” said one of the men.

“Bullshit,” said another. “Didn’t fall apart last week when you pushed it over. And that was with me in it.”

“You mebbe got a point there.”

Everyone laughed. Even the buck. But when Midas’ men stopped laughing, the buck didn’t. His belly heaved until his eyes filled with tears. Midas waved his men to work with his six-guns, but that only made the buck laugh harder.

The deadliest gunmen within a hundred miles heaved and struggled like a bunch of field hands, easing the old outhouse from above its horrid well. Midas planned to relocate the communal privy nearer the men’s quarters, and it looked like it was going to be rough going. One of the pistoleros slipped and nearly fell into the brimming shit shaft, grabbing the teetering structure for dear life, his gun-hand suddenly the home of a half-dozen splinters. Rivulets of blood wept from the buck’s split lip but still he smiled full and wide, tittering like a schoolgirl as Midas’ gun-dogs pulled their compadre from danger. “Smells like the gate of hell itself,” one of the men said, and the buck whispered, “Oh, you don’t know, you just don’t know.” And then the buck glanced at Midas, who stood in front of a brand new outdoor privy with a quarter moon cut in the door and

MRS MIDAS GERLACH
PRIVATE

inscribed just below it, and he looked at the hole he’d dug in the hard earth of Fiddler and he laughed and laughed.

The gunmen moved the pristine outhouse over the freshly excavated hole. The buck was nearly busting a gut now, tears spilling from his brown eyes. The entire display was an affront to Midas’ sensibilities. He had to make the buck understand, because he didn’t want this kind of thing happening in front of his men. “Death isn’t a laughing matter,” he intoned. “You should go to your grave with dignity. Your last action, digging this hole, has been a noble one. After all, the poets of the Mysterious East tell us that there is no nobler effort then the shielding of true beauty from the undeniable vulgarity which thrives beneath this veil of – ”

The buck howled and hooted.

Midas’ guts were as tight as fiddle strings. He knew his men had noticed his distress, and that wasn’t good. But there was something about the stranger’s roaring laughter that burrowed under his skin like a ravenous tick. And the stranger’s eyes were just as bad, all proud and haughty, cutting at Midas with little razor glances.

Midas resolved to hold firm. “Now you hush up,” he ordered. “You’re acting like a scared woman. Act like a man.”

Again a razor glance slashed him, and then the buck shook his head. “Oh, I won’t do that, boss, ’cause I ain’t no man. You’re about to find that out.”

Now it was Midas’ turn to laugh. “Hear that boys? He ain’t a man, huh? Well . . . hell . . . I guess that is pretty plain to see after all.” The men chortled and guffawed, taking his meaning. “So, boy . . . why don’t you tell us just what you are?”

The buck spit a red glob into the dust. “I’m a goblin killer,” he said, kicking up a swirl of bloody dust with his shaggy boots.

The men went at him again, a whirlwind of fists and feet. But the buck refused to fall, and they backed off instinctively – tired, hot and confused – and when they had backed off the buck was still there under the hot sun, just as before, dust swirling around him, the look on his face all grit and sand and vinegar.

For a moment, it was quiet.

A low cloud of red dust hung between Midas and the stranger. Neither man blinked. There was no question who the stranger was looking at, no doubt about what he saw.

Midas waved his guns.

The men pulled the buck to the edge of the brimming pit, the heels of his scruffy boots not more than an inch from the precipice.

Midas took aim.

Two sharp clicks sounded as he cocked his pistols.

For a long moment, everything was very quiet. Midas smiled, letting the ominous silence hang there between him and the buck.

And then the buck’s shaggy boots started to scream.

Lie turned away from the window just as the white goblin cocked his pistols. She could not bear to watch her dark man die.

She wanted to weep, but this was no time for tears. There was no time for anything now. No time for sadness, no time for dreams. Only time to take what Father wanted. Take as much of it as she could carry.

Find a horse.

Escape before the white goblin came for her.

She moved on her tiny feet as always – slowly, carefully. Even the smallest steps were excruciatingly painful, each one a sharpened shard of bamboo piercing her foot. She was as unsteady as a babe, but she did not stop, did not allow herself to fall.

Across the room she moved. Slowly, carefully. She reached the palace of the Empress Dowager and removed the structure’s roof.

Inside was the stink of the white goblin’s gold.

Gold coins. Paper money, too.

And on top of it all, an abacus made of human bone.

Lie’s breath caught in her throat. She snatched up the horrid thing and threw it against the wall. The abacus shattered. Pieces fell, scattering across the floor. Only when the last sliver of bone rolled to a stop did she breathe again.

Slowly, carefully, she moved to the closet. Opened the door. Rummaged around.

The carpetbag she found in one corner stank of the white goblin, but it was empty. Soon she had filled it. Some gold, but mostly paper money. Riches as light as foolish laughter.

The goblin had burned her clothes, but it took no time at all to slip into one of his shirts, which on her was almost as long as a dress.

Fistfuls of gold coins had rolled into one low corner of the room, a magical pond shimmering there. Paper money was scattered on the floor like the leaves of autumn.

She knew that she should find a match. Burn some of the paper money. An offering to the Gods, for luck . . . But what she needed most of all was time. Only time could make her luck.

Lie knew no God of time, so she hurried onward.

Midas prodded the stranger’s shaggy boots with the barrel of his pistol. Stitched wings flapped madly. Beady red-black eyes glared up at Midas and his gun-dogs. Angry shrieks spilled from midnight lips. Razor teeth chattered like castanets as two-dozen tiny mouths snapped open and closed, longing for the taste of human flesh.

“Jesus!” one of the gun-dogs said. “His boots are made outta bats!”

Midas whispered, “I’ll be damned.”

“That’s a fact,” the stranger said.

Midas sneered at the black gunman. Four of the gun-dogs had ahold of the boy, pinning him to the ground. He wasn’t going anywhere, him and his smart mouth.

Midas grinned. Suddenly, he was real disinterested in the gunslinging buck.

The buck’s boots, though . . . now they were another story.

Again Midas poked at the fanged horrors, running the pistol barrel through a wave of bristly black hair, over a ridge of dangerous teeth. One of the hideous little mouths snapped closed, taking hold of the gun, chewing, razor teeth squealing over polished metal.

A held breath escaped Midas’s lips. Hell and damnation. He couldn’t believe it. Down in his drawers, his beaver rifle was getting real stiff, just the way it did when he got to studying one of those mail-order catalogs from the fancy ladies’ footwear emporiums back East.

Squinting, Midas studied the sin-black soles of the stranger’s boots from heel to toe. The rancher’s eye was well-trained when it came to such matters, and these gunboats appeared to be just about his size.

Such magnificent footwear could not be consigned to the bottom of a shit shaft, that was for damn sure.

“Get them things off his feet,” Midas ordered.

The gun-dogs regarded the writhing horrors – leathery wings flapping against tight stitches, teeth whipsawing this way and that in all those awful little mouths, nasty little screams slicing the evening air.

In a couple of eyeblinks, almost every hand had found a pocket in which to hide.

Midas spit in the dirt. “Damn your yella hides, boys.”

Red Bailey was the only gun-dog to be cowed by the insult. He snatched a bowie from his boot and offered, “Maybe I’ll just take ’em off at the nigger’s ankles.”

“We’d still have to get his feet out of ’em.”

“Then how about I just slice the damn things apart,” Red said. “We can sew ’em back together later.”

“No.” Midas scratched his chin. He needed some answers. Maybe there was a trick to getting the damn boots off of the buck’s feet. But if there was, the buck wasn’t going to tell him about it. And the threat of another beating was useless, because the buck had already stood up to the best they could offer. Besides, the poor boy had to know by now that he was bound to die, any way you figured it.

A grin creased Midas’ face. He should have thought of it before.

“Don’t do a thing ’til I get back,” he said, starting toward the house.

Lie slipped into the hallway, one hand on the wall, one hand holding the carpetbag. Swaying on her tiny feet, but moving forward. Gritting her teeth against pain that sliced and stabbed. Searching for a way out of the house other than the front door.

There were many rooms in the white goblin’s house. Too many. Like a Chinese palace where the rooms connected in almost impossible ways, designed by crafty architects who hoped to trap an eternity of luck.

Somewhere far behind her, she heard the front door opening. Then she heard the white goblin’s voice. “Those boots your nigger is wearing,” he said, and Lie heard his footsteps whispering over the Indian carpet in the main room, his boot heels ringing on the hardwood hallway that led to the bedroom. “I like the goddamn things. I really like ’em.” She listened as the bedroom door squealed open on dry hinges. “I want you to come outside with me, show me how he takes ’em off without getting his fingers chewed down to the nub – ”

The white goblin’s footfalls stopped suddenly. Lie could imagine the twisted expression on his face, his anger boiling as he realized that she was not in the bedroom.

His voice was like thunder. “Where the hell are you!”

She stumbled down the hallway, searching for an exit, each step agony. Behind her, heavy footsteps shook the house. Still, she did not slow her pace. Not until the white goblin himself turned a sharp corner. Not until his great shadow covered her like a shroud.

He made a grab for the carpetbag, but Lie refused to surrender easily. She forced him to fight for it. He had to pry it from her hand, finger by finger.

His free hand closed around her neck. “I paid for you!” he shouted. “You’re my property! Lock, stock, and barrel! That’s the deal!”

He raised his hand, almost slapped her.

She could not decide why he did not.

A great sigh escaped him. “Goddamn me for giving you my heart,” he said. His eyes filled with poison as he spoke, and she wished that he would have slapped her instead.

“Get back to the bedroom,” he ordered. “Our bedroom. Get into that white dress. The one I had made special. Under the bed, in a pink box, you’ll find some little white booties to go with it. They’ve got pearls on ’em. I ordered ’em special from Chicago, from an outfit makes baby booties and such for rich folks. Get into those, too.”

She only stared at him.

“I know you understand me,” he said, marching down the hallway, tossing the carpetbag into a room with a doorway so small it might as well not have been there at all.

The white goblin turned a corner.

All that remained was the sound of his footsteps.

The creak of the front door.

A door he did not have to slam.

Midas stood on the porch, staring up at the sky.

The heavens had gone all angry with the sunset, violet sky warring with black-fisted clouds that hooked and uppercutted against the wind, the sun sinking down slow and easy and kind of timid, like it was plumb worn out and didn’t have much of a notion to do anything about it.

At his feet were buckets of beer and whiskey bottles by the dozen. To his side stood a player piano from a whorehouse in Fiddler proper, borrowed especially for the grand occasion. Overhead, paper lanterns swayed from the eaves of the Gerlach homestead. The lanterns glowed just as red as red could be, painted with Chi-nee characters that symbolized happiness and love, and not just your everyday garden-variety happiness and love, but happiness and love of the eternal variety.

Midas spit over the rail, into the dust.

Fifty feet straight on waited several rows of long tables covered over with red-and-white checkerboard tablecloths, each one set with china plates and real silver utensils, each one ready with more buckets of beer and whiskey bottles by the dozen. Beyond the tables was a cooking pit, dug down but not too deep, heaped with good oak that had long since burned down to a serious bed of coals. Midas’ men had borrowed a couple of jailhouse doors from the sheriff’s lockup in Fiddler, and with these they had covered over the pit. Several dead hogs kept company with a couple dead cows and a few dead lambs there on the bars, each carcass roasting to black perfection. The smell was all blood and iron, and it made Midas’ head swim.

“Boss? You okay? Can you hear me, boss?”

Midas blinked several times, glancing down. The buck bounty man stood at the foot of the porch steps, still smiling as proud as proud could be even though a half-dozen guns were aimed at his nappy head.

Midas grinned himself, figuring that this stranger must have had one hell of a smoke wagon hanging between his legs to be kicking up the sand at this late date.

“What you want us to do with this here nigger, Mr Gerlach?”

The grin went soft on Midas’ face. He actually started to shake, because somehow he knew that this uppity, grinnin’ buck was responsible for ruining everything.

Sure. That was the way it was. The buck had been the burr under his saddle, all along. It was the buck’s fault that the Chinaman’s daughter had been disobedient. That had to be it . . . there was nothing in the Chinaman’s letters to explain it otherwise. The buck must have put ideas into her poor little head, convincing her to steal from her husband-to-be.

Yeah. The buck had hatched the whole scheme.

And that wasn’t the only damage he’d done. It was the stranger’s fault that Midas’ own men were now staring at him with snickering little grins branded on their faces, just as it was the stranger’s fault that Midas Gerlach was standing before them, shaking like a sissified gent. Standing there on his own front porch, on his wedding day, his big ol’ puppy-dog of a heart breaking with the knowledge that the bloom was off the fucking rose.

For ever more. Amen.

Without warning, Midas erupted. A torrent of words gushed over his lips. He shouted about blood and honor and true love and outré oriental practices, and he couldn’t seem to put a cork in it. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t rein in a single syllable. He took great solace in the fact that a gun was in his hand, for he was certain that he was going to use it in just a minute or maybe less, and then he would surely shut up. But there were some things that needed saying before he sent this buck straight to hell.

Innumerable things. And Midas was saying each and every one of them, though his brain didn’t have one damn thing to do with it. The words were bubbling up direct from his guts, and he couldn’t control them any more than a holy roller can control himself when he’s caught up in the spirit and chattering in tongues. The words were jumping and leapfrogging and somersaulting right on out of Midas’ mouth – each and every one of them racing hellbent for the ears of his audience – but at the same time they were filling him up, too, filling him so full that he was sure to bust if he didn’t pretty quickly cock the hammer and let fly with an avalanche of lead.

Midas looked away, just for a second, just to catch his breath.

And there she was. A real vision. Standing in the doorway, all white like the pearly gates of God’s own heaven. The Chinaman’s daughter was wearing the wedding gown Midas had bought for her, waiting there beneath the red paper lanterns that glowed with promised happiness and love of the eternal variety.

She wore pearl booties on her pretty little feet – those delicate booties that had come all the way from Chicago – the booties Midas had hidden under his stinking bed like a well-kept promise.

The Chinaman’s daughter held out one dainty hand to him, her beautiful fingers painted red by glowing lantern-light. There was no way around it. Midas’s cursed heart sang with joy. His anger melted at the sight of her, for he’d been imagining this moment just this way since the arrival of the Chinaman’s first letter.

Midas stumbled toward her like some big stupid kid, and suddenly it was as if he were floating on air, as if his big clumsy Monitor and Merrimack gunboat feet weren’t touching the ground at all.

Red Bailey called out, “What about the nigger’s boots?”

“Forget ’em,” Midas said, taking the hand of his Chi-nee princess.

“What about the nigger proper, then? You want us to kill what’s left of him? Or you want us to save him for you?”

Midas didn’t give one good goddamn what his gun-dogs did, and he told them so.

For a time he imagined that he was back in that church Down South, the one with the black Jesus. It seemed in his reverie that Jesus lay on the pew next to his, and it was a hot day, August hot –

No. Worse than that. Brimstone hot. Hell hot. That’s what it was.

Jesus wasn’t holding up too well. He’d been born in a land of deserts, but He couldn’t take this. Whimpering like a babe in arms, He was. Why, Stack was pure embarrassed for the old boy. He wanted to tell Him to muscle up and bear it, the way He’d borne that crown of thorns while nailed up there on the church wall through the long years of Stack’s childhood, but he was so dry he figured he’d have to be primed before he could spit, let alone talk.

So Stack just lay there in the heat, taking it himself.

Just like Daddy had promised he’d do one day, and the fact that his daddy was long dead and buried didn’t keep the old man from reminding him. “See,” he said, whispering in his son’s ear, “told you how you’d end up, didn’t I? Told you it’d be the pit for you, you with your evil ways. You at the gate now, ain’t cha, boy? Take a look, see what’s on the other side.”

Stack wanted a look, a good long one. He’d heard about this place for a long, long time. He’d had the fear of it beat into him ever since he could remember. And now that he was here he wanted to see if all the fear had been worth it, if the short time he’d stood on two legs like a man was indeed cause for eternal punishment. He wanted to find out if the stark reality of his final destination would have made it easier to bow and scrape. He wanted to know if such knowledge would have made it easier to spend his life in lame servitude of one kind or another, in shame, apologizing for his very birth.

“Go ahead, boy,” his daddy said. “Look through the gate.”

He got one eye open. Sweet Jesus, he could see the fires. Feel them, too. One cheek pressed against the very bars that formed the gate, and that cheek was sizzling like bacon on a hot griddle.

“I warned you, boy. Didn’t I warn you? But you wouldn’t listen. Not one word did you hear. If you’d led the right life. If you’d been meek, like a lamb, you’d have been right, and the Lord would be forgivin’ you about right now, and you’d be enterin’ His Kingdom on your knees, the way He intended.”

“Easy on him, preacher,” Jesus said. “We forgive, Me and Mine. Your boy wasn’t a bad one. He wasn’t evil. He just never wanted to crawl, is all. And now that he’s done . . . Well, when you’re done, you’re done straight through. And then there’s no turning back.”

Even the preacher knew better than to talk back to Jesus. The preacher’s son was thankful for that little miracle, especially seeing as how Jesus had been kind enough to accompany him to the gates of hell.

Stack figured he should thank the Good Lord’s boy for that. He pushed away from the bars, turned toward the place His voice had come from.

A pig stared back at him with blind eyes, head charred, a well-cooked apple sizzling in its mouth. The pig did not utter a single word, and Stack had the strong suspicion that it wasn’t just the apple that kept the dead hog from talking.

The porker was ready for the knife and fork. Lying above coals that were a long way from brimstone but burned hell-hot nonetheless. Lying there on a scorcher of a grill with a few lambs which had no doubt come to the fire real meek and mild, a bunch of other hogs, a couple cows, and one really stupid bastard for company.

And then came the laughter. “Stick a fork in the nigger and see if he’s done.”

The gun-dog who held the fork obliged. He jabbed Stack’s shoulder, giving the big fork a generous twist. There were only two tines, each one just short of two inches in length, but they bit and sliced like the devil’s own pitchfork. Stack nearly passed out as pain stampeded his senses.

“It’s like they say, bucko,” the holder of the fork opined. “When you’re done, you’re done straight through. And it appears that you still got mucho momentos to go ’fore you’re cooked up good and proper, amigo.”

The men’s laughter mixed right in there with the pain. Stack grimaced. He’d stared through the gates of hell, lain on those gates with the other dead animals, the stupid creatures that went through life meek and mild, but nothing burned him quite the way the hyena laughter of these two fools did.

That was when he knew, for sure and for certain, with no questions at all. He was done, all right. Done, once and for all.

He was done crawling. And for damn sure he was done suffering the grief of bastards like these.

The man with the fork knelt over him, grinning, still giving it the twist. Bobcat-quick, Stack reached up and snatched a fistful of the man’s shirt, surprising him and tumbling him forward across Stack’s own chest, so that the man landed on the grill between half a cow and a generous hunk of lamb.

The other gun-dog might have pulled his Colt in that short instant, but he had to drop the half-empty whiskey bottle he was holding before he could go for the weapon. Stack was off the grill just that fast. An instant later the big fork was buried in the pistolero’s guts.

And then Stack had a pistol.

In the time it would take an exceptionally thirsty man to down a shot of whiskey, Stack had emptied the weapon.

That left him with a choice of six more just like the first.

He jammed a couple into his belt, snatched up another, and moved into the night.

Lead flew hot and heavy.

When it was over, Stackalee stood alone.

Midas hid, all alone in the dark.

He’d seen it all through the bedroom window. Seen his gun-dogs mowed down like they were an army of bovine retards. Blind bovine retards. And then he’d turned to the Chinaman’s daughter, and she’d looked at him with that little bitty bit of a smile on her face, her eyes seeming to say, Now he’ll come for you, and hearing a gal talk through her eyes, and realizing that the words those eyes had spoken were without a doubt the God’s honest truth, well, that had scared Midas worse than anything.

It was quiet now. Finally. That was good, because it meant things were most likely over. But it could be bad, too, because if things weren’t over he would have to stay hidden awhile longer.

And that meant Midas had to stay very quiet. That was a hard thing to do, especially since there was something down in his gut that was busy tickling him. He tried to ignore it, but every minute or two he just naturally had to let a little giggle bubble over his lips.

Like now. He giggled and spit like a babe in arms. Had to bite his lip real hard to cut it off.

The tickling thing didn’t satisfy easy, though. It scrabbled around in Midas’s belly, rippling over his ribs, but he couldn’t allow himself to give in to it. He closed his eyes and covered his mouth with his hands. He had to stop giggling, because if the gunslinger was still out there . . .

God. Midas knew that he had to steer clear of that man if he wanted to live. The bastard had more lives that a cat. And the things that man had done, the things he’d lived through. He wasn’t like any man Midas had ever heard about. Not outside of a yellowback novel, anyhow.

Just wait it out, Midas thought. It’s not so bad, waiting in the darkness. It’s almost peaceful. Not cowardly at all. Just biding your time – which is only the smart thing to do, after all. Waiting. All alone. In the darkness. In –

The door swung open on squeaky hinges. From above, a sliver of moonlight slashed Midas’ face.

Quickly, he ducked out of sight.

Above, floorboards groaned as the stranger positioned himself.

Midas wanted to move, but he couldn’t.

The bounty man coughed a couple times. Sniffed once, then settled down to business.

A hot yellow stream washed Midas Gerlach’s face, but Midas did not squirm or cry out from his hiding place in the virgin shit-shaft. He did not make a move or a sound until he heard the stranger step away, until the outhouse door slammed closed above him and the echoes of the stranger’s horrible boot heels rang in the distance. Then and only then did torrents of laughter spill from Midas Gerlach’s lips.

Midas hushed up soon enough, suddenly afraid that he’d laughed prematurely. But the stranger didn’t return, so he couldn’t have heard . . .

Midas nodded vigorously. That had to be the way it was. He was safe now. Still, Midas kept his eyes closed. He listened intently, and it wasn’t long before he heard music coming from the player piano he’d borrowed from that Fiddler whorehouse.

It stood all alone out there in the night, beneath red lanterns that glowed with promises of happiness and love of the eternal variety, playing to an audience of dead men.

Midas shivered.

It’s not so bad down here in the ground, waiting in the darkness. It’s almost peaceful. Not cowardly at all. It’s only the smart thing to do, after all.

Waiting . . . all alone . . . in the darkness.

Midas lay down on the floor of the new shit shaft and curled himself into a ball. He thought of his grandpa and his grandma, of the night so long ago when Grandma had sliced off Grandpa’s willie and tossed it down the old shit shaft. He thought of that little hunk of meat nestled down there under all that crap, just waiting, year after year, without a single complaint.

Midas Gerlach fell asleep in the hard earth of Fiddler, California, knowing for sure and for certain that patience, indeed, was a virtue.

When it was over, music came. Lie could not imagine where it came from, for Father’s terror in fanged boots had entered the goblin’s house shortly after the music began, and most everyone else was dead.

Lie had been waiting for the dark man to come. Her eyes took him in, head to toe. The blood, the burns, all of him. Still, he looked good, better than before. The spark that she had glimpsed in his razor-edged glance now seemed to have settled into his eyes for good, and he seemed strangely content.

This pleased her.

She knew that he could not understand what had happened this night, or how he had survived it. Many questions were locked behind his eyes. It seemed obvious that he thought the answers to his questions were locked behind her unspeaking lips.

But this was not so. And even if it were so, Lie could no more answer his questions than ask her own. As her father often said, she had the voice of a flower. And a flower could speak not a single word.

She picked up the carpetbag. He collected fistfuls of gold coins. He dropped them into the toy palace and hoisted it onto his good shoulder. Together, they left the white goblin’s house.

She knew he would not understand what she had to do. On the porch, she stopped and opened the carpetbag, removing a wad of paper money and a box of lucifers.

She lit a match and set the wad of bills aflame. She did this for luck – a custom learned in Father’s gambling hall. She did not expect her dark man to understand such things.

But some things did not require an explanation. The dark man seemed to understand all too well. He turned to a strange wooden box which stood on the front porch. A row of black and white teeth danced on a lone shelf on this box, teeth pressed by invisible fingers. Sprightly music spilled from the box’s heart. Strange magic Lie could not understand.

The dark man smashed several whiskey bottles over the box, then collected the burning bills from the place Lie had dropped them. He fed the dying flames with a larger wad of money, and with these he set the magic box aflame.

Lie took off the white dress the goblin had forced upon her, shed too the horrible little booties with their dangling pearls. These she tossed into the fire.

The dark man draped his scorched duster over her shoulders. She slipped her arms into the big sleeves – one was little more than an ashy flap of material – and buttoned the front. Then she snatched up the carpetbag and started toward the wagon, charred coattails whispering against her ankles.

The dark man walked at her side, the toy palace filled with gold tucked under one arm. Behind them the flames grew hotter, roaring now, and the sprightly music died away.

Lie tossed the carpetbag in the back of the wagon.

Gunfire exploded in the distance.

Lie shivered, and the dark man laughed. “Don’t worry,” he said, pointing at the moon above. “It’s only that damn coyote fella. His blood must be on the boil tonight.”

Lie did not laugh, but she smiled.

There was nothing left to do but take her dark man’s hand.

And lead him from that place.
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About “The Bone-Carver’s Tale”, he explains: “One day a few years back, in the middle of a goddawful period of my life and my writing – I really thought I might never write a decent word again – I saw a movie about Cambodia called The Killing Fields, and in the middle of this movie there is a scene in which the main character is crossing a bridge between rice fields when he realizes the bridge is made of human bones.

“The image haunted me and combined in my imagination with a story about Hemingway’s disregard of normal humanitarian impulses in the face of a ‘higher’ writerly duty – he saw a matador so badly gored in the thigh that the bright white bone shone through the flesh, and his first reaction was, ‘What a great image’, so he wrote it down rather than help the poor bastard.

“The next week the basic idea for a story was gnawing on me so insistently I said heck with it and, penniless, unemployed, and in a way completely free, I sat down, and in about five hours had written the rough draft of the story. What I remember about the story most is that it restored to me a sense of the flow of language and with that a relearned love of writing which has not abandoned me to this day. To write about such a foreign-seeming locale came entirely naturally to me as I had absorbed quite a bit of Southeast Asian history and religion in my teens when my mother was getting her Master’s Degree in the subject.”

ONE NIGHT, SOME months before the monsoons, the bone-carver Sajit Xuan-Ti left his house, made from the whittled ribcage of a whale, and walked down to the black sand beach which had been his, and his alone, for six years. He had awakened from dreams of Angkor Thom, the great religious city to the North, and had seen the visages of its rulers broken along the boundaries of the land of Kampuchea, where the Mekong River flows into the China Sea.

The weather was hot and dry, and even under the cooling glance of the moon he felt restless. During the day, the sails of junks at sea had seemed to droop. Now his sarong stuck to his skin as he paced the beach, hoping for a flash of bone amid the shells and seaweed. Often, he would find crocodile skulls, or the streamlined spines of dolphins. These he would gather, bring back to his house, and treat with a distillation of ginseng root, camphor oil, and dried copra.

Increasingly, he spent his days receiving nobles and holy men who admired his carvings. Within a Xuan-Ti carving, it was said, one could find the souls of one’s ancestors; within the eyes of a Xuan-Ti figurine lay the mystery of death. But Sajit ignored such speculation. He saw only the bone, which was smooth to the touch and smelled, in its purest form, like water, like air.

“Namo kuanshiyihuan Bodhissattiva mahasattva,” he chanted over the hiss of the surf, remembering the scree and clack of the bone as he worked on it, more pleasant than the laughter of women or the clatter of dice against a gambling board. Sometimes, he closed his eyes, his hands knowing the way more readily than his eyes, and he would listen to the tempo, the rhythm, of scree (a narrow, blade edge stroke) and clack (the flat of the blade), to tell if the work went well or poorly.

He spotted the delicate bones of a scorpion fish splayed out in the sand. It could become a mask, perhaps, with the bones worked into a tangle of feathers.

As he stooped over the fish, the fluid trill of a serunai rose above the crackle of waves and his fingers trailed in the sand. Never had he heard the instrument played with such precision. The music spoke of the coming of the mountains to the sea: liquid sound with the power of swells and breakers. As a child in his father’s butchershop, he had made a serunai from the bones of a pig, but the sounds he had forced from the long stem, the five holes, had mocked the caw of crows.

Sajit stood up, the scorpion fish forgotten. For, in the sound of the serunai, he heard the familiar blindness that struck him every so often – a fumbling in the dark for form and content and style. In his fumbling, his hand would become firm, his knife strokes sharp and purposeful. The feeling which welled up inside him at such discovery made him shiver, as if the energy of the Gods had entered into him.

The music came from the direction of the village of Go Oc Eo, and he turned that way, head held high as if to sniff out a new and unknown scent. The wind no longer felt hot. The smell of bone, salty with the sea and the acidic bite of the liquids he used to preserve bone, rose in his nostrils. The music played on, rising and falling in tempo, drawing him close and then setting him free, before imprisoning him once more.

The smell of bone brought back the feel of bone, the roughness where it had snapped to a will greater than itself and then the smoothness after he had shined it with an extract of mango and water chestnut, the smoothness which excited his nerves, made his fingers capable of ever grander, more daring designs.

The serunai drew so many feelings out of him that he wondered, fleetingly, if he was in love. He could not tell. He had never been in love before.

“Who plays the serunai at night in the village of Go Oc Eo?” he asked Jen Jen the next morning. Jen Jen was his housekeeper, an older woman from Go Oc Eo, who had fine black hair, a small nose, and often leered mischievously. He thought she must be an incarnation of the Naga Queen, and more menacing. Yet without her, he could barely remember to feed or clothe himself, so intent was he on the work. The plates from breakfast – rice and eel curry – would lie scattered on his table until she removed them.

“Prei Chen plays the serunai,” Jen Jen replied as she wove a tiger orange sarong upon her shuttle. “The Four Fishers for Gossip tell me she is the most accomplished master since Tow Som. She has played at the Khmer court in Angkor Thom.”

“Hmmm,” Sajit said. “I believe I shall use the water buffalo jaw to depict Hanuman – this flaw, here, resembles his body. I need only accentuate the lines.”

It did not matter to him that he had no living model to work from. When he had lived in the Khmer court, he had rarely glanced at a woman or lain with the prostitutes of the Avenue of a Thousand Pleasures, and yet from the haunch of a snow leopard, he had created a sensuous scene depicting a courtesan, her lover, and the kinsman to whom she had been pledged.

Jen Jen slapped her thigh, her hand leaving an imprint of white against the smooth brown of her skin. “You work much too hard, Sajit Xuan-Ti! You work so hard you see monkey gods in a water buffalo’s jaw! If your parents were alive today, Sajit, they would see that you are still a child to live in such bliss.”

“Hmmm,” said Sajit. “Why is she in Go Oc Eo?”

Jen Jen took up her shuttle. “Why do you wish to know?” She snorted. “Perhaps she has come for you?”

Bones, hardened and bleached to an unbearable white hue, awaited his knife two days later, on a morning when the sky was layered like rice paper and the wind sputtered and spun against the surf.

In the Khmer court, at the University of Yasoharapura, Sajit had studied the anatomy and physiology of mammals, fish, and birds – and under his ministrations, some bones had already taken on new life: ape skulls became flasks for plum wine, for the apes of the northern Sukhothai Jungle often competed with An tribesmen for plums; thigh bones from the striped tapir became matching oars carved with scenes from the Sanskrit epic The Ramayana.

He was etching the eyes of the Goddess Kali into a fruit bat’s wing bone when music washed over him like a summer gale, treacherous, but possessed of a freshness and vitality that overwhelmed the musk of dead fish, the bitterness of sea salt. It cried out above the wind which stung the palm trees on the shore, shook the sand, scattered the fiddler crabs.

A serunai, played by a master.

He did not move. He did not blink. Surely Prei Chen had not come here?

Jen Jen ran through the open door and crouched in front of him, spilling words onto the floor like dried rice, scattered almost to senselessness: “Prei Chen begs to speak with Sajit Xuan-Ti, master carver. She has seen your work. She has seen your work in the courts of the Khmer rulers – and the Thai. She wishes to visit the illustrious man behind such art.”

He did not move. He did not blink.

“Well, come on! Get up! Get out there!” Jen Jen tugged his arm until he rose from his seat. She straightened his sarong, and, chuckling, shoved him out the door.

A woman waited for him in the antechamber, her legs crossed beneath her on the prayer rug. She cradled a serunai in her arms.

When she saw Sajit, she bowed; a smile creased her face as she looked up at him.

“I am honored,” she said, “to be in the presence of such a man.”

He bowed. “And I in the presence of such a woman.”

But the woman, he saw, with his bone-carver’s eye, was merely pretty. Her legs resembled the stocky legs of a water buffalo, muscled but not graceful. A mole marred her right cheek and her sarong was clumsily tied. Her smile framed a mouth much too wide to be seductive. The kohl around her eyes was too dark a shade.

Nevertheless, his pulse quickened, and his own movement to sit, the way he crossed his legs, seemed awkward, ugly. Jen Jen had disappeared.

“What has brought you here?” he asked, ignoring the tension in his body when Prei Chen caressed her serunai.

Her stare split him open. “I came to see you. I have admired your work in many courts.”

He thought he heard the rattling of bones in his workshop, but it was only his heart. She had anointed herself with the scent of frangipani, a sweet smell which announced her suitability for marriage. Arabic and Sanskrit words were woven into her sarong, all of which spoke of union and commitment.

Her eyes were an unreflecting black, and her hair as flowing and shimmering a hue as the mountain streams.

When he did not reply, she said, “I have followed your work to you, to see if the artist is as beautiful and worthy.” She reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder. The touch scorched his nerve ends. Fear, he told himself. It was fear and the temptation of the woman before him.

He fingered a bone sculpture on the table next to them.

“I shall play for you,” she said, and put the serunai to her lips.

She played the sensual music of the Mekong, music which followed the river’s sinuous curves, lined its banks with treble notes and deep clefs. She played of the fisher folk and the clay silt which enriched the farmers’ fields. She played of the mongoose and tiger, come to the water’s edge to drink, and to stare. Then the music changed, became slower, more thoughtful: soft, introspective notes that told Sajit Xuan-Ti, I saw your work in the courts and I followed the trail left by your work – the scenes of love and of hate, the perfection and the artful lines – until I could see only that the man who produced such work must be a great lover, a wise man, a man with whom I could join.

The serunai spoke of her craft’s loneliness, how for her craft to have meaning, she must have union with another. She sang of the wonder of the conjoining of the two crafts, the serunai and the bone-carving. How, together, they could make art more powerful, more elegant, than any before or since.

Sajit heard all of these things in the gentle pressure of her mouth on the serunai. His ears buzzed and his mouth felt dry. Sajit stared into the eyes of his bone sculpture, an elegant woman with willowy legs, and could not meet Prei Chen’s gaze.

“Sajit Xuan-Ti?” Prei Chen’s voice quavered. “Sajit Xuan-Ti, look at me.”

His name, said with such hope. Fear settled over him.

“You are not beautiful,” he said, staring at his bone maiden. “You are not beautiful as this sculpture is beautiful. You are not as beautiful as the bones.” His heart clattered and his hands felt icy and his breath came shallow and quick, as if he was dying then, there, in that place.

When he looked into her face, drawn by his own awful curiosity, he saw that her eyes were like dead stars, all the energy coiled within, but not a mote of brightness escaping. Her body had become rigid and her mouth had drawn tight, the lips trembling only slightly.

“You are not as beautiful as your art, Sajit Xuan-Ti,” she said and turned and ran to the door. “You are ugly.”

The monsoons came, and with them moist, orange skies. The Mekong overflowed its banks, disgorging yellow silt from upriver and, for those who drank from it, the yellow-green sores of the sleeping disease. The Khmer Emperors grew desperate in their struggle against the Kings of Siam and did not wait out the rains. Battles raged on ground that had turned to mud.

But Sajit Xuan-Ti continued in his work. He loved the monsoons, for he could remain in his workshop for many hours, the air cool and the rain a reminder of the creativity which fueled his efforts. Raindrops needled his rooftop, fell upon the small bones of otter and deer which filled the gaps in the whale’s rib-cage. The voices of the animals rose in a hush-hush-sussurah in his awareness.

His bone carvings were now so beautiful that they no longer took the form of people or animals, but only suggested the lines of people or animals, so that the purchaser must guess the meaning behind each sculpture.

Jen Jen teased him (or taunted – he could not tell which) with updates on Prei Chen gleaned from the Four Fishers for Gossip, but only when she was mad at him, if he had failed to comment on the sarong she had woven, or the splendid meal of prawns she had prepared.

“In the courts of the Thai vassals, Prei Chen plays the song of a young woman rejected by a man she loved.”

“Hmmm,” he would reply, pretending not to hear her. “The prawns were delicious, Jen Jen.”

“Thank you Sajit,” she would say, and he would hear disappointment in her voice, as if he had missed something – a subtle inference, perhaps, a nuance of speech that had proven quite beyond him.

This game continued until the day, two months after the monsoons had begun, when Jen Jen came to his house crying, dressed in the stark white of mourning. The stark white of bone, he could not help thinking.

“What is wrong?” He took Jen Jen by the arm and led her to a chair. “What is the matter?”

“Prei Chen is dead.”

“Dead?”

He sat down in his chair, hands upturned in his lap, eyes staring at the floor. He felt as though his bones had been ripped out of him, that he was a body without a skeleton.

“How?” he asked, not daring to look into her eyes, afraid that if he did he might lose control, his mask of a face crumble. Why couldn’t he breathe?

“There was a battle at Angkor Thom, near – ”

“I know what it is near.”

“– a battle at Angkor Thom. The Khmer and the Thai fought for three days and three nights until finally, finally . . .”

His vision blurred.

“Jen Jen,” he said and held her hand. “Tell me. Simply and slowly.”

“Finally, the Khmer killed the Thai king and the Thai fled the battlefield. Prei Chen and several other artisans are among the bodies of the slain. She had been entertaining at the Thai court. All of Go Oc Eo is mourning her death.”

His hands and legs shook and his mouth kept trying to widen in a rictus of grief, but he would not let it. He felt Jen Jen’s eyes upon him then, and set his jaw and clenched his hands against what he felt inside.

“Can you say nothing, Sajit? Can you say nothing at all? Do you feel for anything except your precious bones?”

The tightness in his body became unbearable and in one furious, desperate motion he rose to his feet and shouted at her, “Get out! Get out! Leave me be! I have work to finish . . .”

Jen Jen’s mouth quivered. She looked at him strangely, hesitated, then bowed and said, “I am gone, Sajit Xuan-Ti. I am leaving.”

The rains tapped and tormented Sajit’s roof ever more and he would stir restlessly in his sleep, hearing the whisper of the serunai, hearing the ghosts of the bones. Wake up, they insisted. No. Wake up. No. But, finally, when they said to him, in Prei Chen’s voice, “You are ugly,” he would wake, drenched in sweat and swatting at mosquitoes. “Jen Jen?” His voice sounded fragile in the dark. “Jen Jen, are you there?”

Every night now, Sajit walked the black sand beach. The music of Prei Chen’s serunai filled his ears, so he could not hear the rush and withdrawal of the waves as they plunged against the coast. He envisioned her bones buried in a grave in the God-city of Angkor Thom and sometimes he would wake from the thought to find himself thrashing in the surf, spittle clinging to his lips.

The bones he worked with became unfamiliar to him – vaguely threatening, the skulls those of gibbering beasts, the claws and the fangs out of some harrowing Hindu demonology. It seemed that his hands were lending themselves to his own destruction.

He thought often, as he had not thought for years, of his father’s butchershop and his youth spent toiling behind the counter, amongst the blood and the offal and the shards of bone. How the carcasses, dangling from the roof beams, bled onto the floor. There was such calm on his father’s creased face as he gutted them, slowly, methodically. At night, the green light from the lanterns turned the blood dark, almost purple, and his father’s knees, whorled with wrinkles, took on that same sheen.

The towering height of the counter, the light beyond, and the customers’ faces, looming. The scree and clack of another time and place.

Once, deep in his heart, he had wondered if there could be anything else to the world beyond blood and bone and lantern light.

Then, one evening, the moon spoke to him. He looked up at its shining face and his father stared down at him.

The moon said, Sajit Xuan-Ti, think of the bones lying wasted in Angkor Thom. Think of the bones of the finest serunai player in the land. The delicacy, the lightness of them. Would they not be more perfect, more pure, more beautiful than anything you have ever carved before? Do they not tempt you more than the woman tempted you in life? Do you not long for the bones of Prei Chen, lying buried under the eyes of the Gods in Angkor Thom? The question curled in his mind like a finger, beckoning him into the heartlands of war.

“Yes,” Sajit said. “Yes.”

There was no reply.

Just the moon, bright as a perfectly rounded and smoothed bone. Just the waves lashing the beach, and the sky, already dark, become black: a squall, blowing across the peninsula.

“The bones,” he muttered to himself, looking at his hands as if for the first time. His fingers were thin and long, but rough, calloused: the hands of a bone-carver and nothing else.

Relentlessly, night after night, in a torrent, the moon voice spoke to him – in the whisper of the webs the gonchai spider wove to catch its prey, through the chorus of the barking tree frog, through the slats in his house, the flashes and scintillations of the sea forming Sanskrit before his eyes. “The bones,” the moon said. “Think of the bones . . .”

When the rains were at their most ferocious, the encroaching jungle a wall of green which seemed to have no end, Sajit slipped out from between the leviathan’s ribs, taking only a sack of carvings with him, and disappeared from the sight of Go Oc Eo for ever.

Sajit Xuan-Ti Traveled by night and hid by day. In the darkness, he could gauge the direction and distance of the warring armies: where they fought, the sky erupted in funnels of fires, watch towers ablaze. The horizon was a red scar which bled into the darkness. He could hear the screams of wounded battle elephants and he thought of the hundreds of Buddhas he might still carve from their bones.

Refugees fled from the lights. They brushed against him moth-like in their rags, their shoeless feet churning the mud, their progress pitifully slow. When they saw him, walking toward Angkor Thom, they often stared at him blankly, the joke taking time to settle into the mud, and through the mud into their souls. Then: laughter. As if he were a clown. Or mad.

“Look! Look!” an old man shouted. And: “Look!” again, as if moved by the absurdity of Sajit’s destination to repeat no other word, but to announce the bone-carver’s presence with the insistence of a minah bird.

He did not reply to such taunts. Surely, he told himself, it was not so bad. Surely not. He ignored the tangled limbs of corpses, their slack mouths, the way shadow traced their faces as if with charcoal.

But he could not ignore the ground under his feet. A hole had opened in his left sandal and through this hole came all the mud, the water, the blood, the excrement, upon which he walked. Slowly, his left leg became sensitized to the hole, until he trembled with each step, for each step brought with it a premonition of the land’s pain. The pain spread through his bones until each seemed alive with agony. He felt his face twisting in discomfort, so that his grin was like the cockeyed reflection of a slit moon in the sea – curving up one side and down the other. The refugees began to run from the man he knew he had become: emaciated and rag-clad, with a leer that leapt across his face in time to the flinching limp with which he negotiated the ground. His hands dangled from the soaked cuffs of his shirt like the roots of a long-dead ginger plant.

In places where the armies had not slashed and burned, the road reverted to jungle, for without the civil authorities to cut it back, the trees spread where they pleased, their roots firmly entrenched, even in the mud. The constant rain – which, like a ringing in his ears, became an annoyance, then a presence to be ignored, and finally a dismal fact he could not escape and therefore resigned himself to – this rain fed the roots, the branches, the leaves, until by the seventh day, he could see only a wall of trees ahead, broken by a few scattered tiles.

On the ninth day, the skies were clear and, early in the morning, an enormous face stared down at Sajit through the wall of green: the visage of Emperor Jayavarman, carved into the sharply triangular temple tops of Angkor Thom. Under the gaze of Jayavarman’s languorous eyes, the firm but caring mouth, Sajit should have felt at ease, protected, but the sweetness of corrupted flesh and the brusque, choking sour smell of burning bones dispelled any such illusion. He came out from the forest onto a wide plain, upon which lay the city-shrine Angkor Thom. Ahead of him, two lines of statues, cut from solid stone and connected at the arms and legs, formed a passage to the gateway, which rose one hundred fifty meters high. From every tower, Jayavarman’s visage peered down, until it seemed to Sajit that a giant audience had gathered to watch him.

He shuddered, whispered “Namo kuanshiyihuan Bodhissattiva mahasattva.” Jen Jen had said he knew nothing except his art, but here that would help him, for the corpses would not bother him if he could think of them as bone.

It was not until he had almost passed by the rows of fire blackened statues that he felt, from his left, the eyes of one following him.

Sajit stopped walking. The silence of the city struck him then and fear twisted in his belly. He did not turn to face his watcher. That a statue should watch him didn’t seem odd, for hadn’t the moon with his father’s face spoken to him?

No, he avoided the statue’s eyes not from fear, but because he feared he would find reflected there the same fascination and the same laughter he had seen in the refugees’ faces. Instead, he looked at the bodies sprawled across the entrance. Most were soldiers, dressed in the uniforms of a half-dozen armies. To the left, they had been stacked in patterns like lotus flower petals. The smoldering corpses sent plumes of smoke into the air; the smoke covered the face of the south tower, distorting Jayavarman’s lips into a frown. The smell filled Sajit’s nostrils and he felt a lightness in his stomach. With revulsion, he realized he was hungry.

He turned to face the statue. A dwarf had taken the place of the stonework; some machinery of war had dislodged the statuary, leaving only the base, upon which sat the dwarf, who stared neither left nor right, but straight ahead. The left eye had given Sajit the illusion that someone watched him; made of glass, it seemed to stare directly at Sajit no matter how he moved in relation to it. He had believed the dwarf to be a statue because the man’s skin matched the fire-washed stone: a pure black sheen that marked him as South Indian.

Sajit smiled, nodded, bowed, but the dwarf stared straight ahead. Gathering his courage, Sajit put down his bag of carvings. He stepped close enough to touch the man’s shoulder. The eyes stared straight ahead.

The dwarf’s features itched to be carved into bone; he resembled a gnarled banyan root dark with rot. Jowls hung below his chin and folds of skin drooped over the eyes. Wrinkles creased the forehead, hidden by the same blackness which had masked him among the real statues.

The dwarf wore a grey tunic and a matching dhoti. A karta, his only weapon, was stuck through his sash and lying beside him on the stone were a necklace of silver bells, a mask of the monkey god Hanuman, and a staff carved from sandalwood, the musk from it overlaying the rancid odor of flesh.

“A jester!” Sajit exclaimed.

Blood began to trickle from the right eye, following a set course amid the wrinkles, which were marked by a dark line where blood had dried days before.

Sajit wiped at the blood with the hem of his sarong.

“How long have you been sitting here?” he asked, not expecting a reply.

“Four days,” the dwarf said, the good eye locking onto Sajit so swiftly that the bone-carver snatched his hand away from the tears of blood and stuttered an incoherent reply.

“Four days,” the dwarf repeated, and smiled. Yellow teeth shone against the absolute dark of his face. “Three nights. No one has approached me until now nor could I, it seemed, move in all that time, until you touched the blood upon my face.”

“You hid from the soldiers?”

The dwarf shrugged. “I sat here and pretended indifference to their battles. Before, when I ran, it seemed that the very act of flight made them pursue me. So I took up my post here, in the way of the Buddha, and have watched the blood sport of the Khmer and the Thai, and their allies, as they stalk the same ground over and over. I have opened my mouth to the sky and survived on rain water . . . Who are you to walk beneath the shadow of these gates?”

“I am Sajit Xuan-Ti, the bone-carver.”

The dwarf began to laugh, but put off Sajit’s questions with, “You are not he. I know Sajit Xuan-Ti well. I have bought some of his carvings and stolen more from the Khmer court, and you are not he. Everyone knows he resides in the village of Go Oc Eo where he works at his craft by the sea and knows naught of the world.”

“And yet, I am Sajit.”

The dwarf grunted, looked away. “I would rather you had stayed home and carved for the rest of us, who are more world weary than you ever need be – if indeed you are Sajit. My name is Tien Tievar – a jester, a clown in the court of the Khmer.”

“Did you know the serunai player, Prei Chen? Do you know how she died?”

The words came out swiftly, clattering one on top of the other, and he lowered his head in frustration, cupped his face with his hands.

“Forgive me, Tievar. I have not eaten in three days. My hands shake. I cannot remember the simplest rules of bone carving. The moon has told me to seek out the bones of Prei Chen and carve them into something wondrous, something with as much beauty as her music.”

“The moon is deceitful, Sajit,” the dwarf said, his blind eyes looking out toward the horizon. He was silent for a long time. Finally, when it seemed he might never speak again, he said, “I knew of Prei Chen. I heard her play many times in the court. How she died, I cannot tell you. I do not know. No living person knows.”

“Where is she buried?”

Tievar shrugged. “In Angkor Thom. Under the shadow of the Naga Queen, but where within the tangle of bodies?”

“Will you show me?”

Tievar smiled. “I am afraid my position here is too comfortable. If I should force my palms to remain upward in my lap, toward Heaven, then, like the Buddha, I shall go there when I die.”

Sajit nodded, turned toward the gates of Angkor Thom.

“. . . But if you could do me one kindness. I cannot move my arms. Could you place the smiling mask of Hanuman upon my face? Thus I may sleep behind the mask yet have the appearance of watchfulness should the armies return.”

“Of course.”

When Sajit leaned over the dwarf to attach the mask, he saw the blood which had gathered in a pool behind Tievar, caused by a gash in his back that had paralyzed him.

“I shall leave a carving of the Buddha beside you, for safety and luck,” Sajit said, hoping Tievar could not see his hands tremble as he swung the sack of bones back over his shoulder.

The dwarf only smiled.

Sajit Xuan-Ti entered Angkor Thom, the eyes of kings above him, a man weeping blood behind, the sun just another eye – jaundiced yellow, with a spirit of evil within its corona which made him want to lie down and weep; to put aside his bag of carvings and hug the loamy ground to him.

But the bones in his legs held him upright. The bones in his legs continued to lift his feet and let them fall.

They fell now upon bodies, the hole in his sandal driving him past madness with the feel of flesh beneath his own flesh. Soldiers by the hundreds littered the interior – dragged over walls, battlements, and each other. The battles had raged for months so that the dead were layered three deep, a light green moss coating the most recently fallen, a yaw of bones sticking up from the earth the only marker for those who had died months before. The smell hit Sajit at the gateway: mingled blood and rot and earth and flesh. It scoured his clothes, curled into his nostrils, made him faint. He half fell, put out a hand to balance himself, and splashed his thumb into the water-filled pool of an eyesocket, scattering mosquito larvae.

Strangest of all to Sajit were the fresh wounds he saw as he wandered toward the central courtyard. These bodies – like those of animals in his father’s butchershop – still had moist flesh upon them, some bloated with the rains. Beneath the pale flesh, the slashing yellow-red of unclean wounds, he could see the startling white riddle of bone, a purity at odds with the surrounding offal. The flesh disturbed him. It frightened him, and he hurried by the bodies. Here was a substance he could not make beautiful or carve to his own desires.

The sky had turned a blue shot through with amber. There was no sound. Even the birds were silent: enormous Malay vultures that moved with a slow respect for the dead, a daintiness which spoke of morticians more than grave robbers.

He found Prei Chen where Tievar had told him to look – beneath the shadow of the Naga Queen, whose nine stone heads reared skyward in denial of the death beneath her coils.

Beside the grave, an elephant had died, falling onto its side. Four men lay within the caved-in flesh, and this puzzled Sajit until he realized that the men had died atop the elephant and had fallen through to rest among the beast’s organs once the flesh had grown too infirm to support them.

Somehow, the sight of the elephant calmed him. Perhaps it was the peaceful way the four men seemed to sleep within its womb, or the white tusk which reminded him of the god Ganesha.

All such speculation left him when he saw Prei Chen, lying half-in, half-out of a shallow grave, flesh still clinging to her body. Her face had disassembled itself until he barely recognized her, could not even catalog the bones which stuck through to ruin her beauty. Someone had placed her serunai within her encircling arms. He approached on hands and knees until he had crept to her side. The earth covered her torso, but her arms lay free. He put down his sack and took her hand in his. The flesh had dried so that he could feel the bones beneath. Her skin was warm, but so was the earth beneath her.

He tugged at her arm, but she would not move; there was too much dirt and he was too weak. The Malay vultures watched him with idle interest from atop the elephant’s skull.

He tugged again.

“Prei Chen,” he said, speaking to her as he tugged a third time. “Prei Chen.”

But she would not move from beneath the Naga Queen.

When he tried one last, desperate time, her arm came off in his grasp and he sprawled, panting, against the side of the elephant, looking into the faces of the four men it had swallowed after its death. The dirt of the grave stung his chin. The taste of the grave coated his tongue. He looked at Prei Chen’s arm, which he still held in his left hand; yellow bone stuck out from the end, but he felt no desire to carve it. Instead, he shuddered and tears came to his eyes, though he could not pin a reason to them. He could not remember the features of Jen Jen’s face. He could not even remember the first rule of bone carving. His craft seemed to him no art at all, but artifice and deception. There was nothing except flesh, and there never had been, and he had forgotten more than he learned when he carved the bone.

He crawled up from the elephant, until he came again to Prei Chen’s corpse. He looked full into her rotting face and covered her body with his, caressed her hair with his calloused, bone carver hands and said, “Prei Chen, Prei Chen,” until it became a meaningless chant, a ritual to hold off despair which even Tievar eventually heard, sitting in his tears of blood, among the visages of the Kings of Angkor Thom, in the land of Kampuchea, where the Mekong River flows into the China Sea.
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“The re-appearance of the lady is a matter of individual taste.”

– Will Goldston, Tricks and Illusions




WHEN I WAS a boy, from time to time,
I stayed with my grandparents
(old people: I knew they were old –
chocolates in their house
remained uneaten until I came to stay,
this, then, was ageing).

My grandfather always made breakfast at sun-up:
A pot of tea, for her and him and me,
some toast and marmalade
(the Silver Shred and the Gold). Lunch and dinner,
those were my grandmother’s to make, the kitchen
was again her domain, all the pans and spoons,
the mincer, all the whisks and knives, her loyal subjects.

She would prepare the food with them, singing her
little songs:

Daisy Daisy give me your answer do,
or sometimes,
You made me love you, I didn’t want to do it,
I didn’t want to do it.
She had no voice, not one to speak of.

Business was very slow.

My grandfather spent his days at the top of the house,
in his tiny darkroom where I was not permitted to go,
bringing out paper faces from the darkness,
the cheerless smiles of other people’s holidays.

My grandmother would take me for grey walks along
the promenade.

Mostly I would explore
the small wet grassy space behind the house,
the blackberry brambles and the garden shed.
It was a hard week for my grandparents
forced to entertain a wide-eyed boy-child, so
one night they took me to the King’s Theatre. The King’s . . .
Variety!
The lights went down, red curtains rose.
A popular comedian of the day,
came on, stammered out his name (his catchphrase),
pulled out a sheet of glass, and stood half-behind it,
raising the arm and leg that we could see;
reflected
he seemed to fly – it was his trademark,
so we all laughed and cheered. He told a joke or two,
quite badly. His haplessness, his awkwardness,
these were what we had come to see.
Bemused and balding and bespectacled,
he reminded me a little of my grandfather.
And then the comedian was done.
Some ladies danced all legs across the stage.
A singer sang a song I didn’t know.

The audience were old people,
like my grandparents, tired and retired,
all of them laughing and applauding.

In the interval my grandfather
queued for a choc-ice and a couple of tubs.
We ate our ices as the lights went down.
The “SAFETY CURTAIN” rose, and then the real curtain.

The ladies danced across the stage again,
and then the thunder rolled, the smoke went puff,
a conjurer appeared and bowed. We clapped.

The lady walked on, smiling from the wings:
glittered. Shimmered. Smiled.
We looked at her, and in that moment flowers grew,
and silks and pennants tumbled from his fingertips.

The flags of all nations, said my grandfather, nudging me.
They were up his sleeve.
Since he was a young man,
(I could not imagine him as a child)
my grandfather had been, by his own admission,
one of the people who knew how things worked.

He had built his own television,
my grandmother told me, when they were first married,
it was enormous, though the screen was small.
This was in the days before television programmes;
they watched it, though,
unsure whether it was people or ghosts they were seeing.
He had a patent, too, for something he invented,
but it was never manufactured.
Stood for the local council, but he came in third.
He could repair a shaver or a wireless,
develop your film, or build a house for dolls.

(The doll’s house was my mother’s. We still had
it at my house,

shabby and old it sat out in the grass, all rained-on
and forgot.)

The glitter lady wheeled on a box.
The box was tall: grown-up-person-sized, and black.
She opened up the front.
They turned it round and banged upon the back.
The lady stepped inside, still smiling,
The magician closed the door on her.
When it was opened she had gone.
He bowed.

Mirrors, explained my grandfather. She’s really still inside.
At a gesture, the box collapsed to matchwood.
A trapdoor, assured my grandfather;
Grandma hissed him silent.

The magician smiled, his teeth were small and crowded;
he walked, slowly, out into the audience.
He pointed to my grandmother, he bowed,
a Middle-European bow,
and invited her to join him on the stage.
The other people clapped and cheered.
My grandmother demurred. I was so close
to the magician, that I could smell his aftershave,
and whispered “Me, oh, me . . .”. But still,
he reached his long fingers for my grandmother.

Pearl, go on up, said my grandfather. Go with the man.
My grandmother must have been, what? Sixty, then?
She had just stopped smoking,
was trying to lose some weight. She was proudest

of her teeth, which, though tobacco-stained were all
her own.

My grandfather had lost his, as a youth,
riding his bicycle; he had the bright idea
to hold on to a bus to pick up speed.
The bus had turned,
and Grandpa kissed the road.
She chewed hard liquorice, watching TV at night,
or sucked hard caramels, perhaps to make him wrong.

She stood up, then, a little slowly.
Put down the paper tub half-full of ice cream,
the little wooden spoon –
went down the aisle, and up the steps.
And on the stage.

The conjurer applauded her once more –
A good sport. That was what she was. A sport.
Another glittering woman came from the wings,
bringing another box –
this one was red.

That’s her, nodded my grandfather, the one
who vanished off before. You see? That’s her.
Perhaps it was. All I could see

was a woman who sparkled, standing next to my
grandmother

(who fiddled with her pearls, and looked embarrassed).
The lady smiled and faced us, then she froze,
a statue, or a window mannequin.
The magician pulled the box,
with ease,
down to the front of stage, where my grandmother waited.
A moment or so of chitchat:
where she was from, her name, that kind of thing.
They’d never met before? She shook her head.

The magician opened the door,
my grandmother stepped in.

Perhaps it’s not the same one, admitted my grandfather,
on reflection,
I think she had darker hair, the other girl.
I didn’t know.
I was proud of my grandmother, but also embarrassed,
hoping she’d do nothing to make me squirm,
that she wouldn’t sing one of her songs.

She walked into the box. They shut the door.
He opened a compartment at the top, a little door. We saw
my grandmother’s face. Pearl? Are you all right Pearl?
My grandmother smiled and nodded.
The magician closed the door.

The lady gave him a long thin case,
so he opened it. Took out a sword
and rammed it through the box.

And then another, and another
And my grandfather chuckled and explained
The blade slides in the hilt, and then a fake
slides out the other side.

Then he produced a sheet of metal, which
he slid into the box half the way up.
It cut the thing in half. The two of them,
the woman and the man, lifted the top
half of the box up and off, and put it on the stage,
with half my grandma in.

The top half.

He opened up the little door again, for a moment,
My grandmother’s face beamed at us, trustingly.
When he closed the door before,
she went down a trapdoor,
And now she’s standing half-way up,
my grandfather confided.
She’ll tell us how it’s done, when it’s all over.
I wanted him to stop talking: I needed the magic.

Two knives now, through the half-a-box,
at neck-height.
Are you there, Pearl? asked the magician. Let us know
– do you know any songs?

My grandmother sang Daisy Daisy.
He picked up the part of the box,
with the little door in it – the head part –
and he walked about, and she sang
Daisy Daisy first at one side of the stage,
and at the other.

That’s him, said my grandfather, and he’s throwing
his voice.

It sounds like Grandma, I said.
Of course it does, he said. Of course it does.
He’s good, he said. He’s good. He’s very good.

The conjuror opened up the box again,

now hatbox-sized. My grandmother had finished
Daisy Daisy,

and was on a song which went

My my here we go the driver’s drunk and the horse
won’t go

now we’re going back now we’re going back
back back back to London Town.

She had been born in London. Told me ominous tales
from time to time to time

of her childhood. Of the children who ran into her
father’s shop

shouting shonky shonky sheeny, running away;
she would not let me wear a black shirt because,
she said, she remembered the marches through the East End.
Mosley’s Blackshirts. Her sister got an eye blackened.

The conjuror took a kitchen knife,
pushed it slowly through the red hatbox.
And then the singing stopped.

He put the boxes back together,
pulled out the knives and swords, one by one by one.

He opened the compartment in the top: my
grandmother smiled,

embarrassed, at us, displaying her own old teeth.
He closed the compartment, hiding her from view.
Pulled out the last knife.
Opened the main door again,
and she was gone.
A gesture, and the red box vanished too.

It’s up his sleeve, my grandfather explained, but
seemed unsure.

The conjuror made two doves fly from a burning plate.
A puff of smoke, and he was gone as well.

She’ll be under the stage now, or back-stage,
said my grandfather,
having a cup of tea. She’ll come back to us with flowers,
or with chocolates. I hoped for chocolates.

The dancing girls again.
The comedian, for the last time.
And all of them came on together at the end.
The grand finale, said my grandfather. Look sharp,
perhaps she’ll be back on now.

But no. They sang
when you’re riding along
on the crest of the wave
and the sun is in the sky.

The curtain went down, and we shuffled out into the lobby.
We loitered for a while.
Then we went down to the stage door,
and waited for my grandmother to come out.
The conjuror came out in street clothes;
the glitter woman looked so different in a mac.

My grandfather went to speak to him. He shrugged,
told us he spoke no English and produced
a half-a-crown from behind my ear,
and vanished off into the dark and rain.

I never saw my grandmother again.

We went back to their house, and carried on.
My grandfather now had to cook for us.
And so for breakfast, dinner, lunch and tea
we had golden toast, and silver marmalade
and cups of tea.
Till I went home.

He got so old after that night
as if the years took him all in a rush.
Daisy Daisy, he’d sing, give me your answer do.

If you were the only girl in the world and I were
the only boy.

My old man said follow the van.
My grandfather had the voice in the family,
they said he could have been a cantor,
but there were snapshots to develop,
radios and razors to repair . . .
his brothers were a singing duo: the Nightingales,
had been on television in the early days.

He bore it well. Although, quite late one night,
I woke, remembering the liquorice sticks in the pantry,
I walked downstairs:
my grandfather stood there in his bare feet.

And, in the kitchen, all alone,
I saw him stab a knife into a box.
You made me love you.
I didn’t want to do it.
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of Doctor Pretorius

PAUL J. MCAULEY’S LATEST novel, Fairyland, won the 1996 Arthur C. Clarke Award for the best science fiction novel published in Britain the previous year, and the author recently quit his job as a professor at St Andrew’s University in Scotland to write full time. His first major success was back in 1988 when he won the Philip K. Dick Award for his debut novel, Four Hundred Billion Stars. Later books include Secret Harmonies, Eternal Light (shortlisted for the Clarke Award) and Red Dust, the short story collections The King of the Hill and The Invisible Country, and the anthology In Dreams (co-edited with Kim Newman).

Dr Pretorius has previously appeared in McAuley’s alternate history novel Pasquale’s Angel and in the related short story “The Temptation of Dr Stein” (reprinted in the previous volume of The Best New Horror), which won the 1995 British Fantasy Award.

About “The True History of Doctor Pretorius”, the author explains: “This story is more horror than alternate history, but for all that is no truer than any of the other stories (written and unwritten) about the Good Doctor. It was partly inspired by a visit to William Randolph Hearst’s magnificent unfinished folly at San Simeon, and of course by Ernest Thesiger’s performance in Bride of Frankenstein.”

TO BEGIN WITH, Larry Cochrane thought that it was just another slice of bread-and-butter sleaze. A contact in the Food and Drug Administration tipped him to an upcoming investigation into a Tijuana clinic. The usual shit, peddling quack cures that supposedly delayed the onset of full-blown AIDS, cut-rate plastic surgery, no-questions-asked abortions and sex-change operations. Added spice: the clinic’s owner, a certain Dr Septimus Pretorius, had old Hollywood connections. The kicker: several well-known AIDS victims had gone there for Laetrile treatment of intractable karposis, and former TV child star Bobby Dupre, Little Jim-Bob in the long-running 1960s family TV saga Sunrise Acres, had died of acute septicemia after he was given a complete blood change to try and cure his crack habit.

So far, so good. With no complications, Cochrane figured that he would be in and out in a month, sell it for 50K to one of the glossies, maybe earn twice as much from foreign rights, not to mention spin-off items that he could get his researcher to write for the movie mags.

But within days of starting the investigation, Cochrane knew that the story would change his life. Definitely permanently, and maybe for ever.

The evidence came tumbling out of the archives. Through all his long, colourful career, Dr Pretorius had never bothered to cover his tracks. He’d left clues scattered through newspaper, film and historical archives with a recklessness that was either crazy, foolish, or incredibly bold. Perhaps he thought that no one would believe his story; Larry Cochrane was having trouble believing even half of what his long-suffering researcher, Howard Zaslow, had uncovered.

Witness:

A b&w photograph of white-haired Dr Pretorius, scrawny and bird-like in Bermuda shorts and a long-sleeved white shirt, playing croquet with Charlie Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.

A sepia photograph, quartered by white lines where it had been folded, of Dr Pretorius, looking scarcely younger, lounging in safari kit in a canvas chair, boots cocked on the sprawled corpse of a dog-sized reptile that one of Zaslow’s pals at the UCLA Biology Department was convinced was some kind of dinosaur.

A luminous, sharply focused daguerreotype of Dr Pretorius in frock coat and tall top hat standing with a shorter man who wore an even taller top hat and had his thumbs aggressively tucked into the pockets of his waistcoat, both of them looking straight at the camera with some great mechanical engine half lost in shadow behind them.

A tattered handbill advertising, in type that was of different sizes on every line, that on 22 June 1852, in the town hall of Cheltenham, Dr Pretorius, lately of Geneva, would demonstrate his electric elixir for countering the outward symptoms of old age.

A warrant dated 3 August 1809, stating that a certain Dr Pretorius, otherwise known as Horace Femm, resident at number 13 Half Moon Street, should be arrested on sight, on suspicion of being a French spy and for enquiry into the disappearance of several young women known to be common prostitutes.

A facsimile of a handwritten document, signed by Elizabeth I above the imprint of her seal in cracked wax, declaring that Dr Pretorious of Cheapside was an agent invested with such powers of enquiry as necessary to seek out agents of Catholic powers.

Another facsimile, this in Latin and dated 1423, which Howie Zaslow said was the death warrant for a Dr Praetorius, a notorious practitioner of various magics and malefic rites; it was from the Armand Hammer collection, and was one of only three known holographs of Charles VII of France.

There was more, much more, including a connection with Ilsa Magall, the Destroying Angel of the Nazi death camps, that Cochrane could use to open up Pretorius like an abalone. But even half of this treasure trove was more than enough to convince Cochrane that this was even bigger than his recent bestseller about the RoChemCo disaster in Calcutta. Dr Pretorius had a secret that could make Larry Cochrane rich, and more than rich. It could enable him live forever.

Of course, Howie Zaslow also knew the score, but that was a fixable detail. Cochrane had a contact in the LAPD who knew a wise guy. One phone call and ten thousand dollars up front, and it was set.

Armed with the results of Zaslow’s labours, Cochrane started to hassle the PR office of Dr Pretorius’s clinic. He got a quick but inadequate response: Dr Pretorius was willing to grant an interview, but there was a certain vagueness about the timing. “We’re undergoing a certain amount of reorganization,” Ransom, the PR man, told Cochrane over the phone, and promised to get back as soon as he could.

So Cochrane told Howie Zaslow to keep digging up more dirt, packed a couple of changes of clothes with his portable computer, modem, and the licensed 9mm automatic he’d bought after the ’93 riots, and took off in a hire car for the Baja coast in Mexico, which was where Dr Pretorius had lived ever since he had set up his clinic in the 1920s.

For two days, Cochrane sweated and chafed in a roach motel with no air conditioning and some kind of lizard in the shower stall, in a Mexican fishing village ten miles north of Dr Pretorius’s estate. The village was a lost, God-forsaken place where bearded, pot-bellied refugees from the sixties stood knee-deep in the surf, bombed on LSD or hash, or sat around the bars drinking tequila from the bottle and talking about Nam. Cochrane drove past the estate’s impressive security fences, and made sure that the guards on the gate saw him taking photographs with his Nikon. He talked to the motel’s owner, the richest man in the village, who said that Dr Pretorius was a good man who sponsored the Festival of the Day of the Dead each year. He phoned up the estate office every couple of hours to let them know he was waiting, and badgered Howie Zaslow for more dirt, for more on the rumours that Dr Pretorius was about to relocate.

When Cochrane left LA, Zaslow had been close to uncovering the crux of a set of deals that included selling off the estate and the private clinic. Now, on the phone, Zaslow said, in his slow, thoughtful way, that Cochrane should wait a couple of days for the fuller picture, the financial trail was sort of complicated.

Cochrane, sitting on the edge of the sagging motel bed, strangling the phone in one hand and squeezing a sweating can of ice-cold Coke in the other, said, “Get your hands of your chicken-neck dick, Howie, and chase this down. That PR guy, Ransom, told me they were relocating, which means soon. I need to know all about his plans. I need an in. I need you to start doing some real work. I’ve already waited long enough, and this quaint fishing town outwore its welcome as soon as I checked in.”

“Another day,” Zaslow’s voice pleaded. “Give me time to chase down the share purchases and you can hit Pretorius really hard.”

Cochrane held the can of Coke to the back of his neck and counted to ten.

Zaslow said, “Are you still there, boss?”

“Another day and Pretorius might not be. There’s a stream of trucks leaving his estate. Maybe there’s another way in if we can get hard evidence about this death camp rumour.”

“That one’s no problem,” Zaslow said, his voice sounding smug. He’d been working for Cochrane for two years, and in an odd way Cochrane would miss the man’s infuriating plodding pedantry. Zaslow was in his thirties, a pale-skinned New Yorker with a summa cum laude from Yale and the distracted air of a perpetual research student. He had an old-fashioned regard for facts. Right now, though, Cochrane was burning with impatience. He had a lot more to lose than some pissant story.

Zaslow said, “The Simon Wiesenthal Institute came through. They have details of his collaboration with Ilsa Magall. Weird transplants, stuff about vacuum exposure that has a link with the V2 rocket program. I think that’s how Pretorius got into the States, by the way. The Army rounded up anyone that had anything to do with Peenemünde before the Russians got there.”

“Sometimes you’re worth the money I pay you. I got to have that stuff.”

“It’s coming from Austria by courier.”

“I need it now, fuck-head. Look, OK. Get it to me any way you can as soon as you can. This is definitely kosher?”

“One hundred per cent.”

So Cochrane phoned Dr Pretorius’s estate for the fourth time that day, and told Ransom that he had documentation proving that his boss was a Nazi collaborator, and would he like to discuss it in person, or with the Israeli secret service? Cochrane hung up as Ransom started to bluster, and ten minutes later the phone rang. To his amazement, Cochrane was in.

Early the next morning, Larry Cochrane was waiting with his holdall and portable computer outside the village’s beat-up cantina. He was wearing his black Armani suit; his beard was trimmed; his ponytail was tied back with a silver death’s-head clasp. Cochrane’s inquisitorial style was modelled on Robert de Niro in Angel Heart, and generally its brooding menace gave him an edge in interviews.

All in all, he was feeling fairly terrific, although he was not so carried away that he had neglected to strap on his shoulder holster. This day, the first in what promised to be a very long life, was shaping up pretty well. The sun was brassy, not yet at its full heat. The ocean was blue, sparkling with whitecaps, the air so clear you could see out to the horizon. Except for a couple of fishermen manhandling their boat up the white beach, the village was barely awake. An Americano was sleeping off last night’s tequila over by the garbage cans, watched by a piebald dog that trotted over and sat by Cochrane as he drank a Coke in the shade of the cantina’s awning.

Seven on the dot, the limo swung off the road. The Americano, hand out, stumbled up as the chauffeur loaded Cochrane’s bags. Cochrane lowered the smoked-glass window and gave the bum the finger; then the chauffeur hit the gas.

Moving trucks, two travelling together every few minutes, heading north towards the border, passed the limo as it drove south. The chauffeur wouldn’t answer Cochrane’s questions with anything other than a shrug, so Cochrane watched MTV on the inset TV and drank one of Dr Pretorius’s Diet Cokes from the built-in fridge.

The limo turned off the highway, climbed past a clump of coral trees and stopped while a big brute of a guard, sweating through his tan uniform, opened the gate in the tall double fence. The guard was hunchbacked, and his face was brutish and scarred, his nose smashed flat, his tiny eyes like piss-holes in snow. His blubbery lips worked as he waved the limo through. The narrow road switch-backed through rolling pastures wet by sprinklers that set rainbows in the hot Mexican air. Once, the limo stopped to let a couple of giraffes amble past; Pretorius was supposed to have more animals on his estate than in San Diego Zoo.

The house itself came into view only as the limo climbed the shoulder of the rise: a Normandy château, with sharply ridged roofs and a spiky tower, standing amongst a formal garden of lawns and clipped hedges. The limo rumbled over a wide cattle grid that bridged a steep-sided ditch with razor wire on the outward-facing slope – to keep the animals out of the garden, Cochrane supposed – and drew up by the mansion’s great Gothic door where Dr Pretorius’s PR man, Ransom, was waiting.

Dr Pretorius was ready to talk, Ransom said, as he led Cochrane around the side of the house. As they walked across a sweep of gravel towards a huge glasshouse framed with Victorian ironwork, palms and tree ferns visible through the whitewash on its panels of glass, Ransom added, “Dr Pretorius is eager to tell the truth about his life. He won’t hold anything back, Larry. You must trust him.”

But Cochrane knew that his job really started when the subjects of his investigations finally agreed to talk, because they only wanted to tell their version of the truth, to smokescreen, to play the victim, to shift the blame. Cochrane had had the president of RoChemCo telling him that careless local workers that caused the explosive outgassing in the Calcutta plant that killed thousands in the surrounding shanty town; the chairman of ScotOil blaming environmentalists for regulations that had distracted the crews of his company’s tankers and led to illegal discharges killing millions of seabirds and seals in the new Falklands oil fields; the police chief of Tupelo blaming rioters for inciting police to violence that left more than twenty, including a grandmother and two children, dead of shotgun wounds after cops opened up on a group protesting compulsory prayer in schools.

Larry Cochrane was a master at the adversarial techniques of the new, aggressive breed of journalist. He didn’t agree, he didn’t gently point out the contradictions his interviewees tangled around themselves: he went for the jugular. He had been carried out of the RoCoChem headquarters by four security guards. He had screamed into the face of the police chief until she burst into tears. The interview with the chairman of ScotOil had ended after the man threw a lead-crystal decanter at him. Cochrane knew what he wanted and he didn’t care how he got it.

But Dr Pretorius disarmed Cochrane by simply agreeing with everything. He said that it was all true, and he didn’t care. “I’m disappointed,” he said, with a sly, foxy smile. He leaned forward in his wheelchair, and said into the Sony proDAT tape recorder on the wicker table, “You’ve done so much work, Mr Cochrane. You’ve found out where the bodies are buried. You are quite right when you say I have exploited the desperation of dying men and women. But you haven’t stopped to consider this. No one wants to die, and that is why I am rich.”

Dr Pretorius was hunched within a crocheted shawl, with a tartan blanket wrapped around his legs, as immune to the stifling heat in the huge greenhouse as a mummy. Only his head and hands were visible. If he really was five hundred years old, he looked every day of it: a mummy indeed, the dry, deeply wrinkled leathery skin of his face sunk so close to his skull that the arches of his cheekbones and the jut of his jaw were clearly visible. Only his white hair, combed back from his high forehead and crowned by a crocheted skull cap, showed any vigour. His hands were spotted with age, and constantly fretted at the hem of his shawl; his nails were curved like talons.

Cochrane leaned forward, too. The wicker chair creaked under his 200 pounds. With his face less than a couple of handspans from Dr Pretorius’s long, sharp nose, he said, “The Mexican government has agreed to the demands of the FDA that clinics like yours should be subject to full licensing procedures. Tell me you’re not worried by that, Doctor. Terminal cancer patients have spent every last cent on your so-called cures. AIDS patients have died while crossing the border because of the false hopes you held out. Your clinic has peddled some weird treatments in its time, none of them anything to do with real medicine. The monkey gland extracts, for instance. How will you explain those in court?”

“In fact, they were based on the blood of langur monkeys. There were unfortunate side effects, but it really did promote rejuvenation of the skin. As for patient deaths, how many die in hospitals? How many are killed by the treatments that are supposed to help them? Modern medicine is a brutal business, a matter of poisoning the patient to the edge of death in the hope that his illness is more susceptible. Ah, Mr Cochrane, they come to my clinic because they are dying. Even if they are cured, many die of secondary infections they acquired during their illnesses.

“But that is not what I wish to talk about. I am interested in your interest in my history. That’s why I allowed you here, as my guest.”

“I’d say you’re looking at extradition, at families of your patients suing you for everything you have, at charges of murder and false practice. You don’t look like you’ve got long to live yourself, and I think you’ll spend the rest of your short life being reamed by sex-starved lifers.”

“I did not realize you were homosexual,” Dr Pretorius said. “Ah, but perhaps you do not realize this yourself.” He looked amused. “You are thirty-two, Mr Cochrane. Your father died of heart failure in his fifty-eighth year; there is a history of pancreatic cancer in your mother’s family. Actuarial tables would give you no more than another thirty years. How would you like to live to be a hundred?”

Cochrane had plans to live much longer than that. Keeping his face still, he said, “And end up looking like you?”

“You would have to live a lot longer than that,” Dr Pretorius said.

“How old are you?”

“You already know the answer to that question, I believe,” Dr Pretorius said, calmly meeting Cochrane’s gaze.

Cochrane called his bluff. “I’m supposed to believe what could be a bunch of fake documents?”

“But you do believe. You are hungry for my secret, Mr Cochrane. That is why you think you are here, although, as I said, you are here because I allow it. Because I want my story known.”

Cochrane made a counterstrike. “Maybe I’m not interested in your story. Maybe a better story would be your arrest and trial. Let’s face it, I’m here because I threatened to print an exposé of your crimes.”

“I think you’ll find that most were committed in other countries, far away and long ago. It is not human justice I fear, Mr Cochrane, but it is true that you could be a . . . nuisance. Please, ask questions. I will answer as I can.”

Cochrane was ready for this tactic. Everything was in his head: his memory was part of his success. He didn’t need to flip through notes, or pause to check facts. He said, “Let’s start with a simple one. You were involved with the Edinburgh surgeon, Dr Moreau. There was a scandal, and Moreau quit the country. It was rumoured that Burke and Hare – ”

Dr Pretorius’s laugh was like the dry rattling of seeds in a gourd. “Moreau had no need of those gentlemen. His was more a veterinary art. He called himself a surgeon, but he was a butcher. He knew nothing of sepsis, to begin with. He stole secrets, Mr Cochrane. His end was quite fitting, an epitaph to all such meddlers.”

“Then there was no connection between Moreau, yourself, and Dr Henry Jekyll? I have clippings from the Scotsman that says otherwise. 5 July 1886.”

“Dr Jekyll was a poor unstable fellow. He fled to London, you know. Reports of his death were quite exaggerated. There was a spate of murders that had his stamp . . . Now, he did know something of surgery.”

“And you vanished, too. There’s a gap in the records of about five years.”

“Ah, Africa,” Dr Pretorius said. “It was a foolish expedition, but not one I regret. I have learned to regret nothing. Poor Ayesha. I loved her, you know. Oh, not in the coarse physical sense. It was something higher, something purer. It was a true meeting of minds. Haggard claimed her for himself in that ridiculous account, but he was no gentleman. He tried to force her in the worst way, and the wounds accelerated her aging – and so she tried to purify herself too early. Perhaps I do regret saving Haggard’s life, but one can’t live on regrets. I went there in search of rejuvenation, and it was one place untouched by science, as was my poor, lovely Ayesha, but Haggard and his jack-booted kind – I think also of that bombast Challenger – put an end to that. The last of magic vanished under a wash of British Empire red. Well, but I was already tainted myself, of course.”

Cochrane wondered if the man’s bravado was nothing more than senility. Old men grow arrogant, forgetting the uncertainty of their youth, forgetting defeat and remembering only victory. Make a jump. Catch him in a lie, a contradiction. He said, “You were linked to a number of women in the thirties.”

“No doubt you know their names better than I do. They were only human, Mr Cochrane. Gods on the silver screen, of course, but not in the flesh. Our friendships were, of course, purely platonic. All girls together, as it were.”

“At least one had an abortion.”

“More than one. They came to my clinic for that, amongst other things. I suppose you read it in one of Anger’s books. He was here, you know. A beautiful, puckish young thing. He rode up on a motorcycle with a Mexican lad who was surely underage. There was some scandal when Garbo found James Whale and Anger’s Mexican Adonis sucking off each other – her phrase, you understand – in the rose garden. She was here with her own lover, of course, a vain but rather glorious woman who made a habit of stealing women from men.”

Dr Pretorius had slyly trumped Cochrane with this story. He was a harder target than he looked, and Cochrane thought that he would enjoy breaking him down. It was time to bring this round to the power he held over this old man.

But Dr Pretorius quickly dismissed the allegations about collaboration with Ilsa Magall. He rolled up his sleeve and showed the blurry blue numbers tattooed on his wrist, and said, “I am a homosexual and a Jew. Luckily, they put the star on me, not the triangle: the queers flew up the chimney almost as soon as their feet touched the mud. Mr Cochrane, I worked as an alternative to death. Old men who did not work lasted no longer in the camps than the time it took to have them undress and step into the showers.”

“The Israeli government will take a different view, if I choose to tell them where you are. They’re looking for a Dr Loew, but that number on your wrist will be enough identification.”

Dr Pretorius shrugged inside his shawl. “You have no proof, or you would show it to me. You are my guest here, Mr Cochrane.”

“Then you admit you’re guilty.”

“Of course I’m guilty. I’m a damned soul, damned by my pact with Astorath, and proud of it. Perhaps you’re damned too, perhaps not, but I know I am. It is a privileged position.”

A moment later, a male nurse and the PR man, Ransom, appeared through the sweating greenery. Just before he was wheeled away, Dr Pretorius said, “Look around as much as you want, but you will not be allowed beyond the ha-ha. It is for your safety, you understand: wild creatures live in the grounds. You interest me, Cochrane. I may allow you to tell my story. In the house you may find such evidence as you need, to convince you.”

“Convince me?”

“Of my history,” Dr Pretorius said, and then he was wheeled away through a curtain of hanging ferns. “Show him, Ransom.”

Ransom was a bluff, British guy in his late sixties, ex-Royal Air Force and as stiff as a ramrod, his carefully ironed Jaeger blazer and crisp white haircut visibly wilting in the dry heat as he walked Cochrane through the extensive gardens to the guest bungalows. Dr Pretorius would see Cochrane the next day, Ransom said, he hoped that an overnight stay wasn’t an inconvenience?

“I guess that’s the Brit way of saying I’m a prisoner.”

“Oh no. No no. A guest.”

Cochrane wondered if this was some way of making a move on him. If they tried, they were in for a surprise. He said, “I’d have to make a call to my office. They like to know where I am, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, quite,” Ransom said. “We want you to enjoy your stay here.”

“Yeah? I think I will look around. Soak up the atmosphere. Shake off the stink off the boonie fishing village I just spent two days in. I don’t like being made to hang about, Ransom. In fact, I fucking hate it. The only compensation is that I get to write everything up. If I don’t get what I want, your fucking boss will hang in Tel Aviv.”

“Dr Pretorius wants you to write the truth. His true history.”

“And what’s that? Beyond the fact he’s ready to make a run for it?”

Ransom emitted a patently false laugh. “I believe you should talk to your researcher, Larry, but before that perhaps I could show you around the house and grounds. This place has seen quite a bit of history. Chaplin stayed in the bungalow we’ll put you up in, and Churchill next door. Still has the cigar humidor Dr Pretorius had installed for him. Did I give you the information pack?”

“I glanced at it.”

“Best thing to do with that kind of stuff,” Ransom said. He was the kind of PR flack who agreed to everything. “Better at first hand, eh? I believe Dr Pretorius suggested that you look around the house.”

“Sure,” Cochrane said. He was already tired of the man’s bluff, hollow heartiness, and said that perhaps he’d go freshen up.

“Look around by yourself, by all means,” Ransom said. “But please, as Dr Pretorius suggested, don’t wander across the ha-ha – the perimeter ditch? We wouldn’t like any of the animals chasing after you.”

“Someone was killed, weren’t they?”

“Ah, I see you’ve done some research. Yes, some minor fifties starlet was killed by a jackal. Silly girl couldn’t hold her drink and wandered off downhill towards the sea. But that was a long time ago, and you’re more sensible, I know. I believe that your cocaine habit is quite cured, for instance.”

Cochrane wasn’t surprised that Pretorius’s people had been checking up on him. He said, “The fifties, that was when they were coming up here for so-called rejuvenation injections, right?”

“Oh no, not here at the house. That would be the clinic.”

“The one that’s closing down.”

“Relocating,” Ransom said firmly.

“Whatever. I heard she was found naked.”

“Animals often do that before they eat. Strip the clothes off. I was in Africa,” Ransom added, then said goodbye to Cochrane at the door of the guest bungalow.

The bungalow was a big, airy room with a tiled bathroom in back. Cane furniture, white shutters, a fan slowly turning up in the rafters, gave it an old-fashioned British colonial ambience.

Cochrane’s bag was at the foot of the bed; his clothes neatly folded away in the bamboo dresser. Cochrane opened up his Compaq portable and unshipped his phone coupler – but the only way of dialing out was through an old-fashioned mechanical switchboard that wouldn’t support computer traffic.

“Can you believe this shit,” he said to Howie Zaslow, when he finally got through to LA on the phone “The fucker’s got the biggest satellite dish outside of NASA sitting in back of his stately pile, and I bet all he uses it for is to jack off to the Playboy channel. I want to download stuff from you, I’m going to have to get someone to drive me to the nearest public phone.”

Zaslow’s voice crackled down a thousand miles of copper cable and bad connections into the cream bakelite handset. “Did he talk?”

“Not exactly. He’s playing games. He agreed with everything I said, then tried to fob me off with sex scandals from the Jurassic, and even more blatant shit about pacts with devils. The Nazi stuff shook him, though. He has me shut up in the estate right now.”

“Are you in trouble?”

“Hell no. This is just part of the negotiations.” Cochrane thought it funny, Zaslow concerned about his safety when he had nothing but bad news for the little nerd.

Zaslow said, “He might come after me, too.”

“Don’t be chickenshit. I’m the one who’s out here. You want to benefit from this, you better work your sad ass digging dirt.”

“You still don’t know if he has a secret,” Zaslow said. “For instance, he could be a mutant. You wouldn’t be able to benefit from an oddity in his genetic makeup.”

“He’s as human as you and me. Just a hell of a lot older.”

“Not every mutant is a monster. In fact, most aren’t. There are plenty of single-locus mutations – ”

“So I’ll sell him to science,” Cochrane said impatiently. They’d been through all this before, and it hadn’t convinced Cochrane then. “Do what I tell you,” Cochrane said. “Speculate on your free time.”

Zaslow said, “Well, I got more on his career. There was a Dr Pretorius teaching natural philosophy and chemistry at the University of Ingolstadt in the 1800s. He was involved with a scandal concerning some Swiss student. Something about robbing graves, and maybe necrophilia. The student disappeared after a riot.”

“I don’t give a fuck about ancient history. We’ll only get Pretorius to come across with the goods if he knows we have evidence that could hang him.” Cochrane was about to put down the phone, then said on a whim, “Oh, check out the name Astorath for me.”

“Animal, vegetable or mineral?”

“How the fuck should I know? Pretorius said he had some kind of deal going with him. Just do your job, and I’ll try and find a place to plug in my modem.”

The manicured gardens around the house were extensive: long formal beds of roses, shedding petals in the heat, between trimmed evergreen hedges; neatly pruned fruit trees; a formal Japanese garden with sinuously raked gravel and an arrangement of the oldest bonsai Cochrane had ever seen. Tennis courts, a manicured croquet lawn, a swimming pool in white marble with a reproduction of Rome’s Trevi fountain spouting water at the deep end, and Neptune and mermaids worked in mosaic tile at the bottom of the crystal clear water. A row of brightly painted cabins beyond; Cochrane checked one out, grinned when he saw the hand-carved daybed inside. The place had been famous for its discreet orgies in the thirties and forties, Hollywood stars in cross-border hi-jinks safe from the press’s prying eyes.

The gardens stretched around the back of the house towards a winding service road. Cochrane was watching two trucks toil up the dusty road when he heard the cry.

It came from somewhere near the back of the house, husky and plaintive, like the cry of a tired child, or a woman who’d worn her voice out crying. Cochrane walked along the path in the shadow of the house’s high wall, looking through the first floor’s mullion windows, but it was only when he heard the cry again that he found the grating. It was set flush in a square of concrete, a hinged grid of strong steel bars fastened by a padlock to a steel staple, with a covering of rusting wire mesh. Cochrane kicked aside the mesh and then stepped back with a start when fingers reached up through the bars.

“Hey,” Cochrane said. “Who’s down there?”

The fingers were long and white and slender, with coarse hair sprouting at the joints. They flexed like sea anemone tentacles, as if tasting the air.

“Hey,” Cochrane said again. He glanced around, but there was no one in sight. “Hey. Are you one of Pretorius’s guests?”

The fingers gripped the bars, and for a moment an oval shape – a face – glimmered in the darkness before sinking back down out of sight. There was a scent . . . orange blossom and the musk of roses . . . it was suddenly all around Cochrane, like a presence. More plaintive cries drifted up from the darkness; Cochrane thought he heard the word friend. He looked around again. The sun-stunned gardens were still deserted.

Friend. Someone down there needed his help. Dreamily, he took the 9mm automatic from his shoulder holster and shot off the grating’s padlock.

The pistol’s vicious crack, although reflected by the house’s high walls, was not as loud as Cochrane expected – he’d only ever shot it in the gallery of his local target range, never before in open air. There was a shriek from the darkness beneath the grating, then silence. Cochrane lifted up the grating, called down that it was okay, but there was no response.

Cochrane waited a few minutes, calling down into the darkness at intervals. Frustrated, and suddenly nervous that security guards would at any moment come crashing onto the scene, he walked away, then came back and called again. Nothing. And the smell – a zoo stench, thick and cloacal. No way was he climbing down into some fucking unlit, stinking cellar. Not that he was afraid of what was down there. No, he didn’t want to fuck up his $2,000 Armani suit.

Cochrane headed back towards the cluster of guest bungalows. As he started to cross the wide, billiard-smooth croquet lawn, Ransom drove up in a golf cart decorated with Pretorius’s crest – a shield embraced by a thing half snake, half dragon.

Dinner would be served soon, Ransom said. “Hop in. No need to walk in this heat.”

Cochrane, feeling the warm weight of the automatic inside the shoulder holster under his jacket, said, “I need a modem connection.”

“I’ll see it’s ready for you after dinner.”

“Will your boss be there?”

“He eats alone. Always has done. Come on, you can keep me company. Gets lonely up here. No one to talk to.”

“What about the other servants?”

“They’re hardly human,” Ransom said, and made a neat turn onto the gravelled drive that led up to the house.

At the time, Cochrane put this remark down to Ransom’s Tory English xenophobia. Later, he wished he’d paid more attention to the PR man.

Certainly, he didn’t take much notice of the brief tour of the public rooms of the house: he already knew most of what he was shown from Zaslow’s research. There was a library with thousands of leather bound volumes, some of them chained to their shelves (“Incunabula,” Ransom explained), a long hall with Tudor oak panelling black as pitch, suits of armour standing to attention under faded banners hanging from high rafters and a vast fireplace, a small cinema with a yellowing screen and cracked leather armchairs, and what Ransom called the museum, where hundreds of glass jars of every size stood on steel shelving. Inside, floating in alcohol, were slabs of tissue, organs, and human and animal embryos at every stage of development. A man hung on a rack in a glass jar taller than Cochrane, his skin flayed to show the muscles beneath, his eyes burned milky white by alcohol. An entire pickled menagerie of creatures Cochrane couldn’t begin to identify.

“Dr Pretorius has made a long study of teratology,” Ransom said, tapping a jar where something like a finny snake curled. The man gave off an odour compounded of whisky fumes and stale cigar smoke.

Cochrane picked up a human skull; a grisly tail of vertebrae was still attached, the bottommost cut in a ragged line.

“Ah, now that is the skull of the inestimable Dr Dee,” Ransom said. “Dr Pretorius likes to keep reminders of his past adventures.”

Cochrane knew that he should stay calm, stay cool, now that the promise of five hundred years of life was within his grasp, but Pretorius’s presumption at holding him hostage, and Ransom’s bland affability, rubbed him the wrong way. The whole setup made him deeply uneasy. Rationally, he knew that this was just a show; instinctively, the place gave him the creeps, and his mind kept returning to the plaintive cries, the long white fingers, of whoever had been locked under that grill.

He said to Ransom, “Are you part of Pretorius’s little game?”

Ransom blinked owlishly in the dim electric light. “It’s no game, Larry. Dr Pretorius is deadly serious.”

“So am I. I know enough about him to have him hanged in Tel Aviv. It would make a great show trial. The Israelis couldn’t get Magall or Mengele, but your boss is the next best thing. What’s it like, working for an ex-Nazi? Were you in the war, Ransom? How do you square that?”

“I was a navigator for a Lancaster bomber. Dr Pretorius was a prisoner in a death camp.”

“He was working for Ilsa Magall. The Destroying Angel.”

“Let him tell his story, Larry. He really does want to have his history told, but your threats upset him.”

“Yeah? Tough shit. He’s so upset he kidnapped me.”

“You’re his guest.” Ransom cocked his head; a moment later a gong sounded distantly. “Dinner, I believe.”

When Cochrane returned to his bungalow an hour later, replete with swordfish and half a bottle of ’81 Chardonnay (he and Ransom had served themselves from a catering trolley; there was no sign of any servants), he found his computer on the desk, plugged into a modem whose cable sneaked out of a window. A moment later, Cochrane was talking to Howie Zaslow on the phone; a few minutes after that, his computer was decoding the first graphics files and loading them into the picture viewing programme.

A bunch of facsimiles of typed letters in German, on note-paper headed with the S S death-head, the s’s replaced with the infamous double lightning flash, Pretorius’s name underlined a dozen times. A photograph in blurry greys of Dr Pretorius, looking scarcely younger than he did now, stiffly shaking hands with a woman in black SS uniform in front of tangles of barbed wire. Reproductions of pages from laboratory notebooks: columns of figures in cramped copperplate, each page stamped with the death’s head.

While Cochrane’s bubblejet printer was busy, Zaslow told him, “I checked the number tattooed on the wrist of the man in the photograph. It’s the same as the one given to Dr Pretorius at Treblinka in 1941. The photograph was taken a year later, at Auschwitz-Birkenau; he was there under the name of Loew. There’s more background on the other stuff I sent you earlier, too. That guy in the daguerreotype next to Pretorius is Brunel, the Victorian engineer; the machine is supposedly some kind of deep-boring device they developed. I got into the records of the Royal Geographic Society, too. A Dr Pretorius accompanied Professor Challenger on an expedition along the Orinoco. Around about 1890.”

“Forget all the old shit. It’s the Nazi stuff that will clinch this.”

Zaslow said, sounding hurt, “It’s important to get the whole story if it’s what Pretorius wants.”

“Fuck what Pretorius wants. It’s what I want that counts.”

After a brief pause, Zaslow said, sounding more distant than ever, “I found out about that name you asked about.”

“Go ahead.”

“Astorath is the name of a demon. In fact, he’s one of the Dukes of Hell. He’s supposed to manifest himself as a beautiful angel astride a dragon, with a viper in his hand. It seems that the Church gave him a sex change, by the way. Originally he was a she. Astarte, the Indo-European goddess of creation and destruction. Athtar to the Egyptians. Astroarche, in Aramaic. The morning star of Heaven, Queen of the Stars who ruled over all of the dead whose spirits could be seen as stars. In short, he’s big juju. If Pretorius – ”

Cochrane laughed. “I forget that you’re an egghead, just like Pretorius. Believe me, this mystic bullshit is just another smokescreen. Stay cool, Howie. I’ll see you get what’s coming to you.”

Cochrane put down the phone, waited a few heartbeats, then dialed the number for which he’d paid ten thousand dollars. “Time to get to work,” he told the man at the other end. “My assistant has outlived his usefulness.”

He put down the phone. He didn’t feel a thing. Zaslow a mayfly voice buzzing in his ear. This was not a secret to be shared with those not worthy. He wondered if there were many others like Dr Pretorius, if there was a secret cabal of immortals. A dream he’d been enjoying, this past week. Becoming a Master of the Universe. Learning the real secrets. Power. Life was power. The dead sure as shit didn’t have any.

That was when Cochrane realized that there was gunfire somewhere in the grounds.

It was dark now. Holding the 9mm automatic inside his jacket pocket, Cochrane navigated the garden by the reflected glow of the floodlights which lit the sheer walls of the house. Out in the darkness beyond the house was the distant sound, like popcorn kernels snapping, of automatic gunfire, unmistakable to any resident of Los Angeles.

A jeep was parked on the other side of the ha-ha: the searchlight on its cab roof caught in its beam something human-sized running crookedly towards a clump of trees a couple of hundred yards downhill. The creature turned to the light, raised its arms above its head, and yelled hoarsely. Cochrane, a hundred yards away, stepped back. The thing’s face was the muzzle of a beast, its mouth full of crooked fangs. A man on the load bed of the jeep took aim. Two spaced shots: the creature dropped, kicked, and was still. The jeep’s motor started and it spun away downhill.

Behind Cochrane, Ransom said, “You should have waited for me, Larry. We’re having a bit of a cull. A few of the experimental animals escaped.”

Cochrane thought of long white fingers probing through the grill. His heart was beating quickly; the beast’s human cry had shocked him. He said, “What kind of experimental animals?”

“Monkeys, mostly. A few chimpanzees and orang-utan. No more than the usual kind of specimens, you know.”

The thing that Cochrane had seen shot down was no ape or monkey. And the fingers at the grating . . .

“Come this way,” Ransom said. “Dr Pretorius is waiting.”

The lights of the greenhouse had been reduced to a muted moonlight glow, but the wet heat was no less stifling than it had been that afternoon. As before, Dr Pretorius sat in his wheelchair with a glass and a bottle of gin on the table beside him. He was hunched inside his blankets and shawls, but there was a quick eagerness in his voice.

“You must know now that I need you, Mr Cochrane. I need you to tell the truth about me. My name must not be forgotten.”

“I believe you’re what you claim to be. That’s not the problem. But you lied about your association with Magall. Let me help you. Otherwise, well, frankly, Dr Pretorius, you could be in real deep shit.”

Dr Pretorius didn’t answer at once. He poured a measure of gin into the glass, sipped it, and smacked his lips. “My one little vice,” he said. “You have the documents, and you believe you have me. But I was not even an assistant, Mr Cochrane. She saw me as an animal with certain talents that were useful to her project.”

“Talents which included torturing prisoners in experiments. You’re guilty of war crimes, Pretorius.”

Dr Pretorius looked amused. “Is that the best you can do? Shame on you, Mr Cochrane. Oh, the torture was real enough, but my part in it was an invention, a cover story which the Americans used to hide their discovery of what Magall really wanted. She wanted to create a race of killing machines, soldiers without fear, with perfect obedience. She learned of my reputation. I did what I was told, which is no doubt what you will tell me the camp kommandos also said. But I was not a kommando; I was a prisoner, a musselman who wished only to avoid selektion. Magall supplied the parts; I supplied the knowledge. How hungry she was to learn! But her plans became crazier and crazier, and most of her creations were too deformed for their hearts to support them, even when we used two or three in one body. Only one, a monster she called Boris, lived, and it was so tormented that it killed several female prisoners, and then Ilsa Magall herself, before the guards managed to shoot it down. How disappointed Astorath must have been at that setback! Through me, he thought to challenge God, but always it was the same story. Moreau was killed by the beastmen who discovered he was not God; Jekyll became his own creature, and so destroyed himself; poor Victor followed his creature into the wastelands.”

“Victor?”

“A student of mine. He was both worse and better than me. It was when the magic really began to die. No longer did we rely on spells, but merely upon electricity. Oh, there were a few holdouts who attempted a bastard marriage of alchemy and science. Poor mad West for instance, or the charlatan Robert Cornish. But magic was already dead, killed by Victor and those like him, cold clear-eyed men without an ounce of romance or passion in their souls.”

“I suppose this would be at Ingolstadt.”

Dr Pretorius shrugged. “I remember so little of the affair, to tell the truth. I had discovered the delights of gin and opium. Most of the eighteenth century is a blur to me.”

“How many monsters are you responsible for?” Cochrane was thinking of the thing he had seen gunned down. He was wondering if there were any more. His 9mm pistol made a comforting weight in his jacket pocket.

“Monsters? You might call them that, I suppose. Ah, but my dear, exquisite King and Queen, my poor, shy creatures . . . these were not monsters. It is the process that creates such things that is monstrous. Science is a corrupting force because it allows power to be wielded by those who do not understand it. Do you know how your recorder there works, or how to fix your computer? Of course not. In my salad days, as a necromancer, I had to make all the tools of my Art myself. It was more than a precaution; it ensured that I was fully engaged in the Great Work. Nowadays, amateurs who have skimmed the works of Crowley call up demons they cannot control, and are devoured. Quite right too! And so with those who misuse science without understanding it.

“Victor may have been my best and brightest student; he at least studied Paracelus and Albertus Magnus and knew that there was more to the working of the world than reductive rules unpicked by parsimonious experiment. Yet he failed. They all failed, and not because they reached too far. No, it was because they dared not reach far enough.”

“These creatures of yours – ”

“I like to keep in my hand, nothing more. An old man’s hobby, and outdated besides. The little ambition behind my little surgical dabblings is as nothing to the overweening pride of those who would render new creatures by meddling with DNA. They would erase one gene, rewrite others, mix genes from different creatures, and yet they are like painters obsessively reworking a tiny patch of a vast picture they can never comprehend. Listen – ”

Cochrane said after a moment’s silence. “I don’t hear anything.”

“He’s watching us, and how little he understands. A nice metaphor. But you understand, Mr Cochrane. You will tell my story. This nonsense about my time in the camp, it is only a negotiating ploy. I understand that. But I have given you the story anyway. You can tell it all. In fact, I insist that you do.”

Cochrane took out his pistol. “Fuck your story. I want your secret. I want to be like you, and live forever. If you think I’m going to sell it to some glossy for a flat fee you’re out of your mind.”

Dr Pretorius’s eyes did not leave Cochrane’s face. “Or you will shoot me? Then you will not leave my property alive. Already you have meddled. I know it was you who set my poor innocent children free, but I forgive you and I will give you my secret, much good it will do you.”

“I’ll want more than that. I’ll want to be certain it works. You’re running away because you’re a fraud who can no longer hide the truth that your cures don’t work. There is only one thing you have that’s valuable, and I want it.”

“Of course, of course. You are a very modern man, Mr Cochrane. You believe that science can accomplish everything it can dream of. How Astorath would laugh to see in you his victory! For he has won. Science has grown in power beyond his wildest dreams. God is dead, or if not, he soon might be. Cosmologists abolish him from the universe, and set up a secular dream of evolution towards godhead, yet they understand only the first layer of reality, and think there are no more than that. But although my demon has triumphed, he shall not have me. I shall cheat him – ah, how sweet! – I shall cheat him by the instrument of his victory.”

Cochrane stuck the pistol right in the old fool’s face. “The secret.”

Dr Pretorius said calmly, “You are as bad as the scientists. You have your poor servant supply you with knowledge, but you are not interested in knowledge for its own sake; you are interested in what you can do with it. It is a very old sin; Astorath merely provided a new context for it. The truth is that I have told you the truth. In my library, amongst the incunabula, there is a Book of Hours by the Master of Bruges. A keepsake from an old love, in London. In the book is a parchment. I doubt that you can read Latin, but I expect that you can find someone to do it for you. Your poor assistant that you wanted killed, perhaps. Oh yes, we were listening in to your conversations on the telephone.”

Cochrane said, “You’ll tell the truth. Enough bullshit.”

“Ah, but it is the truth.”

“Then you did sign a pact with the Devil?”

Dr Pretorius smiled. His teeth were small and black, like watermelon seeds. “With a devil. It was more than five hundred years ago, but still I remember how scared I was. I was in my youth then, full of piss and hot air like most young men; it was almost as a joke that I called him forth.

“Certainly I did not believe it possible, but that, of course, is how Astorath’s kind snare souls. Luckily, I had performed the ceremony correctly, and I was protected, or he would have eaten me there and then, for my presumption. He gave me the usual deal. Long life and knowledge beyond the dreams of mortal men, in return for my soul when I died.

“Cunningly, or so I thought in my youthful pride, I stipulated that I should age but five years in one century, supposing it as near to immortality as not. It was not, of course, but I have plans to thwart Astorath, and I do not mean by recantation, the way by which moral cowards are allowed to sneak into Heaven, for despite their sins, their recantations spite Hell. You don’t believe me, of course. Well, I am certain that I could call up Astorath for you, should you want it, but I can’t guarantee your safety.”

“He’d have to talk to my agent first.”

“Among the creatures you set free was my familiar. No doubt it was he who seduced you into the act. I can show you – ”

Cochrane, shaking with a surge of adrenalin, could hardly keep the pistol centred on Dr Pretorius’s face. “The secret. The real secret. No more lies.”

“My master is a servant of the father of lies. You deal in lies made from facts. Where shall we begin?”

“With the fact that I’ll kill you for the truth. You know I’m capable of it.”

“Of course. Listen. Listen.” Dr Pretorius lifted his head and, with a hand like a bird’s clawed foot, cast back a corner of his crocheted shawl, and cupped his large, veined, almost transparent ear.

This time Cochrane did hear something. A leafy rustle, a stealthy progress through the thickets of greenery that surrounded them. He turned, expecting to see Ransom, and yelled and jumped to his feet, sending his cane chair toppling, firing almost without thought as Dr Pretorius shouted:

“No!”

It was a lucky shot. The noise echoed amongst the high ironwork of the greenhouse as the creature fell back. It was a white-skinned ape with a scant covering of ginger hair, its head that of panther, its tongue long and forked, questing the air as it gasped out its last breath in a bower of crushed palmetto fronds. Its human hands clutched a blood red blossom to its broad chest; its legs kicked, quivered; heels armed with cockspurs gouged concrete. Its yellow eyes fixed on Cochrane’s, then gazed past him.

“It is so easy to kill,” Dr Pretorius said, sounding tired. “Your assistant, for instance, how badly you would have rewarded him. But we warned him, and he will write my story if you will not. Put down that pistol, Mr Cochrane. You have had your chance.”

With a sudden crashing, two burly guards pushed through the screen of cycads and ferns. One bent to the body of the dead creature; the other started to wheel Dr Pretorius away. Cochrane waved the automatic, but the guard carrying the body of the dead creature blocked his path. It was the hunchback giant from the gate. His craggy face was a patchwork of scars. What had he once been – bull, gorilla?

“Save your ammunition,” Dr Pretorius called out. “You will need all of it to save yourself. Go now, and you may escape with your life.”

The giant guard leered into Cochrane’s face; the stench of his breath nearly knocked him down.

Cochrane ran in the other direction, bursting out of the greenhouse just in time to see the limousine pull away from the front of the spotlit house. He chased after it, but it sped around a curve and rattled over the cattle grid. Its red taillights dwindled downslope in the night.

The telephone in Cochrane’s bungalow dead, and so was the modem connection, but his computer was showing a message from Howie Zaslow. It was Dr Pretorius’s last business transaction; he’d become the major shareholder in Resurrection, Inc., a company that froze heads or whole bodies of the terminally ill or newly dead until they could be revived and cured.

Dr Pretorius had made his escape.

The lights in the bungalow went out. The computer died; the phosphor glow of its screen faded to black.

Outside, the spotlights along the front of the house went out, too. In the distance, a human laugh rose and rose, its hysterical pitch breaking into a frenzied yelping.

The 9mm automatic in his hand, Cochrane stalked out into the dark garden. There was just enough light by the stars to see the white road running away down the black hillside. In the other direction, howls rose from somewhere behind the house. The things in the basement were coming out into the night.

Cochrane thought of running, but he’d never run from anything in his life. He knew that Pretorius’s creatures could be killed – that was the important thing. He couldn’t read a word of Latin – as Dr Pretorius had pointed out, he’d always left that kind of thing to drones like Zaslow – and maybe he wouldn’t even find the fucking Book of Hours and its precious scrap of parchment. But the prize was so great that he had to take the chance. He’d get some down-at-heel scholar to help him riddle the secret, and this time Astorath would be called up by someone who really knew how to cut a deal. Pretorius had said it: Cochrane was one of Astorath’s children. He knew the score. Information technology. There were places to go with that, with a demon at your back. The whole world, just to start with.

Howls braided the night, nearer now, closing in. Cochrane raised his pistol and howled back, and sprinted towards the house. His blood sang in his veins. He had never felt so alive as at this moment. When Pretorius woke from his long sleep, he was in for a bad surprise.
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“I have been a frequent visitor to all parts of Belgium ever since I was a child,” says Masterton, “but the atmosphere of Bruges (especially out-of-season Bruges) always brings me back there. There is something desolate and creepy about its history: the river silting up so that it became a medieval port that was no longer a port, caught in a time-warp from which it never escaped, and still redolent with medieval mysticism. The idea for ‘The Grey Madonna’ came in a nightmare I had while I was staying in Bruges, and the only way to exorcise it was to write it down.”

The following story has a genuinely creepy, dream-like ambience that is guaranteed to linger in the imagination long after you have finished reading it . . .

HE HAD ALWAYS, known that he would have to return to Bruges. This time, however, he chose winter, when the air was foggy and the canals had turned to the colour of breathed-on pewter, and the narrow medieval streets were far less crowded with shuffling tourists.

He had tried to avoid thinking about Bruges for three years now. Forgetting Bruges – really forgetting – was out of the question. But he had devised all kinds of ways of diverting his attention away from it, of mentally changing the subject, such as calling his friends or turning on the TV really loud or going out for a drive and listening to Nirvana with the volume set on Deaf.

Anything rather than stand on that wooden jetty again, opposite the overhanging eaves and boathouses of the fourteenth-century plague hospital, waiting for the Belgian police frogmen to find Karen’s body. He had stood there so many times in so many dreams, a bewildered sun-reddened American tourist with his shoulder bag and his camcorder, while diseased-looking starlings perched on the steep, undulating tiles up above him, and the canal slopped and gurgled beneath his feet.

Anything rather than watch the medical examiner with her crisp, white uniform and her braided blonde hair as she unzipped the black vinyl body-bag and Karen’s face appeared, not just white but almost green. “She would not have suffered much,” in that guttural back-of-the-throat Flemish accent. “Her neck was broken almost at once.”

“By what?”

“By a thin ligature, approximately eight millimetres in diameter. We have forensic samples, taken from her skin. It was either hemp or braided hair.”

Then Inspector Ben De Buy from the Politie resting a nicotine-stained hand on his arm and saying, “One of the drivers of the horse-drawn tourist carriages says that he saw your wife talking to a nun. This was approximately ten minutes before the boatman noticed her body floating in the canal.”

“Where was this?”

“Hoogstraat, by the bridge. The nun turned the corner around Minderbroederstraat and that was the last the driver saw of her. He did not see your wife.”

“Why should he have noticed my wife at all?”

“Because she was attractive, Mr Wallace. All of these drivers have such an eye for good-looking women.”

“Is that all? She talked to a nun? Why should she talk to a nun? She’s not a Catholic.

He had paused, and then corrected himself. “She wasn’t a Catholic.”

Inspector De Buy had lit up a pungent Ernte 23 cigarette, and breathed smoke out of his nostrils like a dragon. “Perhaps she was asking for directions. We don’t know yet. It shouldn’t be too difficult to find the nun. She was wearing a light grey habit, which is quite unusual.”

Dean had stayed in Belgium for another week. The police came up with no more forensic evidence; no more witnesses. They published photographs of Karen in the newspapers, and contacted every religious order throughout Belgium, southern Holland and northern France. But nobody came forward. Nobody had seen how Karen had died. And there were no nunneries where the sisters wore grey; especially the whitish-grey that the carriage driver claimed to have seen.

Inspector De Buy had said, “Why not take your wife back to America, Mr Wallace? There’s nothing more you can do here in Bruges. If there’s a break in the case, I can fax you, yes?”

Now Karen was lying in the Episcopalian cemetery in New Milford, Connecticut, under a blanket of crimson maple leaves, and Dean was back here, in Bruges, on a chilly Flanders morning, tired and jet-lagged, and lonelier than he had ever felt before.

He crossed the wide, empty square called ’t Zand, where fountains played and clusters of sculptured cyclists stood in the fog. The real cyclists were far busier jangling their bells and pedalling furiously over the cobbles. He passed cafés with steamy, glassed-in verandahs, where doughy-faced Belgians sat drinking coffee and smoking and eating huge cream-filled pastries. A pretty girl with long black hair watched him pass, her face as white as an actress in a European art movie. In an odd way, she reminded him of the way that Karen had looked, the day that he had first met her.

With his coat collar turned up against the cold and his breath fuming, he walked past the shops selling lace and chocolates and postcards and perfume. In the old Flemish tradition, a flag hung over the entrance of every shop, bearing the coat of arms of whoever had lived there in centuries gone by. Three grotesque fishes, swimming through a silvery sea. A man who looked like Adam, picking an apple from a tree. A white-faced woman with a strange suggestive smile.

Dean reached the wide cobbled marketplace. On the far side, like a flock of seagulls, twenty or thirty nuns hurried silently through the fog. Up above him, the tall spire of Bruges’s Belfry loomed through the fog, over three hundred tightly spiralling steps to the top. Dean knew that because he and Karen had climbed up it, panting and laughing all the way. Outside the Belfry the horse-drawn tourist carriages collected, as well as ice cream vans and hot dog stalls. In the summer, there were long lines of visitors waiting to be given guided tours around the town, but not today. Three carriages were drawn up side by side, while their drivers smoked and their blanketed horses dipped their heads in their nose-bags.

Dean approached the drivers and lifted one hand in greeting.

“Tour, sir?” asked a dark-eyed unshaven young man in a tilted straw hat.

“Not today, thanks. I’m looking for somebody . . . one of your fellow drivers.” He took out the folded newspaper clipping. “His name is Jan De Keyser.”

“Who wants him? He’s not in trouble, is he?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. Can you tell me where he lives?”

The carriage drivers looked at each other. “Does anybody know where Jan De Keyser lives?”

Dean took out his wallet and handed them 100 francs each. The drivers looked at each other again, and so Dean gave them another 100.

“Oostmeers, about halfway down, left-hand side,” said the unshaven young man. “I don’t know the number but there’s a small delicatessen and it’s next to that, with a brown door and brown glass vases in the window.”

He coughed, and then he said, “You want a tour, too?”

Dean shook his head. “No, thanks. I think I’ve seen everything in Bruges I ever want to see; and more.”

He walked back along Oude Burg and under the naked lime trees of Simon Stevin Plein. The inventor of decimal currency stood mournfully on his plinth, staring at a chocolate shop across the street. The morning was so raw now that Dean wished he had brought a pair of gloves. He crossed and recrossed the canal several times. It was smelly and sullen and it reminded him of death.

They had first come to Bruges for two reasons. The first was to get over Charley. Charley hadn’t even talked, or walked, or seen the light of day. But a sound-scan had shown that Charley would be chronically disabled, if he were ever born; a nodding, drooling boy in a wheelchair, for all of his life. Dean and Karen had sat up all evening and wept and drank wine, and finally decided that Charley would be happier if he remained a hope; and a memory; a brief spark that illuminated the darkness, and died. Charley had been terminated and now Dean had nobody to remember Karen by. Her china collection? Her clothes? One evening he had opened her underwear drawer and taken out a pair of her panties and desperately breathed them in, hoping to smell her. But the panties were clean and Karen was gone; as if she had never existed.

They had come to Bruges for the art, too: for the Groeninge Museum with its fourteenth-century religious paintings and its modern Belgian masters, for Rubenses and Van Eycks and Magrittes. Dean was a veterinarian, but he had always been a keen amateur painter; and Karen had designed wallpaper. They had first met nearly seven years ago, when Karen had brought her golden retriever into Dean’s surgery to have its ears checked out. She had liked Dean’s looks right from the very beginning. She had always liked tall, gentle, dark-haired men (“I would have married Clark Kent if Lois Lane hadn’t gotten in first”). But what had really persuaded her was the patience and affection with which he had handled her dog Buffy. After they were married, she used to sing Love Me, Love My Dog to him, and accompany herself on an old banjo.

Buffy was dead now, too. Buffy had pined so pitifully for Karen that Dean had eventually put him down.

Oostmeers was a narrow street of small, neat, row houses, each with its shining front window and its freshly painted front door and its immaculate lace curtains. Dean found the delicatessen easily because – apart from an antique dealer – it was the only shop. The house next door was much shabbier than most of its neighbours, and the brown glass vases in the window were covered in a film of dust. He rang the doorbell, and clapped his hands together to warm them up.

After a long pause, he heard somebody coming downstairs, and then coughing, and then the front door was opened about two inches. A thin, soapy-looking face peered out at him.

“I’m looking for Jan De Keyser.”

“That’s me. What do you want?”

Dean took out the newspaper cutting and held it up. “You were the last person to see my wife alive.”

The young man frowned at the cutting for nearly half a minute, as if he needed glasses. Then he said, “That was a long time ago, mister. I’ve been sick since then.”

“All the same, can I talk to you?”

“What for? It’s all in the paper, everything I said.”

“I’m just trying to understand what happened.”

Jan De Keyser gave a high, rattling cough. “I saw your wife talking to this nun, that’s all, and she was gone. I turned around in my seat, and saw the nun walk into Minderbroederstraat, into the sunshine, and then she was gone, too, and that was all.”

“You ever see a nun dressed in grey like that before?” Jan De Keyser shook his head.

“You don’t know where she might have come from? What order? You know, Dominican or Franciscan or whatever?”

“I don’t know about nuns. But maybe she wasn’t a nun.”

“What do you mean? You told the police that she was a nun.”

“What do you think I was going to say? That she was a statue? I have two narcotics offences already. They would have locked me up, or sent me to that bloody stupid hospital in Kortrijk.”

Dean said, “What are you talking about, statue?”

Jan De Keyser coughed again, and started to close the door. “This is Brugge, what do you expect?”

“I still don’t understand.”

The door hovered on the point of closing. Dean took out his wallet again, and ostentatiously took out three 100-franc notes, and held them up. “I’ve come a long way for this, Jan. I need to know everything.”

“Wait,” said Jan De Keyser; and closed the door. Dean waited. He looked down the foggy length of Oostmeers, and he could see a young girl standing on the corner of Zonnekemeers, her hands in her pockets. He couldn’t tell if she were watching him or not.

After two or three minutes, Jan De Keyser opened the door again and stepped out into the street, wearing a brown leather jacket and a chequered scarf. He smelled of cigarettes and liniment. “I’ve been very sick, ever since that time. My chest. Maybe it was nothing to do with the nun; maybe it was. But you know what they say: once a plague, always a plague.”

He led Dean back the way he had come, past the canals, past the Gruuthuuse Museum, along Dijver to the Vismarkt. He walked very quickly, with his narrow shoulders hunched. Horses and carriages rattled through the streets like tumbrils; and bells chimed from the Belfry. They had that high, strange musical ring about them that you only hear from European bells. They reminded Dean of Christmases and wars; and maybe that was what Europe was really all about.

They reached the corner of Hoogstraat and Minderbroederstraat; by the bridge. Jan De Keyser jabbed his finger one way, and then the other. “I am carrying Germans; five or six-member German family. I am going slow because my horse is tired, yes? I see this woman in tight white shorts, and a blue T-shirt, and I look at her because she is pretty. That was your wife, yes? She has a good figure. Anyway, I turn and watch because she is not only pretty, she is talking to a nun. A nun in grey, quite sure of that. And they are talking as if they are arguing strongly. You know what I mean? Like, arguing, very fierce. Your wife is lifting her arms, like this, again and again, as if to say, ‘What have I done? What have I done?’ And the nun is shaking her head.”

Dean looked around, frustrated and confused. “You said something about statues; and the plague.”

“Look up,” said Jan De Keyser. “You see on the corner of almost every building, a stone madonna. Here is one of the largest, life-size.”

Dean raised his eyes, and for the first time he saw the arched niche that had been let into the corner of the building above him. In this niche stood a Virgin Mary, with the baby Jesus in her arms, looking sadly down at the street below.

“You see?” said Jan De Keyser. “There is so much to see in Brugge, if you lift your head. There is another world on the second storey. Statues and gargoyles and flags. Look at that building there. It has the faces of thirteen devils on it. They were put there to keep Satan away; and to protect the people who lived in this building from the Black Death.”

Dean leaned over the railings, and stared down into the water. It was so foggy and gelid that he couldn’t even see his own face; only a blur, as if somebody had taken a black-and-white photograph of him, and jogged the camera.

Jan De Keyser said, “In the fourteenth-century, when the plague came, it was thought that the people of Brugge were full of sin, yes? and that they were being given a punishment from God. So they made statues of the Holy Mary at every corner, to keep away the evil; and they promised the Holy Mary that they would always obey her, and worship her, if she protected them from plague. You understand this, yes? They made binding agreement.”

“And what would happen if they didn’t stick to this binding agreement?”

“The Holy Virgin would forgive; because the Holy Virgin always forgives. But the statue of the Holy Virgin would give punishment.”

“The statue? How could the statue punish anybody?”

Jan De Keyser shrugged. “They made it, in the false belief. They made it with false hopes. Statues that are made with false hopes will always be dangerous; because they will turn on the people who made them; and they will expect the payment for their making.”

Dean couldn’t grasp this at all. He was beginning to suspect that Jan De Keyser was not only physically sick but mentally unbalanced, too; and he was beginning to wish that he hadn’t brought him here.

But Jan De Keyser pointed up to the statue of the Virgin Mary; and then at the bridge; and then at the river, and said, “They are not just stone; not just carving. They have all of people’s hopes inside them; whether these hopes are good hopes, or whether these hopes are wicked. They are not just stone.”

“What are you trying to tell me? That what you saw – ?”

“The grey madonna,” said Jan De Keyser. “If you offend her, you must surely pay the price.”

“Thanks, pal,” he told him. “I love you, too. I flew all the way from New Milford, Connecticut, to hear that my wife was killed by a statue. Thank you. Drink hearty.”

But Jan De Keyser clutched hold of his sleeve. “You don’t understand, do you? Everybody else has told you lies. I am trying to tell you the truth.”

“What does the truth matter to you?”

“You don’t have to insult me, sir. The truth has always mattered to me; just like it matters to all Belgians. What would I gain from lying to you? A few hundred francs, so what?”

Dean looked up at the grey madonna in her niche in the wall. Then he looked back at Jan De Keyser. “I don’t know,” he said, flatly.

“Well, just give me the money, and maybe we can talk about morals and philosophy later.”

Dean couldn’t help smiling. He handed Jan De Keyser his money; and then stood and watched him as he hurried away, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders swinging from side to side. Jesus, he thought, I’m getting old. Either that, or Jan De Keyser had deliberately been playing me along.

All the same, he stood across the street, cater-corner from the grey madonna, and watched her for a long, long time, until the chill began to get to his sinuses, and his nose started to drip. The grey madonna stared back at him with her blind stone eyes, calm and beautiful, with all the sadness of a mother who knows that her child must grow up, and that her child will be betrayed, and that for centuries to come men and women will take His name in vain.

Dean walked back along Hoogstraat to the marketplace, and went into one of the cafés beside the entrance to the Belfry. He sat in the corner, underneath a carved wooden statue of a louche-looking medieval musician. He ordered a small espresso and an Asbach brandy to warm him up. A dark-looking girl on the other side of the café smiled at him briefly, and then looked away. The jukebox was playing Guantanamera.

He was almost ready to leave when he thought he saw a grey nun-like figure passing the steamed-up window.

He hesitated, then he got up from his table and went to the door, and opened it. He was sure that he had seen a nun. Even if it wasn’t the same nun that Karen had been talking to, on the day when she was strangled and thrown into the canal, this nun had worn a light grey habit, too. Maybe she came from the same order, and could help him locate the original nun, and find out what Karen had said to her.

A party of schoolchildren were crossing the grey fan-patterned cobbles of the market, followed by six or seven teachers. Behind the teachers, Dean was sure that he could glimpse a grey-robed figure, making its way swiftly toward the arched entrance to the Belfry. He started to walk quickly across the marketplace, just as the carillon of bells began to ring, and starlings rose from the rooftops all around the square. He saw the figure disappear into the foggy, shadowy archway, and he broke into a jog.

He had almost reached the archway when a hand snatched at his sleeve, and almost pulled him off balance. He swung around. It was the waiter from the café, palefaced and panting.

“You have to pay, sir,” he said.

Dean said, “Sure, sorry, I forgot,” and hurriedly took out his wallet. “There – keep the change. I’m in a hurry, okay?”

He left the bewildered waiter standing in the middle of the square and ran into the archway. Inside, there was a large, deserted courtyard. On the right-hand side, a flight of stone steps led to the interior of the Belfry tower itself. There was nowhere else that the nun could have gone.

He vaulted up the steps, pushed open the huge oak door, and went inside. A young woman with upswept glasses and a tight braid on top of her head was sitting behind a ticket window, painting her nails.

“Did you see a nun come through here?”

“A nun? I don’t know.”

“Give me a ticket anyway.”

He waited impatiently while she handed him a ticket and leaflet describing the history of the Belfry. Then he pulled open the narrow door which led to the spiral stairs, and began to climb up them in leaps and bounds.

The steps were extravagantly steep, and it wasn’t long before he had to slow down. He trudged around and around until he reached a small gallery, about a third of the way up the tower, where he stopped and listened. If there were a nun climbing the steps up ahead of him, he would easily be able to hear her.

And – yes – he could distinctly make out the chip – chip – chip sound of somebody’s feet on worn stone steps. The sound echoed down the staircase like fragments of granite dropping down a well. Dean seized the thick, slippery rope that acted as a handrail, and renewed his climbing with even more determination, even though he was soaked in chilly sweat, and he was badly out of breath.

As it rose higher and higher within the Belfry tower, the spiral staircase grew progressively tighter and narrower, and the stone steps were replaced with wood. All that Dean could see up ahead of him was the triangular treads of the steps above; and all he could see when he looked down was the triangular treads of the steps below. For more than a dozen turns of the spiral, there were no windows, only dressed-stone walls, and even though he was so high above the street, he began to feel trapped and claustrophobic. There were still hundreds of steps to climb to reach the top of the Belfry, and hundreds of steps to negotiate if he wanted to go back down again.

He paused for a rest. He was tempted to give it up. But then he made the effort to climb up six more steps and found that he had reached the high-ceilinged gallery which housed the clock’s carillon and chiming mechanism – a gigantic medieval musical box. A huge drum was turned by clockwork, and a complicated pattern of metal spigots activated the bells.

The gallery was silent, except for the soft, weary ticking of a mechanism that had been counting out the hours without interruption for nearly five hundred years. Columbus’s father could have climbed these same steps, and looked at this same machinery.

Dean was going to rest a moment or two longer, but he heard a quick, furtive rustling sound on the other side of the gallery, and caught sight of a light grey triangle of skirt just before it disappeared up the next flight of stairs.

“Wait!” he shouted. He hurried across the gallery and started to climb. This time he could not only hear the sound of footsteps, he could hear the swishing of well-starched cotton, and once or twice he actually saw it.

“Wait!” he called. “I don’t mean to frighten you – just want to talk to you!”

But the footsteps continued upward at the same brisk pace, and with each turn in the spiral the figure in the light grey habit stayed tantalizingly out of sight.

At last the air began to grow colder and fresher, and Dean realized that they were almost at the top. There was nowhere the nun could go, and she would have to talk to him now.

He came out onto the Belfry’s viewing gallery, and looked around. Barely visible through the fog he could distinguish the orange rooftops of Bruges, and the dull gleam of its canals. On a clear day the view stretched for miles across the flat Flanders countryside, toward Ghent and Kortrijk and Ypres. But today Bruges was secretive and closed in; and looked more like a painting by Brueghel than a real town. The air smelled of fog and sewers.

To begin with, he couldn’t see the nun. She must be here, though: unless she had jumped off the parapet. Then he stepped around a pillar, and there she was, standing with her back to him, staring out toward the Basilica of the Holy Blood.

Dean approached her. She didn’t turn around, or give any indication that she knew that he was here. He stood a few paces behind her and waited, watching the faint breeze stirring the light grey cloth of her habit.

“Listen, I’m sorry if I alarmed you,” he said. “I didn’t mean to give you the impression that I was chasing you or anything like that. But three years ago my wife died here in Bruges, and just before she died she was seen talking to a nun. A nun in a light grey habit, like yours.”

He stopped and waited. The nun remained where she was, not moving, not speaking.

“Do you speak English?” Dean asked her, cautiously. “If you don’t speak English, I can find somebody to translate for us.”

Still the nun remained where she was. Dean began to feel unnerved. He didn’t like to touch her, or to make any physical attempt to turn her around. All the same, he wished she would speak, or look at him, so that he could see her face. Maybe she belonged to a silent order. Maybe she was deaf. Maybe she just didn’t want to talk to him, and that was that.

He thought of the grey madonna, and of what Jan De Keyser had told him: “They are not just stone; not just carving. They have all of people’s hopes inside them; whether these hopes are good hopes, or whether these hopes are wicked.”

For some reason that he couldn’t quite understand, he shivered, and it wasn’t only the cold that made him shiver. It was the feeling that he was standing in the presence of something really terrible.

“I, er – I wish you’d say something,” he said, loudly, although his voice sounded off balance.

There was a very long silence. Then suddenly the carillon of bells started to ring, so loudly that Dean was deafened, and could literally feel his eyeballs vibrating in their sockets. The nun swivelled around – didn’t turn, but smoothly swivelled, as if she were standing on a turntable. She stared at him, and Dean stared back, and the fear rose up inside him like ice-cold sick.

Her face was a face of stone. Her eyes were carved out of granite, and she couldn’t speak because her lips were stone, too. She stared at him blind and sad and accusing, and he couldn’t even find the breath to scream.

He took one step backward, then another. The grey madonna came gliding after him, blocking his way to the staircase. She reached beneath her habit and lifted out a thin braided ligature, made of human hair, the kind of ligature that depressed and hysterical nuns used to plait out of their own hair, and then use to hang themselves. Better to meet your Christ in Heaven than to live in fear and self-loathing.

Dean said, “Keep away from me. I don’t know what you are, or how you are, but keep away from me.”

He was sure that she smiled, very faintly. He was sure that she whispered something.

“What?” he asked. “What?”

She came closer and closer. She was stone, and yet she breathed, and she smiled, and she whispered, “Charley, this is for Charley.”

Again, he screamed at her, “What?”

But she caught hold of his left arm in a devastatingly strong grip, and she stepped up onto the platform that ran around the parapet, and with one irresistible turn of her back she rolled herself over the parapet and slid down the orange-tiled roof.

Dean shouted, “No!” and tried to tug himself free from her; but she wasn’t an ordinary woman. She gripped him so tight and she weighed so much that he was dragged over the parapet after her. He found himself sliding and bumping over the fog-moist tiles, and at the end of the tiles was a lead gutter and then a sheer drop down to the cobbles of the Market, one hundred and seventy feet below.

With his right hand, he scrabbled to get a grip on the tiles. But the grey madonna was far too heavy for him. She was solid granite. Her hand was solid granite; no longer pliable, but still holding him fast.

She tumbled over the edge of the roof. Dean caught hold of the guttering, and for one moment of supreme effort he swung from it, with the grey madonna revolving around him, her face as calm as only the face of the Virgin Mary could be. But the guttering was medieval lead, soft and rotten, and slowly it bent forward under the weight, and then gave way.

Dean looked down and saw the market square. He saw horse-drawn carriages and cars and people walking in every direction. He heard the air whistling in his ears.

He clung to the grey madonna because that was the only solid thing he had to cling to. He embraced her as he fell. Hardly anybody saw him falling, but those who did lifted up their hands in horror in the same way that serious burns victims lift up their hands.

He dropped and dropped the whole height of Bruges’s Belfry, two dark figures falling through the fog, holding each other tight, like lovers. Dean thought for one illogical instant that everything was going to be all right, that he was going to fall for ever and never hit the ground. But then suddenly he saw the rooftops much closer and the cobbles expanded faster and faster. He hit the courtyard with the grey madonna on top of him. She weighed over half a ton, and she exploded on impact, and so did he. Together, they were like a bomb bursting. Their heads flew apart. Stone arms and flesh arms jumped up into the air.

Then there was nothing but the muffled sound of traffic, and the echoing flap of starlings’ wings as they resettled on the rooftops, and the jangling of bicycle bells.

Inspector Ben De Buy stood amongst the wreckage of man and madonna and looked up at the Belfry, cigarette smoke and fog vapour fuming from his nose.

“He fell from the very top,” he told his assistant, Sergeant Van Peper.

“Yes, sir. The girl who collects the tickets can identify him.”

“And was he carrying the statue with him, when he bought his ticket?”

“No, sir, of course not. He couldn’t even have lifted it. It was far too heavy.”

“But it was up there with him, wasn’t it? How did he manage to take a life-size granite statue of the Virgin Mary all the way up those stairs? It’s impossible. And even if it was possible, why would he do it? You might need to weight yourself down to drown yourself, but to jump from the top of a belfry?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“No, well, neither do I, and I don’t think I really want to know.”

He was still standing amongst the blood and the broken stone when one of his youngest detectives appeared, carrying something greyish-white in his arms. As he came closer, Inspector De Buy realized that it was a baby, made of stone.

“What’s this?” he demanded.

“The infant Jesus,” said the officer, blushing. “We found it on the corner of Hoogstraat, up in the niche where the stone madonna used to stand.”

Inspector De Buy stared at the granite baby for a while, then held out his arms. “Here,” he said, and the officer handed it over to him. He lifted it over his head, and then he smashed it onto the cobbles as hard as he could. It shattered into half a dozen lumps.

“Sir?” asked his sergeant, in puzzlement.

Inspector De Buy patted him on the shoulder. “Thou shalt worship no graven image, Sergeant Van Peper. And now you know why.”

He walked out of the Belfry courtyard. Out in the market square, an ambulance was waiting, its sapphire lights flashing in the fog. He walked back to Simon Stevin Plein, where he had left his car. The bronze statue of Simon Stevin loomed over him, black and menacing in his doublet and hat. Inspector De Buy took out his car keys and hesitated for a moment. He was sure that he had seen Simon Stevin move slightly.

He stood quite still, right next to his Citröen, his key lifted, not breathing, listening, waiting. Anybody who saw him then would have believed that he was a statue.
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You’d better hope and pray
That you’ll wake one day
In your own world . . .

– Shakespear’s Sister



YOU KNOW THIS dream. It takes you by the hand and leads you out of the wilderness of your office, away from the paper-patterned desk and ever-ringing telephone and into the first of the many hallways. Your secretary is smiling, not at you, but at the air somewhere to the left of you; her telephone receiver is balanced between shoulder and ear, and you hear her talk of dates and times and places. The weekend, always planning for the weekend: a dental appointment, a son’s soccer practice, a tryst in a darkened motel room. You wish for a new lie to tell her, but your wrist pokes the Rolex President from beneath the embroidered initials of your starched white cuff and you give the timepiece that practiced impatient stare. The bank, actually a savings and loan, will close at four, and you tell your secretary what you usually tell her. She nods without losing her smile and talks on.

You know these hallways, too. A flurry of birds swoops from the canvas at the first corner. The open doors, although there are few of them, offer glimpses of the other offices, identical furniture and file cabinets, the same giltframed trophies on display: subdued photographs of wives or husbands, diplomas from the finer law schools, certificates of admission to the proper courts. This hallway leads to another, and then another, and at last you are wandering the lobby, nodding back to the receptionist before ducking into the men’s room.

You relieve yourself of the afternoon’s cups of coffee, knowing that more will be needed if you are to finish writing the brief that even now, with luck, the word processing department is retyping. But you are thinking far ahead; never a good sign.

You must not forget the Kleenex. You pull five, six, sheets from the dispenser, fold them neatly into a square, and tuck them into the inner pocket of your Paul Stuart suitcoat.

Now you are ready. You take a last look into the mirror, squaring the knot of your tie and drawing in a stomach-tightening breath. The man who looks back at you seems tired but knowing, in control of his own destiny and that of his clients.

You wonder why it is that mirrors always lie.

The clock is running, and Delacorte, if anything, is punctual. He has thirty minutes for his errand and enough paper waiting on his desk to keep him busy half the night. He drags a comb through his hair, carefully buttons his doublebreasted jacket. He decides to wash his hands again, and tosses the wad of paper towel the length of the washroom, a swish, before he exits. The receptionist waves a farewell to his call of “Back in twenty,” and then he is riding the elevator to the pavement.

The streets of the capital have no names. In this quadrant, letters run in alphabetical order, absent the J, from south to north, while numbers count ever higher east to west. Some mad Frenchman is responsible.

Delacorte needs no grid systems, no tourist maps, no directions. He has made this pilgrimage nearly every week for the past year, and his eyes may as well blink closed. It is no longer a walk but a migration. He prefers the east side of 13th Street, crossing at I Street to enter Franklin Park, where he endures the usual gauntlet of broken men: gristled faces, shriveled bodies, brownbagged bottles. An elderly black woman wearing a mottled DuRag maneuvers her shopping cart in an endless circle, stopping on occasion to rearrange the newspapers inside. At a bench near the fountain sits the man Delacorte knows only as Ernie, for this is the name sewn above the pocket of the grey-purple Texaco jumpsuit that is apparently his only clothing. Ernie smiles at the sight of him and asks for bus fare; the same question, the same words, he offers each time Delacorte has passed. Delacorte slips a dollar from his wallet and presses it into Ernie’s trembling hand: “Go home,” he tells Ernie, the same advice he has always offered. Ernie nods and sits back down on his bench.

On the far side of the park is 14th Street, across which waits a brownstone enigma, the liquor store and its angled alley, the last remnants of the invasion of mirrored glass and marble façade known as urban renewal. To the south was once a block of bars and burlesque clubs, bookstores and model studios, a shadowland tended mostly by women, frequented mostly by men. Now it is a furrow of bright concrete dwarfed by multistory monoliths. Inside these buildings are law firms and lobbyists, bankers and businessmen, the endlessly expanding hive of frantic worker bees. Delacorte looks both ways before crossing.

The windows of the liquor store offer the wet dreams of beer and bikini teams, but Delacorte isn’t buying. There is time for three dollars, no more, no less. He thinks himself invisible and veers into the alleyway, takes the ten or so footsteps that lead to the decrepit portico lurking at its north side. Into the doorway, into the dark.

The smell, as always, astounds him, a stew of stale breath and sweaty armpits, Lysol cleanser and spent semen. He calms his surging stomach and looks down the waiting avenue of booths; one day, he is certain, he will meet someone here who he knows. Though he does know the bullnecked Jamaican who minds the cash register; he knows him rather well, in the same way that he knows the man whose jumpsuit nametag reads Ernie. Most every weekday he hands each of them dollars.

Today Delacorte deals three portraits of George Washington onto the countertop and takes three stacks of quarters in return. He drops eleven of the quarters into his jacket pocket; the twelfth he holds between thumb and forefinger as he nods a wordless thank you to the man at the cash register. A woman known as Taylor Wayne hovers at the man’s shoulder, twisted in some impossibly alluring contortion across a glossy poster, nearly life-size, fully nude. Last week it was the woman known as P.J. Sparxx, and the week before that, the woman known as Aja: the ever-blonde, ever-naked, ever-willing. They mean nothing to him.

His favorite booth is 7: truly a lucky number, for it was there that he met her. It happened years ago, before the video monitors were installed, when the backs of the doors of each booth were laminated with tiny white-speckled screens onto which robot projectors tickered their five- and ten-minute film loops. There was no sound; not yet. It must have been 1978, 1979; that long ago. He had come to this place only once or twice before, for reasons that he could not even begin to explain: an impulse, a vague need, idle curiosity. He thought of the visits as a kind of vulgar release, the kind of sex, like that with the occasional secretary, that could be appreciated and despised – quick and easy and forgettable.

But he could not forget her. One look, and he belonged to her, just as she, in time, would belong to him. There was no title on the tattered remnant of a film box that had been taped to the door of booth 7. She was nowhere to be seen in the lurid photographs on its splayed front and back. She was not even a featured player; those roles were reserved for the long-forgotten and now, perhaps, long-dead. The centerpiece of this loop was a threesome, a man and two women so blonde and tanned and athletic as to be almost indistinguishable as they coiled in urgent pantomime on a spotlit, silkskinned dais. Around them in huddled humping shadows lurked the minor players in this filmic orgy, quaffing imaginary wine from empty bottles and biting at plastic grapes. She was but one of them, a shadow within shadows; set-dressing, nothing more than fleshy backdrop, until the closing seconds of that short reel, when the featured trio, momentarily spent, untangled their knot, the women kissing each other gently as the Adonis stood, reaching up into the darkness for a bottle. A portly, greyhaired celebrant rises from his decorous deed, flaccid pencil of a penis flapping beneath a furred belly, and through a trick of the light she is exposed, alone, no longer something but someone: a person. She is young, no doubt underage – fifteen, sixteen years old, corn-bred in some midwest nowhere, Nebraska or Iowa, run away from the usual things: alcoholic mother, abusive stepfather, boring high school. She is too thin, her hips sharp and pointed, her breasts flat and tiny. Her hair is blue-black and Dachau short. But her pose, the vague and vulnerable gesture; the pose has its own purity, its own perfection. She reclines into the shadows, helpless, waiting, wanting, wishing . . . for you. You must stand in the tiny booth, the sudden erection cramped and painful.

The film spools from end back to beginning, and you push more quarters into the mouth of the meter and wait patiently through the minutes, the images blurring into a kind of meaningless newsreel until she appears again, and again, and again, and here, in this dark confessional, you visit her each day, feed quarter after quarter into the coinbox bolted to the plywood wall, the clank of the metal a kind of overture, an expectant signal that brings your mind and body awake with total intensity, watching but not watching this ten-minute loop of grainy film until you know its every nuance, and hers: those timeless twenty seconds from shadow to light to shadow again. The sagging carcass of her partner, tilting forward, bottle in hand, and in his grey wake the sliver of alabaster skin that widens into the pair of adolescent breasts and then into the upper torso of a woman, head turned aside, looking not at the camera but to some vision that just escapes your sight off-frame, and then the first breath, almost a sigh, that raises her nipples and her shoulders, her left arm moving back, her hand, invisible, seeking some purchase on the pillows beneath her, lips parting, a look both pliant and puzzled and then, with a second breath, her leg angling up and then the pose, the sublime pose, and darkness.

You watch her and you watch her and you watch her and then, one day, she is gone. Taped to the door of booth 7 is a shiny new cardboard box, and inside, when you sit, disbelieving, hoping, praying, and offer a shiny quarter to the coinbox, the projector whirs out a new film, a different film, something called Hardcore Hookers. You watch with dutiful resignation, but of course she is not there. You ask the man at the cash register – at the time, a scowling Filipino troll whose throaty laugh collapsed into a cough. “Gone,” he said. You even offered him money; but he knew nothing about the film, nothing but “Gone, gone”. His hand waved to the door, as if the reel itself had arisen from the wet darkness of the booth and slouched out into the alley.

Years later, scrounging the racks of dusty boxes in a place called Top-Flite Video, just off Times Square in the ragtag reach of the Port Authority Terminal, you found and bought that first Super 8 film, even though you owned no projector. Just touching the plastic reel was enough to bring back the vision, and with it, that feeling, the one like no other, the one that took you out of this world and into hers. The loop, you learned, was called Roman Hands, and though the foxed yellow carton listed the names of its stars, none of them was hers. But by then, you didn’t need to know her name. She was famous.

The years had passed with increasing intensity. These were the 1980s – your thirties – and you measured them with money. You lived the law, slept the law, worked the partnership track until there was no doubt that you would be among the tenured few. The visits to Peepland slowed, and as the weeks multiplied into months, and the months into years, you finally brought an end to what you saw as a boyish fling, the last gasp of adolescence. It was like visiting your mother’s grave, a desire that in time became an obligation and at last lost all vestiges of sentiment. Once you dated a woman who reminded you vaguely of her; but in bed, her body folded beneath you, she did not transform. Her kisses were dry, her breath stale. As you slid into her, there were gasps, not silence. Sooner or later you had to call her by name: Jane it was, or Jean. Janine. In the morning, when you woke up next to her, you wanted to cry. You bought her breakfast instead, and never called her again.

In a few months you met Melinda, our lady of investment banking; Melinda of the business suits and wire-rimmed glasses, forever clinking glasses of Chardonnay and daring you to unfurl that braid of ash blonde at the nape of her neck. Her voice filled your silence and, for a time, even touched that silence inside, the place in your mind and heart and gut where only the picture people walked and talked and made love in silent shadows.

Melinda, who stole into your life on a rainy afternoon, late in April or early in May; and who left, not at all quietly, almost four years later. Melinda of the Georgetown condominium; Melinda of the Nordic Trac; Melinda of the unwanted pregnancy; Melinda of the career that mattered most.

Melinda, whose photograph you need to bring back memories of her face.

Your first wife, Melinda.

Nothing has changed inside booth 7: Four walls and a roof of painted plywood, the plastic bench bolted to the wall opposite the coinbox, a closet of monastic simplicity bathed in the cool blue light of the television monitor. The television and her first video, Fourplay, were waiting there, waiting for Delacorte’s return. It was the summer of 1983, and after a three-martini lunch that sealed the settlement of another lawsuit, Delacorte found himself wandering north along 14th Street, watching the next of its ancient buildings fall prey to the swinging metal ram of the demolition crane. Three stories of red brick and dirty windows, haven of stripshows and massage parlors, were broken in half, blasted into dust. An adult bookstore would follow, the final domino, and the block would be cleansed, made ready for secretarial pools and stock options.

Whether his footsteps were impulsive or merely inevitable, he found the alleyway and escaped the August sun in the dank solace of Peepland. The old ways came back to him too easily. The crumpled dollars from his pants pocket were transmuted into quarters, and he made his way to booth 7 with nervous certainty: that she would be waiting, that she would be gone, and disappointment settled into his gut as the video played out its plotless episodes, the random collision of anonymous bodies in anonymous rooms. The male star, a mustachioed Ron Jeremy, plied his smirking sexplay on a series of listless bodies until one dollar, two dollar, three dollar, four brought on the final scene, the gigolo and his latest conquest, a slutty Amber Lynn, tangling the sheets of a soundstage bed. Through an angle of light, a French maid enters, black fishnets and white ruffles, and feigns surprise with a silent surge of her lips. A latticed door is the shield through which she peers at the writhing couple, whose contortions urge her own fingers to touch at her breasts, her stomach and at last between her legs. There is no doubt that it is her. The hair is brunette, a shag cut, like Fonda in Klute, and she is no longer thin but lean, her stance effortless and athletic and all so knowing as she works open the buttons of the insipid uniform, unveils a budding body, still so young, so pale, so fragile and yet so willing: her mouth and at last her taut darkness taking in her fingers with such singleminded joy.

This time she did not escape him. Delacorte insisted on buying the video, haggling with the clerk until, after a phone call, the man accepted a hundred dollars, cash. As Delacorte returned to the sunbaked street, tape tucked beneath his arm, he blinked at the relentless light and knew with a sudden certainty where the visions would go, coiled in black cases, unleashed from the rundown storefronts, the back-alley theatres, the bygone houses of the holy and sent into the living rooms, the bedrooms, the dens of suburbia, where videodecks in the thousands, the millions, would loop out her secret life and, in time, make it public.

Her name is Charli Prince. It is a new name, taken for her headline role in the Vivid Video production known as Air Force Brat. Or perhaps the name was always hers, but only now, in her newfound fame, is it worthy of revelation. For her very first film credit, a seven-minute Swedish Erotica loop in which she gave a dreamy blowjob to a dusky construction worker, she was known simply as Cherie. The loop ran in booth 12 of Peepland for five weeks in the winter of 1980: Hostages held in Iran; Reagan’s election; the space shuttle taking flight. Then came a series of loops for Pleasure Principle Productions in which she took third or fourth billing as Cheri Redd. Her hair was long and wicked, thickets of crimson fire that she flung furiously from side to side as men in ones and twos were taken into her mouth and then her vagina before spilling necklaces of pearly white across her throat and chest.

When he first heard her voice – that throttled cry of “Yeah, yeah . . . yes” cut short by gasps so pained that she may as well have been knifed – she was known as Lotte Love. He was huddled in what he hoped was a clean seat at the Olympic Theatre at 15th Street, just below H Street; a bank building now towers over its grave. He was watching her first feature film, directed by Radley Metzger and called Carnal Souls. Though Metzger’s films have found a skewed legitimacy, this one seems to have disappeared, with rare and usually oblique references in the filmographies. For years, Delacorte had to settle for two weatherbeaten publicity stills, found in a pricey collector’s catalog; in 1989, after his biotech clients consumed their leading competitor, he bought a 16 mm print. His memories of the movie, except for those of her scene, were muddled by the years; but the story was one he could not forget. A church organist, played with coy perfection by Kelly Nichols, fellates the hunky parish priest and then leaves a small midwestern farm town in shame, reckless with remorse, only to die when her car plunges from a bridge. Awakening in purgatory, she expiates her sins through a series of triple-X encounters with other lost souls. One of the dear departed – none other than Lotte Love – laments having never made love to a woman, and Kelly has no choice but to comply.

It is one of his favorite scenes. She takes Kelly to the floor like a famished lion, not so much kissing as tasting her, from mouth to breasts to cunt and then back again. Her lips are fuller now, pouty and stung by bees. Her complexion is clear, burnished carefully by sun or sunlamp, and those blue eyes shine with a singleminded desire. The red of her hair is brighter, slashed with black. She owns the scene; she controls each gesture, each movement, even when she lies supine, Kelly’s fingers inside her.

He remembered one other thing about Carnal Souls. It was that night, early in the eighties, that he entered the bookstore next to the Olympic and began to buy the magazines. Not many of them, not at first, just one or two each month: Adam Film Quarterly, Triple X World and the rest, devoted to the burgeoning adult movie trade. Searching, ever searching, for photos of her, and rewarded again and again as she flashed and fondled and fucked her way out of obscurity and into his eager heart. In Gent she straddled a jockstrapped football player, teasing his erection with her cheerleader’s pompons; in Knave she sucked the spike heel of a Nazi-uniformed prison matron. Her wrists were circled with rope in Bondage Life; she knelt, her buttocks striped with welts, in Submission: she glistened, in red and in black, in Latex Lovers’ Guide.

In the January 1986 issue of Gallery, she shed the skin of Lotte Love to pose as the “Girl Next Door” from Missouri, Sherry Ellen Locke: birthdate 6/11/64, passions for cowboy films, white chocolate, the Indy 500. He might not have noticed but for the pose on page 103: the tilt of her shoulders as she leaned over the hood of a vintage Ford Mustang, the careless but knowing thrust of her chin and breasts and hips. It took only a second look, and by then it was obviously her.

Her hair was straight and silky, insufferably blonde, the kind of blonde that mingles silver and white; her breasts had inflated to ripe and impossibly firm grapefruits. A deep tan, cooked under California sun, was slit with the blue stripe of a T-back bikini bottom. On the following pages she is beyond glorious, bending and twisting in white garter belt and stockings, draping a poolside loungechair in nothing but high heels and suntan oil, spreading her legs wide for all to see.

With each new magazine, each new video, each new vista, she opens herself to you, shows you some wisdom in a world of skin and muscle, nylon and silk, latex and rubber, leather and chain, where the unknowable is expressed by the down of blonde peach fuzz, a taut stomach, tensed thigh. She is immaculate and she is invincible, a wingless angel, unreachable perfection; and she is insatiable. She is now called Sherilyn, as you learn when paging through an issue of Video Xcitement, your fingertips bruised with cheap newsprint. You order her solo video from Southern Shore and watch her undress and dance to the distant sound of rock-and-roll while the picture fades into sunsets and at last a silver dildo.

She is Cher Lucke when going wall-to-wall with Jamie Gillis in Hollywood Video’s Ultrafoxes. She is Cheri in Naughty Night and Creampuffs 2. In a video from B&D Pleasures, she is title material: Sherri Bound. Her costars are Kiri Kelly, a docile, bleachmaned submissive, and a whipmaster by the name of Jay Dee, a potbellied greybeard with a taste for riding boots and those bygone clichés of the S/M underworld. When he calls her “slave” you nearly laugh, for there is no doubt just who is master here; she owns the camera, and everything that it sees.

It is your local video store that announces her to you as Charli Prince. There, in rental offerings hidden between the covers of a three-ring binder, awaits the erotic elite, and in Air Force Brat she took her rightful place among them. The next night you selected her tryst with Tracy Adams and Tyffany Minx in Flirtysomething, a video by Insatiable Gold. You watched her mouth, her eyes, for a clue, some knowing smile, a nod and a wink that would tell you she is acting, that she knows you are watching, wishing, wanting as her voice called to you in her trademark “Yeah, yeah . . . yes” and she pulled herself, and you, to orgasm.

With each new tape, some of them purchased, others rented and copied, but all of them made part of your collection, there is a revelation: the seductive debut on Active Video with the bombshell blonde known, like so many of her sisters, by a single name, in this case, Savannah; the intensity of her inter-racial licking at the lips of Heather Hunter; and the desperation of her cries in the closing moments of Deep Into Charli, in what Adult Video News describes as “her first anal encounter”.

You find yourself thinking about her at the least likely moments, and this, of course, means that you are in love. You are taking the deposition of a grimfaced young mother, her child the slobbering, braindead victim of a pharmaceutical cartel’s multimillion-dollar mistake, and just as you ask again about this woman’s history of venereal disease, you flash on the notorious set-piece from Ultimate, the video that gave your secret love her first fifteen minutes of fame, that took her from the furtive shadows and into the public eye, and the look of absolute abandon that shone from her face as the five thick-muscled, over-endowed men closed in on her, forming the points of a star. Two of them penetrate her, front and back. A third dips his cock into her wide and waiting mouth. Her hands grasp the risen gristle of the fourth and fifth, pulling at them in a frantic rhythm that seems, like her body, to pulse, to move slowly from pattern to passion to pageantry as she brings them simultaneously to climax.

It is this scene, impossible to imagine, that replays again on the night that you bedded Alice, the sister of your tennis buddy’s assistant at the Ex-Im Bank, and during the following nine months of life together you found no moment as fulfilling. Later you wondered why it took that long to find Alice’s flaw, to understand that subtle imperfection. Perhaps you were distracted. There was so much work to be done as the mergers and acquisitions tumbled into bankruptcies and dissolutions; and there was so much yet to be seen.

For here in booth 7, she is yours, and you are hers. She looks out at you from the pulsing screen, licks her willing lips, and smiles her neverending smile. “Yeah, yeah . . . yes.” Smiling on the bed, the sofa, the divan, the lounge chair, the carpet, the hardwood tile, the pool table, the kitchen table, the lawn, the leaves, the desert, even the blacktop of an outdoor basketball court. In the car, front seat and back. In the flatbed of a pickup truck; in the cab of an eighteen-wheeler; in the trough of a concrete mixer. In the swimming pool, in the jacuzzi, the tub, the current, the tide. Under a shower of water and, yes, once, of urine. “Yeah, yeah . . . yes.” Smiling as the deeds are done by her and to her, smiling as the nipples and the pussies and the cocks are pushed into her mouth, taken by her hand; smiling as the handcuffs are secured, the cloth gag thrust between her lips, the lashes laid across her buttocks and her back; smiling as the kisses descend, ascend, linger, the wet red tongues lick and lap; as the come shots are replayed in slow motion, the favorite target her face, though of course her breasts and so many times her stomach are bathed in the essence of her worshippers.

Smiling. Always smiling.

“Yeah, yeah . . . yes.”

Delacorte slips another quarter from his pocket. The television monitor, inches from his face, hums with white noise that dampens the sound from the booth next door, a riot of muted moans and then a tinny voice that declares “I’m coming . . . I’m coming” as the screen blinks its message, red on blue, summoning Delacorte to insert another coin. Once, wondering just what his quarters might buy, he timed the tape loop, the gift of twenty-five cents. It was a meaningless gesture. Inside the booths there is no inflationary spiral; his coins buy ecstasy just as cheaply now as then. It is the ecstasy itself that has spiraled, crossing over from the darkness, out of the grainy loops of film, out of the thing called pornography into something new and different, something called adult entertainment. From this journey came a new ecstasy, a strangely cleansed and sanitized ecstasy, bright and shining moments of orgasmic glory in videotapes of startling clarity made by cameras that peered and probed from every angle. A world where lovers, should he say fuckers, practiced safe sex and portrayed no violence. A world where friends, lovers, even husband and wife, might watch. A world where a vision might rise from the shadows and walk into the light.

In the year before the accident, the name, the face and, of course, the perfect body, of Charli Prince sped across the pages of the magazines, the covers of videos, the screens of televisions. Suddenly she was everywhere: not a week went by without another sight of Charli Prince. Aerosmith’s new music video. The cover of Penthouse. Lingerie modeling for Elle, swimsuits for Inside Sports. A brief feature in Entertainment Weekly. A cameo on Letterman. Brian De Palma was quoted in Daily Variety: He would cast Charli Prince in his next movie.

She was no longer seen, but shown. She was being covered with clothes. Her lips and tongue were open, but forming words – words and sentences.

Whether she fled or was forced from the light of this nude dawn, Charli Prince stole quickly back into the darkness, making of all things some tawdry horror film, an erotic thriller for the mad Italian Gualtiere. Why she should have settled for this role is as mysterious as her fate. In the footnote focus of Hard Copy and Inside Edition, there was only the somber suggestion that making an R-rated film could somehow give her a new life, something that was lacking in an X-rated world. The smirking irony, the undertone of vicious glee, burned at your heart. De Palma never had his chance to work with Charli Prince, to stalk her with his steadicam, to make her his victim. Giacomo Gualtiere, for whatever reason – an agent’s instinct, the Tallis script, a favor owed – was there first and last and forever.

In an instant, she was a goddess.

In another instant, she was dead.

But love never dies. Love fills the little closet, the one with the lock, in the guest bedroom of your riverfront Victorian in McLean; and this is no ordinary love, not the love of gestures, of flowers and sentimental greeting cards. This is a love that is hard fact, love that can be sorted and counted: fifty-four videos, seventy reels of film, magazines in the hundreds. Two calendars, a sheath of promotional stills, the cover of that Pearl Jam CD. A poster of her, the famous wet bikini in the boardroom that inflamed feminists and, no doubt, the passions of ten thousand college boys, looks down upon this testament of your love.

Everything is here, from that first loop of film to the final performance. Delacorte found that video at his local Blockbuster, not hidden behind a ring binder, but displayed openly on the shelf for all to rent and see: Death American Style. The laconic narrator, who once sang beachboy ballads and starred in an NBC made-for-TV movie, offers homilies about gun control and capital punishment to a cavalcade of atrocities, many of them real, some of them staged. There, following George Holliday’s amateur video of the beating of Rodney King – 56 times in 81 seconds – is the in-store camera recording of a Korean convenience store owner as she shoots a fifteen-year-old girl in the back of the head. Hotel balconies collapse amidst New Year revelry; religious communes are set afire by the FBI. United Airlines Flight 232 cartwheels into flames in a crash landing at Sioux City, Iowa. Pennsylvania State Treasurer R. Budd Dwyer, facing a prison sentence for bribery, calls a press conference, thrusts a .357 Magnum into his mouth and blows out the back of his head. On the set of Twilight Zone: The Movie, Vic Morrow is decapitated by a crashing helicopter, the two refugee children torn from him, and from us, forever. Suffering and pain, fire and blood, images without context, killings without cause or effect, killings without meaning but for their moment, the moment that they are recorded, the moment that they are seen.

Then, saving the best for last, is the outtake from Bloody Roses, as a clapboard introduces scene and take, and in an instant Charli Prince is there, she is alive and she is moving in high-heeled wonder toward the camera, toward you, on a soundstage somewhere in Salt Lake City, and it is the final week of shooting, you know that from your file of news clippings and obituaries, and Giuseppe Tinelli is at the camera and he frames her in medium closeup, struggling from the arms of a tall brutish Italian whose stage name is George Eastman, and from somewhere off camera the culprit comes, igniting from the cartridge of the rigged stage pistol, as her left hand circles Eastman’s forearm, then pushes away, spinning her back toward the camera, toward the superheated discharge that erupts in the darkness, even as she takes a single step, moving into the overloaded blank that rockets from the barrel of the gun and spits its dull fragments of metal into her suddenly heaving chest, that tunnels through her too quickly for even the unblinking eye of the lens to record, that sprays the air with blood and flesh, that spins her around and sends her falling down even as the cameraman moves miraculously to closeup and that is when her lips move, and although there is only silence, there is no sound, you can hear her voice, you can hear her calling “Yeah, yeah . . . yes” before her mouth fills with blood, before all is red, hemorrhaging from her nostrils in a flood as she sprawls, kicking, on the floor, and the camera holds the shot, never letting it go as her lungs seek air and her chest heaves once, then again, and then and then and then is still.

Delacorte could not help himself; he stood, pants tenting as his hard-on rose in triumph. Then he took the remote control, stabbed at its buttons, rewound the scene to its beginning.

He unzipped his pants and pressed the slow-motion.

You knew then that your love could never die. You kept the rental tape until the copy you ordered arrived, and you paid the late fee with a gold card and a smile. You asked after a laserdisc of Death American Style and the clerk expressed doubt, though he had heard about the possibility of a CD-ROM. He would check and let you know.

For weeks you watched the tape, fastforwarding through the mayhem until you reached the ninety-minute mark, and you studied this fifty-five-second smear of colors, you ran it back and forth, you ran it in slow-motion, frame-by-frame, at double speed, in reverse, until you knew its every brilliance and blemish, the odd streak of light that flares into the upper left-hand corner of the frame at the 17 second mark; the black spot of the entry wound that appears at 24 seconds, preceding her first jerking response by almost two heartbeats; each frame has its own story to tell, and you sit and you watch until there is nothing left to know.

Then you put the tape into your closet and you wait and you wait but you know too well what has happened, and you need no sullen peepshow counterman to tell you: “Gone”. It is the end, it is over, and at night, as you fight for sleep, you imagine how the next night will end, and the night after that, how a parade of tautbodied, longlegged goddesses will serve your every need and be gone when you awaken, ready for another day of work. But the next night is spent with Sally, and in the morning, eyeshadow smeared and body smelling of sweat, she talks with Delacorte about commitment, and the night after that he spends alone.

After Sally there is Kate, who likes to play Harry Connick CDs and wants you to wear a condom; and after Kate there is the new paralegal, Alyson, and after Alyson is a brief meeting with your managing partner, who reviews the firm policy on sexual harassment. You are thinking about Alyson, about the clipped fingernails, the mole on her left shoulder, why she never wore lipstick, when you hear about the videotape. It is idle conversation, overheard in a bar, a half-whisper at your shoulder, a laugh, somewhere in the shallow background of pennies for thoughts and pickup lines, but you sat in a circle of suits, talking about tax codes, unable to turn and ask, unable to say even a word. Later you doubted what you had heard. You tried not to think about it, but the thoughts were unrelenting, the thoughts would not stop promising that it was real. It was not long afterward that you saw the words, or something very much like them, in print. The city’s underground newspaper spoke them, loud and clear, in a derisive rant on the missing links of Americana: aliens in Hangar 18, Dillinger’s penis, JFK’s brain, mimed moonlandings, dead drugaddled crooners and, yes, of course, a certain video.

True lies, all of them, the stuff of tabloids and talk shows and too many cocktails. Still: You had money, and you had time. You rented the post office box and you placed the classified ads here and there and you waited and you waited, but you didn’t have to wait long.

The letter was postmarked ROCHESTER NY but the telephone number was from a suburb of Pittsburgh. You did not believe, you knew it was a hoax, a con; but you made the call, and the call made you wonder, and the wonder brought on the hunger, and the hunger was for love. It wasn’t long before you said yes.

It was the most expensive video you have ever seen: $200 for the viewing and then the plane fare to Chicago, nearly 2,000 quarters. What it bought you was a darkened motel room near O’Hare, a half circle of seats facing into a television screen and a squat Hitachi videodeck whose clock blinked out 12.00; it was the first time you watched her when you were not alone. You paid your money to a shadow and you sat down in the closest of the chairs. An older man, someone’s grandfather, arrived five minutes late and nervous; he coughed, too loudly, and shrugged inside his frayed corduroy jacket. The other two men were friends, acquaintances, huddling like conspirators in the corner to your right; they looked pretty much like you, and would not meet your eyes.

“Gentlemen,” said the voice of the shadow. “Please be seated.” And seated you were, with an uneasy atmosphere of embarrassed expectancy that divided you from the others more convincingly than the wooden walls of booth 7 could have done. You leaned toward the television and its veil of grey haze as the shadow reached the cassette into the videodeck. Then there was nothing left for you to do but what you do best: watch.

On the videotape there is no sound, though from somewhere in the room comes a sharp intake of breath, whether of shock or sudden desire you do not know, as the picture rolls, steadies, blurs, then steadies again and finds focus. It is grainy, fourth or perhaps even fifth generation, like the signal of some distant television station, transmissions from the end of the world, and it is a view in black and white, from a fixed position, high above, no doubt mounted on the ceiling, peering down from an angle slightly to her left.

For she is there. She lies before you, eyes closed, palms upward, legs spread ever so invitingly; and nude. You squint but cannot quite make out her expression, though you are certain that it is a smile. The video jumps, its only edit, and you now look upon a closeup of a single sheet of paper, an official-looking document, a form marked in ink with circles and checks, the outline of a human form, and handwriting and a signature. You ignore its codes and comments, searching for the box with her name: Charlotte Pressman. A cold and anonymous name, as cold and anonymous as her corpse.

You let the words find your lips as the picture jumps again and the fixed camera angle returns and now you know her, every inch of her, you know her grey and mottled skin, her deflated breasts, her matted tangle of hair, as the deputy medical examiner closes in, scalpel in hand, to dance this last dance.

The striptease of flesh begins. From the left shoulder cutting downward, then the right, and then a single stroke of the blade along her stomach, a ragged letter Y. The folds of skin are taken in his hands, and the layers of her outer flesh are peeled back, revealing the glories within: strips of muscle, yellow pouches of fat, wet bone.

In a frozen forever, man and metal probe the shattered breastbone, forceps dip and pull at her broken heart. A silvery rotary saw descends and, when its work is done the glistening organs are pulled out one by one, examined and weighed and catalogued as you hear the voice, the voice that has been speaking for minutes but only now is heard: pancreas, unremarkable; adrenals, unremarkable; spleen, unremarkable. The flat voice, the drone of a dial tone – unremarkable, unremarkable – as he reaches deep inside her, to the places that tongues and pricks could not venture, and with each touch takes more and more until at last she is a gutted husk. But there is, of course, more: The swift pass of the scalpel from ear to jaw to ear, and her face is peeled back, flimsy and forgotten, before the saw spins again and shears the top of her head. The grey mass is lifted, weighed – unremarkable, unremarkable – and the drama is done. At last you have seen all of her.

You stand and you walk away, out of the room, out of the hotel, out of Chicago, and you hear the voice of one of the men behind you, wondering aloud about the price of a second showing. But there is no price, not one that you can afford; you only have your quarters, and you will always have her:

She is faceless; she is nameless; she is meat.

Each week you returned to Peepland; each week for the first month, once or twice or three times a week and now it is every day, every afternoon, that you leave your desk and you walk the few short blocks to this tiny outpost, the last of its kind in this city, and you trade your dollar bills for quarters and you find your way to a booth, more often than not this booth, lucky 7, and you sit in the darkness and you look through the window of the video screen and you see the naked, the women and the men, you see them rage and rut, and you see nothing there for you, nothing at all, nothing but the lean face of Delacorte reflected in the glass, looking back at you.

In time, the loop will run out, and Delacorte will raise himself up off the bench, and he will return to the office, squaring the knot of his tie, ready to sit behind his desk and take his telephone calls and revise his brief well into the night. But you: You are alone, and although you are waiting and you are watching, there is nothing left to be seen.

When what your last quarter bought you winds down to blue, then nothing, you lean your forehead against the monitor, feel its light and warmth fade into black. Your eyes, trapped in the vanished picture, look into the darkness and offer their plea. But there is no escape.

You sit in booth 7 and you watch the black screen, waiting for the shadow to move, the shadow to shift from darkness into light and then never find the darkness again. You realize then how very much you want to cry, to find the way that tears are made, but of course, as always, your cock has wept for you.

You take the fold of Kleenex from your pocket, wipe the red and swollen tip of your penis and then your hands. In the moment before you stand, ready to open the door and step back into the world, you let the Kleenex fall to the floor, where the life that was inside you trickles down a crack in the cold concrete.
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Prologue

AS DAWN’S FIRST light tinted the sky Duval and Uzanne walked across the lawn to meet Mourier’s seconds. One of Mourier’s men opened the box to display the ancient pistols resting within. The other took Duval to one side, saying: “Is all this necessary? Monsieur Mourier had no intention of causing mortal offence. His mention of the girl’s name was not intended to insult Monsieur le Comte.”

“Monsieur le Comte has been pursued by evil rumours through half the capitals in Europe,” Duval replied. “He is able to ignore jests of an ordinary kind, but he will not hear Laura Vambery’s name mentioned in this connection. He feels that unless he responds to your friend’s carelessness others might feel comfortable in making such insinuations.”

Mourier’s man sighed. The pistols were offered to the combatants, and the selection made. The two gentlemen took their measured paces. Monsieur le Comte was not the taller of the two, but he seemed to Duval to be the more commanding figure. He was said to be an accomplished mesmerist, and in spite of the fact that there was nothing intimidating about his gaze Duval found it easy to believe. The man seemed to be in a kind of trance, as if his mind had slipped into some uncommon mode of consciousness which permitted absolute concentration. The manner in which he turned to face his opponent was smoothly mechanical.

Mourier did not even bother to raise his arm to the horizontal. He discharged his pistol harmlessly. No flicker of a smile passed across the face of Monsieur le Comte. His own pistol was raised, and pointed at his opponent’s heart, but he let the barrel fall until it was pointing at the spot from which the two men had stood back-to-back. He fired.

Mourier fell, clutching his throat.

Duval could not restrain a moan of astonishment. Even when he realized, belatedly, that the missile must have struck a stone, he could not help but wonder whether Monsieur le Comte might actually have aimed at the stone, calculating that the ricochet would strike his opponent. It was impossible – and yet, Monsieur le Comte seemed quite impassive. Neither surprise nor alarm was evident in his stony expression.

Mourier’s seconds ran forward, and vainly attempted to stem the flow of blood from the wound which had opened Mourier’s windpipe. As Duval ran to join them one looked up, and said: “Go, you fool! Get your man out of Paris. It matters not that the killing was an accident – there will be hell to pay, and if your friend does not want the name of Laura Vambery bandied about in open court, he had better not set foot in France again.”

Dazed and fearful, Duval obeyed – but it took all of his and Uzanne’s strength to drag the man away. It was as if the reputed mesmerist had himself been mesmerized by the sight of his victim’s coursing blood.

The only word Monsieur le Comte spoke, as his seconds bundled him into his carriage, was: “Laura!”

I

“Do you know Edward Copplestone?” Oscar Wilde asked me, as he sipped absinthe from his glass. We were dining at Roche’s in Soho, but our host made no objection to the absinthe, which I had smuggled in from Paris. An Ideal Husband had just started its run, to universal acclaim, and Wilde could do no wrong within those or any other walls.

I had been less than a month in London, and knew hardly anyone, so I denied it almost without thinking.

“He dines here sometimes,” said Wilde, “but he cannot really be considered a member of our set. He is a great traveller, and tells extravagant tales of his adventures in parts of the world of which most of us have never heard. Some of his stories may even be true, although that hardly matters. He is the only man I know who can speak with casual familiarity about the hinterlands of Siberia and the Mongol lands.”

That struck a chord. There was another man I knew who was widely travelled in the Far East, and was overfond of telling dubious traveller’s tales.

“Perhaps I have heard the name,” I conceded, uncertainly.

“You will find it extensively acknowledged in the notes and bibliographies of Tylor’s Primitive Culture and Frazer’s Golden Bough,” said Wilde, airily – although I suspected that he had read neither book. “He is a self-supposed expert on primitive religion and magic, with particular reference to shamanistic cults, but by no means a Dryasdust. Quite a dreamer, in his way. Rumour has it that he is no stranger to the opium dens of Limehouse, and rumour can usually be trusted – except, of course, when it turns its attention to me.”

This news was mildly reassuring. It was entirely probable that such a man might know Arminius Vambery, but Vambery was unlikely to have gone out of his way to pour out his troubled heart to a man reputed to be a dope fiend. Like most sober madmen of impeccable reputation Vambery had little tolerance of delusions born of conscious artifice or those accused of courting them.

“Why do you ask whether I know Copplestone?” I enquired.

“Because he has written me a curious letter saying that he has a very strange report to make and would be grateful for my presence. He says that he considers me one of the very few intelligent and open-minded men in London – I cannot imagine who else he has in mind – and that he would prize my opinion of what he has to say most highly. He requests me, if possible, to bring an acquaintance as wise and as imaginative as myself. It is a description which could hardly apply to Bosie or Robbie, and so I thought of you. Will you come with me, if you are not busy? The invitation is for tomorrow evening.”

“You hardly know me,” I murmured. “How do you know that I meet the stated requirements?” I suspected that Wilde had only “thought of me” because I happened to be dining with him that evening.

“I was impressed the first time we met, in Paris,” he said. “You seemed to have a view of the world of men so clear and so cynical that I could hardly believe you were part of it. It is true that we have never talked at length about deep matters, but I am always impulsive in my judgements and I am very rarely wrong. Will you come?”

I agreed to go with him. How could I possibly have refused? In any case, I was becoming hungry for new amusement. London seemed unbelievably dull after Paris, which I had left with such a sudden wrench. It is never a good idea for an individual of my kind to stay in one place for long, but I never regretted leaving a city more than I regretted leaving Paris. On the other hand, London was not entirely devoid of advantages. One could buy a slumgirl for a shilling, and a passably pretty one at that; we who are obliged by restless nature and the harassment of vile slanders to be forever on the move must be grateful for every opportunity which a city has to offer.

“Who else will be there?” I asked, curiously.

“I really have no idea. The only other name Copplestone mentions in his letter to me is Bram Stoker’s – and that is only to say that Stoker is in Ireland just now, and cannot possibly come. Copplestone does not explain why he thinks Stoker might have been a suitable candidate for inclusion; personally, I have always considered his mind to be conspicuously second-rate.”

I had laid down my fork rather abruptly at the first mention of Stoker’s name. Wilde must have observed my reaction.

“Do you know Stoker at all?” he asked, curiously. “He is Henry Irving’s factotum.”

“I have never met him,” I said, in a neutral tone.

“I have seen little of him lately myself,” said Wilde, “although I was a regular visitor to his home when he first moved to London. He was at Trinity before me, you know. He was still working in Dublin when I went up. My father befriended him, and even my mother condescended to like him a little, but he married a girl of whom I was exceedingly fond and I was never able to forgive his temerity. The fact that we are now in rival camps, theatrically speaking, only serves to add new insult to the old injury.”

I was not in the least interested in the petty politics of the English theatre. I knew, though, that Bram Stoker was one of the people Vambery had talked to when he was in London; if he and Copplestone were acquainted, that considerably increased the probability that Copplestone was another. After what had happened in Paris I wanted to steer well clear of anyone who might have occasion to mention the name of Laura Vambery – but I had already accepted Wilde’s invitation, and it seemed that Stoker would not actually be present.

I thought it best to change the subject.

“Shall we share a carriage?” I asked. “I would be happy to collect you, if you wish. Where does Copplestone live?”

“On the south side of Regent’s Park. Yes, I’d be grateful if you could collect me from the Haymarket; it will be easier to tear myself away from my friends, duties and admirers if I know that I am eagerly awaited by a stern aristocrat. We are expected at eight. I do hope that it will be amusing. Travellers’ tales have become far less interesting since Stanley let so much dismal light into the delicately dark heart of Africa, and the steady march of geographical science is slowly strangling the spirit of wild romance, but if there is any forgotten corner of the globe still rich with gorgeous mystery Ned Copplestone is more than likely to have found it. If he intends to test our credulity, we may be reasonably sure that it will be well and truly tested, hopefully to destruction.”

I put my reservations firmly aside, and resolved to do my very best to play the part which had been allocated to me: that of a man of the world, clear-sighted and open-minded. I little suspected what unprecedented demands that role would make of me in the nights which followed.

II

I called for Wilde at the appropriate hour but he was – as always – late. I had to sit in my carriage for a quarter of an hour, watching the crowds go by.

The famous London fog had condescended to leave the city unblanketed for once, and the frost had not yet begun to glitter upon the pavements. The chestnut-roasting season was well past by now and most of the brazier-men were hawking baked potatoes, whose odour was not quite so astringent. The crowd was as good a quality as one could expect to find in London out of season, but they seemed a tawdry gaggle by comparison with the excited throngs of Paris’s Latin Quarter. My mood was such that they seemed more than usually like cattle trooping to the barn, or laying hens milling about their carelessly scattered corn. I was glad when Wilde finally consented to appear.

As we bowled along Regent Street, Wilde lost himself in some interminable anecdote, and for once his brilliance seemed slightly off-key, but he was in such good heart that he slowly roused me from my torpor of indolence. By the time we reached the fringes of the park I was ready to face the challenge of the long winter night. Inevitably, we were the last to arrive, although my coachman had contrived to make up some of the time we had lost by showing his usual scant regard for the convenience of other road-users.

Wilde’s enthusiasm seemed to falter slightly when he saw the remainder of the company gathered in Copplestone’s waiting-room. He wondered aloud what judgements had been made of their intelligence by way of polite enticement, but he hastened to introduce me to Copplestone.

Mercifully, the professor showed no flicker of recognition at the mention of my name.

Copplestone was a tall, gaunt man who had doubtless been more solidly-built in his younger days but seemed to find the advancing years uncommonly burdensome. His complexion seemed curiously jaundiced and his handshake was far from firm. Politeness forbade me from saying so but he really did not look well, and I wondered whether he ought to have postponed his story-telling until he had recovered more of his colour and strength.

I had to concur with Wilde’s unvoiced judgement that our fellow-guests did not appear at first glance to be a coterie of the most intelligent and open-minded men in England. They seemed, in fact, to comprise an assembly of eccentrics – but there were probably some among them who felt that Wilde and I increased the bizarrerie of the gathering. Wilde proved, once he had removed his coat, to be dressed as flamboyantly as usual, although the green carnation in his lapel was made of silk and crêpe paper. Being a foreigner, and a count to boot, I needed no artificial aids to appear exotic in English eyes.

While Copplestone introduced me to the others I searched anxiously for any sign or symptom which might testify to the arrival in London of scurrilous gossip, but there was nothing. If any of them had heard of the Mourier affair they were models of discretion.

The first man to whom I was presented was a stout and stolid doctor who had served in India. He seemed a man of common sense rather than exceptional cleverness, but he was the only man present who had been long acquainted with Copplestone, who referred to him as an “invaluable supporter” and “unwilling collaborator”. I gathered that the doctor had his own reservations about our host’s physical condition.

Like Wilde, the doctor had been invited to bring a companion, and the man who accompanied him was tall and distinguished, though not particularly well-dressed. He seemed grave to the point of melancholy, and I was struck by the apparent acuity of his grey eyes. Nothing was said concerning his station in life.

I was then introduced to two young men. The first was a study in contradictions; he was not thin, but the peculiar softness of his flesh gave the impression that he had recently been very lean indeed and was now filling out for the first time. His complexion was naturally pale, but he pinked very easily, and a hectic flush seemed to be continually ebbing and flowing from his cheeks. There was a feverish glint in his eye which suggested that he was not entirely well, although he was by no means as debilitated as our host. It was evident that Copplestone had never clapped eyes on him before, and that it was his companion to whom the professor had actually written.

The other young man was dark and curly haired, with perhaps a touch of Creole about him. Copplestone explained that he had but recently returned to London after spending some time as a schoolmaster in Derbyshire, but that Wilde knew him slightly and would doubtless be glad to see him again. Wilde obediently pantomimed the pleasure of an old acquaintance joyously renewed, but it did not seem to me that their friendship could ever have been intimate. Wilde met so many young men. I judged from snippets of their conversation that the two young men were not very well acquainted with one anther, but that they had many interests in common, including biological science. Both had now chosen to devote themselves to the precarious life of the pen.

The one man in the room who presented incontrovertible evidence to the naked eye that he was older than Copplestone seemed to be in his mid-sixties; his flowing beard was white, but he was still healthy. He was a man of science whose name I ought perhaps to have recognized, but science has always seemed to me to be very much a day-time product, and those who invariably keep late hours – as I do – tend to be thrust more often into the company of men of Wilde’s stripe. Copplestone did not say whether his title was a baronetcy or a knighthood earned by public service; he did, however, mention that the old gentleman was as well-known for his exploits in association with the Society for Psychical Research as for more material work.

The final member of the party, who had been brought as a companion by the white-haired man of science, was a dark-haired man of similar vocation. Copplestone seemed to think that we might get along famously together, presumably because we both had European accents, but it was obvious to the two of us, if to no one else, that we came from nations which had so little in common as never even to have fought a war. In any case, the man explained that he was an American by adoption, and had renounced his European identity in order to give his allegiance entirely to the American spirit of free enterprise. I was not sure exactly what this implied, but I gathered that it had something to do with the profits one could make out of the sale of patents.

I was interested to note that Copplestone had invited no clergyman, nor anyone of the legalistic turn of mind. To my mind, that was evidence that he had an altogether sensible notion of trust and trustworthiness. He also had the grace to feed his guests well, and to offer them a burgundy of very tolerable vintage before setting out to tax their credulity. I, as was my habit, ate little and drank less, although I made a tolerable show of participation in the pleasures of the meal. It was not until the port was being passed that the professor introduced the serious business of the evening.

III

“Some of you,” said Copplestone, “know something about the studies which have been my life’s work. My published writings on tribal magic and divination have always been scrupulously sceptical, but in private I have pursued the shier truths which lie hidden in the undergrowth of superstition. I have been particularly interested in the various means used by tribal magicians to obtain knowledge of the future. I have seen enough to convince me that there are indeed some men who have the innate gift of foresight, and that there are chemical methods by which such natural gifts may be enhanced. I have long thought it probable that the application of scientific method to the study of such chemical compounds would produce a way of inducing more accurate and more far-reaching visions of futurity.

“In saying this, I remain well aware of certain philosophical problems which arise in connection with the notion of precognition, and of certain psychological problems which inevitably confuse the visionary process. If the principles of causality which we have recognized since Newton’s time are true, however, then the future must be, in principle, foreseeable and predictable. If the future flows from the present by virtue of inviolable physical laws, it must do so according to a destiny mapped out since time immemorial – and if the future really is mappable, then there must be a sense in which it already exists, not in the uncertain fog of the speculative imagination, but in actuality.”

The white-bearded man leaned forward at this point and opened his mouth to protest, but Copplestone held up a hand to forestall him. “I am aware of the paradoxes which confound the discussion of such ideas,” he said, “but I have always desired to make an experiment to test the case. It seemed to me, on the basis of my studies of drug-enhanced precognition in tribal societies, that these magicians sometimes did obtain true knowledge of the future, but were almost never able to profit from it. One reason for this, I perceived, was that the true knowledge which they obtained was invariably alloyed with extraneous material which frequently led to misinterpretation. After long study I concluded that the organ of foresight – the ‘sixth sense’, if you will admit the term – is that which engages in the ordinary business of dreaming, and that its sensory function is confused by other expressive functions linked to the passions. In brief, our usually meagre powers of precognition are so polluted, perverted and confused by our hopes, fears and fancies that it is difficult to separate truth from fantasy until the event which was dimly foreseen actually comes to pass, thus revealing the previously-hidden meaning of the precognitive vision.

“It was evident to me from my extensive studies of shamanistic and related practices that the enhancement of visionary precognition by appropriate drugs could not entirely filter out this psychological pollution, no matter how powerfully the compounds increased the power of the sensory function, but I hoped that it might be minimized if the optimum combination of drugs could be found. Each of the tribes I have studied has to rely on the bounty of nature to supply enhancing drugs. The Siberians use agaric mushrooms, the Mexicans use peyotl, the Mongolians use opium derivatives; I, on the other hand, had the advantage of being able to collect and combine all these different kinds of compounds, refining and modifying them using the recently evolved techniques of organic chemistry. This was what I set out to do: to discover the mechanics of a modern Delphic oracle, more powerful than any known to history. By this means I hoped to discover, among other things, whether what I had long taken for granted was actually true: whether the future glimpsed by authentic seers is, in fact, an immutable future of destiny which they are quite unable to affect in any way despite their foresight of it; or whether it is merely a future of contingency, which might yet be altered or averted if they were able to act upon their precognition.”

He paused, and rang a bell to summon his manservant. The servant immediately brought in a large tray, on which were set a wooden rack holding test-tubes and glass-stoppered vials and a manilla envelope.

“These,” said Copplestone, indicating the test-tubes, “are the various vision-enhancing drugs which were my raw materials. Here” – at this point he touched one of the sealed vials, which was marked with a ring of red paint – is the best of the many mixtures which I made from them. The complex series of treatments to which I submitted the various compounds is carefully set out in a formula which I have placed in this envelope. My experiments have taken their toll of my health, and I fear that I may have done myself irreparable damage in the course of my expeditions, but in order that my discoveries may be available to other interested parties I shall give the formula to my good friend Dr W*****. I will gladly give the remainder of the compound to any one of you who might care to volunteer to follow where I have led. There is enough for a single moderate dose.”

Copplestone gave the envelope to the doctor, who dutifully put it in the inner pocket of his jacket. “Perhaps, Doctor,” the professor said, “You would be kind enough to tell the others what you observed while you have attended me these last few days.”

The doctor seemed uncomfortable, but he nodded his head. “I observed Professor Copplestone on three separate occasions,” he said. “On each occasion, I watched him inject the drug whose remnant you see in that vial into his arm, and I did not leave him until its effects had worn off. After taking the drug, Copplestone fell into a deep sleep, which quickly gave way to an unusual form of coma. His heart slowed to some twenty-eight beats per minute and his body temperature fell by twelve or fourteen degrees. His body suffered a loss of weight amounting to about three stones, although its dimensions were not altered commensurately and the loss was temporary, the greater part of it returning when he awoke.”

“What a pity,” Wilde murmured in my left ear. “Copplestone might otherwise have hawked his discovery as a convenient cure for obesity.”

The doctor frowned, and continued doggedly. “This condition persisted for approximately three hours on each occasion, although the professor increased the dosage at each stage. As the end of each period approached, the professor’s body was subject to tremors, which increased considerably in violence over the course of the three experiments. On the third occasion I feared that the convulsions might cause his heart to stop. When the professor regained consciousness he was very weak. It would be unwise in the extreme, in my opinion, for the professor to attempt any further experiments along these lines – and anyone who is prepared to give serious consideration to Copplestone’s invitation to continue this work must bear in mind that he might do himself considerable harm.”

The professor seemed quite unperturbed by this warning. “Thank you,” he said. “I will not bore you all with a lengthy account of my preliminary experiments, nor with any elaborate presentation of my discoveries in organic chemistry. As to the nature of the mechanism involved in the process of precognition, even I can only speculate. However, Sir William will bear me out when I say that there is now an abundance of evidence that the mind is capable of extending its function beyond the body, producing in the process what we normally call apparitions?”

The white-bearded man of science nodded. “The evidence for the survival of the mind after death, and its ability to formulate a fragile envelope for the purpose of earthly manifestation is overwhelming,” he agreed.

“Not all apparitions are vestiges of that post-mortem kind,” said Copplestone, “as my story will demonstrate. The naturally occurring compounds traditionally employed to induce visions are limited in scope, and the perceptions they permit are invariably distorted, but such compounds do indeed allow the mind to extend its perceptive range in both space and time. Space and time are, of course, merely two different aspects of the unitary fabric of the cosmos. Perception of any kind would be impossible without some kind of physical presence, so projections of this kind require the synthesis of a body of sorts, sometimes misleadingly called an astral body. The compound which I have perfected increases the powers of the natural compounds considerably, and the conscious control which I was able to exercise over my remote manifestation was greatly enhanced.”

“You don’t care to tell us, I suppose,” said the naturalized American, rather rudely, “what will win the Derby this year?”

“Alas,” said Copplestone, “my compound is so very powerful that it would require an impractical precision of dosage to travel sixty years, let alone six months, and I suspect that it would be impossible to remain in such a near future for more than a split second. In order to achieve a vision of reasonable coherency, and to take advantage of the conscious control which this compound allows, one must work in terms of thousands or tens of thousands of years.”

The pale young man was scowling. He muttered something hardly audible, which included the word plagiarism. His companion placed a soothing hand on his wrist, bidding him be patient and listen.

“My sketchy explanations have clearly strained your credulity too far,” said Copplestone, looking around at the uneasy faces which confronted him.

“I don’t believe in your damned native seers,” said the American, brusquely, “and I don’t believe in Crookes’ apparitions either, although he’s promised to show me a few while I’m here. I believe in causality, and I accept that in principle the future might be foreseen, but . . .”

“That is surely certain,” the pale young man put in. “The future is determined, and hence potentially discoverable, at least to the extent that we can gather the relevant data.”

“I agree also,” said his curly-haired companion, swiftly. “The origin of motion, which was the primal Act of Creation, must already have contained the plan of universal evolution.”

“But what of free will?” asked the British scientist. “Men have the power to choose what they will do, and their choices determine the shape of their own futures. The future of mankind will be the sum of those choices, not the product of any merely mechanical laws. Consciousness is immune to the laws of causality which apply to inert objects. There are such things as premonitory dreams, but they are warnings of what may happen, not glimpses of something immutable that already exists.”

“I agree with Crookes, at least about the freedom of the will,” said the doctor, gruffly. “Even if human beings are part of some unfolding plan, they have the power to alter it. We were not impelled here tonight by some irresistible force of necessity, and not one of us really doubts that he might be somewhere else entirely if it had pleased him to go.”

“Neither Milton nor Mill could find a contradiction here,” said Wilde, mildly. “Both would argue that our choices are real, and yet their outcomes would be known with perfect certainty to an omniscient mind. Yes, they would argue, we have the power of choice – but the choices we make are caused by our characters and interests, and are therefore predictable.”

I noticed that Wilde did not offer an opinion of his own, but was content to introduce the relevant ideas of others. The doctor’s grey-eyed companion made no effort to intervene in the discussion, even when a momentary silence fell.

Dr Copplestone turned to me, and said: “Do you have an opinion, sir?”

“I do,” I said, flatly. “I hold that there is an inescapable destiny that faces us all, and the universe itself. It is death. Perhaps we have the power to delay our course, or attain to the end by different routes, but in the final analysis there is no other absolute.”

“Death is not the end,” said the pillar of the Society for Psychical Research. “That is proven; we need not doubt it.”

The excitable young man shook his head vigorously, but he had discretion enough not raise his reedy voice in protest.

Copplestone lifted a placatory hand. “Enough, gentlemen,” he said. “When I have told you my story, you might be better informed to carry this argument forward.” His tired eyes shone with reflected firelight, and he suddenly seemed to me to be sad as well as debilitated, almost as if the world which had once been home to him had turned traitor, and cast him into some private hell of unbelonging.

I felt an altogether unaccustomed pang of sympathy.

IV

“The first subjective sensations induced by the compound,” Copplestone said, “are dizziness and disorientation. As the drug spreads through the bloodstream the mind is invaded by images of a bizarre and incoherent fashion. If I could only train myself to concentrate upon a few elements of the torrent useful information might be derived therefrom, but I have not so far managed to master the trick. After a time, however, the flood of inchoate images eases, and there is a process of settlement which corresponds with the formation of what I shall call a timeshadow. This is an actual, corporeal entity, but it is considerably less substantial than an ordinary body. My timeshadow was not sufficiently attentuated to pass through solid walls, although the much fainter shadow-selves projected by means of naturally-occurring drugs might be . . . but I shall leave further discussion of that topic until later.

“The time which elapsed while the good doctor was standing watch over my unconscious body and the time experienced by my timeshadow did not run in parallel. A timeshadow’s attenuation has a temporal as well as a physical aspect; the actual proportion varies according to the dosage – and thus in proportion to the time-difference.

“When the world about me first came into clear focus I found myself on a lightly wooded hillside. The sun, which stood high in the sky, seemed identical to the one with which we are all familiar, but the trees were not the familiar trees of the English countryside. The green of their leaves was more vivid, and their bark was lustrous, as if varnished. I could hear birdsong, but I caught only the most fleeting glimpses of the birds themselves as they fluttered from crown to crown and could not easily compare them to the species I knew. I was surprised to find no trace whatsoever of the city of London, for I had assumed that I would remain in the same place while moving in time. Either that assumption was false, or I was so far displaced in time that all vestiges of the world’s greatest city had been quite obliterated.

“Not without difficulty, I raised my hand to place it before my face. I half-expected that I might find it transparent, or at least translucent, but it was opaque, and lined in a familiar fashion. I looked down, and found that I was not naked. I was wearing a thin white tunic and trousers, designed according to no model I had ever actually seen. This seemed to confirm what I believed about the ability of my own mind – without, apparently, any exertion of my conscious will – to interfere creatively with the sensory aspect of the drug’s operation. This was not altogether good news. If my sense of modesty could alter the content of my prophetic vision, what might my fears and hopes make manifest?

“The grass which grew in the open between the trees was as vividly green as the foliage of the trees, but I could not be certain that the difference was in the grass rather than in the sensory apparatus of my unusual corpus. There were a few coloured flower-heads raised above the grass, mostly blue or purple, and there were insects paying court to them, but I did not pause to study the insect-life of the period into which I had come. From my vantage-point half way up the hill I could see a road, and in the distance the outskirts of a town. The distant buildings seemed very clean in the sunlight. Their roofs were tiled in brown and green, their walls pale grey or pastel blue. There were no vehicles on the road but there were people walking in either direction, in pairs or small groups.

“When I tried to move down the hill I realized why it had required such an effort to raise my hand. A timeshadow may walk, run or jump like any other body but the habits ingrained by ordinary experience must be modified. Although relatively insubstantial a timeshadow seems to its tenant to be heavy and sluggish. I found that the effort normally adequate to take a step forward had to be considerably increased if I were to make headway, but once my timeshadow was in motion it had unusual momentum. My stride was slow but it was also long. I eventually learned to modify my actions to produce a less awkward gait, but the skill came gradually.

“I made my uncomfortable way down the hill. The people on the road must have caught sight of me, but no one stopped or turned to stare. It was not until I too was on its strangely smooth surface that I was able to meet anyone’s gaze or command attention. The people were dressed even more simply than myself, each in a single garment not unlike a short nightshirt. I could hardly tell whether any one of them was male or female, although they differed in individual appearance as much as we do. Most of them were conspicuously plump, and even the thinnest was certainly not slender by our standards. There were children among them, but none showed any marked sign of old age. While I recovered my breath twelve or fourteen people must have passed me by. All of them glanced at me, but only a few looked me up and down. The children seemed most curious – one or two of them pointed at me, and spoke to the adults. I could not understand the language they spoke, but its sounds seemed to me to be softly Oriental. Their complexions were very ruddy, and the blue tracery of veins on their bare forearms seemed very thick and outstanding.

“Why are they so incurious? I wondered. Why are they not so excited by my appearance as men of my world would be if a ghost were to walk down Oxford Street in broad daylight? I tried to speak. My voice was very low, and the words I was trying to form seemed exceedingly hoarse and hollow. The passers-by seemed rather more startled by my voice than by my appearance, but the effect was the opposite of what I had hoped. They speeded up, hurrying on their way. I tried to protest, but it was futile.

“I began to walk along the road, heading towards the town. I was soon in its streets, which curved to follow the contours of the gentle slopes but were otherwise very regular in their spacing. The houses differed slightly from one another in size and style, but the overall impression was one of astonishing uniformity. The walls were made out of pale bricks supported and separated by thin layers of mortar, laid with awesomely mechanical regularity. The houses had glazed windows; these were all exactly the same size, as were the doors, which were constructed of the same unfamiliar substance as the window-frames. There seemed to be only one other kind of edifice apart from the houses. These were much larger constructions, like huge low barns, with numerous doors but no windows. At that time I did not see anyone going into or coming out of any of the windowless buildings.

“I suppose that I had tacitly expected that the world of the future would be cleaner and more orderly than our own, and that life would have become less chaotic. I had expected, too, to find life more leisurely, but the image with which I was confronted now seemed to take all these things to a discomfiting extreme. As I looked about me at the people in the streets I could see hardly any real evidence of purpose in their movements. No one was in a hurry, and no one was carrying anything. Although they moved in groups their conversations were dilatory. There were no vehicles to be seen, nor any domestic animals. The houses had no gardens.

“This does not make sense, I thought. But if it is a fantasy conjured up by my mind and substituted for a much richer reality, what on earth can my mind be about?

“I peered into some of the houses. I saw laden tables, and chairs drawn up around them, sometimes occupied and sometimes not, but I never saw anyone engaged in any activity except serving or eating food. I saw unfamiliar fruits being eaten with the fingers, and I saw people using spoons to draw various different liquids or solids from bowls, but I never saw a knife or a fork, or a plate. I saw no pictures or hangings, nor any other kind of ornamentation. I saw no books or shelves. I saw cribs containing babies, and sometimes heard the babies wailing, but I could detect no signs of distress among the children who were old enough to walk. If the people inside a house became aware that I was looking in they would look back, evincing the same signs of mild alarm that the people on the road had showed when I tried to make contact with them, but they never tried to shoo me away.

“At first I had thought the town pleasant because it was so neat and clean, but it quickly came to seem uncanny. This is not human life, I thought, but a mere simulation of it. These are not people, but automata of some kind, which can maintain some pretence of talking and thinking but cannot do these things in any authentic sense. I wondered whether it might be nothing but an illusion conjured up by a jejune imagination, but when I looked at the slowly setting sun, and the display of colour it created by its effects upon the slightly humid atmosphere, I could not believe that this was other than an actual world.

“Eventually, I became bolder. I went into one of the houses. The inhabitants were seated at the table enjoying a meal, but when I came into the room they stopped immediately, and got up. They twittered at one another in their strange language, and backed up against the wall. The adults extended their arms protectively to the children. When I had come far enough away from the door they went out, leaving me alone with their half-finished repast. In my attenuated form I was not sure that I could taste food properly, and I had not the slightest hunger or thirst, so I contented myself with inspecting the contents of the bowls by eye. Considering that everything else was so simple, the diet which these people enjoyed seemed unusually rich and varied. But where, I wondered, were the fields and orchards which generated this produce? Where were the markets in which it was traded? How was it brought into the houses?

“The people of the house had gone out into the street, and I watched them through the window to see if they would call for help. They did not. They talked to one another, but not to other passers-by. I went to investigate the other rooms in the house. There were several rooms upstairs, each containing a low bed and a closet in which half a dozen tunics hung. There was a bathroom downstairs, and a separate water-closet. The pipes which carried the water were not metallic. The taps in the bathroom were mere levers. The kitchen had a sink, but no range, fireplace or boiler. There were cupboards for bowls, spoons and foodstuffs, but no cooking utensils. There were three dumb-waiters whose shafts disappeared downwards, but I concluded after assiduous searching that the house had no basement or cellar that could be reached from the ground floor.

“It is all mere surface, I thought. The whole town is a toy, whose appearances are controlled from below by hidden mechanisms – but by whom, and for what purpose? These were the questions which preoccupied my mind as I went out into the gathering dusk.”

V

As Copplestone paused I glanced at Wilde, whose lips were pursed. “These are hardly brave and gaudy lies,” he whispered. “They are so anaemic as to be unworthy even of a professor.”

I smiled thinly. “One could have hoped for a more exciting tale,” I admitted, “but it has the ring of sincerity, and there is a mystery of sorts in it.”

Copplestone had already resumed his narrative. “I half-expected that nightfall would put an end to activity within the town but I was wrong. I observed that many more people were emerging on to the streets. As the sky became black and the stars began to shine through, the streets lit up. I do not mean that lamps were lit; it was the actual fabric of the roadway which began to glow with a white, cold luminosity. I could see a similar light within some of the windows of the houses. I inferred that the light was a kind of artificial phosphorescence. A half-moon had risen above the eastern horizon, and was slowly climbing higher. I studied its face closely, and was oddly relieved to find it quite unchanged. However many thousands of years had passed since the era of my birth, some things remained constant and inviolable.

“As the people in my immediate vicinity began to move past me, it seemed that for the first time they moved with a purpose. All were moving in the same direction, as though they had a common destination. Lit from below as they were, their marching figures seemed rather eerie. Curiosity impelled me to fall into step with them. I soon perceived that the crowd was heading for the nearest of those larger buildings with which the houses were interspersed. I saw that all of its many doors now stood open, and that an orderly queue of people was forming at each one. I took a place in one of them and waited for those before me to enter.

“The light inside the barn-like building was as wan and white as that which illuminated the roadway, but it shone down from the ceiling. The building was crowded with machinery of some kind, much of which loomed up to a height considerably above that of a man. The vast room reverberated with a low humming sound, but there was no whining as of turning wheels and no hiss of steam. It was, I guessed, an electrical hum, and I concluded that the whole town must run on electrical power generated in some subterranean region.

“The queues, which remained as orderly within the building as without, extended into narrow corridors between the massive machines, there vanishing from my sight. There were glass-faced dials set in the sides of the machines at eye-level, and levers and switches positioned as though for human arms, but no one made any attempt to read the indicators or activate the levers. There was a slight pulse in the floor beneath my feet, which implied that there was more machinery at a lower level, and I could see several flights of steps leading downwards. There were also upward flights of steps made out of what looked like wrought iron, leading to catwalks which ran all around the inner walls. These were connected by a sparse webwork of railed walkways, which bridged the gap between the longer sides of the rectangular space. Distributed about these catwalks, leaning casually on the guard-rails, were a dozen human figures, distributed in groups of two or three. As soon as I caught sight of them they commanded my attention. Here. I thought, are the masters of this vast charade!

“The figures on the walkways were mere silhouettes, limned against the evenly lit ceiling, and I could not hear a word of their conversation, but I felt sure that they were not of the same kind as the docile cattle which swarmed around me. Their postures were lazy, their attitudes too obviously negligent. They were evidently in charge of whatever was happening here, although their presence was hardly necessary; the process was working automatically. I was tempted to step out of line in order to make contact with the real inhabitants of this strange future world, but I hesitated. The line in which I had taken my place had now progressed so far that I was on the point of entering the narrow corridor between the ranks of machines. I would soon be able to see where the queue was heading, and what the people in it had come to do. I decided that there would be time enough to go upstairs when I had satisfied my curiosity on that point.

“The corridor extended for about forty yards between two rows of compartments or stalls. Every few seconds someone would emerge from one or other of these stalls and the person at the head of the queue would take their place. When the man ahead of me took his turn I went with him to watch what he did. Within the dimly lit compartment there was an outward-facing chair, on which the man sat down. He could see that I was watching him, and he hesitated momentarily, but the inhibiting effect of my presence was insufficient to deflect him from his purpose. He reached behind him to draw a long transparent tube through an aperture in the wall. On the end of it was a metal device headed by a slender needle, from which dangled a number of threads. Hitching up the skirt of his brief tunic, the man casually thrust the point of the needle into the flesh inside his thigh, and with practised ease he distributed the threads so that they adhered to his skin and held the needle in place. He then pressed a small switch set in the wall behind him, and sat back listlessly. He did not bother to watch the blood which rapidly filled the transparent tube and disappeared into the wall behind him.

“I can hardly convey the horror which began to grow in me. The bovine nonchalance of it all was quite chilling.

“Another stall became vacant further down the line. The woman who had been standing behind me in the queue showed no disinclination to go to it, nor any resentment of my failure to take my turn. The man looked up at me with an expression I could not evaluate. As my horror increased I began to see new significance in the fact that all the townspeople seemed so plump and so full-complexioned, and so curiously docile. It burst upon me with all the force of revelation that this barn-like edifice was indeed a barn, and that these humans I had likened in my mind to cattle were exactly that: domesticated creatures of little intelligence and less independence, who came to be “milked” each evening, giving a good yield of the good red blood which they had been selectively bred to produce superabundantly. I understood, belatedly, that the “houses” in which these “people” lived were not really houses at all, but mere animal-shelters, whose plumbing and heating had perforce to be controlled from elsewhere, by the herdsmen who kept such livestock.

“They are vampires! I thought, with a thrill of dread. The masters of this world are vampires, which feed on human blood. Nor are they predators which covertly haunt the night, but careful farmers. They have enslaved mankind and reduced the human species to a status hardly above that of the goats and sheep which the earliest human nomads kept.”

Copplestone paused again, briefly, as the memory of it made him shudder. I could see sweat standing on his brow, and his colour had grown worse. I wondered whether he had enough strength to reach the end of his story – and whether I had the stomach to hear him out. I had not expected this; how could I? I dare say that my own colour was as unprepossessing as Copplestone’s; it was all I could do to keep from trembling with wrath. Had all this, I wondered, been set up expressly for my discomfort? Was it all a charade planned to taunt and distress me?

“As I realized what was happening,” Copplestone continued, “I shrank back against the partition. I wondered what might happen if the watchers on the catwalk overcame their tedium sufficiently to notice that I was there. I looked up to see how many of the silhouetted figures were visible from where I stood, but I was shielded by the surrounding walls from all but two of them, who were facing the other way. I began making plans as to how best to make my exit from the building. My earlier enthusiasm to make contact with these masters had evaporated now that I knew that they kept other human beings as livestock.

“The man in the chair detached the adhesive strips, withdrew the needle, and held it carefully while it was drawn back into the wall. He took a piece of lint from a dispenser and used it to mop up the bead of blood which formed upon his thigh, discarding it into a repository set in the wall. As another came to take his place I slid out of the way. This one was a girl, seemingly no more than ten years old. I had no wish to distress her, nor to watch her making her donation of blood, so I followed the man.

“At the far end of the corridor there was an open space much like the one from which I had come. The nearest door was only fifteen paces away, but so was the nearest ascending staircase, and standing on the seventh step of that stairway, looking down at the people who had done their duty and were going home, was a lone man clad in black. Immediately I caught sight of him I attempted to step back into the corridor, to hide myself behind the angle of the wall, but it was too late; he had seen me – and was in no doubt that I was different from the rest. The absurd clothing which my scrupulous psyche had seen fit to invent for the sake of my modesty betrayed me. I could not make out his features very well, but it was apparent that he was by no means as incurious as the people I had tried to speak to on the road. This was a thinking being – but I had every reason to believe that he was no more like me than those who had come here to be milked of their blood.

“However human his form might be, I thought, he is a monster.

“I ran forwards, towards one of the open doors which allowed the human cattle egress from the building. I had not practised running, and the moment I began to move in a new way my former lumpen awkwardness returned in full measure. The strides I took were slow and painful. Confusion amplified my panic, but the more effort I exerted to hurl myself forward the more ungainly I seemed to become. I began to fall, and experienced a sharp thrill of terror. I could not regain my balance. The impact jarred me, but did not knock me out. I scrambled to regain my feet. By the time I had done so, the man from whom I fled had come down from the stair and was moving swiftly towards me. I could see his face clearly now. It was paler than my own, save for the lips, which seemed red and full. His eyes had a hint of luminous green about them; they seemed manifestly inhuman.

“I lurched towards the door. I could not have reached it had not my pursuer been impeded, but his path crossed that of a woman who had emerged from the corridor to his left. She walked dazedly in front of him and they collided. She let out a wail of anguish as she realized, too late, what had happened. He tripped, and feel as heavily as I had, howling as he hit the floor. Desperation lent me the skill which I needed, and I managed to accelerate my progress towards the doorway. I hurled myself through it just ahead of another of the cattle-men. It was not until the cooler air struck my face that it occurred me to wonder what to do next. Where could I run to? Where could I hide?

“I stumbled away from the doorway, determined to reach the shadows beyond the illuminated strip of roadway, but as I did so I realized that the night was filled with sound, which came from above rather than below. Having taken three or four steps into the darkness beside the roadway I looked up into the starry sky, and saw to my astonishment that it was full of shadows, as if a great flock of huge and monstrous bats were wheeling above the town. For a moment, I thought the flying things really were predatory haunters, but they were not alive. They carried lights to signal their position to one another, and their wings were rigid. It was impossible to make out their exact shapes, although they were no more than a few hundred feet above the ground, but the thrumming noise of their engines was unmistakably similar to the sound which had filled the huge barn. They were machines.

“In God’s name, I thought, what mad kind of world is it into which I have been delivered? Sheer confusion must have brought me to a standstill, for I was no longer running. I was impotently staring upwards into the sky when rough hands grabbed me from behind.”

VI

Copplestone’s voice dissolved into a fit of coughing. The doctor rushed to his side, but the professor’s trembling grew worse, and it seemed that he was on the brink of some kind of fit. After a brief lapse of time the doctor suggested that the rest of us should move into the smoking-room while he saw to the needs of his patient. He promised that the story would continue when Copplestone was fit enough to tell it.

I found myself moving to the door alongside the young man who had seemed – and still seemed – oddly agitated.

“You do not seem to be enjoying yourself, Mr Wells,” I remarked.

“I beg your pardon, Count,” he said in his awkwardly distinctive voice. “I am confused. This whole evening has the appearance of being a joke at my expense.”

I was startled, because I was still wondering whether Copplestone’s story might be an elaborate joke at my expense. “How so?” I asked.

“I suspect that Copplestone has read of a series of articles which I contributed to the National Observer, couched in the form of a tale told by a time-traveller, concerning his exploration of future time. And yet . . . he showed no sign that he recognized my name when Shiel introduced me, and Shiel assures me that Copplestone could not possibly have guessed that he would invite me to be his guest. Then again, what is the purpose of this apparent plagiarism? I cannot fathom it.”

Nor could I. “Are the resemblances between your story and his really so close that there is no possibility of coincidence?” I asked.

“They are,” he said, positively. “My time-traveller uses a machine to transport him into the future rather than a drug, but what my protagonist discovers in the first future era he visits is so similar to what Copplestone has described as to be an evident copy.”

I found this news strangely disturbing. “You have also foreseen a future in which the human race serves as the cattle of a race of vampires?”

He blinked in perplexity. “Oh no,” he said. “Not vampires. But in my vision of the year 802,701 the human race has divided into two separate species, one of them living meekly upon the surface enjoying a life of ease while the other lives underground, tending the machinery which sustains the apparent Golden Age. They are, you see, the ultimate descendants of the two great classes of our society: the leisured and the labourers. But in my story, the wretched and ugly Morlocks have their revenge upon the lovely Eloi, for they emerge from their caverns by night to prey upon their onetime masters, feeding upon their flesh. Copplestone’s story is a simple transfiguration of mine. It is plagiarism – there is no other possible explanation.”

“Pardon me,” interposed another voice, “but I believe there is.” It was the older of the two men of science: Sir William Crookes.

“I should be interested to hear it,” I murmured, while the young man bridled.

“Even sceptics like my friend Tesla must admit,” said the old man, equably, “that it is possible that all men are capable of a degree of precognition. There is evidence that our dreams routinely bring us news of the future, admittedly confused by our own minds with other materials. Must we not admit the possibility that you, Mr Wells, have something of the innate ability which Copplestone’s native shamans possess, and that your mind is capable of reaching into the future even without the kind of chemical assistance which Copplestone requires. Not unnaturally, you construe your vision as a pure product of your own imagination, but perhaps it is a true – if somewhat blurred – vision of the shape of things to come.”

“That is every bit as fantastic as Dr Copplestone’s story, Sir William!” he exclaimed.

“Which is,” the other pointed out, “every bit as fantastic as your own.”

“But mine is pure invention!”

“If what you said earlier about the future being determined and discoverable is true,” I murmured, “there may be no such thing as pure invention.”

At that moment, Copplestone re-entered the room, seemingly revived and revitalized by whatever treatment the doctor had administered. He suggested to us that we take the seats which had been set out for us around the fireplace. As dutiful guests, Wells, Crookes and I had no option but to postpone our argument while our host resumed his tale.

“I was carried by my captors into a curious Underworld,” said Copplestone, a little hoarsely. “It was dimly lit, and the light had an odd hue, somewhere between blue and violet. It was futile to struggle against the strong arms which held me, for I was evidently not much of a burden to my captors. They held me gingerly, as though my insubstantial body felt strange and unpleasant, but there was no prospect of my breaking away. My captors’ eyes were very much like cats’ eyes, with lenticular pupils. They had full lips, which seemed nearly black rather than red. They were all male but all beardless, and their faces were curiously unblemished. It was impossible to guess how old they might be. Their dark clothing was more elaborate than that worn by the people of the town, but simpler than the suits of our own era.

“I reminded myself that my time in this world was strictly limited, and that I was certain to return to my body in due course. From the viewpoint of my captors I would simply vanish into thin air. In the meantime, the task before me was to find out as much as I possibly could about the vampires and their empire of the night. They took me into an extraordinary room, whose walls were mounted with numerous rectangular screens. Most of the screens were inert but four displayed moving pictures of various kinds. One showed several persons in conversation – beings like those who had seized me – while another showed machines in flight: contraptions like those I had seen outside. Beneath the screens were panels decked with countless buttons and switches.

There were three persons already in the room. When I was brought in they became very excited; two who had been seated instantly stood up. They fired questions at my captors while they moved around me, inspecting me very curiously. They also attempted to fire questions at me, but I could not understand their language and my attempts to reply sounded grotesque. They prodded and poked me in a manner which suggested that they doubted their own senses. After several minutes of animated discussion their attitude changed. Solicitously, they ushered me to a chair situated before one of the screens, and invited me with a mime of exaggerated politeness to sit down. When I had done so, clumsily, one of them began moving his fingers over the control-panel before me, with incredible speed and dexterity.

“The image of yet another cat-eyed person appeared on the screen. It was clear from his attitude that my image must have been simultaneously relayed to him. A voice emerged from a disc beneath the screen. There was a long and somewhat confused exchange of staccato conversation between the person on the screen and the persons clustering about me. One of my captors began signalling to me furiously, gesturing with his hand in front of his mouth. I inferred that he wanted me to speak, and I did so, haltingly at first but more fluently as he encouraged me to continue. I said that my name was Copplestone, and pointed at my chest in order to make my meaning clear. I then tried to give some account of the experiment which had brought me here. Whenever I hesitated, my interrogator-in-chief resumed his urgent signing.

“Just as I had mastered the art of walking by dint of practising, so my speech improved by degrees. Within a few minutes I was enunciating clearly enough, although my voice still sounded unreasonably deep and slow. After some twelve or fifteen minutes the one who had taken charge held up his hand. He then began playing with the control-board again. After a few moments, I heard the sound of my own voice emerging from the speaker. I winced at the uncouth tone. Embarrassment left me little space to wonder at the fact that my words had been so accurately recorded – and my wonderment was banished entirely when the recording was interrupted by another voice, which said: ‘Anglish. Is Anglish.’

“I looked up at the image of the man on the screen, but he was not speaking. Like me, he was listening – but he was looking at me eagerly, avid for some response. The voice which had spoken was as hollow and hoarse and distorted as mine, but that was presumably mere imitation. ‘English,’ I said, correcting the pronunciation. ‘The language is English.’

“The words were immediately repeated back to me. The voice, I realized, was an echo of my own, presumably produced by a machine which, with the resources I had provided, had contrived to identify the language which I spoke. That was the moment when it finally came home to me what resources these people had – and made me wonder whether they were invaders from some other world who had conquered, subdued and made prey of mankind. The man on the screen spoke, and there was a brief pause before what I assume to be a translation of his words emerged in English from the speaker: ‘We understand,’ he said. ‘Your language is preserved in the memory banks. Where have you come from?’

“ ‘My name is Copplestone,’ I repeated. ‘I am a timeshadow. My own body lies unconscious . . .” I intended to say in the city of London, in the year 1895, but I never got the chance.

“ ‘What is timeshadow?’ demanded the other, sharply. ‘Explain!’

“ ‘I am a man of the past,’ I said. ‘Your world is my future; this timeshadow is the means by which I can look into it.’

“This was translated, but the person on the screen seemed deeply confused. He uttered a single brief syllable, which the machine rendered into English as: ‘Impossible.’

“ ‘As you can see,’ I retorted, stiffly ‘it is not impossible. I am here. What kind of man are you?’

“ ‘No man,’ replied the other, with apparent contempt, as soon as the machine had translated my words. ‘We are overmen.’

“It was my turn to say: ‘What are overmen? Explain!’

“It was, I think, the translation machine itself that responded, not the man on the screen. ‘Members of dominant species,’ it said. ‘Endproducts of earthly evolution.’

“ ‘What year is this?’ I asked. ‘How long has it been since my kind were emperors of the earth? How many thousands of years?’

“The man on the screen – or, rather, the overman on the screen – shook his head in bewilderment. I took what further comfort I could from the fact that whatever technical miracles were his to command, the science of casting a timeshadow did not seem to be among them.

“ ‘I came to this world,’ I said, ‘to see what time would make of Homo sapiens, man the wise. I came to see what triumphs and glories lay in store for my own kind. If the earth has passed into the care of overmen who use their fellows as cattle and milk them of their life-blood, then the news which I must carry back with me is dire and terrible.’ I added, as my resolution faltered: ‘I must hope, I suppose, that this is nothing but an opium-dream.’

“While he waited for this speech to be translated the person on the screen grew much more thoughtful. When he replied, he spoke in a level tone which the translation-machine reproduced. ‘The lovers of daylight are not our kind, not our fellows. In the long-gone days before they became our docile herds, they were our deadliest enemies. Is that truly what you are: a wild and savage man from the dawn of history?’ It seemed that the translation machine was having some slight trouble with the concept man.

“ ‘Some of the men of my time are wild and savage,’ I told him. ‘Some, it is said, still have the cannibal habit, but I am a civilized . . .’

“I intended to say far more but the world was turning to mist around me, dissolving into darkness. I felt that I was falling into an infinite abyss . . . and when I eventually awoke again, I was all a-tremble in my true body, and Dr W***** was busy reassuring himself that I was fit and well, or at least alive and sensible.”

VII

Copplestone’s voice had remained steady, but his body was now slumped in his armchair in a fashion which suggested that he was on the point of exhaustion. As I looked around I could see that I was not the only one anxious on his behalf. I saw, too, that the young man who had spoken to me about the resemblances between Copplestone’s tale and his own was very eager to make his complaint generally known, but his curly-haired companion restrained him.

“I think, Dr Copplestone,” said the dark-complexioned young man, “that it might be as well to clear up one puzzling point before we hear the continuation of your story. My friend and I have been struck by the similarity between your account of the far future and a series of speculative articles recently published in the National Observer. We cannot help but wonder whether your visionary experience might be reproducing – unwittingly, no doubt – a distorted version of these articles, which you might have read or heard discussed.”

I watched Copplestone’s face very closely. If it were true, I thought, then the distortions of his tale might also have a commonplace source, and the parts of the story which most interested me might also have been borrowed – wittingly or not – from Arminius Vambery, presumably via Bram Stoker. The professor, however, seemed genuinely surprised by Mr Shiel’s suggestion.

“I have read no such articles,” he said. “There are so many periodicals in circulation these days that I can hardly keep track of their titles, let alone their contents. My experiments have taken up almost all of my time these last few months, and I have had little contact with anyone save for my servants and Dr W*****. I certainly do not recall discussing anything of this kind, or hearing it discussed, and I am certain that I would have paid careful attention to any such discussion. There were, I recall, some articles issued a little over a year ago in the Pall Mall Budget which Dr W***** did bring to my attention. One was entitled ‘The Man of the Year Million’, another ‘The Extinction of Man’. I thought them fascinating, but . . .”

“They too were mine!” the pale young man interposed, unable to keep silent any longer. “All of this is mine!”

“Yours?” Copplestone’s amazement seemed sincere enough. “I am sorry, then, that I did not recognize your name when you were introduced to me. Your presence here is a happy coincidence.”

“It is not entirely coincidental,” confessed the pale young man’s friend. “I suppose that you contacted me because you remembered my interest in certain matters on which your story has touched, expressed en passant in conversations we had before I went to Derbyshire. Having so recently returned, I had no intimate acquaintance I might bring with me, so I wrote to Mr Wells – whom I hardly know, save by repute – because I knew of his very similar interests. I dare say that there are others here who came with some kind of predisposition to be intrigued. Crookes and Tesla presumably came to hear your accounts of the electrical machinery of the future. Mr Wilde and his friend might well be interested in your visionary method – although I have had some experience of opium myself, and I must say that your experience does not seem to me to have the least resemblance to an opium dream.”

“I think he has confused you with Count Stenbock,” Wilde whispered to me. “A man born and nursed in the colonies can hardly be expected to be able to tell one Count from another.” I forbore to point out that it might be his own reputation which had led the young man to suppose that we had an intimate interest in the quest for les paradis artificiels.

“My experience was certainly no opium dream,” Copplestone said. “It was careless of me to introduce such a simile. My time machine is a compound of a very different chemical class, which sharpens very different sensibilities. I wonder if it is possible that Mr Wells has the kind of natural gift which can perceive the future – albeit dimly – even without such assistance. Except that . . .”

I saw the white-beared man of science nod with satisfaction at hearing his own hypothesis repeated, but his companion scowled. Mr Tesla presumably thought that one improbability was now being piled atop another. Given that there was a much more ordinary way by which Mr Wells’s ideas could have influenced Dr Copplestone, I was half-inclined to agree with him. And yet, Copplestone’s story did seem sincere.

Copplestone, after pausing briefly to reflect, began again. “May I ask, sir,” he said to the excitable young man, “whether your story continues beyond a point parallel to that which my own has reached?”

“In the National Observer version, no,” Wells replied. “but I have now completed a revised version which is somewhat longer. But even if the continuation of your adventure reproduces that part of the story, the similarity might still be accountable. Henley has seen it, and half a dozen others. There are a dozen ways the rumour could have got around.”

“That is a pity,” said Copplestone. “It would have been more interesting had there been no possible way for me to have knowledge of it. I wonder, however, whether our stories will continue to run along parallel paths, or whether they diverge. May I ask whether your story deals, after the fashion of your earlier essays, with the man of the year million and the extinction of man?”

“Only the latter,” said the young man, a little suspiciously. “The extinction of man on earth is, of course, inevitable and must be the end-point of any future history. As the sun gradually fades to a mere ember, as it must while it exhausts the fuel of its combustion, the surface of the earth will become uninhabitable by life as we know it – and that is how my story concludes. Men may find habitats elsewhere, of course, but on earth their day will be done in a million years, or a few millions at most.”

“That is most interesting,” said Copplestone, judiciously. “My account of the future also includes the extinction of man, but man’s successors continue to thrive. I think that if you will agree to be patient for a while, you might find that any resemblance between your story and mine will disappear by degrees.”

“If I may say so,” Wilde interposed, mildly, “this digression is unhelpful. There will be time enough to discuss the possible provenance of your story when we have heard it all, and I am perfectly happy – as Mr Wells must surely be – to accept your word that no deliberate borrowing of ideas has taken place.”

Mr Wells shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose I should accept the similarity as an endorsement of my own powers of foresight,” he muttered, sarcastically. He seemed to take little comfort in the notion that other prophets might come forward – an entire legion of them, if Copplestone’s formula were ever to be published – to testify to the accuracy of his story. There was an understandable conflict between his desire to be reckoned an accurate prophet and his desire to be reckoned an original artist.

“I am glad that Mr Wells has brought the matter of the similarity between my story and his to our attention,” Copplestone said, “but I think that we should press on. If there is no objection, I will continue my story.”

There was no objection. I was evidently not the only one who did not relish the thought that the business might take all night.

“For the purposes of my second excursion in far futurity I increased the dosage of the drug by a third,” Copplestone said. “The after-effects of my first expedition were relatively mild, and I thought the risk justified. I had no way of knowing exactly how far into the future my first expedition had taken me, but I hoped that I would now be able to span several times as many years.

“I found myself once again standing on a hillside lit by a warm summer sun. I was reassured by the daylight, but I knew that I would have to face nightfall eventually, and that if the world were still ruled by the vampire race I had encountered in my first expedition I was certain to encounter them again. I was dressed exactly as I had been before. Although my timeshadow was just as cumbersome I now understood how to adapt, and when I began to walk I soon felt reasonably competent and fairly comfortable. While I cultivated a normal gait I practised pronouncing familiar syllables, schooling my voice until I could produce an acceptable version of the English language. I did not suppose for an instant that anyone I met might be able to understand any words I spoke, but I wanted to avoid the embarrassment of seeming stupidly inarticulate.

“After ten or twelve minutes I became aware of the fact that a particular insect, about the size of a house-fly, was always close to my head. I tried to shoo it away, but it evaded my flapping hand, and circled around just beyond my reach. When I walked faster, the insect accelerated. I could not see it with perfect clarity because it was perpetually on the move, but it obviously was not a fly or bee. In the end, I decided to ignore the creature. I came to a sluggish and murky stream, and turned to walk along its bank. I followed the course of the meandering stream until I came to the rim of a little waterfall, where it tumbled into a pool some five feet below. There I saw a strange figure kneeling to drink from the pool. To my astonishment, I saw that it was a satyr: a male creature with the torso and belly of a man the hindquarters of a goat.

“The creature’s head was very hairy, and two small horns projected from his forehead. The only thing which did not quite match the classical image of a satyr was his feet, which were more massive than a goat’s although they seemed as horny as hooves. He was slight of stature and slender in the body, but his face somehow gave the impression of extreme age. How can this be the future? I asked myself. It could not even be the past, into which I might have slipped had my timeshadow been displaced in the wrong direction, for satyrs are figments of the human imagination: creatures born of superstitious fantasy. To encounter fauns as well as vampires is surely proof positive that all this is a mere dream. My disappointment was, however, alleviated by curiosity. Well, I thought, If I am removed to Hesiod’s Age of Gold, I must make the most of it.

“I must have been staring at the creature for ten seconds before he suddenly became aware of my presence and turned to look up at me. I could not easily read his expression, so I could not tell how astonished he might be by the sight of me, but at least he did not start with alarm and flee in panic. He stood up slowly, and stared at me as steadily as I was staring at him. Then he threw back his head and uttered a loud sound, which seemed far less human than his head or legs – a sound resembling the note of some huge musical instrument like a church organ. I quickly realized that the cry must have been a summons, or at least an invitation. From the trees around the clearing other figures appeared.

“In Greek myth, if I remember rightly, fauns and satyrs were exclusively male, and their chief delight was the pursuit of delicately human-seeming nymphs. Here, though, there were females of the species too, and children. The females were less shaggy in the shanks, and the hair on their heads was less coarse, but no one seeing them in daylight could possibly have mistaken them for humans. Within the space of a few minutes a company of thirteen gathered, five of which were little ones. They did not menace me in any way. Like the one who had summoned them, they simply stared, with frank curiosity. I scrambled down the bank. At the bottom, which I reached rather too hurriedly, I sprawled in a most ungainly fashion. I was not winded, but I could not immediately rise, and one of the fauns approached me tentatively, his hand outstretched. I took it, and he helped me up. I was a foot taller than he, but he was very strong.

“ ‘Thank you,’ I said, letting go of his slender, warm fingers. The sound of my voice, so different from his own, did not alarm him. He continued to stare up into my eyes, so intently that I wished I could read his unhuman expression.

“The bushes parted again, and another creature came out. This one was of another kind. He was much taller than the dwarfish fauns, and far more manlike in the face, but as his hindquarters emerged from the undergrowth which at first concealed them I saw that he too was only half-human. He was a centaur of sorts, although his lower body did not much resemble that of a horse; it was more like that of a sleek brown bear. Like all the rest he stood still and stared at me from a distance, reaching up with an oddly delicate hand to stroke his lank brown beard. Then he spoke, or seemed to speak, to the satyr who had sounded the summons. His voice was not in the least manlike, nor did it resemble the whinnying of a horse; again, it was like a series of profound notes sounded by a musical instrument. The faun replied, but I cannot say whether their speech was meaningful.

“Again the thought occurred to me that perhaps I had made a mistake and cast my timeshadow into the distant past, before the race of men came into being, and that my mind had seen fit to populate its emptiness according to the imagination of the first story-tellers. Then I wondered whether the images of the past which ancient societies possessed might have been based on misinterpretations of the glimpses of the distant future which their seers had caught. The most gifted among their priest-magicians must always have had the power to journey into the farther reaches of time, but they had never been able to stabilise their timeshadows as I had contrived to do. It was easily understandable that those ancient visionaries had located the Golden Age in the past rather than the future, and made it part of their fantasies of Creation and Descent. This notion raised my spirits. I became convinced once more that I was in an actual future, perhaps the one and only future of destiny. But was there more to this future than gentle and uncommunicative chimeras? Had I any chance of finding out what had happened during the gulf of time which separated this seemingly happy era from that in which vampires had ruled the world?

“Impulsively, I stepped towards the centaur, and reached out my hand as though to clasp his. He did not shy away, but nor did he reach out in friendship. His face showed no detectable expression. He is an animal, I thought, despite his human features, but he does not fear me! Either he is perfectly tame or he thinks me one of his own kind, a freakish cousin. I stepped back so that I could look at all the assembled crowd. I raised my arms, palms open, in a gesture which was intended to signal farewell and reassurance. I felt a slight thrill of triumph as they copied me. With the sole exception of the tiniest child, they raised their arms exactly as I had done. Their imitation suggested to me a kind of kinship which ran far deeper than any partial similarity of form.

“At that moment, however, I was reminded once again of the insect which had kept close company with me since my arrival. It now descended to fly around my head, buzzing more loudly than before – and it was no longer alone. Within seconds there were a dozen of the tiny flying things, and then hundreds. I flapped my arms reflexively, and although I half-closed my eyes against the imagined assault I saw that the satyrs and the centaur had similarly began to swat the air. This time their gestures were not mere imitation; the hollow was beset by a coalescing cloud, and the air itself seemed to be abuzz with all-pervading sound. The centaur and his companions turned to run away, possessed by a panic which the sight of me had failed to induce. They ran away from the stream, into the depths of the wood, but I ran a different way.

“I, and I alone, was pursued by the swarm. It was as difficult to run in this world as it had been in the earlier one, and I knew immediately that I could not possibly outrun the tiny things which buzzed around my head, but my fear was unreasoning. I must have blundered on for several hundred yards before I caught my foot upon a trailing root and stumbled. I fell to my knees, still flailing my arms. It seemed that my flailing was not without effect, for there were not so many of the insects about my head now. They were moving ahead of me, as though to anticipate the resumption of my headlong flight, and I cursed their apparent determination to block my way. While I remained where I was, trying hard to catch my breath, I saw that the whole vast swarm was now coming together. The vague cloud began to take on a definite shape, which became ever more distinct.

“As I lowered my arms I saw that the shape which the cloud of insects was assuming was approximately human. While I watched, more astonished than before, it seemed that they ceased to be insects at all, and became the cells of an upright body: an animate bronze statue, its surface as smooth as silk. My terror did not abate; I could not conceive that any being supernaturally distilled from a horde of noxious insects could be anything but loathsome and malevolent. I lost my head completely. When I managed to get to my feet, I hurled myself at the monster, striking out violently with my fists, as though to batter it to the ground – but my blows passed clean through it. Its myriad components flew apart as I struck at it, presenting no resistance.

“I fell again, more heavily this time. The swarm coalesced again into the hideous golem, which seemed to be a mocking reflection of my own form. It had my height and my girth, and it did not seem to me that this was mere coincidence. Then, in a travesty of the gesture which the faun had made when I slipped down the bank into the hollow, it stretched out a ‘hand’, offering to help me up. I simply stared at the horrible thing, paralysed by fear. It slowly lowered the proffered arm. Then it opened its brazen mouth and spoke. The syllables were as deep and as hoarse and as hollow as the words which had spilled from my own mouth while I practised the art of pronunciation, but they were quite distinct and there was no mistaking the name that they pronounced.

“ ‘Cop-ple-stone!’ said the monster, laboriously. ‘Cop-ple-stone!’ ”

VIII

“Had my anxiety been capable of increase, the fact that the monster could pronounce my name might have sent yet another thrill of terror coursing through my attenuated form, but my distress was absolute. But as time passed without my being rent or crushed by those metallic hands, puzzlement gradually took command of my thoughts and drove panic out.

“ ‘How do you know my name?” I demanded. “Can you read my thoughts?”

“The golem waved its arm in what seemed to be a negative gesture.

“ ‘Copplestone,’ it said, speaking with a little more assurance now that it had heard my reply. ‘Are you Copplestone?’

“ ‘That is my name,’ I said. ‘How do you know it?’ The golem took a step towards me, but I did not flinch; by speaking to it I had accepted it as a thinking being. It reached out again, and this time I took its hand. It felt as hard as polished metal, but was not cold. I had the impression that it was very strong. The tiny things which had combined to make it had knitted together perfectly to make a single seamless body.

“ ‘Thank you,’ I said, as I came to my feet. ‘What are you?’

“It did not reply. I stood face to face with it now, and I looked into its eyes. They were black orbs, of a subtly different texture from the surrounding bronze, infinitely more alien than the eyes of the faun or the eyes of the centaur. Its cheeks were contoured like a man’s, although I could not believe that there were similar muscles beneath the outer tegument, and it had a nose of sorts. Its mouth was a black slit.

“ ‘Copplestone,’ it said, yet again. ‘You are Copplestone.’

“ ‘How do you know me?’ I countered. I wondered whether something as strange as this automaton made of insects could be a product of my own fevered imagination.

“The golem opened its arms wide, as if to embrace me. ‘Come,’ it said.

“ ‘Where to?’ I asked – but the golem did not want me to go with it; it merely wanted me to step into its embrace. When I would not do so, it stepped forward to take me. Its countless units came apart again, but it did not break up into a flying swarm; instead, it flowed around and over me, enclosing me. It formed a new body around my own, fitting itself about me like a suit of living armour – but it had the courtesy, or the common sense, to leave my face uncovered. I could breathe and I could see.

“I moved, not by my own volition but according to the will of the entity which enclosed me. It began to run, swiftly accelerating its pace to a sprint. Had I tried to achieve such a velocity using the ghostly muscles of my timeshadow it would have required enormous effort, but because the motive force was provided by my captor I felt for the first time that I really was a kind of phantom, lighter than the air. Thus cocooned, I was taken through the forest for many a mile, but we came before very long to a clearing where stood a huge iron mast, a number of low huts, and several strange machines with rounded bodies and long tails, each with four long horizontal vanes on top and four much smaller ones arranged vertically at the extremity of the tail.

“I expected to be taken to one of the huts, but I was brought instead to one of these machines. My suit of armour opened a hatch in the belly of one of them, and climbed in. It was very dark inside. I ended in a sitting position, and my armour flowed away again, to leave me largely uncovered. I was still secured by bands about my arms, legs and waist. My ears were filled with a sound like the droning of a million insects. A sinking sensation in my stomach told me that the machine in whose belly I was now enclosed was lifting from the ground, and I knew that I had simply been transferred from one prison to another, from a running-machine to a flying-machine. The hatchway through which I had entered the machine had closed, and I was in darkness for two or three minutes, but then light returned. It was not diffuse light, like the artificial phosphorescence which had lit the town and the Underworld of my previous vision; it was localized within a space in front of my head. It was as though I were looking into an illuminated aquarium, but there were no fish swimming there. Instead, there was a disembodied head.

“The head seemed undiscomfited by its detachment. Its features were animated and not unhandsome, but I knew immediately that it was not a man. I recognized the pallid complexion, the blackish lips and the cat-like eyes. It was an overman, or the simulacrum of an overman.

“ ‘Are you truly Copplestone?’ the face said. At any rate, those were the words which came from a speaker somewhere above the image; the dark lips moved to pronounce quite different syllables, and I inferred that some kind of translation machine was again being used.

“ ‘I am,’ I replied, hoarsely.

“ ‘From what time do you come, Copplestone?’ he asked.

“ ‘From the nineteenth century Anno Domini,’ I told him.

“The expression on his face shifted, and he seemed perplexed. There followed a long hesitation. I realized that if he somehow had access to the substance of the conversation I had had with his remote ancestor, so many thousands of years before, he could only know a little about me.

“ ‘I am Edward Copplestone,’ I told him, proudly. ‘I am the pioneer of the exploration of the future. Others will doubtless follow where I have led, but none can come from any earlier time for more than the fleetest moment. Is that why you set your insectile machines to keep watch for my timeshadow? Is that why I am a miracle in your eyes?’

“ ‘Tell me the exact day and hour from which you came,’ said the disembodied head, in a peremptory fashion.

“I was suddenly struck by a fit of suspicion, and hesitated before replying. ‘Why do you want to know?’ I asked.

“He frowned – an unmistakable gesture of annoyance. ‘Answer,’ he said.

“He does not know what I am, I thought. Perhaps my secret was lost, But if so, how? What prevented me from making it known and giving all mankind the power to send timeshadows into the future? Is it possible that this creature desires to know my point of origin in order to take action against me, to prevent my revealing what I know about the fate which awaits mankind? Can these overmen be so worldly wise as to reach backwards through time to annul events which might threaten their victory over mankind? The head still wanted its answer, but I decided that I must be cautious until I knew more.

“ ‘I have questions of my own,’ I replied, ‘and little time to ask them. You must know a great deal already about my world, while I know nothing at all about yours, save that your kind once reduced mine to the level of mere cattle, which you milked for blood. Why are you so curious about me, when all the curiosity should be on my side?’

“He looked at me very carefully, as though he could not make up his mind what to say. He seemed remarkably unintelligent, considering all the marvellous machines which he had at his disposal. Was he, I wondered, no more than a machine himself – another golem, of limited intellectual performance?

“ ‘Answer,’ he said, impotently.

“ ‘I am not a fool,’ I told him. ‘I refuse to talk to golems and disembodied heads, if they will not tell me what I ardently desire to know. I am your prisoner, forced to go wherever you care to take me, but I have nothing to say to you unless you will condescend to contribute to my enlightenment.’ The image flickered, as if rippled by the current of my displeasure. The features of the face shifted eerily.

“ ‘Ask,’ said the head, emotionlessly, ‘and I will answer.’

“I felt a surge of triumph, but restrained my exultation.

“ ‘Is yours truly a race of vampires?’ I asked. ‘Did your kind enslave mine, at some point in our mutual history, and reduce the descendants of man to mere animality? Is mankind now extinct?’

“ ‘In a time of trial, thousands of years ago,’ the head reported, ‘your ancestors fought with mine, and were subdued. Once subdued, they were bred for blood and not for brains, and in the space of a few hundred generations became as docile and as unintelligent as cattle or swine. Overmen no longer need the blood of men, but there was no way to return the sentience and intelligence that mankind had lost. My more recent forefathers remade men in the myriad images of ancient human dreams, and gave them a garden in which to live contentedly.’ This recitation was delivered as though it were a dull lecture of no particular substance. There was no trace of emotion in it, nor of apology.

“I was still sorely puzzled as to the origins of the race which called now themselves overmen. ‘If your forefathers were not mine,’ I said to him, ‘where did they come from? Were they invaders from Mars?’

“ ‘Your kind and mine had common ancestors,’ he said. He did not elaborate, and I felt slightly frustrated, wondering whether the inadequacy of the answer was deliberate dissimulation.

“ ‘Are you, then, the children of the vampires of legend?’ I asked. ‘Were your distant ancestors the reanimated corpses of wicked men, returned from the grave to feed upon their brethren?’

“ ‘No,’ he said, flatly. ‘Not that. When do you come from, Copplestone? What moment? What place?’

“ ‘Where are we?’ I countered. The question was prompted because the flying machine had begun to descend again. ‘Where have you brought me?’

“He did not answer. As the machine settled I felt the bonds which had restrained me flowing away. A ramp extended, so that I might let myself down to the ground. The disembodied head had disappeared, and when I reached out my hand I found that there was nothing there but a blank wall.”

“I stepped down from the flying-machine, ready to meet the true masters of this alien future in the flesh.”

IX

Copplestone stopped speaking, more haggard and drawn than he had been before. The doctor had risen, and was at his side. “It’s too much, Ned,” he said, softly. “You cannot go on – not tonight, at any rate.”

“I must,” said Copplestone. “Don’t you see that? I must!”

The professor was clearly distressed. My companions moved uncomfortably in their chairs. Most of them must have been convinced that Copplestone was deranged, but I thought differently. What if it were true? I thought. What if there is truth in this – perhaps polluted by fear and fancy, but truth nevertheless? I, at least, did not want the professor to stop. I wanted to hear the story’s conclusion.

“Tomorrow is another day,” said W*****, firmly.

Copplestone laughed bitterly, but the laugh dissolved into a cough. “I know that,” he whispered. “I must go on. There is so much to explain. I will try to be brief, in the interests of saving my strength.”

I wondered whether he really feared that the inhabitants of the far future might be able to reach back through time and snuff out his life like a candle-flame. Why would they want to, even if they could? Did he think that this was the one and only chance he would have to communicate the secrets he had learned? Could he possibly be arrogant enough to suppose that the entire future of the human race might depend on what he said to us tonight – that destiny itself might be set aside if he could only empower us to act, and save the human race from the fate which awaited it? Whatever the reason, he was determined not to bring his discourse to a close while he still had the strength to speak.

“The sun had set,” he continued, “and twilight had all but faded from the sky. The perch to which the bird-machine had brought me was high on the side of a mountain, and I looked out over a huge plain, covered from horizon to horizon by a vast city. All of its streets and most of its buildings were richly illuminated, and the tallest buildings loomed up above the streets with an awesome grandeur. In the largest buildings light shone within thousands of windows, brighter by far than the diffuse illumination which had leavened the gloom of the barn where the overmen of old bled their human cattle, although it had the same curious blue-violet tint, which my eyes still found uncomfortable.

“I could see tiny flying-machines moving between the buildings. The streets were laid out with remarkable precision, in a vast rectangular grid. Traffic flowed along each and every street in an endless stream, but it was difficult to see any details of the vehicles even though each one lit its own way with twin violet beams. At each intersection the passage of the vehicles was restricted by changing lights which shifted from turquoise to vivid blue to pale violet and back again, in endless succession.

“ ‘Copplestone?’ said a voice behind me, and I turned.

“There were two of them; one male and one female. Their faces resembled the disembodied head which had questioned me during the flight, but these were real individuals of flesh and blood. They were dressed entirely in black, the male in a suit which displayed his contours as closely as my white ‘clothing’ displayed mine, the female in a narrow ankle-length skirt. That touch of quasi-human femininity struck me as a remarkable oddity, and I had to wonder yet again whether it was not the sort of detail which betrayed the influence of my own imagination – evidence that this was, at least in part, a dream.

“The male spoke again, in a voice redolent with wonderment: ‘Are you truly Copplestone?’ He was speaking English, and the words came from his own lips without the aid of any translation-machine, but he pronounced the words as if he were uncertain whether they could possibly mean anything. To him, I was as much a creature of myth as the satyrs and the centaur had been to me. In a world which was to him a long-lost antiquity I had appeared, and disappeared, and there had been no way of knowing whether I would ever return – and yet, there had been hope enough that I might to warrant keeping some kind of watch, even for millennia. And there were overmen with leisure and interest enough to have learned to speak a long-dead language, in order to immerse themselves more fully in the study of a long-dead culture. The female came closer, and reached out a delicate hand to touch my forehead. It was as if she wanted to make sure that I had substance enough to be touched.

“I felt quite calm. All my fear had ebbed away, and I was perfectly composed. Later, I wondered whether I might perhaps have been mesmerized, but at the time I simply accepted my condition as natural, and I cannot say that I saw anything at all in her catlike eyes to make me suspect that her gaze might be making my soul captive. The man led me inside the house as soon as his consort stepped back. Its walls were all curved, without a single corner to be seen, and its tiled roofs were like conical turrets. They took me into a room lit by violet light, but dimmed the light so that it would not hurt my eyes. There were no screens on the walls here, and no control-panels – only furniture of a fairly commonplace kind, and a strange device like a fountain enclosed in a globe of glass, where some dark fluid circulated in an agitated manner. Because of the peculiar lighting I could not judge its colour, but they they took me to stand before it, and told me frankly what it was.

“ ‘We no longer need living beings to manufacture our sustenance,’ said the male. ‘We are masters of all flesh now, and could alter ourselves if we wished it, so that we might eat any and every food – but we are what we are, and this is the nourishment for which nature and history shaped us.” He let some out into a goblet, and drank it, so that I should be certain what he meant, and what he was. There was no renewal of my former horror. I knew what kind of a world I was in, and I understood. My hosts indicated that I should seat myself on a low sofa, and I complied. They apologized for the awkwardness of the conversation which I had had with the disembodied head, explaining that it was a simulacrum, whose capacity for action was limited. They went on to explain a great deal more.

“I learned that the spies set to watch for me were tiny machines of a patient kind, which represented no considerable investment of effort. Even so, it was an effort which only a handful of persons out of the billions who dwelt on the earth thought worthwhile, and the machines had been designed in such a way that I might be brought to people who might be able to speak with me, rather than taking me to some public place where I might be paraded before crowds and exhibited as the marvel I undoubtedly was.

“They explained to me very earnestly that my species had long ago given way to a higher and better one, according to the dictates of the ineluctible laws of evolution, and was now known only by fragmentary relics. They assured me, however, that there had been no war of conquest, in which their kind had risen up against and defeated mine. According to their account, the human race had destroyed its own civilization, and all-but-obliterated its own heritage in a long series of increasingly destructive wars. Everything mankind had built had been destroyed, in the space of little more than a century. Their grasp of our chronology was vague, but they believed that the chain of disasters began in the twentieth century and was complete by the end of the twenty-first. After that, they said, there were no calendars left to chronicle the disastrous decline of once-civilized men into utter barbarity. According to their judgement, the intellectual flowering of our race had been hardly less brief than the life of a mayfly; their civilization, by contrast, had lasted for more than ten thousand years.

“I accepted this news with equanimity, and did not doubt then that I was being told the truth. What they were saying did not seem in the least incredible while I bathed in that purple light, listening to the susurrus of the blood which swirled in the ornamental fountain.

“ ‘You cannot begin to understand,’ the male told me, “how incredible it is that we are conversing with a ghost from the remotest antiquity. No one now believes in the reality of ghosts; we have long since cast such superstitions aside. It will be difficult to persuade our contemporaries that your appearance here is not some kind of cunning deception on our part. The machines we use nowadays are so very clever in manufacturing appearances that there is no proof we could offer that you really are what you seem to be. Indeed, we are acutely aware of the possibility that you are a hoax perpetrated upon us by malicious acquaintances.”

“ ‘I am real,’ I said, oddly helpless in the face of his apparent need for reassurance.

“ ‘Can you possibly imagine,’ he said, very softly, ‘how little has survived into our world from yours? It is not merely the passage of time which has erased the record of your civilization but the extremes of destruction achieved by your own wars. We know only a little more about your nineteenth century than we do about periods two or three thousand years earlier. We have less than a thousand texts written in the language we are now speaking, and almost all of them are incomplete.’

“I could not help but think of Shelley’s poem about the ancient emperor whose shattered statue rested half-buried in a sea of sand, vainly bidding its discoverers to look upon his works and despair.

“ ‘What are you?’ I whispered. ‘How did it come about that your kind became lords of the earth, feeding on the blood of men like me?’

“He was enthusiastic to persuade me that I ought not to think of his ancestors as evil creatures. Had men not been domesticated, he said, the race would have become extinct. He told me that there still remained a possibility that our ultimate descendants might once again become sentient, in a future as remote from his present as his era was from mine. If that came to pass, he said, those new men would reckon his kind the saviours of mankind, not its destroyers.

“ ‘It is the law of life,’ said the female. ‘New species emerge, achieve dominance, and are superseded in their turn.’

“ ‘As you, too, will be superseded,’ I said, with neither irony nor bitterness.

“She shook her head. ‘Not so,’ she said. ‘There is an end to the sequence, when a species becomes master of its own evolution, by obtaining direct technical control over the hereditary material. Your species came close to attaining such control, but destroyed the civilization it had built before it was able to make use of what it had learned. I do not mean to insult you, but our kind is better than yours: we are more rational, less violent. We are not warlike, and we have less capacity for hatred than your kind had. What we have built we have kept. Our mastery of the earth’s biosphere is so complete that we can never be replaced. As you have seen, we have long since ceased to be dependent on the foodstuffs supplied to us by men, and we have adapted ourselves so that we are able to walk abroad in daylight quite comfortably – although we naturally prefer the night.’

“They went on to tell me about the origins of their own kind. They admitted that their remote ancestors were predators who fed on the blood of mammals, including humans, but denied that they were vampires of the kind which featured so luridly in human folklore. Theirs, they said, was a natural species which lived invisibly on the margins of human society by virtue of their powers of mimicry. When I objected that their eyes would make it impossible for them to pass for men, even in the darkness which they favoured over daylight, they assured me that they could alter far more than the shape and colour of their pupils. The female had not seemed to me to be unusually pretty or unusually ugly by human standards, because there was little in her face which could command my attention save for her peculiar complexion and her disconcerting eyes, but now she exerted herself to become more attractive – by human standards, that is. Her cheekbones shifted, and the lines of her face became more distinct; her eyebrows grew darker and her eyelashes longer. The changes were subtle, but quite devastating.

“She laughed delightedly when she saw my reaction. ‘So I can do it!’ she said, as though she had not dared to believe it. ‘What an atavism I am! Is this truly the lure that my foremothers used for the seduction of human brutes?’ She began to change again, this time far more ambitiously. I watched emotionlessly as her skin coarsened and became hairy. Her nose was elogated into a snout, her hands changed into paws and her legs shrivelled. She completed the transformation into the likeness of a huge wolf, but began to change back almost immediately. As soon as her face was once again capable of bearing a smile she grinned very broadly. She was pleased with herself.

“I took the appropriate inference readily enough; I understood what various means her remote ancestors had used to capture their prey, and why the only record of their existence which existed in the nineteenth century was a mere whisper of legend, heavily polluted by nightmarish fantasy.

“I understood the awful truth – and the hideous danger which lurked unseen in my own world.”

X

“ ‘So your ancestors were not merely vampires but also werewolves,’ I said to them. ‘It is a wonder that you did not rule the world long before my own day. Or were the rumours of your invulnerability greatly exaggerated?’

“ ‘Not greatly,’ said the male. ‘The shapeshifting abilities our ancestors had were associated with considerable powers of self-repair and immunity to most diseases, but . . . how well do you understand the mechanisms of evolution?’

“ ‘I understand the theory of natural selection very well,’ I told him.

“ ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘you will understand that in the economics of evolution there is a correlation between lifespan and reproductive fecundity. Most natural species invest almost all of their energy in profligate reproduction, because it is easier for an organism to lay a thousand eggs than to preserve a few individuals against the destructive pressures of the environment; nevertheless, evolution eventually produced organisms which exploited the reproductive advantages of parental care, and had by necessity to become more long-lived and more cunning. You will understand why humans must invest a far greater proportion of their energy in self-repair and self-preservation than most lower organisms – and why the species destined to replace mankind was even longer-lived, and produced even fewer offspring. For hundreds of thousands of years, while humans lived as hunter-gatherers, their total numbers were stable, and the number of my ancestors steadily increased. But when humans underwent the spectacular population explosion which followed the discovery of agriculture, my ancestors were ill-equipped by nature to keep up. It was not until the catastrophic fall of the fragile human empire that they were enabled to emerge from hiding and claim their birthright.’

“I immediately realized that I had acquired information which might be of incalculable value, provided only that the future which I had contrived to see was a future of contingency rather than a future of destiny. If I could warn my fellow men of the fate which awaited them and prompt them to take action, their reduction to the hideously ignominious status which I had glimpsed during my first expedition might yet be avoided.

“ ‘I know what you are thinking,’ said the female. ‘But I urge you to remember that were it not for my kind, yours would have become extinct. You must abandon all thought of alerting your fellows to the presence in their midst of my kind. At best, they would think you mad; at worst, you might ensure the extinction of all intelligent life on earth.’

“ ‘And our kind did triumph,’ added the male, ‘for are we not here?’ He, evidently, believed that his was the future of destiny – but how could he believe otherwise, even if his world were no more than a phantom of contingency? He could hardly be expected to accept the possibility that he and the cosmos which contained him were mere figments of my imagination, although that seemed plausible enough to me.

“ ‘You must understand,’ said the female, ‘that the only hope for the future of your species rests with ours. We are masters of nature now, and it is in our power to make of mankind what we will. What you saw today in the forest is but one more chapter in a continuing story, and there may yet be a new ascent of man to sentience and civilization.’

“Why, I wondered, was she so anxious to make this point? For the first time, I wondered whether I might have been mesmerized, and whether my two generous hosts might be exerting themselves to impress some kind of command upon my dulled mind.

“ ‘No!’ I said. ‘I will not . . .’ But I felt myself slipping away from that peculiar discussion into darkness.

“ ‘No!’ cried the male. ‘You must not go! There is so much more we have to say, so much more we need to learn . . . Stay, I beg you!’ He did not seem to realize that I had no control over the duration of my expedition.

“I awoke, and found Dr W***** beside me, anxiously assisting me to wakefulness. I was, I fear, in a parlous state . . .”

It seemed that the memory of that parlous state was sufficient to recall it, for even as Copplestone spoke he began to perspire very freely, and the tremor in his hands grew into a convulsion which shook his whole body. Although he tried with all his might to remain where he was, he slid from his chair on to the carpet. The doctor and the curly-haired young man both sprang to his aid, but they could not straighten him out, let alone deliver him from the fit. So completely had the professor’s narrative captivated me that I could not help but wonder whether this might be the wrath of the unborn inhabitants of an unmade future, recoiling from the uncertain mists of time to strike at the man who threatened the very possibility of their existence. In that instant, I desired with all my heart to be part of a crucial moment in the history of this world and the million futures which might conceivably proceed from it. I longed to forget my own petty embarrassments and heartaches.

It cannot possibly be a tissue of petty lies, I told myself. What an adventure the man has had! Even if it has wrecked him, body and soul, has it not been worth it? What traveller ever had such a tale to tell?

In time, the fit ran its course. It left Copplestone was unconscious, but seemingly at peace. In the meantime, I arrived at certain conclusions, and made certain decisions. From that moment on, whatever the destiny of the world might be, mine was set in stone.

“I am very sorry,” the doctor said. “You all know how desperate Copplestone was to tell the whole of his story, but I do not think there any possibility of his being able to continue. He must be allowed to sleep. Perhaps those of you who have no other engagements might care to return at eight o’clock tomorrow, so that Copplestone can acquaint you then with the substance of his third . . . shall I say vision?”

I could not find it in my heart to admire W*****’s pedantry. He was not a fool, but he was blind to the riches of Copplestone’s achievement. They all were, even the most brilliant of them. The men of letters could only see it as a bold fiction, the men of science as a wild farrago of superstitions. I was the only one who could see hope in it.

Everyone agreed that what the doctor proposed was the best course. The manservant and the doctor removed Copplestone to his bedroom while the rest of us made preparations for our departure.

“Well,” Wilde said to me, “we have had our money’s worth, have we not? What a magnificent liar the man is! If he had not told us of his long experiments with mind-addling drugs I would immediately have proclaimed him a genius, but I fear that he has relied too much on the power of chemical hallucination to be given all the credit for his accomplishments. Even so, it is a fabulous tale! I wish I had the courage to steal it, but the altercation between our host and young Wells has made me wary. Still, it might be worth doing, given that the deftness of my hand could improve it out of all recognition . . .”

“Be careful, Oscar,” I said, making a feeble attempt to mimic his witty manner of speech. “You might start a fashion, and then where would we be? Every Tom, Dick and Harry would be producing visions of the future. Within a dozen years we’d have a thousand different fever-dreams to choose from.”

“True,” he said. “It’s probably best to leave such things to Mr Wells – that way the fad will surely be stillborn.”

As we put on our coats and hats the conversation continued in a muted fashion. Apart from myself only the British scientist had brought his own carriage, but he and I offered to accommodate all our fellow guests in our spare seats. On comparing destinations it became obvious that the most convenient use of our resources would be for the two young men to travel with Crookes and Tesla while I took the others. W***** and his dour companion were headed for Baker Street, which was very near, and only a little out of my way. I had already resolved to pay a short visit to Piccadilly before returning home.

There was some delay while the doctor convinced himself that Copplestone could safely be left to the care of his servants, and in the end he had to hurry out to the carriage, where his friend had already taken his seat. I tried to dismount for politeness’ sake but the doctor – who was fumbling at his coat-buttons – cannoned into me and dropped his bag. We both bent to pick it up, and collided yet again. I took advantage of the confusion to pluck the envelope containing Copplestone’s formula out of his jacket, as slickly as the best pickpocket in Paris. I slipped it unobtrusively into my coat. As soon as we were under way, I asked the doctor what he thought of Copplestone’s remarkable adventures.

“I reserve my judgement,” he said. “But I’ll say this much – if he cannot be persuaded to give up this damnable drug, I fear for his very life. He simply will not understand how ill he is.”

“And you, sir?” I asked his friend, who had hardly said a word all evening. “What is your opinion?”

He looked at me very steadily with his solemn grey eyes. “It is the strangest tale I have ever heard,” he said, gravely, “but I pride myself on my scrupulous use of logic, and I find it difficult to accept the reality of the art of prophecy. It is easier by far to believe it the record of a sequence of hallucinations. I would be interested, however, to hear your opinion of what we have heard.”

“I hardly know what to make of it,” I said, in a calculatedly off-hand manner. “I have neither Wilde’s love of fabulation nor Wells’s intense interest in the distant future of mankind – and I had difficulty following parts of the narrative. English is not my first language.”

“Nor, I think, is French,” said the doctor’s friend, “although your accent has more of Paris in it than echoes of your native land, and your clothes were purchased there. Some of your consonants sound Slavic, but whatever its origin might really be, Lugard is certainly not a Slavic name. I have known only one other man with a physiognomy similar to yours, and he claimed to be Russian – unfortunately, his name and title proved to be false, and I never did manage to ascertain his true origins. Like yourself, he was an uncommonly fastidious man, who took little or no pleasure in food and wine, and found tobacco smoke distasteful.”

I was not at all amused by this speech, which seemed more than slightly insulting. It was on the tip of my tongue to say that I hoped he did not suspect my name and title of being false, but I knew only too well that one should never tempt fate in such a fashion.

“Come come, H*****,” said the doctor, uncomfortably. “This isn’t one of your damned investigations.” He, at least, was conscious that acceptance of the hospitality of my carriage carried a certain burden of obligation.

“It is ingrained in the nature of Englishmen to dislike everything foreign,” observed Wilde, with mocking disingenuity. “I fear, Count, that you will find many people in London morbidly fascinated by the fact that you hail from somewhere east of Calais.”

“I meant no offence!” protested the doctor’s friend, with apparent sincerity. “I was merely indulging my curiosity.”

In order to change the subject, I turned to Wilde and asked him what he made of young Mr Wells and his inordinately bleak vision of the future.

“Young men often dally with an extreme bleakness of outlook,” Wilde answered. “They think it romantically interesting. In fact, it is merely the measure of their own cowardice in the face of the stings and darts of outrageous fortune. If they are fortunate, they learn to grasp life’s nettle. If not, they gradually transform themselves into pusillanimous old men weighed down by acrid regret – and need no shapeshifting gift to accomplish the metamorphosis.”

The doctor and his neurasthenic companion would not join in the conversation; their minds were obviously on other matters. It was of no consequence; the carriage was turning and slowing down.

“Here is Baker Street,” I said, mildly. “Tell me where you want to be set down.”

Our au revoirs were polite enough, but a trifle frosty.
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“Forgive them, dear boy,” said Wilde, once we were under way once again, “for they know not what they are. A consulting detective, indeed! I am by no means devoid of conceit, as you know, but such a tedious delusion is hardly worth entertaining – and yet W***** is as famous a literary man, in his own way, as I am. Do you read The Strand at all?”

I confessed that I did not. “As Copplestone rightly says,” I added, “there are so many periodicals these days.”

“And the only ones worth reading are in French,” he agreed, mournfully. “Even Lane’s Yellow Book is conspicuously thin-blooded. I wish it were not so difficult to obtain the Mercure in London. Now there one may find dreams which have delicacy of form as well as bravery of vision. The best French writers always display an appropriate nicety, even when they treat such brutal themes as the vampire. The French vampires of Nodier and Gautier are far more beguiling than their English kin.”

“Are there any English vampires?” I asked.

“Not so very many,” he replied. “In prose, there is little more than that ludicrous excrescence which Polidori tried to pass off as Byron’s, and the interminable penny-dreadful adventures of the appalling Varney. There is Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ of course, but Le Fanu is yet another Trinity man. I believe Stoker is enthusiastically researching the history and folklore of vampirism, so I dare say the world may soon be over-blessed with Anglo-Irish vampires. You will not understand this, being a civilized man of the world, but Trinity is a Protestant college in the heart of a Catholic country, built on an ancient cesspit, and it provides uncommonly fertile ground for the growth of feverish tales of exotic outsiders. The Anglo-Irish sometimes think themselves more English than the English, because they have to strive so hard to avoid being Irish, but the English will never support their pretence.”

I could not fully appreciate the bitter undercurrent of feeling which underlay this flippant commentary, but the mention of Stoker reminded me that Copplestone had thought of inviting him to hear the story he had just related. Wilde’s revelation that Stoker might be thinking of writing a vampire story might provide the explanation of that fact, but I was by no means happy to learn it. What unfortunate inspiration, I wondered, might Arminius Vambery have communicated to Stoker?

“Do you know anything about this project of Stoker’s?” I asked.

Wilde shrugged. He had turned his face away, as though to look out of the window of the carriage. “Not a great deal,” he said. “I told you earlier – we no longer see one another.”

“Oh yes,” I murmured, without thinking. “You once liked his wife.”

“Loved,” said Wilde, acidly. “I would have married her myself, but for the twin fears of poverty and the pox. And now . . .” He trailed off. I was amazed that he said so much. He was tired, and he had had more than a little to drink, but even a man as naturally garrulous as he would surely never have said such a thing in the normal course of conversation with a man he hardly knew. It was not difficult, though, to follow the abandoned line of argument. An Ideal Husband had been running for a week and The Importance of Being Earnest was in rehearsal. Wilde was set fair for great fame and fortune, and his future was surely brighter by far than Stoker’s, whatever their comparative prospects had been ten or twenty years ago. As for fear of the pox, if he meant by that what I thought he meant then he must have overcome that fear by the time he married Constance Lloyd. Conventional wisdom, I knew, taught that a man diagnosed with syphilis must take the mercury treatment and suffer two years’ abstinence from sexual intercourse.

“Oscar,” I said, on impulse, “I fear that I may not be able to remain in London very long.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because certain rumours will doubtless follow me from Paris. I think your friend Stoker has heard them already, and he is sure to repeat them if he discovers that I am here – and I fear that Mr H*****’s infernal curiosity will easily root them out, if he has the inclination to try.”

“I wish I could say that I never listen to rumours,” he said, carelessly, “but I always do. I am the subject of so many, and although I pretend to like it . . . as it happens, I am thinking of going away myself. A clairvoyante I know has foretold that I shall make a pilgrimage to Algeria, and now I have Copplestone’s assurance that such prophecies ought to be taken seriously I dare not flout my destiny. Perhaps you ought to come with us.”

“Us?” I queried.

“I could not think of going alone to such an uncivilized place,” he said, “and poor Bosie is so cut up about Drumlanrig’s death. His brother, you know. Even Queensberry liked Drumlanrig, a little.”

“I never go so far south,” I told him. “I cannot abide the sun, and its light is so horribly fierce in those latitudes. I like London’s grey light much better, and I shall be very sorry to leave.”

“You might stand fast against the rumour-mongers,” he suggested, mildly. “Let them say what they like, and be damned – or haul them into court for libel. Either would be better than a shooting-match, don’t you think?”

I looked at him long and hard, wondering how much he knew – and how much he cared.

“Sometimes,” I murmured, “I wish that poor Mourier had fired at my heart, and found his mark.”

“But only sometimes,” said Wilde, with patient understanding. “We all think ourselves monsters, occasionally – but once we look away from the stubbornly unflattering mirror, there is the world awaiting us, in all its welcoming glory, full to the brim with all manner of lovely lies. If nothing else, a tale like Copplestone’s puts our petty woes into their proper perspective, does it not? A thousand years hence, you and I and all our world will be mere dust, not even a memory – and no one will know or care what we were, or what we did, or even what we wrote. Let us to our playground, my friend, to amuse ourselves while we may. We shall be long enough dead, when the time comes.”

I wished that I could take matters so lightly, and bring such eloquence to the cure of my own heart’s sickness, but he and I were not the same kind of man.

“Shall I collect you tomorrow?” I asked him, as he got down from the carriage.

“I would not miss it for the world,” he assured me. “The same time, the same place. I promise that I shall not be late.”

Of all his promises, that was worth the least.

It was so late by the time I reached Piccadilly that the vast majority of the night-birds had returned to their roosts. A few stray wisps of mist drifted about the gas-lamps. The raucous music which spilled from the closed doors of the all-night drinking-dens was muffled by doors and curtains set to keep the winter cold at bay.

I found the person I sought at her station beneath one of the wrought-iron lamp standards. She smiled as she saw me approach. She was very pale, and her pallor bore the subtly lustrous bloom which was an infallible sign of consumption. She made no attempt to cover it with powder. The smallpox which had visited her in youth, as it visited all the city’s poorer children, had left but a single visible scar on her face: an oddly starlike mark on the cheek beneath the left eye. Her dark eyes were bright, almost luminous as they caught the lamplight. She had lovely hair, which she kept in very neat trim.

“My Russian Count,” she said, as I halted before her.

Her voice was low and her pronunciation perfect. I had been attracted to her as much by her voice as her features; I could not abide dropped aitches and revolting pet-names, and could never understand why so many English whores took pride in Cockney vulgarity. I took her hand in mine, and raised it momentarily towards my lips. It was very cold.

“You should not be outside,” I said, hypocritically. “You should retreat indoors, as your sisters do, and place yourself near a blazing fire.” She had chosen to remain outdoors because she was waiting for me, although she had no reason to believe that I would come to her tonight. She was bound to wait for me, by virtue of the mesmeric spell I had put on her.

“Will you walk with me, my dear,” I said, and she nodded. We strolled off in the direction of Green Park, whose Stygian darkness masked the commerce of the district. The ground would be iron-hard and icy, and she had every right to expect greater comfort from a man of my station, but it would have required a little more courage than she had to raise an objection. She had nothing to fear; I had not the slightest intention of laying her down upon the frosty turf. I took her along the pavement to a spot equidistant between two of the street-lights. I had no difficulty in making out her features, but she must have been nearly blind to mine. I looked long into her eyes, but it is a cliché of cheap fiction which says that a mesmerist must use the authority of his gaze, and it was more for my sad and sombre pleasure than to extend my dominion over her spirit. I knew that I had only to stroke her cheek a little, and fold my protective arms round her, to make her completely mine.

“Oh my love!” she murmured. It was not a trick of the trade. Perhaps she did speak softly to more casual acquaintances but there was no dissimulation in her voice now.

“There is something you must do for me,” I whispered, my lips just a breath away from her delicate ear. “It should not be difficult.”

“Anything,” she said, almost imperceptibly. She wanted nothing other than to be my slave. How could she?

I pressed a sovereign into her hand, but had to close her nerveless fingers around it to make sure that she held on to it. “Do this for me,” I said, “and I will give you everything that is within my power to give.” There was hypocrisy in this, too, but there was a kind of honesty too. For once there was a kind of substance in my seductive promises. “Tomorrow, I will take you home with me. It may be late when I come, but I will come. Trust me, Laura. Trust me.”

“My name . . .” she began, but I put a finger to her lips to silence her.

“Your name,” I told her, “always has been, and always will be Laura.”

She had tilted her head back, bared in that curious instinctive gesture of submission which civilized humans somehow retain: the purely animal gesture of surrender, which offers the throat to a conqueror as a token of faith in the mercy of the strong. She was completely in my power.

I lowered my head, and kissed her on the throat to seal our pact.
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Needless to say, Wilde was not ready when I arrived to collect him. By way of apology he explained that he had been run ragged all day, in a hopeless attempt to catch up with his belated start.

“Irregular hours do not seem to disturb you in the least,” he observed, with a hint of feigned resentment. “You could not have gone to your bed before five last night, and yet you seem perfectly refreshed. You look ten years younger than I do, although I cannot believe that you are.”

“Nonsense,” I said, knowing full well that the last thing he wanted was a confirmation of the fact that I was older than he – although of course I was. “You are as handsome as ever, and now that night has fallen the gleam is returning to your own eye. We are two of a kind, you and I; we only come to life after dark, when even the workers of the world must retreat from their toil to the world of thought and imagination: the world where truly human life is lived.”

More hypocrisy, I thought, more seduction. But how could one possibly have a conscience about lying to a man who prized great lies far above the humble truth?

“All the workers of the world do not toil by day,” he remarked, as my good Bavarian took advantage of a rare stretch of clear road to whip his team to a fast trot. “Actors work by limelight, and even playwrights sometimes find inspiration in what common men would call insomnia.”

“That is not work,” I said, “no matter that it is the means by which some men earn their coin. Work is what happens in the fields and in the factories, producing the bare necessities of life. Wheat and meat, clothing and shelter, are the means of physical survival, and their production alone may qualify as authentic toil. The theatre belongs to the life of the mind, to the fabulous realm of luxury and whoredom which is merely the means by which men make life worthwhile.”

He looked at me curiously, but did not smile, as I had hoped he would. Perhaps he felt insulted by my implication that what playwrights did was a kind of whoredom rather than a species of true labour.

“Modern factories take no account of day or night,” he said, soberly. “Machines do not care for the sun, or for sleep, but only for power – and because machines are blind and tireless, the men and women who attend them must work shift after shift around the clock. Perhaps it was Wells, and not Copplestone, who read the meaning of their common dream more perspicaciously. Perhaps the tribute of blood was in truth being paid to the machines themselves, not to the overseers whom Copplestone carelessly called vampires.”

Wilde’s was the fashionable socialism of the upper classes, scrupulously benevolent and safely abstracted from over-extravagant demonstration, but it was by no means insincere. He might have felt a deeper and more painful hatred of social injustice had he been apprenticed to a blacking factory or a draper’s shop, but his vision could not be faulted on grounds of clarity.

“I had not thought to find you in such a serious mood,” I said, half-apologetically. “I hoped that the anticipation of more gorgeous fabrications would have helped you to be gay.”

He made a visible effort, then, to throw off his tiredness and the slight peevishness with which it had infected him.

“You are right, my friend,” he said, “as you almost invariably are. We are two of a kind, despite that you are nobly born and I am not. We are true aristocrats of the mind and of the heart. Forgive me for envying your composure. Ever since I wrote the terrible parable of Dorian Gray I have become acutely conscious of the ageing process, and there are times when I simply cannot help feeling old. My mind is brilliantly young, but my flesh . . .”

“I would readily trade my sturdy flesh for an artist’s soul, like yours,” I told him.

He looked at me in the strangest way. “I once wrote a tale of a fisherman’s soul,” he said, “which was cast out to roam free, rather as Copplestone’s soul has roamed, but was so corrupted in the process . . . oh, enough of this dour allegorizing! Let us look forward; let us fix our minds on the remotest future, on the world of the overmen, whose mastery of nature has permitted the transcendence of all frailties. Tell me, Count, do you suppose that the gift of thought will be restored to poor, deprived humanity in Copplestone’s third vision? Do you think that they might somehow turn the tables on their vampire conquerors?”

“The good ought to end happily, the bad unhappily,” I quoted, casually. “That is what fiction means. But Copplestone so ardently desires to present us with truth and not fiction that he will surely disregard such elementary rules. No, I cannot believe that he will end his story as conventionally as that. I trust, however, that he has kept the best of his surprises up his sleeve, and that he will have something to reveal which none of us could possibly anticipate.”

I permitted myself a private smile as I said it, thinking that there might be one surprise which I could anticipate – but I spoke more truly than I knew. Because of Wilde’s tardiness we were the last to arrive at Copplestone’s house, and the last to learn of his death.

We were shown into the dining room, where the others awaited us. The table was not laid but they were all seated around it, very solemnly. The doctor had taken the place at the head of the table which Copplestone had occupied the night before, and he beckoned us impatiently to be seated.

“This is terrible news,” said Wilde. “How did it happen?”

“Copplestone died in his sleep,” said the doctor, sadly. “I had given his manservant an instruction that the professor was not on any account to be disturbed, and it was not until noon that he finally crept into his master’s room and found him dead. The man has poisoned himself with his damnable drugs.”

“We cannot be certain of that, W*****,” his friend put in, mildly.

“Surely, Mr H*****,” said Wilde, less sarcastically than he probably intended, “you can’t think that Copplestone was murdered?”

“If he was,” said H*****, quietly, “I doubt that we could prove it. But he was robbed, and on that account I think we must reserve our judgement about the precise manner of his death.”

“Robbed?” said Wilde. “What was stolen?”

“The vial which he showed to us last night,” said H*****. “The vial which he intended to offer to us, so that one of us might venture to confirm that his supposed visions of the future were accurate.”

“But that surely cannot matter,” I put in, smoothly. “Dr W***** still has the formula.”

“I fear,” said the doctor, blushing beneath his whiskers, “that I have not. As soon as I became aware of the theft from Copplestone’s laboratory I checked my pocket, and found that the envelope had disappeared. It must have been removed from my jacket while it hung in the closet last night.”

“Not so, W*****,” said H*****. “Had someone entered our rooms, their visit would have left evidential traces. However reluctant you are to admit that your pocket was picked, it happened.”

“But who would do such a thing?” asked Wells. “And why?”

“Perhaps the thief did not care to compete with others for the privilege of using the drug,” said H*****.

“I doubt that the competition would have been fierce,” said Tesla, drily. “Had the thief known that Copplestone lay dead in his bed, he could have been reasonably certain that there would be a dearth of volunteers.”

“Perhaps the professor’s worst fears were justified,” I suggested, cynically. “Perhaps the vampires who rule the world whose secrets he penetrated did indeed contrive to find a way to reach back into time, so that they might cancel out his discovery, thus promoting their contingent future to the security of destiny.”

This was not a line of inquiry which H***** desired to explore. “This is a serious matter,” he said, sternly. “Copplestone is dead, and the remainder of the drug has been stolen. I accuse no one, but the fact remains that the only people who knew in any real detail what Copplestone believed he had discovered are here in this room. The doctor and I have questioned the servants, but neither of them had any real idea of the nature of their master’s work, and no evident motive for the theft.”

“I cannot see that any of us had an evident motive,” said the American. “There was nothing in what we heard last night to suggest that Copplestone’s visions were anything more than mere delusion, and Mr Wells gave us some reason to suspect that the delusion may have had a perfectly ordinary seed in something he had read or heard about.”

“As far as I can see,” Wells put in, “there are only two people in this room who had ample opportunity to seize both the vial and the formula. Has anyone else been to this house today, except for Dr W***** and Mr H*****?”

“That,” said the great detective, seemingly untroubled by the back-handed accusation, “is one thing we ought to ascertain.”

Understandably, no one confessed to having visited the house. I assumed that no one had. I had not; there had been no need, when I could so easily send another in my stead.

“Are you certain, doctor,” said Crookes, “that Copplestone did not get up after you put him to bed last night? He might have removed the vial himself. Perhaps he discarded the compound, having thought better of his offer to let us poison ourselves with it.”

“We did not find the marked vial,” H***** said. “That suggests . . .”

“This is a waste of time,” said Tesla. “If we’re here to listen to the third part of Copplestone’s story, let’s hear it. Otherwise, I’ll be on my way. I’ve no intention of sitting here while Mr H***** interrogates me.”

“How is it,” I enquired, curiously, “that we may hear the third part of the story, given that poor Copplestone is no longer alive to tell it?”

“I discovered that there is a written record of Copplestone’s third vision,” the doctor explained. “It must have been made immediately afterwards. His suspicions regarding the attempts which might be made by the people of the far future to prevent his publicizing his discoveries, however absurd they may have been, were quite real. The verbal accounts which he gave us of his first two dreams were, of course, much fuller and more considered than this written version of his third dream, but . . .”

“Oh, get on with it, man!” said Wilde, intemperately.

The doctor looked around for moral support, but there was little to be found, even from his friend. The doctor, somewhat shamefacedly, left the room to fetch the relevant document.

“Let us leave the matter of the theft to one side, for now,” said the detective, equably. I noticed, though, that his eyes were fixed on me. I wondered what he might possibly have deduced or found out that inspired him to favour me with such a glance, but I was very careful to meet his gaze without the least hint of discomfiture.

XIII

“You must remember,” said the doctor, “that these documents were not intended for publication. There is doubtless much of Copplestone’s experience that is omitted altogether, and what passes for straightforward reportage is continually interrupted by comments, questions and what I can only describe as philosophical rhapsodies. There is much herein which remains wholly mysterious to me.”

In the privacy of my thoughts I echoed Wilde’s admonition, but at last he began to read.

“I must be calm. I must at least try to make a sober and intelligible record. To put pen to paper is to diminish the experience ludicrously, perhaps to distort it utterly, but I must try.

“The hill again, less steep. The forest very different: huge trees, far taller and straighter than anything known on earth in my own time; the foliage ranging from turquoise to purple, the light filtered through the canopy subdued and bluish – comfortable to the eyes of overmen?

“Machines everywhere: tiny metal cells able to associate, like the golem, transforming themselves into complex ‘organisms’. What are the limits of their virtuosity? How many different kinds are there? Why did organic life not evolve according to this pattern, so that hordes of protozoans might come together to take whatever form might suit their temporary circumstances? Could the shapeshifting overmen be the product of some such evolutionary sequence?

“The machines immediately responded to my presence. It mattered not at all that ten thousand years or more had passed since my last manifestation; once a society has true history, nothing can be lost or forgotten, and machines are exceedingly patient. It would not have mattered to those watching for me had I never embarked upon my third expedition; they would have waited for ever, without impatience or disappointment. No flying machine this time. No journey. No confrontation. No locking of curious stares by man and overman, victim and vampire, primitive and sophisticate. Had I realized what was happening I would have been frightened and appalled, but the process of possession was invisible and painless. The insectile machines came, saw, associated, did their work and dissolved.

“What the machines did was to make more machines, even tinier than they: ephemeral machines whose magnitude was akin to that of the bacterial organisms which are the agents of many diseases. They infected me with the ‘artificial germs’ which they had made. Were the mechanical germs specifically designed to infect a timeshadow rather than a whole body? If so, how? Does the ability of the machines to employ this mode of communication imply that the overmen have now added this kind of precognition to the repertoire of their mental abilities? How complete is their mastery of time? Have they, at last, become managers of contingency, architects of destiny?

“Other questions now have to be added to those which occurred to me as the knowledge of what had been done to me was slowly made clear. Did the infectious agents bind so intimately to my timeshadow that I brought them back with me? Might they be the seeds of my destruction? Difficult to believe; more likely that only that which I sent forth can possibly return – but perhaps this is mere wishful thinking. In thirty thousand years, what might men not accomplish? I mean overmen, of course. If the overmen are to be believed, mere men are too violent to be capable of much achievement, too ready to destroy one another and hence to destroy their species . . .

“What, in the end, did I actually do in the course of my third excursion into the future? I walked to the top of the hill, found a gap in the forest canopy, beneath which green grass grew. (Left for my benefit? Surely too narcissistic an interpretation?). There, I could see blue sky, white clouds, and the sun. Later, I was able to see the stars . . . the same, fixed stars we see today. I was able to see everything that was constant, everything which linked my world to the world in which I had come. I was allowed to see that nothing truly fundamental had changed. All I actually did, with my absurdly heavy-seeming half-body, was go to the crest of a hill and sit down on the grass, for half a day and half a night. And yet I saw the whole world of the overmen, in all its grandeur and glory!

“It was surely not an experience planned and executed solely for my benefit, but a kind of adventure available to any and every inhabitant of that fabulous era. In that far future, no mind will require the carriage of the body to go wandering, nor will any require the kind of crude separation which my compound induces. Perhaps the overmen have finally mastered the art of timeshadow projection (far more cleverly than I, if so), but it is likely that they have not bothered, because they have something far better. They have machines which can infect a body like the agents of disease, but are designed for creation rather than malaise. They have machines too tiny to see, which breed in the blood and swarm about the brain – even the anaemic fluids and shadow-brain of a timeshadow – and thus induce the brightest and most brilliant of fevers: the fever of experience; the fever of memory; the fever of knowledge.

“I wish I could say ‘wisdom’ instead of knowledge. Perhaps that was what the machines were designed to give me. Perhaps, if I had not been an attenuated timeshadow, the overmen could have filled me with all their wealth of understanding. Perhaps, on the other hand, they do fear the vicious circle which might result from the communication of too much knowledge from future to past. Perhaps they were careful to give me a vision without coherence: a dream censored of all that might enable me to hasten its actualization. There is no way of knowing . . .

“I have walked on the surface of the planet Mars, which we see but dimly through our telescopes: the arid, near-airless Mars of pink sands and jagged ridges, awesome clefts and gouged-out craters; the Mars of my today. And I have walked on the surface of their Mars: the Mars of the overmen; the moist, scented Mars of purple skies and blue-black forests; the Mars of seemingly-eternal half-light; the Mars of gargantuan gliders and gossamer-winged skycraft; the Mars of their today . . .

“I have walked on the surface of Titan, satellite of Saturn, which is to us a mere point of light: the Titan entombed by many kinds of ice; bare, brutal, lonely Titan. I have walked, too, on the Titan of the overmen: the Titan of crystalline cities; the Titan of domed jungles; lush, lovely, hectic Titan. And from both stations I looked up at Saturn itself; at Saturn’s rings; at the gaseous face whose features had, in the second instance, at last begun to change, to harden, to become distinct . . .

“I have seen the worlds inside the asteroids: the hollow worlds whose inhabitants remake themselves because they had no need of legs. I had no need to walk there either, and so I flew, on wings which were a part of me, and danced four-handed jigs all around the decorated walls . . .

“I have seen the earths which orbit other stars: the myriad earths, the countless Edens. I have trod the streets and soils of worlds where life has followed other paths than ours. I have seen, and known, sentient creatures made in every image and none, some like earthly animals or plants, others, seemingly, mineral and some without fixed form at all. I have heard their speech and their music – and I have seen too that these species, like the overmen, obtain in the end command over their own forms, attributes and ambitions. I have seen the wonderful wilderness of life in the sidereal system: the life of a million worlds; the life of a thousand starfaring cultures; the life which fills the great gaseous clouds between the stars; the life which is irrepressible, uncontainable, ever-changing. I have watched the meetings of the minds and bodies of different species, have been party to their communions, their mergings and their separations . . .

“I have not seen mankind. In all of that, I have not seen mankind.

“The satyrs and the centaurs passed into oblivion without eventual issue; the descendants of my own kind never found an upward path of progress to follow for a second time. Homo sapiens will die, and will be gone for ever; ours is a broken strand upon the loom of destiny, but it does not matter. Our kings and queens, our capitalists and merchants, our servants and factory-hands, will give no children to this vast unpatterned confusion, but all that we are and represent – our every thought, our every property – is there. In this great scheme, the overmen are our brothers and not our conquerors; they are our heirs, our ambassadors to the universe. In this vast overarching scheme, all species are our brothers, our other selves. We are life, and life is everywhere, the image of God in which we are made is neither a face nor a form nor even a soul, but a movement, an impulse, a will to exist, to grow and to change, to be and to become . . .

“I have seen the worlds which the overmen have come to know, and I have seen that I belong there no less than they. Is it an illusion? Is it simply an effect of my infection by the tiny machines which they left to tutor me? How can I know? How can I know whether any of it is more than mere illusion, or some feverish effect of this infection which I have unleashed upon myself with my seer’s potion, my subtle poison, my loquacious oracle?

“While I lay on that hillside I was dreaming. It was all a dream, and a dream inside a dream at that . . . but within the dream within the dream there were further dreams, worlds within worlds. Like a spark of light, and as fleet, I soared among the stars. I saw the sidereal system from without, and from its light-filled heart. I saw stars born from dark dust, and I saw stars die, in vast explosions which left behind mere shrinking embers, which collapsed until nothing was left of them but the purest form of nothing, the ultimate blackness, the shadow of eternity. I saw, outside the sidereal system, other such systems, each one surrounded by a cage of darkness so huge and so dense as to beggar the imagination, and I saw these systems extending to unimaginable distances, millions upon millions of them, all flying apart as if they were the debris of an explosion which was the universe itself . . .

“It is oddly easy, now, to believe that the universe itself is not something still, settled, made and left for dead, but rather something happening, and happening violently, something growing and changing, and that time itself is a headlong rush. We think of ourselves and our world as calm things, nearly tranquil, almost still, but we are not. We are universes ourselves, filled with tiny creatures, fevered by their intangible attentions. There is so much darkness in the world without, and in our inner being too, that we think of existence as a faint and flickering thing in a great illimitable void, but it is not. The darkness of the void without and the void within reflect the limitations of our senses, and not the absence of process. Within and without, we and the world are far more alive than we know, and it does not matter, in the end, that each and every one of us will die, that the race of men will die, that the race of overmen will die, that the universal explosion itself will leave behind nothing in the end but the purest form of nothing, the ultimate blackness – because everything is a part of everything . . .

“That is the one and only truth, the one and only destiny.

“Did I truly dream all that, or did I simply come to know it? Is it a conclusion reached by my own effort, or something the machines fed into me, already whole, roiling rhetoric and all? Does it matter, given that it is there inside me, woven into the fabric of my soul, capable of flowing from pen to page? How shall I tell others what I have seen? Above all, slowly and gently, one step at a time. Were they to read this without adequate preparation they would simply think me mad. Perhaps I am mad. Perhaps the function of the machines which invaded me was to derange me, to make certain that my glimpses of the future could not change the past. But that would probably be unnecessary. Is there any hope at all of alerting men to the presence in their midst of those whose decendants will be the overmen? If they could be alerted, could they do anything to alter their fate? Could they become less warlike, less self-destructive, less blind to their destiny? It is a conundrum I cannot hope to solve alone; I must have help.

“I saw . . . how can I possibly record all that I saw? How can I even remember it? It is fading already in my consciousness, dying like a dream which the waking mind tries with all its might to trap and hold, but loses in the end . . . and after all, what I did was to lie upon the grass, staring up into the darkening sky, watching the stars come out. All else was but an illusion, a disease of the brain, a disturbance in my soul . . . except, of course, that it was all real: preserved, synthesised, packaged, projected into the theatre of my mind by some infinitesimal fantasmagoria or kinematograph, but quite real. I have walked upon the surface of the planet Mars, today and tomorrow. I have seen the planet dead and I have seen it brought to life. I have seen tomorrow’s creators labouring in their laboratories to make and reshape life. I have seen the hustle and bustle of Creation: not the work of a mock-fatherly God overfond of prohibitions and petty acts of vengeance, but the work of men who are able to manipulate germ-plasm, who have mastery of the mysteries of the flesh. I have not seen the maker of stars crying fiat lux into the darkness, but I have seen the makers of overmen and the remakers of worlds, busy in the crucible from which all the Golden Ages of the future will be born. I have come face to face with the black eyes of the infinite, and met their terrifying stare – not bravely enough, I admit, but not so steeped in terror as to be struck blind . . . or dumb . . . or dead.

“It was not all seeing and hearing, of course. The things which infected my brain, to bring the news of infinity and eternity directly to my synapses were masters of all the senses, and all the emotions. I felt the texture of the future, the rhythm of the spheres, in the secret chambers of my heart . . .

“What nonsense! Am I not a man of science, a man of precision? What respect will anyone have for me if I descend to such fatuous nonsense? And yet . . . the machines which undertook the task of my education did try to make me feel what no human could ever feel for himself; they did try to communicate to me what the existence of an overman is like, from the standpoint of an overman’s self-regard. What little did I salvage from that, and how can I possibly describe it? I have looked at the world with an overman’s eyes. I have responded as he would respond. I have stood in the shoes of an overman of my own day, of my own present, and have looked at my fellow men with his eyes, with his fearful and resentful heart, with his hunger.

“I have felt the hunger of vampires . . . the hunger and ecstasy of vampires. I am the prey, privileged to have felt the anticipatory surge of the predator’s blood; I am the unwary, privileged to have felt the uncalm consciousness of the hidden; I am the human, privileged to have felt the triumph of the superhuman. I have tasted and understood the hunger and ecstasy of vampires. I have seen the altar on which mankind is to be sacrificed – and I have worshipped at that altar. I have stood in the shoes of an overman of the far future, too. I have known what it is to have tamed hunger and ecstasy, to have brought them to heel, to have made them docile.

“They wanted me to stay! That which possessed me begged me to stay and not return, begged me to consent . . . but I could not. I could not do it. I dared not do it. My sense of duty was stronger, in the end, than their temptation. Perhaps I am mad. I have known the peace of the ultimate overmen, and would not accept it as a gift. I have been in Heaven, and threw myself out, like a sinful angel, to fall through all eternity into the blackness of the pit. Yes, I am mad; but I have known ataraxia, the perfect peace of mind – which comes not from the strangulation of emotion, not from the transcendence of the passions, not from mechanization or denial or anaesthesia but from discipline, from control . . . and I have understood what it was in men that had to die, lest mankind itself should die . . . and, of course, did die . . . to be replaced by something gentler, kinder, wiser, better . . . something which emerged from the dark edges of nightmares, from the anxious recesses of myth, to be – when seen in its own light – something merely different, and not so very different at that: a blurred mirror-image, but recognizably akin. A brother. A blood-brother.

“If only we could recognize what we truly are, we would surely be less afraid of what we are not. If only we could see the monster which we are making of ourselves, we might be able to see that which is less than monstrous in the images of fear and hate which our minds conjure up so vividly and so prolifically . . .

“I might have stayed, but I did not. I chose to return, to my poor poisoned self. If only . . .

“I am ill, but not because I have carried back any vestige of that glorious delirium with which the machines of the far future infected me so carefully. They are gone; I cannot doubt it. I am ill because of what I have done to myself. W***** was right about the dangers. I am poisoned. In seeking to gain intelligence of the future I have cut myself adrift from the present. Did the seers of old understand that there was a price to pay for overmuch success? Did the sybils who served the ancients fully understand their self-sacrifice? Why did I not stay? Why did I not accept the gift that was offered? God how my arm aches! What a rack my grip upon the pen has become!

“I ought to write all day and all night, until I have wrung from my inarticulate heart every last vestige of the knowledge by which I have been possessed, but I cannot. If I am to tell my story at all I must tell it verbally, all of it – tell it in a single night, if I can, to men that I can trust. If only I knew a hundred who might understand. If only I knew ten.

“If only . . .”

XIV

The doctor looked up from the manuscript. “I fear,” he said, “that Copplestone had reached the limit of his endurance, and the limit of his legibility. He did try to continue, but there are only a few more words I can decipher. He tried to make a list of some kind . . . perhaps topics to be added to a later draft. To the best of my estimation, the list is as follows: Hist Reconst. Great War. Wire and Gas. Vs don’t kill. Hide in Comfort. Atom Bomb. Birth Pills. Silicon Chips. Vs love flying. Thrive in cities: art light. Land on moor. Great Plague War. Oceans die, then rise. Ozone shield. Shapeshifters immune to rad poison. Proofs: Cathode rays. Transistors. There are half a dozen other items of which I can make no sense at all. At the foot of the last page, separate from the rest of the text, four names have been scribbled: Crookes; Wilde; Shiel; Stoker.”

My overloaded train of thought was jolted very slightly by that name, but there was too much to wonder at.

What a reward I have reaped by following my instinct! I thought. What a wise providence it was that led me to steal the elixir and the secret of its making! Everything is clear now. All my wicked, wretched, wilful life has been naught but an enigmatic prologue, a prelude to this moment. How can I doubt it? All my life I have been groping towards the kindly light, not knowing how blind I was. Now, at last, it is clear.

Even Wilde, I knew, could not possibly complain about a lack of imaginative excess in the peculiar diatribe which we had just heard . . . but even a man like Wilde might struggle in vain to penetrate the meaning of it. Infectious machines! A universe of teeming vermin! Existence as explosion! The ultimate nothing! Was even Wilde, I wondered, capable of seeing it as something more than a mere fever-dream, not far removed from gibberish? For myself, I had no doubts. If Copplestone had not seen the future, he had certainly seen something: something that no man of this or any earlier time had ever seen before.

Let it be the future! I said to myself, silently. Great Father of us All, let it be the future of destiny!

“We have heard the story,” H***** said, impatiently. “Each of us will doubtless make of it what he will. There are more important matters which now require consideration.”

“On the contrary,” Wilde said. “We are here at Copplestone’s invitation, for a purpose which he defined. Our first duty is to do what he required of us: to exchange views as to the precise implications of what he had seen. We have accepted the man’s hospitality, and we owe him that.”

The detective threw up his hands. “Oh, very well!” he said. “Justice is rarely swift, but it is inexorable.” He looked at me as he pronounced this blatant lie. I looked calmly back.

“Perhaps,” said Wilde, effortlessly usurping the doctor’s role as chairman, “Mr Wells would like to begin, as he has been enthusiastic to point out certain similarities between Copplestone’s vision of the future and his own.”

“I freely admit,” Wells said, slowly, “that the similarities are, in the end, less striking than the differences. Nevertheless, the similarities are still a matter of some interest to me. I will accept that no conscious imitation can have been involved, but the possibility remains that someone who read the first version of my story in the Science Schools Journal might in the course of the last few years have communicated its contents to Professor Copplestone in such a manner that he built a fantasy of his own upon their foundation. I regret, however, that I cannot seriously entertain Sir William’s hypothesis that I am a true seer who has caught a confused glimpse of the same future which Copplestone has seen in more detail. I favour the less dramatic but more likely hypothesis that Copplestone and I are both products of our milieu and our moment. We shared the same present day for some thirty years, and probably acquired much the same understanding of it. Although he was older than I and born into a different class he must have undergone broadly similar educative experiences. He found Darwin’s theory of evolution, as I did, and realized with a shock as profound as any religious enlightenment what it implies about the precariousness of man’s tenure upon the earth. He came to appreciate, as I have, that the rapid advancement of technology will very soon equip our armies with weapons so powerful that we might easily destroy civilization before learning to curb our primitive impulses. If he and I have visited the Delphic Oracle of the modern imagination and come back with similar prophesies, it is because the Age of Reason has now reached the stage at which secure rational foresight is possible.

“There is, of course, much in Copplestone’s vision which is merely idiosyncratic. He knew this, and freely admitted the probability that his vision would be polluted, in the way that all our dreams are polluted, by random imps of perversity. In each and every one of us there is a constant battle being fought between a higher, rational part and a lower, animal part. Copplestone’s vision is clearly haunted by a strange darkness which persists in populating his imagined future with phantoms – the phantoms which he calls vampires. I do not think that we should take Copplestone’s vampires any more literally than we take Polidori’s Vampyre, or Christina Rossetti’s goblins. They are, I think, symbols: symbols of something which lies within us, but which we feel, in concert with the prudery of our times, that we ought to exorcise or deny.

“I believe that Copplestone protests far too much when he insists that his overmen are not men at all, but some other species which has lived since the dawn of time among men, mimicking them in order to prey upon them. We must look for the source of Copplestone’s imaginary vampires in the blood which is supposedly their nourishment: the blood which carries the chemical messengers which are the bases of our feelings, our desires and our passions. It is clear, I think, from the tenor of the professor’s narrative – especially in the final part, which is surely the product of a purely subjective delirium – that he could not quite escape the essential truth. Despite all his attempts to distance himself, he ended up identifying with the vampires, seeing as they saw and feeling as they felt. What he saw in that final vision is far more closely related to his private mental life than to any meaningful picture of what the future could or will be like. The heavy emphasis on the idea of infection proves that, to my mind, beyond the shadow of a doubt.

“In brief, I think that there may be a little truth in the earlier phases of Copplestone’s story, but I cannot believe that it arrived there by any occult means, and I do not think that the story has any real relevance to the question of whether the future which will come to be is already destined, or merely contingent on decisions and discoveries we might or might not make.”

It was an impressive speech, in its way, and I was glad to hear it. I suspected that it would set a sober and sententious tone for what would follow, and might well draw the entire discussion into a blind alley. I had not the slightest objection to such a deflection.

“Thank you,” said the doctor. “Mr Shiel, would you like to comment on what your friend has said?”

The curly-haired man hesitated before replying. His experience, I think, had been a little closer to mine than to his friend’s. He had felt the same shock, the same thrill . . . but he was young, and confused. He did not know how as yet how far to trust the wisdom of his soul.

“It might easily take half a lifetime,” he said, eventually, “fully to digest the implications of what we have heard these last two nights. In broad terms, Wells is probably right. We cannot doubt that Copplestone really experienced these things, and we must be prepared to consider, if only as an hypothesis, that there is some truth in his vision. It does seem probable that the vampires of his dream are not what Copplestone took them to be . . . but I wonder whether it might not be the case that the final vision was the most rather than the least truthful: the one least confused by the impish froth of pure dream. I wonder whether that incredibly hectic and vivid vision might not have been the grasping of the very essence of evolutionary process and universal destiny . . .”

He was warming to his task now. “If there is a lesson to be learned from this dream,” he went on, “it is a lesson in the politics of evolution, and the irresistibility of progress. If there is a revelation in it – and I am prepared to entertain the notion that the mind of God is occasionally reflected in the tinier thoughts of man – it is a revelation which speaks to us of the way in which life is forever destined to climb towards dizzy heights of enlightenment. The arrogance which informed men that they were at the centre of creation, that the earth and the universe entire had been made for them, is something which must now be put away with other childish things; we must realize and understand that there will indeed be overmen whose task it will be to take up the torch of progress when our imperfections lead us to exhaustion. We should not see this supersession as a terrible thing, but as a confirmation of the fact that our sojourn upon this earth has not been in vain, and that the gift of our blood – which is surely symbolic of the heritage which we shall pass on to our successors – is well worth the giving. The fact that our species is, indeed, doomed to disappear should delight us rather than disappointing us, once we understand that we are to give way to another which is better and bolder, which will build so magnificently on foundations that we have laid as to become godlike in ambition and achievement.

“If what we have heard is a dream and only a dream, then I will say this: men who can dream such dreams are already overmen in embryo. To the extent that the future is not predestined it must be built out of the dreams of the present; if men were not capable of dreaming such dreams as this they would be unable to produce futures of any kind akin to that previsioned here, and that would be a tragedy. Let us not worry unduly as to the exact truth or falsehood of this particular vision; let us be profoundly glad that a man has proved himself capable of dreaming thus, and let us hope that we ourselves might not be incapable of similar triumphs.”

I saw one or two of the others – including Wilde – smile indulgently at Shiel’s wild enthusiasm, but S******k H***** was the only one whose eyes were raised impatiently to heaven.

It was Crookes who took up the thread. “I am naturally disappointed,” he said, gravely, “that the insights into the nature and possible applications of electricity which Copplestone hoped to offer us have not materialized, but I have more than one field of scientific interest, and Copplestone’s adventure bears on the other as well. We are on the threshold of a new era of discovery in the science of apparitions and communication with the spirits of the dead, and what Copplestone has achieved is yet another proof of the reality of apparitions. If his story is to be taken seriously – and I cannot doubt its sincerity, although its conclusion may be no more than a delirious episode – then the intriguing possibility is raised that at least some apparitions may be what Copplestone calls timeshadows rather than shades of the departed, and it may well be that some of the confusion which presently arises in the course of communication with what are assumed to be spirits is accountable in these terms. I would like to bring Copplestone’s story to the attention of my colleagues in the Society for Psychical Research, some of whom may be better qualified than I to speculate about the possible reality of vampires. Tesla, of course, will not agree with me . . .”

This was an unwise inclusion in what might have been a much longer discourse. Tesla, as Sir William had anticipated, did not agree, and wanted to make his disagreement clear. “It’d take more than a few suggestions about the nature of ghosts to recompense me for the loss of Copplestone’s supposed discoveries in electrical science,” he said. “And when a promise like that is made and not fulfilled, an American begins to smell hokum. I know all about your English regard for the word of a gentleman, but it seems to me that this whole thing is a straightforward hoax, or a tissue of fantasies generated by monomania. Copplestone exaggerated his understanding of Darwin’s theory of evolution if he couldn’t see that any ability to see the future, drug-assisted or not, would be so advantageous to any critter that had it that it’d be selected out in no time at all – and yet we’re supposed to accept that men, who do have it, will get replaced by vampires, who don’t. I guess he intended to get around that with all this shilly-shallying about the future of destiny and the future of contingency, on the grounds that the prophetic gift would only be useful if it actually allowed us to change things, but I don’t buy it. I think we’ve been taken for a ride here. I don’t know why, but I think we’ve been fed a pack of lies, just like Mr Wilde here keeps saying.”

“I fear,” said Wilde, “that my earlier comments may have been open to misinterpretation. When I referred to Copplestone’s story as a lie, the word was not intended as an insult. Quite the contrary – the modern world’s dedication to vulgar truth is something I deeply regret, not because I have anything against the truth, but because the modern notion of truth has become so very narrow. The modern obsession with petty facts and meaningless measurements distresses me almost as much as the triviality of modern mendacity – for I would never dignify the banal deceptions of politicians and advertising men by calling them lies.

“Lies, to my mind, are grandiose products of the imagination, which enlarge the truth rather than diminishing it. When I describe Copplestone’s experience as a lie I mean to imply what he attempted to convey by speaking of it as a vision or a hallucination, admitting its inevitable pollution by the hopes and fears hidden in the recesses of his inmost soul. Even if it had been a lie in the sense of being a manifest fiction – like the story which Mr Wells has described to us – I would argue alongside Mr Shiel that it might nevertheless constitute a veritable fount of wisdom. Let us not occupy ourselves with the vulgar matter of whether Copplestone’s account is false in any trivial sense – rather let us concentrate on what it has to teach us because and in spite of the fact that it is a lie of unparalleled boldness and magnificence.

“What Copplestone tells us, in brief, is that the universe in which we live is a more wonderful place than our half-blind senses and meagre minds can easily perceive or imagine. That is surely true – or, at any rate, we ought to hope fervently that it might be. He informs us, too, that we should not be overly vain about the accomplishments of mankind, which might easily evaporate in a reckless moment in order that we may give way to a better species, the fact of whose supersession would naturally embody both our most intimate fears and our most daring ambitions. That too is true – or, again, we should certainly hope so. Perhaps most importantly of all, Copplestone tells us that we are capable, each and every one of us, of adventures of the mind far bolder than any we have so far dared to undertake, and that however dangerous or confusing such adventures may turn out to be, the brave man will not shirk them. Can anyone, even for a moment, doubt the truth of that – or doubt, at any rate, that they ought to wish with all their hearts that it might be true?”

I looked around. There seemed to be some who did doubt it.

“I could not have put it better, Oscar,” I said, drily. I did my best to sound flippant and ironic. “Indeed, no one could have put it better. There is not a word to add.”

Even Wilde – whose appetite for flattery was insatiable – frowned a little, as if to say that he had meant what he said more seriously than my casual endorsement implied.

H***** was still impatient to turn the discussion towards matters of his own concern. “I have a keener appetite than Mr Wilde for the separation of the improbable from the impossible,” he said. “For myself, I am less interested in the possibility that Copplestone’s story may contain hints about the actual shape of the far future than the probability that it contained clues as to a motive for robbery. We know that Copplestone intended to offer all of us the opportunity of using his drug to put his story to the proof – and we know that someone has taken the trouble to reserve that privilege entirely to himself. But what motive could possibly have impelled anyone to do such a thing? If Sir William or Tesla really believed that the drug might disclose new insights in electrical science one of them might have thought it worth while monopolising the advantage, but they have not been given adequate grounds for believing that. If Wells or Shiel felt that the drug might be an invaluable aid to the furtherance of their budding literary careers, they might have thought it worthwhile to take possession of the formula, but like Wilde they surely have confidence enough in their own powers of invention.”

“Whereas I,” I put in, smoothly, “have no conceivable motive at all. It is clear, therefore, that it was H***** who picked his friend’s pocket, and H***** who removed the vial while W***** was busy with Copplestone’s corpse. It only remains for H***** to tell us why on earth he did it!”

There was a ripple of laughter, not because what I had said was hilarious, but because everyone was embarrassed by H*****’s dogged insistence that a crime had been committed and that someone seated at the table must therefore be a blackguard. The detective’s scowl deepened, but he must have known that had he charged me the theft the laughter would have increased. Even so, I was grateful that we were at that moment interrupted, when Copplestone’s manservant brought in a message, which he gave to the doctor.

“It is a report of the post-mortem examination,” W***** said, when he had scanned it. “Copplestone’s death was due to the general deterioration of his vital organs caused by long use of certain poisonous compounds. There was no evidence of any ingestion of poison within the last twenty-four hours. There is a separate note to the effect that in the absence of any evidence of breaking and entering, Scotland Yard will not be mounting an investigation of the missing vial. The matter is officially closed . . .” He trailed off, leaving something unsaid.

“It may be officially closed,” said H*****, darkly, “but it is not ended.”

It was Crookes who took it upon himself to prompt the doctor, although I too had guessed what it was that had perplexed him.

“How great was the deficit?” asked the man of science.

W***** looked up, clearly embarrassed.

“Come now,” said Crookes. “The doctors at King’s may not have considered the matter significant – after all, the weight of a body is a simple datum, if you have nothing with which to compare it – but you have been weighing Copplestone before and after his experiments for some little while. How much weight had Copplestone’s corpse lost?”

“About three stones,” said the doctor, with a sigh.

“Death is not the end,” said Crookes, as though he were quoting the final line of a mathematical proof. “This we know.”

“But he did not drink the contents of the vial,” the doctor said. “The post mortem confirms that.”

“Perhaps,” said Crookes, “he no longer needed the drug, once he had learnt the art of astral projection.”

“You aren’t saying, I hope, that he might come back?” said Tesla.

Crookes shook his grizzled head. “He opined that the body which a timeshadow left behind would not survive mortal damage to the timeshadow – but it is possible, is it not, that a timeshadow might survive the death of the body? It is, I think, certain that a feebler phantom invariably does. Is it possible that whatever Copplestone encountered in the farther reaches of his expedition could reach back to his point of origin, not to destroy but to save him? Perhaps, in the end, Copplestone overcame his fear of attack, and found himself able to accept the invitation which the world into which he went made to him.”

“This is madness,” said Tesla.

“This exchange of views does not seem to be getting us anywhere,” said H*****, acidly.

“You are right,” said Wilde. “Perhaps we expect too much of reasoned discussion – or of our own ability to make use of it. We are only human, after all. Each of us is locked within his own theories, imprisoned by his own prejudices. There can be no proof of anything that we have heard. Even if we still had the drug, and one of us the courage to use it, there would be no proof. It is, and must remain, a rough-hewn but nevertheless brilliant lie. Copplestone might have done well to remember the story of Cassandra – the wise parable which reminds us that prophets, no matter how accurate they may be, can never command belief. Mr H*****, do you have a specific charge to bring against one of us, or may we go?”

“I have no charge to bring, at present,” said H*****. “But you may be sure that the matter of the formula and the vial will not be forgotten.”

I offered the detective and the doctor a lift in my carriage, but H***** declined. I was not surprised. I suspected that I had not seen the last of Mr H*****, and that when we met again it would not be as friends.

XV

The inevitable came to pass some seventy-two hours later, when I returned to the house which I had rented in a quiet cul-de-sac off the Edgware Road. H***** must have lain in wait for some considerable time. He did not show himself immediately, but waited until the carriage had been driven round into the mews. As I set down my burden in order to bring out my keys he called my name from the bottom of the flight of steps which led up to the front door. I turned to confront him.

“How pleasant to see you again, Mr H*****,” I murmured.

“The pleasure is mutual,” he assured me, with even greater insincerity. “I apologize for the lateness of the hour. May I help you with your case?”

“No thank you,” I said. “Its contents are delicate.”

“I presume that it contains the last of the ingredients required to make up Copplestone’s formula,” he said.

I smiled wanly. I opened the door before turning to meet his gaze again.

“Enter freely,” I said, politely, “of your own will.”

When our coats and hats were hung up I conducted him into the sitting-room. The fire had burned low, there being no servant in the house to maintain it; when I had lit the candles I added more wood, and stirred it with the poker until the embers flared. I offered H***** the armchair to the right of the hearth and went to the sideboard where there was a decanter of whisky.

“Would you like a drink?” I asked. “I have no liking for alcohol myself, but I keep a little for my guests.”

“I think not,” he said. Apparently he suspected that I might poison him, although my only desire was to help him to relax. Lest that should prove impossible, though – I did not know how seriously to take his reputation as a man with a preternaturally sharp mind – I opened the right-hand drawer of the sideboard and took out the gun which rested there. When I turned with it in my hand, I saw that H***** had a gun of his own. He was touching his chin lightly with the barrel.

“What you have there,” he observed, “is an antique duelling pistol, which can only fire one shot. What I have here is Dr W*****’s old army revolver, which is a more accurate weapon by far and is fully loaded with six bullets. I think I have the advantage, don’t you?”

“Can you be fully confident of the efficacy of any gun, Mr H*****?” I asked him, mockingly. “Have you spoken to Vambery about me?”

“The professor is in Budapest,” H***** replied, “But I spoke to someone who was at the Beefsteak Club five years ago, when Vambery entertained the party with bloodcurdling tales of the vampires of Eastern Europe.”

“Then you must know that garlic and a crucifix are better tools than a pistol to keep a vampire at bay. Have you a sharpened wooden stake about you, perchance? We have quite a while to wait until dawn, I fear. I suppose you will be anxious until you see that I will not vanish away, nor shrivel to dust beneath the rays of the sun.”

“You rarely go out by day,” he said, off-handedly. “That much I have ascertained.”

I sat down, not more than eight feet away from him. I did not point my gun at him, nor did he point his at me. I knew that it would be some time before he relaxed sufficiently to be mesmerized, but the hour was late and his chair was comfortable.

“My skin and eyes are extraordinarily sensitive to sunlight,” I told him. “London’s grey pall is far less of a menace than the bluer skies of Italy or Greece, but my habits were formed in brighter climes and London’s night-life is so much more interesting than its daylit routines.”

He looked at the candles on the mantelpiece. “Even indoors,” he observed, “you seem to like gentle light. Would you prefer it, perhaps, if the candle-flames burned violet?”

“You seem confused as to which kind of vampire I might be,” I observed.

“There is no such thing as a vampire,” he informed me. “I am not a superstitious man, Count Lugard. Still, it would be interesting to hear your version of Arminius Vambery’s story – and your reasons for stealing Copplestone’s formula from Dr W*****’s coat while he was clumsily boarding your carriage.”

“Where is the good doctor?” I asked. “According to his accounts of your adventures you rarely go anywhere without him – except, of course, to that sanatorium in Switzerland to which you retired a little while ago for a rest cure. How are your nerves now, Mr H*****?”

“Copplestone’s manservant confessed his misdemeanour,” H***** said, blithely ignoring the fact that we were talking at cross-purposes. “I know that the girl was in the house, and that she had the opportunity to take the vial. She was seen talking to a person of your description – and she has not been seen in Piccadilly for three days. The other ladies of the night thought that odd, given that she had stuck so religiously to her pitch for some weeks previously, regardless of the winter cold. On the lookout for someone, they said. Someone special.”

“What do you suppose I have done with her?” I asked, lightly. “Do you think she scratches even now at the lid of her coffin, desperate to escape in order that she might slake her hunger for human blood?”

“What have you done with her, Monsieur le Comte?” He spoke the phrase as if it were the deadliest of insults.

“Much as I did with Vambery’s daughter,” I muttered, tiring of the game. “No more and no less. I can tell you where to find her, if you really want to, but she would not tell you anything about the vial if she could.”

“But you do have the vial,” he said, “do you not?”

“Arminius Vambery is quite mad,” I said, quietly. “You must have realized that. On all subjects but one he plays the savant to perfection, and without dissimulation, but in regard to that one subject he is the victim of a terrible delusion. If only he were not so anxious to talk about it to anyone and everyone . . . but that is the form and fabric of his madness. The preposterousness of the story does not detract from its fascination as a tale, more’s the pity. As Oscar would doubtless observe, a vivid lie is so much more memorable than a dull and naked truth.”

“It is the dull and naked truth,” he assured me, “that I have come here tonight to ascertain.”

“Very well,” I said. “I will tell you the dull and naked truth. I debauched Vambery’s youngest daughter. I used her as I had used many others. It was heartless, perhaps cruel – but I have always been a villain, by instinct and by inclination. I seduced the girl, in a spirit which had naught to do with love. Later, I regretted it very bitterly, but I claim no credit for that; I know that it cannot excuse me. Vambery swore revenge, and would have called me out had he any competence with sword or pistol – but he had naught but the mind and sinews of a professor of languages, and the capacity for obsession which academic study requires and rewards. The seduction of his daughter drove him half-mad; her suicide completed the process. He could not fight me, so he found other ways to strike out at me. Alas, I would far rather he had aimed a bullet at my heart than do to me what he has done these last ten years.

“The dull and naked truth is that my name really is Lugard; the notion that I obtained it by reversing the name Dragul is Vambery’s fantasy, as is the absurd proposition that I am the reincarnation of Vlad Dragul, called Tepes or the Impaler, whose name is usually Latinised as Dracul and sometimes rendered Dracula – “son of Dracul” – in order to distinguish him from his like-named father. It is also Vambery’s fantasy that I am one of the undead, who subsists by drinking human blood, and that what I did to his daughter was unnatural and accomplished by magic. The dull and naked truth is that what I did to his daughter was entirely natural, even if a little of the mesmerist’s art was employed in its accomplishment. No one, it is said, can be persuaded even by mesmerism to do anything which flatly contradicts her own will – but the professor was quite unable to accept that, and felt compelled to invent an alternative account which absolved his beloved child from all hint of blame.

“As the late Professor Copplestone scrupulously pointed out to us, a man’s vision is ever apt to be polluted, perverted and confused by his hopes, fears and fancies. Vambery made himself vulnerable to fears and fancies of the worst kind, and he has pursued me throughout Europe with dark rumours and direct slanders. He has done his best to ruin my reputation, and to make a demon of me in the eyes of my fellow men. No one believes him, of course – but the lie is so very gaudy, so very entertaining, that it is repeated anyway. No one really believes that I am Dragul reincarnate, nor that I am a vampire which feeds on the blood of my fellow men . . . but that does not prevent the whispers and the sly glances, and the universal acceptance of the notion that however I accomplished the feat, I did worse than murder Laura Vambery. Vambery has succeeded, after a fashion, in making a vampire of me in the eyes of my fellow men. His caustic lies have stripped me by degrees of every vestige of the respect that is my due by virtue of birth, wealth and station.

“If Wilde’s friend Stoker really is writing a book based in the supposed occult wisdom of Arminius Vambery, I shudder to think what further shadows might be cast upon my life. You ought to sympathize with that, Mr H*****, as one who has some experience of the way in which a real life may be confused by myth. If it is difficult to live up to a heroic reputation, think how much more difficult it might be to live down a monstrous one!”

He was sitting less rigidly now. As his curiosity was fed, he was possessed by a soothing tranquillity. What a strange being he was!

“In a way,” I told him, lowering my voice almost to a whisper, “I wish I were a vampire. Then, I could not be hurt by Vambery’s lies, and Laura Vambery could have risen from the grave to become my consort. And in my inmost heart, I wish that every word which Copplestone spoke might be true, that all humanity might be doomed and damned, and that vampires might inherit the earth, worrying no more about the stupid hatreds of blind, mad men. Alas, I fear that Copplestone may have been no less a victim of his fears and fancies than Arminius Vambery. The dull truth and the dull tragedy, my dear H*****, is that you are quite right: there is no such thing as a vampire.”

“Then why,” he said, with what was clearly intended to be devastating simplicity, “did you steal the professor’s formula, and the remainder of his drug? Do you hope to make money selling it?”

“You know better than that, Mr H*****,” I purred. “Do you think my life of leisure is sustained by dealing in opium and absinthe? My wealth needs no such supplementation. It was my villain’s instinct which made me steal the vial and the paper; once having concluded that I wanted them, it was the most natural thing in the world for me to take them. For a while, I considered the possibility that the impulse was not entirely my own – that it might have been planted in my soul by one of Copplestone’s overmen, reaching back through time to make sure that the secret would not die with him – but you and I know better than to entertain such nonsense.”

I knew that I was on safe ground. This was a man whose watchword was When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however implausible, must be the truth. That, at least, was the watchword of the the doctor’s literary invention, and I knew by the haunted expression in his eyes that this H***** was trying desperately to live up to his legend. I, on the other hand, knew perfectly well that if, when one has eliminated the apparently impossible, one is left with something unworthy of consideration, one must re-examine one’s assumptions regarding the limits of possibility.

“So you took the vial, although you already had the formula, out of simple dog-in-the-manger selfishness?” he said.

“Of course,” I said, gently. The man had little understanding of the true wellsprings of human action; he could not have begun to comprehend my motives, because they could not have met his crude standards of rationality. He could not have begun to comprehend what Arminius Vambery’s malicious madness and the love for Laura which I had belatedly discovered in my desolate heart had made of me. He did not have imagination enough to see where obsession might lead a man with a soul as dark as mine. Oscar Wilde might have understood, but Wilde was about to set sail for the desert sun with his handsome Judas, leaving me alone and friendless.

“I must ask you to return the formula,” said H*****, formally. “You may keep the vial, but the formula was consigned to the care of Dr W*****, and is his by right.”

“The written formula no longer exists,” I said, regretfully. “I have destroyed the paper I took from W*****’s jacket.”

“I can’t believe that,” he said – but he said it mechanically, like an automaton. He was mine, now, and I could play him as I wished.

I leaned forward. “You might yet be surprised, Mr H*****,” I said, “by your own capacity for belief.”

He was staring at me now, wide-eyed. I did not have to meet his gaze; no true mesmerist requires an awesome stare or a bright and spinning object to captivate the imagination of his victim. As to whether a mesmerized man can be instructed to do something contradictory to his own will . . . who can know what a man’s will might permit, and what it might forbid? I was in a mood to be bold. “Listen to me, H*****,” I said, in a velvet-smooth tone. “Listen to me, and I will tell you the real truth . . .”

I told him, very painstakingly, that everything Arminius Vambery had said about me was true: that I was a vampire, and must be destroyed. I told him to return, between one and three hours after dawn, armed with a wooden stake, which he must drive through my beating heart. I told him not to be afraid, because he would find me unconscious and unresisting. I assured him that I would not crumble to dust, but that he would find my body lighter by a least three stones than it was at present, and that this would be an unmistakable proof of all that I had said.

By the time I finished, he was nearly asleep. It was apparent to me that his rest cure had been terminated too early. I was able to take the gun from his uncannily steady hand. I checked the chambers; it was fully loaded. I put it back in his hand, and gently roused him from his trance.

“Go now,” I told him, gently. “Come back after dawn. You know what you must do.”

He looked at me in bewilderment. For a few moments he did not know where he was or why. He put the gun away, but I had to help him with his coat and hat. When I opened the door for him, he departed meekly – but he recovered himself sufficiently as he descended the steps to turn and face me, and say: “This matter is not finished, Count Lugard. Depend on it.”

“I do,” I assured him, as I raised my hand in a salute of farewell. I watched him from the doorway while he disappeared into the shadows of the night. There were still three hours and more until dawn.

I collected my case, took a candle from the sitting-room, and went down into the cellars of the house.

Laura lay in her coffin, perfectly at peace. Her wan face was lustrously clear and her dark eyes seemed almost luminous. The small star like mark on the cheek beneath her left eye stood out very clearly. Her lovely hair was neatly gathered about her finely chiselled features.

“Soon,” I whispered. “Soon, my love!”

She did not wake while I did my work; she might as well have been truly dead. Nor did she wake when I pricked her arm with the needle, injecting the drug into her arm.

“Never fear, my love,” I said. “There is a better world for such as you and I, and a path which might lead us there, hand in hand. I have laid my last nightmare, played my last trick, and the time is come for expiation and redemption. I have found my destiny, and it is within my grasp.”

I found that I was weeping, and wiped the tears from my eyes with my sleeve. How could any man ever have thought that I was heartless? How could any man ever have condemned me as a monster, forever doomed to remain outside the human community?

I filled the syringe again. I knew that no one else would ever be able to use Copplestone’s elixir, unless the world of men were to produce another man with his peculiar fascinations – and refrained, meanwhile, from obliterating the ancient but precarious wisdom of the tribesmen he had visited. No one else could ever follow us into that glorious world where violent and vapid mankind was naught but a myth and a memory.

Before taking my appointed station and injecting the drug into my own arm I reached out to touch the cold forehead of the lovely victim of my lust. I wanted to feel the faint warmth of her forgiveness before I escorted her into the misty reaches of the worlds beyond the world.

“We leave nothing behind but a sunless world of dismal madmen,” I told her, softly. “We are bound for the vivid and effulgent future, when we shall revel and rejoice in the hunger and ecstasy of vampires.”


NICHOLAS ROYLE

Lacuna

NICHOLAS ROYLE’S SECOND novel, Saxophone Dreams, appeared in the UK as a Penguin Original in 1996, following the publication of Counterparts in both Britain and America. A collection, The Crucian Pit & Other Stories, is also due from White Wolf. He is currently working on a new novel, Omphalos, which stems from ideas he has been developing in such recent short stories as “Lacuna”, “The Lagoon” (from Dark Terrors) and “The Matter of the Heart” (from The Third Alternative).

Royle is the award-winning author of more than seventy horror tales, several of which have been selected for The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror, The Year’s Best Horror Stories and previous volumes of The Best New Horror, and recent appearances include Dark Terrors 2, Twist in the Tail and Razor Kiss. Also recently published are two Royle-edited anthologies: A Book of Two Halves, containing original stories about football and featuring a number of genre writers, and The Tiger Garden: A Book of Writers’ Dreams.

“ ‘Lacuna’ was based on one night in Denham, the westernmost town in Western Australia,” recalls the author. “It’s a small, one-street town and not especially beautiful, but I am determined to revisit it, if only to render untrue the line in the ‘story’ I find most disturbing – ‘You’ve never been here before, you’ll never be here again.’ I don’t like the dark shadow of mortality cast by that particular line – which wrote itself without any input from me. ‘Lacuna’ has now been developed into a scene in my new novel.”

YOU WAKE UP in the middle of the night. Your mind is made of rubber.

It’s hot. The trees are rushing under hair-dryer winds. The windows are open. You should have closed them. Put up with the motor racket of the air-con.

You make one more move out of sleep and you know there is someone else in the room with you. Someone apart from her. You know it was their noise that woke you. You know they’re there. You can go back to sleep or make another move. You have to choose. You’re a figure in a game. You can’t hear her breathing. You should be able to. She’s lying next to you.

You keep taking another step out of sleep until at last you’re awake. You realize the rubber was just the taste in your mouth. You reach for your glasses – look at the time. The red figures on the clock snap into focus: 1.25. You get out of bed. The room is in darkness. The curtains are only thin but there’s no moon. She stirs slightly. You kiss her to reassure her because you know that’s all she needs and she’ll stay asleep.

You prowl the rented villa in the dark, pass through the main room. Go into the bathroom. The little window high in the wall above the toilet is open. The wind fails to drown out the cicadas. Less than an hour south of the Tropic of Capricorn. You’ve never been here before, you’ll never be here again. There are sharks and dugong in the bay.

You sit on the toilet. There’s a mirror on the wall opposite. You raise your head but cannot see your reflection.

It’s hot.

You see your own reflection crawling in through the little window above your head.

You rub the back of your neck, splash cold water. Try to wake up.

You hear a noise in the main room. You creep back in from the bathroom. You imagine an intruder, fantasize scrabbling for a knife in the unfamiliar kitchen. You look back into the bedroom. The wind’s blowing outside. It’s 3.15.


STEPHEN JONES & KIM NEWMAN

Necrology: 1995

HALF-WAY INTO THE DECADE, and as usual we pay tribute to those many writers, artists, performers and technicians who made significant contributions to the horror, science fiction and fantasy genres during their lifetimes and who died in 1995 . . .

AUTHORS/ARTISTS

Russian poet, literary critic and science fiction author Abram Ruvimovich Palely died on January 11th, less than a month before his 102nd birthday. His SF books were published in the late 1920s and early 30s, and he was imprisoned during Stalin’s “struggle against cosmopolitanism”.

Fan and author Dr Kenneth J. Sterling, who sold his first story, “The Brain Eaters of Pluto”, to Wonder Stories at the age of thirteen, died from an aneurysm on January 12th, aged 74. As a teenager, he knew H.P. Lovecraft and supplied the plot of Lovecraft’s story “In the Walls of Eryx”, published in Weird Tales in 1939. He also contributed an essay, “Lovecraft and Science” to the Arkham House HPL volume Marginalia (1944). A clinical professor, he was recognized in medical circles as an authority on thyroid hormones.

Gay author, editor and critic Stan Leventhal died of AIDS on January 15th, aged 43. His SF and fantasy stories were collected in A Herd of Tiny Elephants and Candy Holidays and Other Short Fiction.

Radio scriptwriter Sidney Slon, who wrote episodes of The Shadow, died from Alzheimer’s Disease on January 21st, aged 84.

Texas-born mystery writer Patricia Highsmith died in Switzerland on January 28th, aged 74. Her career began in 1950 with Strangers on a Train (memorably filmed the following year by Alfred Hitchcock), and her collection Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes featured mostly fantasy stories. Her fiction was also reprinted in such horror anthologies as The 17th Fontana Book of Great Horror Stories and Masterpieces of Terror and the Supernatural.

Paul Monette, who wrote novelizations of Nosferatu The Vampyre (1979), Scarface (1983) and Predator, as well as Borrowed Time: An AIDS Memoir, succumbed to the disease on February 10th, aged 49.

Ian Ballantine, founder of Penguin Books in America, plus the Bantam, New American Library and Ballantine imprints, died from a heart attack on March 9th. He was 79. In partnership with his wife Betty, he was a major figure in paperback publishing and the history of science fiction and fantasy books for six decades. Bantam Books closed its offices for a day in his honour.

Radio writer Mildred Henry Gross, who scripted The Green Hornet at Detroit’s WXYZ radio during the 1940s, died on March 28th, aged 93.

San Francisco poet Stanley D. McNail, whose books of wonderfully macabre verse include Tea in the Mortuary, Footsteps in the Attic, The Black Hawk Country and the Arkham House volume Something Breathing, died of heart failure in Berkeley, California on April 4th, aged 77. Editor and publisher of the magazines Nightshade and The Galley Sail Review, he served as poetry editor for Renaissance and was the first to publish Charles Bukowski.

Hollywood screenwriter Allan Scott, best known as the co-writer of many Fred Astaire/Ginger Rogers musicals, died on April 13th, aged 88. He also made uncredited contributions to such films as Portrait of Jennie and The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T.

Screenwriter Edwin Blum died on May 2nd, aged 89. His fifteen produced screenplays include The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1939), The Canterville Ghost (1944) and Down to Earth. He also wrote many episodes of the TV sci-spy series The Man from U.N.C.L.E.

Publisher Charles (Montgomery) Monteith died on May 9th, aged 74. He joined Faber & Faber in 1954 and quickly discovered and published William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. He went on the publish many SF writers, including Brian Aldiss, Edmund Cooper, James Blish, Harry Harrison and Clifford Simak, as well as Samuel Beckett, John Osborne, P.D. James and Philip Larkin. He retired in 1980 due to ill health.

Author Christopher Hodder-Williams, whose near-future SF novels include Chain Reaction (1959), The Main Experiment and Fistful of Digits, died of a heart attack on May 15th, aged 69.

Screenwriter/producer/director Derek Ford died of a heart attack on May 19th, aged 62. With his brother Donald he scripted such films as The Black Torment, A Study in Terror and Corruption, while his solo work includes Don’t Open Till Christmas and Blood Tracks.

Pulp writer W. (Walter) Ryerson “Johnny” Johnson, died on May 24th from complications following a stroke. He was 93. Best known as a prolific writer of western stories, he also contributed two novels to the Doc Savage series, Land of Always-Night and The Fantastic Island, both in collaboration with creator Lester Dent, and Dent’s The Motion Menace was based on a plot by Johnson.

Science fiction writer Mike (Dennis) McQuay died of a heart attack on May 27th, aged 45. At the time, he was completing the final revisions to Richter 10, a collaboration with Arthur C. Clarke. His other novels include Life-Keeper, Jitterbug, Memories (winner of the Philip K. Dick Special Award), Puppetmaster, State of Siege, The Nexus, Pure Blood, Mother Earth and entries in the Isaac Asimov Robot City series. He also wrote the novelizations of My Science Project and Escape from New York as well as various Tom Swift and Nancy Drew books.

Novelist, playwright and television writer Thomas P. Cullinan, whose Southern Gothic novel The Beguiled was made into a 1971 movie starring Clint Eastwood, died on June 11th of a heart attack. He was 75.

Multiple Hugo and Nebula Award-winning SF and fantasy author Roger Zelazny died on June 14th from kidney failure as a result of colon/rectal cancer. He was 58 and kept his illness secret from all but his family and a few close friends. His first story was published in 1962, and he became a full-time writer in 1969. His many books include This Immortal, Lord of Light, Jack of Shadows, Isle of the Dead, Doorways in the Sand, Roadmarks, Eye of Cat, Damnation Alley (filmed disappointingly in 1977), the delightful A Night in the Lonesome October (illustrated by Gahan Wilson) and the classic Nine Princes in Amber and its nine sequels. Among his most memorable short stories are “The Doors of His Face, the Lamps of His Mouth”, “A Rose for Ecclesiastes”, “The Furies”, “Home is the Hangman” and “The Last Defender of Camelot” (produced as an episode of the revived Twilight Zone TV series). At the time of his death he was working on a major new SF novel, Donnerjack, the first in a projected trilogy.

Screenwriter Charles Bennett, remembered for his long-time collaboration with Alfred Hitchcock, died in Los Angeles on June 15th, aged 95. He adapted his own play Blackmail for Hitchcock in 1929, and it became Britain’s first talking movie. His other credits include The Secret of the Loch, The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934), The 39 Steps (1935), King Solomon’s Mines (1937), Reap the Wild Wind, The Story of Mankind, The Lost World, Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea (plus episodes of the TV series), Five Weeks in a Balloon, City Under the Sea (US: War-Gods of the Deep) and various episodes of TV’s The Wild Wild West. In March 1995 he received the Screen Writers Guild of America’s Lifetime Achievement Award.

Popular French science fiction author Pierre Barbet (the pseudonym for Dr Claude [Pierre Marie] Avice) died on July 20th of cancer, aged 70. A professional pharmacist and expert in bionics, he was the author of 71 novels, some under the pseudonyms ‘Olivier Sprigel’ and ‘David Maine’. His books encompassed hard science fiction, space opera and heroic fantasy, and included Survivants de l’Apocalypse, Baphomet’s Meteor and Games Psyborgs Play.

Elleston Trevor, the author of eighteen Quiller spy novels, died of cancer on July 21st, aged 75. Born Trevor Dudley-Smith in Britain in 1920, he wrote more than 100 novels, including science fiction, horror and children’s fantasies under such pseudonyms as ‘Warwick Scott’ and ‘Adam Hall’.

Jerry Garcia, composer and leader of the 1960s counter-culture band the Grateful Dead, died in a drug rehabilitation centre on August 8th, aged 53.

Journalist Stanley Asimov, younger brother of Isaac Asimov, died of leukaemia on August 15th, aged 66. In 1995 he edited a collection of his late brother’s letters, Yours, Isaac Asimov.

Screenwriter Howard Koch died on August 17th from pneumonia, aged 93. He scripted the infamous Mercury Theatre radio broadcast of War of the Worlds for Orson Welles in October 1938, and he worked on such movie scripts as The Sea Hawk and Casablanca (for which he won an Oscar). In 1950 he was blacklisted during the McCarthy witchhunts. His autobiography is titled As Time Goes By: Memoirs of a Writer in Hollywood, New York and Europe.

Hugo Award-winning author and poet John Brunner died on August 25th after suffering a stroke at the World Science Fiction Convention in Glasgow. He was 60. A couple of months earlier he had been Guest of Honour at the 26th Science Fiction Research Association Conference in Grand Forks, North Dakota. In the early 1950s, under the pseudonym “Gil Hunt” he sold his first science fiction novel at the age of seventeen. After publishing a series of space operas, often in the Ace doubles series, he began to attract more serious attention in the 1960s with such novels as Stand on Zanzibar, The Sheep Look Up, Shockwave Rider, The Jagged Orbit and the Traveler in Black fantasy series. In 1967 he scripted the low-budget Amicus movie The Terrornauts, based on a novel by Murray Leinster. He won numerous awards for his science fiction, but in recent years Brunner felt that the SF community had turned its back on him, and he began contributing stories to various horror anthologies, including three volumes of Dark Voices: The Pan Book of Horror, Best New Horror 4, Touch Wood, The Mammoth Book of Frankenstein, and the revived Weird Tales magazine.

German fantasy author Michael (Andreas Helmuth) Ende died of stomach cancer on August 27th, aged 65. After publishing two successful children’s books in the early 1960s, he moved to Rome where in 1973 he wrote Momo and, six years later, The Neverending Story (filmed in 1984 and followed by two sequels). His final children’s book, Lirum Larum, was published in Germany in 1995.

Television writer John L. Greene, who created My Favorite Martian and also worked on Bewitched, The Flying Nun and I Dream of Jeannie, died on October 4th, aged 82.

Eric Garber, who edited the gay horror anthology Embracing the Dark and the gay and lesbian science fiction anthology Worlds Apart, died on October 8th, aged 40.

Edith (Mary) Pargeter, best known for her series of Brother Cadfael medieval mystery novels written under the pseudonym Ellis Peters, died on October 15th, aged 82. Her other books include such fantasies as The City Lies Four-Square, By Firelight (US: By This Strange Fire) and the collection The Lily Hand and Other Stories.

Screenwriter/producer Jack Rose, who often collaborated with Melville Shavelson, died of cancer on October 20th, aged 84. His many credits include My Favorite Brunette, Road to Rio, The Incredible Mr. Limpet and The Great Muppet Caper.

Iconoclastic British novelist, poet and critic Sir Kingsley (William) Amis died on October 22nd following a fall a few months earlier when he suffered crushed vertebrae. He was aged 73. He graduated from St John’s College, Oxford and his first novel, Lucky Jim, was published in 1954 to instant acclaim. Although he will be remembered as one of the “Angry Young Men” of British literature, he also wrote the 1960 book-length study of science fiction, New Maps in Hell; a supernatural novel, The Green Man (made into a TV movie); the John W. Campbell Award-winning SF novel The Alteration; the futuristic Russian Hide-and-Seek, and Colonel Sun, the first non-Ian Fleming James Bond novel, written under the pseudonym “Robert Markham”. He also co-edited (with Robert Conquest) five volumes of the Spectrum SF anthology series, and edited The Golden Age of Science Fiction. His 1986 novel The Old Devils won the Booker prize.

Don Pendleton (Donald Eugene Pendleton), who wrote the men’s adventure series The Executioner, died of a heart attack on October 23rd, aged 67. He also wrote a number of science fiction novels in the late 1960s (some as ‘Dan Britain’), including The Guns of Terra 10, Cataclysm, Civil War II: The Day it Finally Happened, The Olympians, 1989: Population Doomsday and The Godmakers. His Executioner books were so popular, he licensed his name as a “house name” and also produced six novels featuring psychic spy Asthon Ford. His final book (co-written with his wife Linda) was Dance With Angels, a non-fiction account of their channelling experiences.

Novelist and screenwriter Terry Southern died of respiratory failure on October 29th, aged 71. He had collapsed four days earlier while on his way to teach a screenwriting class at Columbia University. His 1959 novel The Magic Christian was filmed ten years later with an eclectic cast, and he was also involved in the scripts for Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb and Barbarella.

World Fantasy Award-winning American writer Jack Finney (Walter Braden Finney) died of pneumonia on November 14th, aged 84. Best known as author of the science fiction horror novel The Body Snatchers (1955), originally published as a serial in Collier’s, the book gained further currency through three remarkably effective film versions directed by Don Siegel (as Invasion of the Body Snatchers, 1956), Philip Kaufman (as Invasion of the Body Snatchers, 1978) and Abel Ferrara (as Body Snatchers, 1994). Finney’s other novels ranged from smart, urban comedy (Good Neighbor Sam) through heist thrillers (Assault on a Queen, Five Against the House, The House of Numbers) to nightmarish, urban comedy (The Night People). Most of these became glossy, expensive Hollywood films top-lining the likes of Kim Novak, Frank Sinatra and Jack Lemmon. Time and Again (1970), Finney’s most substantial novel, was a romantic mystery with a modern-day hero who thinks himself back into a richly imagined turn-of-the-century New York. Similar in tone, if jokier, were The Woodrow Wilson Dime and Marion’s Wall (filmed as Maxie). His short stories (collected in The Third Level, I Love Galesburg in the Springtime: Fantasy and Time Stories and About Time: Twelve Stories) define the area that Rod Serling would call The Twilight Zone. In 1995, Finney published From Time to Time, a belated sequel to Time and Again.

Robie Macauley, who was fiction editor for Playboy magazine from 1966 to 1977, died of lymphoma on November 20th, aged 76. He was also a senior and executive editor at publisher Houghton Mifflin (1977–1988) and wrote the 1979 science fiction novel A Secret History of Time to Come. He won the O. Henry Short Story Award in 1967.

Author Margaret St Clair (Margaret Neeley) died on November 22nd, aged 84. Her first science fiction story, ‘Rocket to Limbo’, appeared in Fantastic Adventures in 1946, and she went on to publish many short stories during the 1950s (many under the name ‘Idris Seabright’) which were collected in Three Worlds of Futurity, Change the Sky and Other Stories and The Best of Margaret St. Clair. Several of her science fiction novels appeared as Ace Doubles, beginning with Agent of the Unknown in 1956.

Canadian novelist, playwright, actor and critic (William) Robertson Davies died on December 2nd, aged 82, several days after suffering a stroke. The author of more than thirty plays and novels, his best known books include the Deptford Trilogy (Fifth Business, The Manticore and World of Wonders), The Rebel Angels, What’s Bred in the Bone, The Lyre of Orpheus, Murther and Walking Spirits and his most recent novel, The Cunning Man. His 1982 collection High Spirits won the World Fantasy Award.

Scottish author Fred Urquhart (Frederick Burrows Urquhart), best know for his short stories, died the same day, aged 83. After an early novel, Time Will Knit (1938), his short fiction appeared in a wide variety of literary magazines and such anthologies as The Fourth Ghost Book, The Unlikely Ghosts and several volumes edited by Denys Val Baker. A collection of his stories, Seven Ghosts in Search, was published in 1983.

Mexican-born science fiction author G.C. Edmondson (José Mario Garry Ordonez Edmondson y Cotton) died of cancer on December 14th, aged 73. He began writing SF in 1965 and his books include the short novel The Ship That Sailed the Time Stream, its sequel To Sail the Century Sea, Star Slaver (with Andrew J. Offutt, as by “John Cleve”), four collaborations with C.M. Kotlan and the collection Stranger Than You Think. He also wrote westerns and thrillers as “Kelly P. Gast” and under the house names “J.B. Masterson” and “Jake Logan”.

ACTORS/ACTRESSES

Leading lady Nancy Kelly died on January 2nd of apparent complications from diabetes. She was aged 73. Her film credits include Tarzan’s Desert Mystery, The Woman Who Came Back and The Bad Seed (1956), for which she was nominated for an Academy Award.

British comedian Peter Cook died of a gastrointestinal haemorrhage on January 9th, aged 57. Best known for his satiric revues and TV appearances, he starred in such films as Bedazzled, The Bed Sitting Room and as Sherlock Holmes in The Hound of the Baskervilles (1977), all opposite his regular collaborator Dudley Moore, and Supergirl.

Patricia Welsh, who provided the voice for Steven Spielberg’s E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, died of pneumonia on January 26th, aged 79.

Cecil H. Roy, known as “The Girl of a Thousand Voices”, died the same day, aged 94. She provided the voices for the cartoon exploits of Casper the Friendly Ghost and Little Lulu, and worked in numerous radio shows during the 1930s and 40s.

Character actor Donald Pleasence died at his home in southern France while recovering from a heart operation on February 2nd, aged 75. He usually appeared in menacing or eccentric roles, beginning with the BBC’s 1954 adaptation of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, and continuing in such movies as The Flesh and the Fiends (US: Mania/The Fiendish Ghouls), Circus of Horrors, The Hands of Orlac (1960), What a Carve Up! (US: No Place Like Homicide), Dr. Crippen, Fantastic Voyage, Cul-De-Sac, Eye of the Devil (US: 13), You Only Live Twice (as Blofeld), THX 1138, Death Line (US: Raw Meat), From Beyond the Grave, Tales That Witness Madness, I Don’t Want to Be Born (US: The Devil Within Her), The Mutations, The Devil’s Men (US: Land of the Minotaur), The Uncanny, The Monster Club, Alone in the Dark, Frankenstein’s Great-Aunt Tillie, The Devonsville Terror, Phenomena, Vampire in Venice, Buried Alive, The House of Usher (1989) and Paganini Horror. In 1978 he portrayed Dr Sam Loomis in John Carpenter’s classic Halloween, and he recreated the character in four sequels, completing Halloween: The Curse of Michael Myers just prior to his death. His other genre movie credits include Dracula (1979, as Dr Seward), Carpenter’s Escape from New York and Prince of Darkness, and Woody Allen’s Shadows and Fog.

American actor Doug McClure died of lung cancer on February 5th, aged 59. Although best known for his western roles on TV, he starred in three film adaptations of Edgar Rice Burroughs, The Land That Time Forgot, At the Earth’s Core and The People That Time Forgot, as well as Satan’s Triangle, Warlords of Atlantis, Firebird 2015 AD, Humanoids from the Deep (UK: Monster) and The House Where Evil Dwells.

Character actor David Wayne (David McKeekan), perhaps best know for his role as the Mad Hatter in the 1960s Batman TV series, died of cancer on February 9th, aged 81. His many film credits include Portrait of Jennie, M (1951), and The Andromeda Strain, and he received the first ever Tony Award for his portrayal of the leprechaun in Finian’s Rainbow on Broadway.

Tough-guy actor Michael V. Gazzo died of a stroke on February 14th, aged 71. He appeared in Alligator, Fear City and Last Action Hero, amongst many other films.

Hollywood leading man John Howard (John Cox) died of heart failure on February 19th, aged 82. Among his numerous film credits are Lost Horizon (1937), the title hero in Bulldog Drummond Comes Back, Bulldog Drummond’s Peril, Bulldog Drummond in Africa, Arrest Bulldog Drummond and Bulldog Drummond’s Secret Police, The Invisible Woman, The Mad Doctor, The Undying Monster (as the werewolf), Crazy Knights, The Unknown Terror, Destination Inner Space and So Evil, My Sister (aka Psycho Sisters).

American character actor and Truman impersonator Ed Flanders committed suicide on February 22nd, aged 60. His film and television appearances include The Legend of Lizzie Borden, The Ninth Configuration, Salem’s Lot, Special Bulletin and Exorcist III.

British DJ and comedian Kenny Everett died on March 17th of AIDS, aged 50. Fired twice by the BBC, his satiric The Kenny Everett Video Show appeared on TV on both sides of the Atlantic. He contributed all the voices to the SF spoof Kremmen the Movie (1980) and co-starred with Vincent Price in the dire Bloodbath at the House of Death (1983).

The same day saw the death of iconoclastic musician Vivian Stanshall, who wrote and appeared in the 1980 film Sir Henry at Rawlinson End, based on his radio serial and stage play.

Scottish actor Robert Urquhart died on March 20th, aged 73. He co-starred with Peter Cushing in Hammer’s The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) as well as appearing in numerous TV series.

Priscilla Lane (Priscilla Mulligan), the perky heroine of Arsenic and Old Lace, died on April 4th after a brief illness. One of five sisters, all actresses, she was aged 76.

American actor and ballad singer Burl Ives (Burl Icle Ivanhoe) died of mouth cancer on April 14th, aged 85. His film and TV credits include East of Eden, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, The Brass Bottle, Rocket to the Moon, The Man Who Wanted to Live Forever (UK: The Only Way Out is Dead), The Bermuda Depths and Earthbound.

Hollywood actress, dancer and comedienne Ginger Rogers died of natural causes on April 25th, aged 83. Best remembered for her 1930s musicals with Fred Astaire, she also appeared in The 13th Guest, A Shriek in the Night and Monkey Business.

The same day, Canadian-born actor Alexander Knox died of bone cancer in England, aged 88. He appeared in The Son of Dr Jekyll, Hammer’s The Damned (US: These Are the Damned), Crack in the World, The Psychopath, Modesty Blaise, Skullduggery, Holocaust 2000 (US: The Chosen) and Gorky Park.

British character actor Sir Michael Hordern died from kidney disease after a long illness on May 2nd, aged 83. His numerous film credits include Passport to Pimlico, Scrooge (1951), The Night My Number Came Up, The Spaniard’s Curse, Man in the Moon, Dr. Syn Alias the Scarecrow, The Bed-Sitting Room, Hammer’s Demons of the Mind, A Christmas Carol (1971), The Possession of Joel Delaney, The Pied Piper, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Theatre of Blood with Vincent Price, The Slipper and the Rose, The Medusa Touch, Watership Down, Labyrinth, Young Sherlock Holmes and the TV ghost stories Whistle and I’ll Come to You and The Green Man.

Veteran character actor Elisha Cook, Jr died in May, aged 91. Best known for playing cowards and neurotics in such films as The Maltese Falcon (as Wilmer the gunsel) and The Big Sleep, his numerous other credits include Stranger on the Third Floor, I Wake Up Screaming, A-Haunting We Will Go, Hellzapoppin’, Dark Waters, Shane, Voodoo Island, House on Haunted Hill, The Haunted Palace, Black Zoo, Rosemary’s Baby, Blacula, The Night Stalker, Messiah of Evil, Dead of Night (1976), Salem’s Lot and Hammett.

British stage, screen and television actor Eric Porter died of colon cancer on May 15th, aged 67. Best remembered as Soames in TV’s The Forsyte Saga, he also starred in Hammer’s The Lost Continent (1968) and Hands of the Ripper.

Soviet-born Alexander Godunov was found dead of acute alcohol poisoning on May 17th, aged 45. The ex-star of the Bolshoi Ballet defected in 1979 and, after dancing for the American Ballet Theatre for three years, he turned to acting, appearing in such films as Die Hard, The Runestone and Waxwork II: Lost in Time.

Elizabeth Montgomery, who will always be remembered as the nose-twitching witch Samantha in TV’s Bewitched (1964–72), died of cancer on May 18th, aged 57. The daughter of Hollywood actor Robert Montgomery, she also appeared in the TV movie The Legend of Lizzie Borden (1975) and in such series as The Twilight Zone, Thriller and One Step Beyond.

American character actor Severn Darden died on May 26th, aged 65. His credits include Fearless Frank, The President’s Analyst, The Monitors, The Mad Room, Werewolves on Wheels, Who Fears the Devil (aka The Legend of Hillbilly John), Day of the Dolphin, Conquest of the Planet of the Apes, Battle for the Planet of the Apes, Saturday the 14th, Real Genius, Night Life (UK: Grave Misdemeanours) and the LA 2017 episode of TV’s The Name of the Game.

Ballet dancer Prudence Hyman, who portrayed the title role in Hammer Film’s The Gorgon, died on June 1st, aged 81.

Irish character actor and playwright Joseph Tomelty, who appeared in such British films as The Sound Barrier, Meet Mr. Lucifer, Devil Girl from Mars, Timeslip (US: The Atomic Man) and The Black Torment, died on June 7th. He was 84.

British-born New Zealand actor Bruno Lawrence died of lung cancer on June 9th, aged 54. His film appearances include Battletruck (US: Warlords of the 21st Century), The Quiet Earth and Death Warmed Up.

Sultry 1940s Hollywood star Lana Turner (Julia Jean Mildred Frances Turner) died, aged 75, on June 29th. The reclusive star of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1941), The Postman Always Rings Twice (1945) and The Three Musketeers (1948) was diagnosed with throat cancer two years earlier. She also starred in the Tyburn horror thriller Persecution (US: The Terror of Sheba/Sheba) and Witches Brew, the latter based on the novel Conjure Wife by Fritz Leiber. She really was discovered in a drugstore, and in 1958 her daughter Cheryl was charged with stabbing to death her mother’s lover, gangster Johnny Stompanato.

Fussy comedy actor Gale Gordon (Gaylord Aldrich), who played opposite Lucille Ball on television for more than twenty years, died of cancer on June 30th, aged 89. He also appeared in such films as Thirty Foot Bride of Candy Rock, Visit to a Small Planet, Sergeant Deadhead and Joe Dante’s underrated horror spoof The ’burbs.

Howling radio DJ Wolfman Jack (Robert Smith) died of a heart attack on July 1st, aged 57. He made cameo appearances in such movies as American Graffiti, Motel Hell, The Midnight Hour, Mortuary Academy and Midnight, and on TV in episodes of Wonder Woman, Galactica 1980 and Swamp Thing.

Hungarian-born Eva Gabor, youngest of the three Gabor sisters, died from respiratory failure on July 4th, aged 74. The star of the TV series Green Acres (1965–71), her film credits include Tarzan and the Slave Girl, The Mad Magician with Vincent Price, Artists and Models, The Aristocats, The Rescuers and The Rescuers Down Under. She was married five times and ran a multi-million dollar wig company.

Silent screen star Patsy Ruth Miller, who portrayed Esmeralda the gypsy girl in the 1923 Hunchback of Notre Dame opposite Lon Chaney Sr’s Quasimodo, died on July 16th, aged 91.

Dependable TV actor Harry Guardino died of lung cancer on July 17th, aged 69. His numerous credits include The Last Child, Goldengirl and episodes of The Outer Limits, Night Gallery, The Evil Touch, Future Cop, Fantasy Island and Wonder Woman.

British-born leading lady and later director Ida Lupino, the daughter of musical comedian Stanley Lupino, died on August 3rd of cancer. She was aged 77. After moving to Hollywood in the 1930s, she starred in Peter Ibbotson, They Drive By Night, High Sierra, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Out of the Fog, Ladies in Retirement, While the City Sleeps, I Love a Mystery (1967), The Devil’s Rain, The Food of the Gods and many other films, and directed several episodes of TV’s Thriller.

Radio performer and the voice of numerous animated characters, Phil Harris, died of a heart attack on August 11th, aged 89. He will be best remembered for his characterization of Baloo the Bear in Disney’s animated The Jungle Book.

Gary Crosby, the son of Bing, died of lung cancer on August 24th, aged 62. As an actor he appeared in The Night Stalker (1987).

British actor Jeremy Brett (Jeremy Huggins) died of heart failure on September 12th, aged 59. A memorable, if somewhat eccentric Sherlock Holmes in the long-running TV series (1984–1993), he also appeared in a few films, including The Medusa Touch, and played Dorian Gray on TV, and Dracula on the stage.

American comedy actor Grady Sutton died of natural causes on September 17th, aged 89. His many credits include Alexander’s Rag Time Band, The Bank Dick, Whispering Ghosts, Myra Breckinridge and Rock ’n’ Roll High School.

Actor David McLean, who portrayed the Marlbro Man in TV commercials, ironically died of lung cancer on October 12th, aged 73. His film appearances include X–15, Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea, The Strangler, The Andromeda Strain, Deathsport and Kingdom of the Spiders.

Swedish-born actress Viveca Lindfors (Elsa Torstendotter) died on October 25th of pneumonic complications from rheumatoid arthritis. She was aged 74, and her many film credits include Moonfleet, Hammer’s The Damned (US: These Are the Damned), Cauldron of Blood (aka Blind Man’s Bluff), The Hand (1981), Creepshow, Silent Madness, Frankenstein’s Auntie, The Exorcist III and Stargate.

Actor Christopher Stone died of a heart attack on October 29th, aged 53. Married to actress Dee Wallace, his films include Love Me Deadly, The Howling, Cujo and The Annihilators.

Actress Rosalind Cash died of cancer on Halloween, aged 56. A founding member of the Negro Ensemble theatre company, her many film credits include The Omega Man, Dr. Black and Mr. Hyde, The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension, Death Spa, Special Bulletin, The Offspring (UK: From a Whisper to a Scream) and Tales from the Hood.

Character actor Paul Eddington died on November 4th of a rare form of skin cancer, aged 68. Best known for his roles on British TV, he co-starred with Christopher Lee in Hammer’s The Devil Rides Out (US: The Devil’s Bride) and also appeared in The Amazing Mr. Blunden.

American actress Aneta Coursaut, who portrayed Steve McQueen’s girlfriend in The Blob (1958), and appeared in The Toolbox Murders, died of cancer on November 6th, aged 62.

Distinguished stage and screen actor Sir Robert Stephens died on November 13th, aged 64. He played the title role in The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes, and his other film credits include Morgan – A Suitable Case for Treatment (US: Morgan!), The Asphyx, The Shout and Afraid of the Dark. In 1992 he narrated the BBC-TV opera series The Vampyre.

British actor-turned producer John Van Eyssen died of cancer the same day, aged 73. Best known for his portrayal of Jonathan Harker in Hammer’s Dracula (US: Horror of Dracula), he also appeared in The Four-Sided Triangle and Quatermass II (US: Enemy from Space) for the same studio.

Russian actor and director Aleksandr Kaidanovsky died of a heart attack on December 2nd, aged 49. In 1979 he played the lead character in Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker.

British character actor and comedian Jimmy Jewel died after a long illness on December 3rd, on the eve of his 83rd birthday. With his cousin Ben Warriss, he became a leading light of the music hall scene, radio and television (including The Avengers). When their partnership broke up after 32 years, Jewel turned to straight acting.

American musical star Vivian Blaine (Vivienne Stapleton) died on December 9th, aged 74. Most successful on Broadway, her films credits include Guys and Dolls, The Dark and Parasite.

Character actress Butterfly McQueen (Thelma McQueen), aged 84, died on December 22nd following a fire. Her films include Gone With the Wind, Cabin in the Sky and The Phynx.

British-born leading man Patric Knowles (Reginald Knowles) died of a cerebral haemorrhage on December 23rd, aged 84. He appeared in such classic Universal movies as The Wolf Man and Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man, plus The Mystery of Marie Roget, The Strange Case of Dr. Rx, From the Earth to the Moon, Arnold and Terror in the Wax Museum.

Relaxed singer and actor Dean Martin (Dino Crocetti) died of respiratory disease on December 25th, aged 78. During the 1940s and 50s he was successfully teamed with Jerry Lewis, until they split in 1956 and he became a solo star. His many film credits include Scared Stiff, Rio Bravo, What a Way to Go and Five Card Stud, and he portrayed Donald Hamilton’s secret agent Matt Helm in the silly sci-spy adventures The Silencers, Murderer’s Row, The Ambushers and The Wrecking Crew.

Charlie Chaplin’s second wife, Lita Grey Chaplin (Lillita Louise MacMurray) died on December 29th, aged 87. She worked for Chaplin at his Hollywood studio when she was 12, and married him when she was 16 and he was 35. The couple had two sons before they were divorced three years later.

FILM/TV TECHNICIANS

Veteran Hammer Films make-up artist Roy Ashton died on January 10th, aged 85. The Australian-born Ashton was the studio’s chief make-up man from 1959 to 1966, creating many of Hammer’s classic monsters in such films as The Curse of the Werewolf, The Phantom of the Opera (1962), The Evil of Frankenstein, The Gorgon, She (1965), The Reptile, Plague of the Zombies and Dracula Prince of Darkness. In later years he also created the make-ups for Tales from the Crypt (1972), The Creeping Flesh, Legend of the Werewolf and The Monster Club.

George Abbott, the veteran producer/director/writer for stage and screen, died of a stroke on January 31st, aged 107. He co-directed the movie version of his Broadway hit Damn Yankees in 1958.

Animator John Halas died in January, aged 82. Born in Budapest, he originally worked with George Pal before creating his own animation studio, first in Hungary in 1935, and five years later in London in partnership with his wife, Joy Batchelor. Halas and Batchelor produced more than 2,000 short films and several features over the following four decades, including the 1954 version of George Orwell’s Animal Farm. Halas was awarded an OBE in 1972.

Nigel Finch, who directed the 1992 BBC-TV opera series The Vampyre, died of AIDS on February 14th, aged 45.

British producer/director Jack Clayton died on February 25th from an heart attack and liver problems. He was 73, and although best remembered for Room at the Top (1958), he also directed the terrifying The Innocents, Our Mother’s House and the underrated Something Wicked This Way Comes, based on the novel by Ray Bradbury.

American-born director Cy Endfield died of cerebral vascular disease at his home in England on April 16th, aged 81. He scripted the Bowery Boys comedy Mr. Hex but after being blacklisted by the House Committee on Un-American Activities in 1951, he moved to the UK where he reputedly worked on the screenplay for Night of the Demon (US: Curse of the Demon) under the pseudonym “Hal E. Chester” and directed such movies as Tarzan’s Savage Fury, Mysterious Island (1961), Zulu and De Sade. In later years he became an inventor.

Veteran Hollywood director Arthur Lubin died on May 11th, aged 96. His films include Abbott and Costello’s early vehicles Buck Privates and Hold That Ghost, Universal’s Technicolor Phantom of the Opera (1943) and Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and such quickies as the Karloff-Lugosi Black Friday and the Gale Sondegaard-Rondo Hatton The Spider Woman Strikes Back. He was forced by the studio to accept a percentage of the profits to direct Francis (1949), about a talking mule, which was so successful it spawned six sequels (five of which he directed). Among his later credits are Footsteps in the Fog, Thief of Baghdad (1961), The Incredible Mr. Limpet and the TV series Mr. Ed (1961–1965).

Animation pioneer and winner of five Academy Awards, (Isadore) Friz Freleng died on May 26th, aged 89. He began working for Walt Disney in the 1920s, but soon left to work on the Krazy Kat cartoon series, joining Warner Bros. in 1930, where he remained for the next thirty years. He was among the group of animators who created Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, Tweety and Sylvester and a host of other well-known characters, and when Warner’s closed down its animation department in 1963, he went on to create The Pink Panther.

Julian Blaustein, who produced The Day the Earth Stood Still and Bell, Book and Candle, died on June 20th, aged 82.

Scottish director Gordon Flemying, whose credits include Dr. Who and the Daleks and Daleks’ Invasion Earth 2150 A.D., died on July 12th, aged 61.

Hollywood composer Miklos Rozsa, aged 88, died of pneumonia on July 27th, three weeks after suffering a stroke. Winner of four Academy Awards, the Hungarian-born Rozsa started playing the violin and composing when he was five years old. In the 1930s he met fellow countryman Alexander Korda, who commissioned Rozsa to score such films as The Thief of Bagdad (1940) and Jungle Book (1942) for London Films. His other scores include Spellbound, A Double Life, Secret Beyond the Door, The Red House, Moonfleet, The Power, The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes, The Golden Voyage of Sinbad, Fedora and Time After Time.

Director Al Adamson (Albert Victor Adamson, Jr) was found murdered on August 2nd, his body buried in concrete under the whirlpool tub in his California home. He was 66. An “independent contractor”, Fred Fulford, aged 46, who had been living at Adamson’s house, was arrested in Florida five days later and charged with the murder of the exploitation film-maker. Adamson’s films often exist in differing versions with more or less sex and violence, under a variety of titles. His first film, in which he acted under the name of “Rick Adams”, was a 1955 Western Half-Way to Hell, but he is known for a series of schlocky 1960s and 70s horror pictures, using down-on-their-luck icons like John Carradine, Lon Chaney, Jr and J. Carrol Naish. Adamson’s numerous films include Blood of Dracula’s Castle, Five Bloody Graves, Satan’s Sadists, the pornographic Western Lash of Lust, the biker babe picture The Female Bunch, Horror of the Blood Monsters (aka Vampire Men of the Lost Planet), Dracula vs. Frankenstein (which was begun as The Blood Seekers), Brain of Blood, Blood of Ghastly Horror, Black Eliminator, Blazing Stewardesses, Jessie’s Girls and Nurse Sherri. His career faded out in the 1970s and he ran the Houston’s Pit Bar-B-Q in Santa Monica. His most persistent leading lady was Regina Carroll, an exotic dancer who became his wife and died in 1992.

Former Columbia Pictures president David Begelman, whose admission to felony grand theft for forging a $10,000 cheque in 1977 scandalized Hollywood, apparently shot himself on August 7th. He was aged 74. He supervised such boxoffice hits as Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Taxi Driver and Murder By Death, and although he was reinstated as head of Columbia following the scandal, actor Cliff Robertson was subsequently blackballed by Hollywood for exposing the fraud.

The father of actress/photographer Koo Stark, producer Wilbur Stark, whose credits include Cat People (1982), The Thing (1982) and more than 1,000 TV shows, died of cancer on August 11th, aged 83.

Producer/director Frank Perry died of prostate cancer on August 29th, aged 65. His credits include Ladybug Ladybug, The Swimmer, Man on a Swing, Mommie Dearest and Hello Again.

Pioneer visual effects supervisor Derek Meddings died on September 10th while undergoing routine surgery for a cancer-related illness. He was 64. His first major credits were for creating the miniature effects for Gerry Anderson’s TV series Supercar, Fireball XL5 and Thunderbirds in the 1960s. He moved on to create the special effects for numerous movies, winning both an American and British Academy Award for his contributions to Superman (1978). He worked on many of the James Bond movies and the latest, Goldeneye, is dedicated to his memory.

Independent director Harry Hurwitz died of heart failure on September 21st, aged 57. His credits include the cult favourite The Projectionist (1971) and, under the pseudonym “Harry Tampa”, Nocturna Granddaughter of Dracula, which featured John Carradine as the Count.

Mexican producer/actor Abel Salazar died on October 21st, aged around 78. A Peter Cushing to German Robles’s Christopher Lee, Salazar (who produced most of the team’s vehicles) specialised in fearless monster-hunters in such films as Las Cinco Advertencias de Satansas, El Vampiro (aka The Vampire), El Ataúd del Vampiro (aka The Vampire’s Coffin), El Hombre y el Monstruo, El Vampiro Acecha, La Cabeza Viviente (aka The Living Head), and La Maldición de la Llorona. A break from type-casting was El Barfin del Terror (aka The Brainiac) in which he played a remarkable, long-tongued monster. He produced but did not appear in El Mundo de los Vampiros and El Espejo de las Brujas.

Darleen Roddenberry-Bacha, the daughter of Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry, died on October 29th in a Las Vegas hospital from injuries sustained in an accident. She was 48.

French “New Wave” director Louis Malle died of lymphoma complications on November 23rd, aged 63. His films include the “William Wilson” episode of Histoires Extraordinaires (US: Spirits of the Dead), Black Moon, Pretty Baby, Atlantic City, My Dinner With André and Damage. He was married to actress Candice Bergen.

Mexican director Rafael Lopez Portillo died of prostate cancer on November 30th, aged 79. He directed more than fifty movies, including La Momia Azteca (aka Attack of the Mayan Mummy), La Maldición de la Momia Azteca (aka The Curse of the Aztec Mummy), La Momia contra el Robot Humano (aka The Robot vs. the Aztec Mummy) and La Isla de los Dinosaurios (aka The Island of the Dinosaurs).

American child star-turned editor/director Robert Parrish died on December 4th, aged 79. His films include Casino Royale and Doppelgänger (US: Journey to the Far Side of the Sun).

American director Jack B. Hively died on December 19th after a short illness. He was aged 85. His credits include a number of Saint films in the 1940s, including The Saint’s Double Trouble (with Bela Lugosi).

Cameraman and Disney executive William H.D. Cottrell, who worked as an animation director on such Disney classics as Pinocchio, Alice in Wonderland and Peter Pan, died on December 22nd, aged 89. He later headed the division that designed and constructed the original Disneyland in Anaheim in 1955.
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Video Watchdog is a bi-monthly magazine described as “the Perfectionist’s Guide to Fantastic Video”. A 6–issue subscription is $24.00 (USA)/$45.00 (overseas). US funds only to PO Box 5283, Cincinnati, OH 45205–0283, USA.
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