
        
            
                
            
        

    



YEAR’S
BEST


WEIRD FICTION


VOLUME THREE


 


GUEST EDITOR


SIMON STRANTZAS


 


SERIES EDITOR


MICHAEL KELLY


 
















Also by Simon Strantzas


 


Beneath the Surface


Cold To the Touch


Nightingale Songs


Shadows Edge (as Editor)


Burnt Black Suns


Aickman’s Heirs (as Editor)


 


 


Also by Michael Kelly


 


Songs From Dead Singers


Scratching the Surface


Ouroboros (With Carol Weekes)


Apparitions


Undertow & Other Laments


Chilling Tales: Evil Did I Dwell, Lewd I Did Live


Chilling Tales: In Words, Alas, Drown I


Shadows & Tall Trees, Vols. 1 - 7


Year’s Best Weird Fiction, Vol. 1 (With Laird Barron)


Year’s Best Weird Fiction, Vol. 2 (With Kathe Koja)


 


 
















First Edition


 


Year’s Best Weird Fiction, Vol. 3 copyright © 2016 by
Simon Strantzas & Michael Kelly


Cover artwork copyright © 2016 Beatriz Martin Vidal


Cover design copyright © 2016 Vince Haig


Interior design, typesetting, layout © 2016 Alligator Tree
Graphics


Proofreader: Carolyn Macdonell-Kelly


 


Foreword © 2016 Michael Kelly


Introduction © 2016 Simon Strantzas


“Rabbit, Cat, Girl” © 2015 Rebecca Kuder


“Violet is the Color of Your Energy” © 2015 Nadia Bulkin


“Blood” © Robert Shearman


“Loveliness Like a Shadow” © 2015 Christopher Slatsky


“Orange Dogs” © 2015 Marian Womack


“Seaside Town” © 2015 Brian Evenson


“Honey Moon” © 2015 D.P. Watt


“The Marking” © 2015 Kristi DeMeester


“The Strangers” © 2015 The Estate of Robert Aickman


“Guest” © 2015 Brian Conn


“Julie” © 2015 L.S. Johnson


“The Devil Under the Maison Blue” © 2015 Michael Wehunt


“Fetched” © 2015 Ramsey Campbell


“Rangel” © 2015 Matthew M. Bartlett


“Visit Lovely Cornwall on the Western Railway Line” © 2015
Genevieve Valentine


“The Rooms Are High” © 2015 Reggie Oliver


“Strange Currents” © 2015 Tim Lebbon


“The Seventh Wave” © 2015 Lynda E. Rucker


“Little Girls in Bone Museums” © 2015 Sadie Bruce


 


Lyrics from "Blackberry Pie" in "Rabbit, Cat,
Girl," page 10 used by permission, 2004 Jack Hardy Music, BMI.


 









Table of Contents


Foreword — Michael Kelly


Introduction — Simon Strantzas


Rabbit, Cat, Girl — Rebecca Kuder


Violet is the Color of Your Energy
— Nadia Bulkin


Blood — Robert Shearman


Loveliness Like a Shadow — Christopher
Slatsky


Orange Dogs — Marian Womack


Seaside Town — Brian Evenson


Honey Moon — D.P. Watt


The Marking — Kristi DeMeester


The Strangers — Robert Aickman


The Guest — Brian Conn


Julie — L.S. Johnson


The Devil Under the Maison Blue —
Michael Wehunt


Fetched — Ramsey Campbell


Rangel — Matthew M. Bartlett


Visit Lovely Cornwall on the
Western Railway Line —Genevieve Valentine


The Rooms Are High — Reggie Oliver


Strange Currents — Tim Lebbon


The Seventh Wave — Lynda E. Rucker


Little Girls in Bone Museums — Sadie
Bruce


Contributors


Copyright Acknowledgements


 









Michael Kelly


FOREWORD


Hail and welcome to the third volume of the Year’s Best Weird
Fiction.


There is a tendency with each successive volume of the
Year’s Best Weird Fiction to try and define Weird fiction. As Series Editor it
would appear to be my duty to set the framework, the guidelines if you wish,
from which these stories were chosen. And that is true, in a sense.


The Weird, like any genre or mode of literature, is fluid, adaptable,
and ever changing. I take a more expansive and less ‘tentacled’ view of Weird
fiction. In the previous volume I argued that the Weird, more than any other
mode, perhaps, is a feeling, and that its roots date back to 8th century BC.
The Weird or strange tale pre-dates genre conventions. So, instead of rehashing
those points here, I urge you to seek out the previous two volumes.


Weird fiction is a large umbrella, encompassing many modes
of fiction. Before genre rules were established, weird fiction could be said to
consist of the science fictional, the ghostly supernatural, the mythical, the
cosmic, and the fantastic. An extensive mode of literature. In that regard it
shares many properties with its Horror brethren. It’s why weird fiction is, I’d
say, most commonly associated with horror fiction. Like the weird mode, horror
can also be a slippery genre to define. While I’d argue that horror fiction
could be seen as a subgenre of weird fiction, others would argue the
opposite—weird fiction is a subset of horror fiction.


My guest editor this year, Simon Strantzas, hews closer to
the horror side. That, of course, is what makes the Year’s Best Weird Fiction a
compelling read—fresh takes, fresh perspectives, new and sometimes opposing
views. And diverse new voices each year. The fact that there has been almost no
overlap with the other ‘Year’s Best’ anthologies ably demonstrates we’ve
accomplished our ambitious objectives. I believe this to be a vital and
important annual volume, and hope that it can continue to be so.


Why Weird Fiction? Why now? Simply, it was past time. The
renewed interest in Weird Fiction is spurred by newer, exciting writers, mainly
(but not always) working in the supernatural and horror modes, picking up the
mantle and exploring new territories. And also by experienced writers in the
speculative fields who are still pushing genre boundaries and conventions,
breaking new ground, thus helping us define this mode of Weird Fiction. It
could very well be, as Simon posits, the changing face of horror. What it is,
undoubtedly, is something exciting. A mode that is changing and reenergizing
the field for the better.


I take the role of Series Editor for the Year’s Best Weird
Fiction very seriously. Once again I read upwards of 3000 stories for this
volume. Yet, there is still work I am not seeing. Many publishers simply do not
respond to my repeated queries. One hopes that as this series establishes
itself that won’t be an issue.


The first volume of the Year’s Best Weird Fiction included a
list of 25 other notable pieces of weird fiction from that year. Volume 2 did
not include that list, nor does this volume. Simply, including a list of other
notable stories is left solely to the discretion of the guest editor.


I’ve known Simon Strantzas for quite some time. A dear
friend, a great writer, and a sharp and inquisitive critic, Simon is an
important voice in the horror and weird fiction communities. It is important, I
think, to share differing perspectives and ideas on what constitutes weird
fiction—it’s why we utilize a yearly Guest Editor—and knowing Simon’s
philosophies on the horror mode vs weird fiction, I felt it vitally prudent to
give space to his viewpoints. You’ll find them illuminating, I’m sure. And this
volume is a representative reflection of his thoughts and his aesthetic. It’s a
marvel, to be sure. It was a joy to work with Simon to help create this volume.
I am in his debt. Thank you, Simon!


Volume 4 of the Year’s Best Weird Fiction will be guest
edited by Helen Marshall. We are currently reading for and assembling that
volume.


As always, I am happy to listen to your recommendations,
questions, complaints, and even the odd word of encouragement. We cannot do
this without you.


Stay weird!


 


 


—Michael Kelly


Pickering, Canada


August 1, 2016


 









Simon Strantzas


INTRODUCTION


Here we are, Volume Three of the Year’s Best Weird Fiction,
and there’s still no clear consensus on what constitutes Weird fiction. Sure,
we all have our own ideas, but often those ideas fail to overlap. Which is,
right there, the whole premise of this anthology series: the prismatic nature
of the Weird. The first two volumes, edited first by Laird Barron and then by
Kathe Koja, were fabulous (and I heartily recommend picking them up immediately
if you haven’t already), but they didn’t necessarily address my Weird
fiction. They saw the Weird through other people’s lenses, and there’s no doubt
that whoever will be editing Volume Four will look at this volume and
feel the same. Maybe even most of the readers, too. It’s marvellous how many
different takes on Weird fiction there are. It makes this whole series exciting
to follow. And even more exciting to edit.


So, the crux: What is Weird fiction? From where I sit, Weird
fiction is just another name for Horror fiction, that kiss-of-death
classification that’s haunted us since the 1970’s, but only really became a
problem in the 1990’s, when the boom went bust and no one could sell a Horror
book if it were made of chocolate. But Horror’s come back in a big way over the
last few years—maybe not in the bookstores (if you can still find one in your
neighbourhood) but certainly in the small press and at online retailers. In
many ways, the reason Horror is growing in stature again is because, as
currently written, it’s a reaction to that lengthy time as speculative
fiction’s misbegotten child.


Now, the idea that Horror and Weird are really the same
thing is not necessarily one everyone agrees with. That’s okay. I get it. But
before the knives come out, let me explain what I’m getting at. Horror is a
genre, it’s true: a set of tropes and clichés we are all familiar with (and
some are tired of). But Horror is more than just a genre; it’s a mode of
writing. When I talk about Horror, this is what I’m referring to: the mode. And
the mode of Horror is something different. It’s writing with the understanding
that there are things about the world we don’t understand; forces beyond our
control that nevertheless act upon our lives. Malignant forces, out to do us
harm. Stories about this understanding don’t need to have vampires, or
werewolves, or psycho killers or possessed children or any of the familiar
trappings to bring us terror. The terror flows from the world not being as it
seems, and what its true nature actually is.


But a world not as it seems... well, that’s kind of Weird
fiction, too, isn’t it? Bizarre things happening in a world where the rules we
understand are bent. A place where strange things occur (and, unlike in
Fantasy, the rational world of the story considers them strange as well), and the
characters are affected by it, often permanently. Doesn’t that sound like
Horror as well? Weird fiction may be Horror-without-malignancy.


The thing is, I think it’s a false division. If you divorce
malignancy from Horror, I don’t feel you end up with something not-Horror for
one simple reason: the idea that there is something beyond the world we know,
something we can’t understand, is such an intrinsically terrifying notion that
it doesn’t matter if that something means us harm or not. The mere idea
of its existence is existentially terrifying, and fiction that dwells on this
notion is, by definition, Horror fiction.


Maybe the question isn’t what is Weird Fiction, but why?
Why is this term growing in popularity as of late? If the term Horror is
more appropriate, why not simply reclaim and rehabilitate it? There are a few
possible reasons to explain the Weird’s rise, but the most succinct is that
“Weird Fiction” is not just a term to describe the mode of Horror, but to
describe where Horror is going. That’s what makes the Year’s Best Weird
Fiction series so invaluable: it gives readers a chance to see what’s
coming around the bend for the field, sometimes earlier than the rest of the
world is ready for. You can see the changes happening before your eyes if you’re
paying attention. Horror’s high-water mark in terms of popularity was the boom,
but many of those authors abandoned the genre when the money did. Their work
inspired a subsequent wave of authors a decade later who built upon it and
recontextualized it for a contemporary audience. But now that those most
affected by the boom, directly and indirectly, have either left the field or
finished working its influence out of their system, the type of work emerging
at the forefront of the field is innovative in a way we haven’t consistently
seen in some time. This new wave of fiction, the one just now getting started,
finds its inspiration in the fantastic and the fabulous as much as in the dark
of Horror, and the way these different speculative worlds overlap and
intermingle is in some sense undefinable by any word other than the Weird.
That’s ultimately what I see when I look at what’s happening now to the field.
We call it Weird, but it really should be called “Tomorrow”, because that’s
where we’re headed, one way or another.


These new wave authors are all over this book. They write
stories ostensibly a few years in the future, or maybe on some foreign shore
we’ve never been. They write about strange things that happen to normal people,
and even stranger things that happen to unusual people. In some cases, you’ll
find yourself surprised, in others confused, and in many frightened, because
the unknown is always frightening. A lot of times you won’t know just
what you’re reading, because the authors have found a way to bridge all the
speculative fiction silos you thought you knew and made them run together.
You’ll find this in the new young voices in the book, feel the energy of
writers just starting to understand what they can do, but you’ll also feel it
in the established writers that share the pages with them, writers who
understand that the world of fiction continues to change and twist like a
river, and who are dissatisfied standing on the banks and letting the world
pass them by. We even have a story by one of the masters of the Strange tale, a
voice whose influence has only grown in the decades since his death. About the
only thing we don’t have here is the boring and the predictable, but the future
never is. These are definitely exciting times.


Michael Kelly has been shepherding this series for over
three years now, and already has a roadmap for several years further. I won’t
bore you with explanations as to why what he’s doing with this series—and with
Undertow Publications as a whole—is important: everybody already knows this
series was an idea whose time had long since come. I won’t even bore you with
stories about how invaluable he is to the process of selecting the best Weird
fiction of the year, or the tireless work he does to make sure the Weird is as
expansive and inclusive a mode as possible. Instead, all I’ll say is thank the
heavens and all the deities within them that Michael Kelly is doing what he
does, and I’m sure he joins me in hoping that you enjoy the volume you hold in
your hands, and that you find the future as interesting and inspiring as the
both of us do.


 


—Simon Strantzas


Toronto, Canada


 









Rebecca Kuder


RABBIT, CAT, GIRL


If I’m the one to tell this story, there will be gaps. I can
only see things as I see them. I stay in the house these days. In my hours,
stretchy as they are, I’ve had little time for more than thought; still I have
trouble making thoughts walk toward words, trouble explaining in ways you will
understand. Something to do with the stinging in my eyes. But I will tell you what
I know.


We will have no autumn this year. The season has been
stolen, replaced by perpetual summer. It’s been hot like this for ages; you
remember that thaw a few months ago. How could ice survive this heat? The
iceman used to call out, “Ice! Ice!” and the girl’s father gathered money and
gave it over, to buy a block of winter. The girl’s grandfather had worked ice,
too; her father told stories, how her grandfather’s back was stronger than a
beam. The beam still gave out at the end. The girl’s iceman would take tongs,
plunk the block in the bin, and let it begin the melting. See the box still
there on the porch. Oh, I’d give all my money to lean over now, wrap myself
around that metal box, and relieve myself of this heat.


But that isn’t the story you want.


You want to know about the girl. I want to tell you. But I
must begin with rabbits.


Here’s what I know: there have been rabbits since the start
of the world, gnawing the sharp drygrass when there are no tender green spring
shoots. They burrow into the bases of catalpa trees, and under bushes, hiding
like vermin. Some people find rabbits endearing, benevolent like the smiling
Easter Bunny, a chocolate charade, lurking beneath false rebirth of spring.
Soft and so helpless, they hop like little innocents, and grow like
armies, eating everything. Have you ever studied a rabbit’s teeth?


The girl’s father hunted rabbits. In them, he saw food. They
had to eat. The girl hated to eat rabbits; she was always left with the taste
of their teeth.


She had a toy rabbit, sinister gift from her father. Easter.
A puffball of white wool, pink bead eyes carefully wrought, it fit in her
seven-year-old hand. Felt ears, as if they needed delicacy, as if they were
only for hearing. When she went to the beauty parlor with her mother, ladies
looked at her holding that soft monster, cooed, and said, “Oh how darling!” But
at night, the rabbit, absent all good intent, stretched in shadow, entered her
dreams, fangs first. Don’t kid yourself; I know the story, look closer: Alice
was terrified of the March Hare. It wasn’t the Mad Hatter pulling the
puppet strings of everything.


The girl’s house burned. I’ll get back to that when I can.


After the fire, the girl went out to what remained of the
shed, and stood there, foot tracing shapes in the black char. She saw something
white, small, unsullied. The toy rabbit, unburned, pink eyes peering up, dared
her to pick it up. It shivered; it moved in her hand, more proof that those
beasts will outlive us all.


But cats are different. Larger, smarter, hunting only for
food. Well-fed cats will sometimes bring small gifts, guts of unidentifiable
rodents, carcass cleaved, chewed, left behind. Oh, the organs are the prize. As
a child, the girl kept a cat she loved. The cat slept for hours curled by her
belly, even in the sweet heat of July, back when the damp around the girl’s
hairline was temporary. Cat fur stuck to her: the animal couldn’t help it, had
to shed. In sleep, the cat protected the girl from rabbit-fiends. Even after
the fire, she could only sleep with the cat in place, no matter the season.


If you looked at that cat’s eyes, you would see their
perfect grass-green hue, the color of spring that the Easter Bunny could only
approximate. Cats are the real resurrection.


Sometimes the girl thought she was a cat. In particular, that
cat; its grey fluff became the girl’s covering. How can I not recall the
cat’s name? The girl would look in the mirror and see green eyes peer back,
strange because could a cat stand on hind legs to look in that glass?
Was a cat so tall? I suppose so. Or so it appeared to the girl, at intervals,
when she was two, three, five, seven. During those raw, nearly indivisible
years.


After she became seven was the fire. Which was not the
rabbit’s fault. Unless it was.


Fire the color of blood, blood the color of life. But that’s
a lie. Have you noticed? Fire is not the color of blood. Fire is several
colors, and blood is just one: bump-bump, bump-bump, bump-bump. Fire is
trickier. Fire tricks. It licks at the tendrils of a house, tantalizing, and
the girl could not look away, and that fire stole green from her, her green
eyes, her green soul, all the green shoots out back in the field, that fire and
those damn rabbits took it all, masticated it. Chewed, chewed, and spit or shit
it out, green gone, so all that’s left is one color of red, bump-bump,
bump-bump, bump-bump.


Why this trinity? Why always three? Rabbit, cat, girl.


 


###


 


I need a breeze, but there’s only a cruel ring of sweat
around my hairline. You might not notice at first, but come closer, see that
tiny river? It’s made of drip, so small and thin it erodes my skin, its
darkness possibly mistaken for un-dyed roots in need of a perk-up. A trip to
the beauty parlor would not be bad. The girl’s mother used to go there—before
she left home—and the girl went along, carrying the burden of rabbit. A trip to
the beauty parlor for me would not be bad. Not for obvious reasons like vanity,
but because I would be touched. To be touched, with the speed and energy of
upwell that makes those lilies of the valley stretch greenly up through dead
ground, slowly showing first their green bubbles, and then green becomes white,
bubbles become tumors of perfume. Tender bells, baby hats. Didn’t the girl’s
grandmother smell like those flowers, or am I recalling her painted porcelain
vase, small enough for a child’s clumsy handful of the green shoots and their
pearly baubles? Or was it her mother who smelled so sweet? So sickening? Or was
it the girl herself?


Children used to sing this song in spring. The girl used to
sing this song, in spring:


 


White coral bells upon a slender stalk,


 


Lilies of the valley deck my garden walk.


Oh, don’t you wish


That you could hear them ring?


That will happen only when the fairies sing!


 


How lovely the lilies of the valley are, dead, brown-edged,
drooping in the vase, the stem-slope curvier than when fresh, somehow more
truly themselves, more graceful as they relax, tender bells now browning, baby
hats tumbling off.


Years since I’ve considered such frills, but now the girl’s
grandmother’s vase-full trembles here. To see another human, to pay the human
to touch my hand, clean and varnish the nails, let the tips dry, then apply
warm water—Yes! Even in this heat!—to my scalp, massage sweetsoap. Oh for the
shushing of hair full of lather, that luxury. Do I still have hair? If I could
find a mirror, I would explore that question, seek evidence, assemble my
thoughts and muscles so I could step toward the glass and see what she could
see.


The girl’s mother left long before the fire. I’m still
relieved about this, though the girl had her heartbreak at the time. And after
she left, the girl’s father was no softer. Her mother was never happy in this
house. No one liked to clean, but the job fell to her, and the windows were
hateful work. Once a year, usually in spring, her mother would take vinegar and
tell the girl to get a pile of dusty gazettes, discarded words good for
something, home to many spiders or possible spiders (those faint grey creatures
that the girl wasn’t sure if she had actually seen would dance slow and pale
across the stack of papers).


They fascinated the girl; these frail ghosts spanned this
world and the next, their intention only to find a safe place to hide,
sometimes tiptoeing—do spiders have toes?—onward toward the heat register, the
hereafter. How could the girl fear them? They feared her. Their tender wisp
legs like her grandmother’s china, not meant for everyday use.


Once a year she saw or imagined those spiders.


Cleaning the windows, the girl’s mother used her uncommon
words, dark words, things like, “damn Godforsaken hovel.” The girl didn’t
comprehend her mother’s anger. It felt like a cold thing, an icebox, hidden in
her all the time, kept up in the cabinet of her heart, always visible but only
released for special occasions, like windows. The girl always wondered why the
mother left and left her here. Her father wondered, too. He didn’t save his
foulness for special occasions. After her mother left, those words became their
everyday dishes. The girl cooked the gruel, but her father provided the anger,
the hatred.


After the fire and everything happened, the girl’s father
moved on to the next town, maybe looking for his wife, maybe for some next
woman to ruin with child. I had a lot of time to think. Plenty of quiet. If a
man is unhappy, so will his woman be. Maybe that works the other way, too, and
maybe it’s impossible to untangle certain kinds of unhappiness. Maybe it’s
really just who has the fortitude to stay. I am still sorting out why I
stayed here. I guess that’s part of the point of my telling you this story. It
is sometimes important to sit on the back stoop, to name as many dead cats as I
can recall, to wish someone had written down their names, marked places where
they remained. Now just lacy bones. If that. Sometimes I consider going back
there, as I look out at the high brown weeds, years of (ignored, unintentional,
accidental) crop, mingling with unruined new green points; that’s life still
trying, grass, still stretching toward something good, the sun. I sometimes
think I’ll dig up bones, see if the girl’s good child-mind returns to
distinguish one skeleton from another. Would the shape of a skull illuminate
whether it belonged to the cat Heliotrope or the cat John? But it was that
first cat, with unrecalled name, the one the girl loved best. If I could see
better and find those cat bones, I would begin to understand some things.


Like the fire. I don’t know how it started. The father was
who-knows-where; the girl was sleeping, dreaming that the cat was curled as
usual, and it wasn’t the burning smell that woke the girl, not smoke, but the
cat’s absence. For the cat had died and been buried a year before, and only
returned and curled in dreams. The dream cat had awakened with the real fire’s
swirly smoke, and had escaped to wherever dream cats go. Like the Cheshire Cat,
as Alice knew, these cats have secret places, but the girl had only a bed, and
when she woke, she coughed and choked. Blind, she tried to find the stairs, but
all their wood was melting in that color of fire that isn’t blood, the licking
color of speed and heat and then as even the lilies of the valley singed
outside, it all tumbled forward, as things always do.


 


###


 


I gather the energy to scratch open those wounds. My feet
look like they could walk, they’re still there, blister-free. They look strong.
No shoes, but I don’t think it will hurt. I’ve been barefoot before. I step
carefully, but there is no way to protect feet from some grass, some burrs,
some splinters; the skin has got to yield. Staying on the porch is safe, but
what has safety ever given me? So out I go.


The feet work, and I think about the cats, their colors, as
I step past the end of the back walkpath, into the grass, where cats used to
leave the girl vole guts, past the shed where she found the unburned rabbit,
past chipping paint snowing down in sheets the size of small papers, perhaps
the size of a notice you’d see posted on a board in town, Saturday dance, a
house, foreclosing.


“I’ll dance tonight, wear holes in my shoes, till I am the
one that she loves the best,” I sing, lines from a song I used to know, but
can’t remember more now, and can’t really hear myself singing. Like I said, in
this story, there will be gaps.


It takes years to walk back to the field. Past the stubborn
apple tree, arms cradling nothing now. Past the black walnut where the girl
used to collect those green bombs, smelling of earth and salt. When she was
young, not yet four, she fingernailed into a green hull, found dark inky wood,
a walnut hidden inside that pungent package, and tried to hide it from her
father. He hated walnuts, their smell, their existence, but he never cut down
the tree. I think he liked to curse at it, liked having that tall, helpless
enemy. It’s blurry but I walk past it now, stepping on something round that
feels like memory.


I think I see the girl’s father, but he’d be so old now.
It’s a younger man I see, wearing a low hat, brim shielding his face, bending
over and picking up something round, a ball, and here comes a child to him,
speaking in child talk; I hear the notes but not the words. The man hands the
ball to the child, who takes it and runs off. The ball is lots bigger but the
same hue as that walnut-green, before it, like everything else, blackens toward
decay.


You’d think I’d be there by now but it is a while more
before I reach the field. My feet are slow, barely move. Sometimes that’s how
things work. When I get there, I suspect I’m turned the wrong way, or perhaps
I’m looking at the wrong field. It is darker than I remember, but that could be
my eyes, as eyes work slowly sometimes, like feet, and other earthly parts.


I get no feel, cannot locate the cat bodies, so I decide to
increase the surface of possibility; that is, I decide to lie down. Maybe if
more of my body touches the ground, I’ll hear something. A few years later I am
lying down and it feels good.


There are ways of conjuring things, I’ve heard, ways of
bringing things back. I don’t know if this can be done with cats, but people,
yes. The man with the hat is there again; his child looks taller now, or is it
just the angle of my body on the ground? The man looks taller too, but adult
people don’t usually grow like that, people not being cornstalks. There are
cornstalks farther back in the field, odd if it’s still spring, but I think the
stalks are on fire, because I smell that walnut salt smell, which is often an
indication. And then I hear a soft meow, and I know if I move three inches to
the left, my belly will be directly above the first cat’s remains, the corpus
of that blessed protector. I wonder if she can smell the fire too, but it
barely matters now that I’ve found her. You never knew her name, but I did.


Several years later, I begin to dig.


 









Nadia Bulkin


VIOLET IS THE COLOR OF YOUR ENERGY


Abigail Gardner née Cuzak was sitting on the bathroom floor,
thinking about the relationship that mice in mazes have with death, when a
many-splendored light shot down from the stars like a touch of divine
Providence. Abigail hurried to the bathroom window above the toilet, but just
as she put her fingers on the smudge-stained glass, a loud noise—not an
explosion, more like a diver’s plunge—burst from the field and pushed her back
onto her heels. The impact tripped the perimeter lights; she could see
shockwaves rippling the corn. But there was no smoke, no fire, only the
faintest tint of red-blue-purple now rapidly melting into night.


She heard Nate throw off the covers, muttering, “What the
fuck?” And then, sharper, “Abby!”


The two of them rushed downstairs, a shadow of the team they
had once been when they were first trying to forge a life together out of the
money they’d saved in college, him at the chem lab, her at the campus store. “I
bet it’s our buddy Pierce,” Nate muttered, barreling through the kitchen,
running into a chair in the dark. If it hurt, he didn’t show it. “He probably
cooked up some radio-controlled boondoggle to mess with the crop. Probably
aiming for the sprinklers. Or just trying to nuclear-waste the whole damn
thing.”


Abigail did not think that sounded much like him. Ambrose
might have enjoyed eating up the little farms around him, counting up his
tripling acres with a glass of whiskey, but he hated parlor tricks; didn’t
think he needed to lower himself to sabotage. She said nothing to Nate. It was
better to let him cling to that bone if it kept him occupied.


Nate had his gun. Abigail had a fireplace poker. Her farm
cats were skulking by the flower pots, making low scratchy howls at something
in the corn. Abigail followed him to the front as quietly as possible, her bare
feet curling around dry stalks and kernels and poisoned insect corpses, but she
had the feeling they would not find what Nate was looking for. They would not
find any ruddy farmhand with a twistable neck, nor a small broken remote-controlled
drone. Nate would periodically shush her and veer in a new direction, but
Abigail knew there was no life out there. The field was so quiet, she could
hear the cats’ growling. Though the air sure smelled strange—pungent and tart
with a hint of curdled sweetness. It prickled her skin.


Between the rows, Nate turned and whispered, “There’s no one
here.”


She could have told him so, but Nate had to know for himself
before he’d turn around. Had to go all the way to the state border before he
admitted that maybe he had missed the turn for Salt Creek Road. That was just
his way. He liked being careful; she liked that about him. “Maybe it was
something on the road,” she said, so he would let them get back to the house.
The thought of the road and the real world beyond the gravel driveway had
reminded her that the children were alone. She had dreams about them growing up
that way—little feral masters of the house, sunken and sullen and riding the
dogs like wolves. “Maybe somebody blew his tire.”


Nate seemed to be chewing the whole interior of his mouth.
“That wasn’t a tire, Abby.”


“You can look again in the daytime,” she tried.


“I’m gonna call up that son of a bitch Pierce in the daytime
is what I’m gonna do,” said Nate. “Teach him if he thinks he can intimidate me.”


When they slunk back to the house, the boys were standing on
the porch, the dogs at their heels. Zeke was trying to project his authority
with his Little League baseball bat; Merrill was wiping his eyes. Teddy asked
if a comet had crashed, and Nate gave him a little push to the head and said,
“Don’t get too excited.” Underneath the porch, the cats’ diamond eyes were
shining.


 


###


 


Their harvest was surprisingly healthy that summer—bigger and
greener than any others since they moved out of their south Lincoln bungalow
three years ago and decided to make a more wholesome life in the country. Nate
didn’t have the nutrient content analysis back yet, but when he took bites off
the blond-haired cob he said he knew. Abigail thought it tasted off—sour, like
the air in the field since the crash that wasn’t a crash—but Nate said it
needed processing, and when was the last time she won any farming awards? Well,
he was right about that.


And it was good to see Nate happy. She had never allowed
herself to doubt him—before she married him she had asked herself, do I
trust this man to lead this family? and she had decided the answer was yes,
come hell or tarnation—but it was still good to get good news.


“What kind of Frankenstein corn are you growing now,
Gardner,” said Ambrose Pierce when they ran into him outside Horwell’s general
store, sipping a Dr. Pepper. “I thought you were all about that hippie organic
tofu living and here you are pumping your crop with steroids.”


“You’re the only one growing Frankenstein GMO corn,” Nate
said, puffing out his chest. “Some of us haven’t forgotten what it means to be
a real farmer, growing real food for a real family.” Ambrose wasn’t married.
Nate had suggested he was gay, but he was not. “Guess you Big Ag types wouldn’t
recognize real corn if it rose up and kicked you in the ass.”


Ambrose made a guffawing sound. “Aren’t you from Omaha?”


Nate shifted the bags in his hand and went to the truck and
didn’t answer. But Ambrose caught Abigail by the wrist before she could follow,
and said to her, “Abby, something’s off about that corn. I don’t like it. I
don’t know what he’s been doing but you gotta get that shit cleared by
the FDA.” A good wife would have stiffly told him he was just jealous, just
sorry that he couldn’t quite yet eat up Nate’s land, but she must not have been
a good wife. Nate unlocked the doors and shouted, “Abby! Let’s go!” The “go”
had a punchy desperation to it, probably because that was the moment he saw
Ambrose touching her hand.


So Nate was already in a bad mood when they started the
drive home. Zeke and Teddy had been late meeting them at the truck, and Merrill
had knocked down a chocolate display at Horwell’s. Abigail understood. They
were restless children. Sure, they had all the bicycling down country lanes
that they could want, all the smashing of rotten pumpkins, but they needed
people. They needed to look at things that weren’t stalks or clouds. Teddy
especially. She could see the look in his eyes getting pounded in deeper all
the time: the look of a cornered animal.


“Did you get that nutrient analysis back?” Abigail asked,
and she really shouldn’t have.


Nate, chewing on a thumbnail, widened his eyes. “What?”


“For the corn.”


“Why would you ask me that?”


A welt of worry in Abigail’s stomach became a full-on ulcer
as she searched the horizon—just corn and trees and ditch and road—for
something that would answer Nate’s question to his satisfaction. “I just was
wondering.” No, that wasn’t good enough. The ache didn’t stop.


“Did Pierce tell you to say that? Back at Horwell’s? Huh?”


Her mouth was opening and closing, but only breath was
coming out. She heard something constrict in Nate’s ribs and he suddenly ripped
the steering wheel to the right, pulling the truck to the shoulder of the road.
She knew the boys were holding their breath so she felt the need, then, to make
some noise of protest on their behalf.


“Are you sleeping with him?”


“What?” Her voice broke. “Nate, the boys are right…”


His shout punched down like a hammer of God. “Answer me,
Abby! Was this some whore’s bargain? Said you’d jump into bed if he’d just cut
your poor idiot husband a break?”


The radio was playing a mellowed-out beach-pop song by a
local band that made it out. They used to get her dreaming about coarse
California sand from the anarchic desolation of Sokol Auditorium. This song
always made her think of breaking surf, of drinks with plastic umbrellas. Maybe
they should go on vacation. Maybe they should never come back. “No,” she
hissed. “You know I would never do that. You know I would never want to.” She
nodded toward the backseat. “Can we please talk about this later?”


For three minutes, they all breathed together. Then Nate
changed the station with a sudden strike of his hand, muttered “Hate that
song,” and drove back onto the road. So the rest of the way they listened to
Dr. Touchdown on KMKO out of Lincoln. “Wear them down,” said Dr. Touchdown,
“The key is to wear down the defense, go for the throat, and don’t let up.
Lights out. Bam.” From the backseat, Merrill echoed, very softly, “bam!”


She was ready—no, not ready, never ready, but resigned—for a
fight, but when they got home Nate went into the field and started running the
combine even though there was nothing to strip anymore. He watched in a state
of near motionlessness. And Abigail watched him from behind the muslin curtain,
and the boys watched her over the stained pages of their homework, and the dogs
watched the boys with sad bovine eyes. Boys and dogs alike asked for
things—food, drink—and eventually, after the sun began to set, Teddy put down
his American History book and asked for an explanation of Croatoan. When the
Roanoke Colony disappeared, he said, they left that word behind. Yes, a sign
post. Salvation, five miles south of Cripple Creek.


“Nobody knows,” said Zeke. “They probably got eaten by an
Indian tribe.”


“Maybe they ran away,” Abigail said. “Maybe they wanted to.”


 


###


 


The cats were gone. She waited for them by their little bowls
of dirt-colored pellets for a week, but they weren’t coming back. She had
looked everywhere. She even peeked down into the well. She didn’t know why,
exactly. Cats didn’t just jump into wells. Did a tiny piece of her think that
perhaps someone—who?—had killed the cats and thrown them in? There was
something down there, ding dong bell, but the flashlight revealed a collar, a
yellow tag, a long nose. It was the dogs. She had last seen them the day
before, pacing near the corn and whimpering. Nate had gone to tie them up, and
she assumed, to untie them.


She was watching the kitchen clock tick toward 3:30 and
wondering how to tell the boys when a silver Dodge Ram pulled up to the house.
Like a crocodile, or a tyrannosaur, sidling up to its prey. Ambrose Pierce
stepped out of the cab and she immediately calculated how long it would take
Nate to get back from his meeting with Ticonderoga Mills.


“I haven’t seen you and the boys in town much.” Ambrose
looked aside at the barely-tilting wind chimes. “Haven’t heard from you lately
neither.”


Abigail ground her teeth, head shaking slightly to the
internal retinue of all the things she’d really like to say to Ambrose, to
Nate. Finally, she conceded that “Nate’s been acting a little different lately.
Since that light came down…”


“What light? Different how?”


Different like standing in the sea of corn, humming at the sky?
Different like telling Zeke he couldn’t go out for Junior League baseball this
year, because he was “needed” at home? Different like picking up the phone and
telling her sister that she wasn’t home when she was just around the corner,
fixing dinner? No, that was more trouble than it was worth.


“Just different. He’s stressed. It’s hard, you know,
worrying about feeding a family when your neighbor’s lying in wait, drooling
over your property.” She gave him a look. He wasn’t fazed. He’d long-ago
reconciled himself to the vulture’s life. “Maybe the water’s gone bad. All the
fracking they’re doing out by the aquifer.”


Ambrose clicked his tongue, muttering something about
“hippie bullshit,” then leaned in, putting his right hand on the door frame as
if he owned the place, as if she wouldn’t have slammed the door on his fingers.
His voice lowered. “Do you need help, Abby?”


“No, I don’t need your help. What kind of help
could you give me?” She grabbed the door. “Nate’s coming home soon. I don’t
want to be a witness in a murder trial.”


Actually Nate didn’t come home for another hour. She heard
his truck pull up but he didn’t come in, and when she ventured outside he was
standing and staring at the freshly scalped corn field with his keys dangling
from his right hand, as if hypnotized by an inaudible sermon. She asked if he
was all right, but her fingers wouldn’t quite rise to touch his arm. His exhale
seeped out like a deflating balloon.


“What did the guy at the mill say?”


“Max Beecham is a motherfucker.”


“What?”


“Max Beecham doesn’t believe in us.”


Abigail hurried back inside. She called her sister’s cell
but it was off; called her house phone and only got her five-year-old niece.
“Will you tell mommy to call Aunt Abby? Aunt Abby, in Cripple Creek.” She
dropped the phone when she heard the porch squeak, but it was just the boys,
who dropped their dusty backpacks and started clapping and calling, “Here boy,
here boy!” Of course no dogs answered.


All day she’d been hoping that some vagabond, some wanderer,
had snatched up the dogs in the middle of the night and dumped them in the
well. Or that perhaps they’d been run over on the highway, or slain by a
disease, or just spontaneously died—and that Nate had thrown the bodies in the
well in a well-meaning attempt to protect the boys from the reality of death.
But when the boys were still mewling out in the field well after she’d called
them in for dinner, Nate said, “Boys, I told you, they ran away. Told you we
didn’t train them well enough. Probably halfway to Colorado by now.”


He turned to the little spoons tucked into the little
chipped serving dishes, her meek attempts to ward off sadness. “Why aren’t we
eating our corn? Wasn’t that the whole point of moving out here?” She thought
they ruled out subsistence years ago. “Growing our own food? Living off our own
land? Unless you think there’s something wrong with it. You and Pierce.”


She waited until after the boys were in bed and she had
promised Merrill that they would put up lost and found flyers all over town, to
say something to Nate. That was how long it took to sculpt the nauseous worry
in her heart into something spear-shaped. She lingered at the top of the
staircase, rehearsing her words—did something happen to the dogs last night
or I found something in the well—when Nate rounded the corner at the
bottom of the stairs and started laboriously climbing up.


“What happened to the dogs?” came stammering out when he
reached the second floor.


He sighed loudly. She willed herself not to apologize. “They
ran away. Like I said.”


“But I found them in the well.”


Nate’s red eyes finally focused on her. Her poor husband was
so horrified—so honest-to-the-bones horrified—by this revelation that he
grabbed her by the arm, saying he needed to explain something to her—explain—then
pulled the string on the door to the attic to drag her up into that
spider-webbed lair of things unwanted, things unexplained. He pushed her down
toward the boxes of books that they never bothered to cut open after the move
and descended the ladder again, slamming the door shut behind him as she lay
shaking in a cloud of dust.


 


###


 


At the very beginning she was relieved to be alone. The dark
erased everything that taunted her in the light—the carved-up acres of a burned
and spent, uniform earth, the harrowing passage of time. She made believe that
she was nothing but a set of lungs, expanding and shrinking. She curled up near
the door with her palm against the cold wood and slept.


But when sunlight leaked in through the tiny attic window
and the attic door was still closed, the muscles around her ribs started to
cramp. She tried pounding her fist and then a flashlight against the attic
floor. She tried shouting—first at Nate, then at Teddy, then at Zeke. She
avoided yelling Merrill’s name until she had no choice. The boys’ voices seemed
so quiet, like they were many islands away across a great sea.


But someone was moving down there below the attic door. She
tried everything to talk to it. “Nate?” she called. “Nate, please listen to me.
Nate, I love you.” When that got no response she started to scream—complicated
accusations about his failure as a pharmaceutical sales supervisor and his need
to maintain a sense of moral superiority that degenerated into words that
degenerated into noise. She chewed off the tips of her nails; she dragged her
fingers through her hair so many times that strands began to come off in her
fist.


And then, after the sky’s white-blue started turning to
pewter, the door swung open. She was slow crawling toward it, but it was Teddy.
Teddy, her wonder. Her savior. The only boy they’d named after a president.
“Come quick,” he whispered. “Daddy’s in the field.”


It did not work. Nate must have been waiting downstairs,
because she woke up back in the attic with a welt and a throbbing pain in the
back of her head. She resumed screaming because now the attic was drenched in
fading amber half-light and that meant she had been locked in that room for
almost an entire day. A child’s voice screamed back at her from somewhere on
the second floor. The “mom” dragged like a serrated knife through the
wood and the insulation and she realized it was Teddy. He shouted something
about “dad” and “crazy” and “room”, and she thought at
first that he was talking about her plight but no. Nate had locked him in the
spare bedroom, the one they saved for family—family that never visited.


She told Teddy to apologize to Nate. She told him to ask
Zeke for help. But in the end all she could do was press herself flat against
the floor and sing, “I love you. A bushel and a peck. A bushel and a peck, and
a hug around the neck.”


That night she stacked up broken furniture underneath the
attic window and tried to signal Ambrose with the flashlight. His truck was
hurtling by ten miles over the speed limit; he was probably on his way back
from Cellar’s Bar and Grill and he was probably rushing home for another, but
she didn’t have a choice. She switched the flashlight on and off, on, off, on,
off until his red tail lights disappeared behind the cottonwoods. Had the truck
slowed? It hadn’t stopped.


When the attic door was pushed open she had to bite her
knuckle to keep from calling Ambrose’s name.


“You have to let the boys go,” she said. She could not see
Nate’s expression, but his face had been a dark blank to her for months now.
That light from the sky had come and eaten all the color off his face—all the
variegation, the jokes he’d told her, the promises he’d made her. Every time he
had shown her what a good father he was. “I’ll stay with you, I’ll help you
through this, but you need to let someone else take care of them for a while.”


“I need you to prove your loyalty to me, Abby. You and Teddy
both.” He pushed a cob of their corn—tiny shriveled kernels bounded their
grotesquely swollen cousins like rings of baby teeth—toward her on a paper
plate. The big awful kernels looked like unblinking eyes. “Please eat it.
Please show me I’m not wrong.”


She picked out a little tooth-kernel and tucked it down
between her lip and her gum. It immediately dissolved and filled her mouth with
something that melted like pixy stix, something that tasted like bloody soap.
“Let them go stay with my sister.”


He nudged the plate with the long barrel of his gun. “More.”


So she ate more; but Teddy must not have, because his little
voice dwindled to nothing but a whisper that Abigail eventually realized was
her own ragged breath, tearing in and out.


It took Merrill hours that might have been days to speak to
her. He would only push the door open by an inch. She crawled toward him in the
dark, chewing another kernel—she was hoping they were poisoning her, and was
taking the fact that she couldn’t feel her legs anymore as a good sign. “We
have to be quiet so Daddy doesn’t get mad,” he whispered. Pale blue eyes rolled
down toward the light. “Teddy won’t come out of that room.”


“I know,” she said. “Listen, baby. You gotta tell your daddy
that you’re going to the well. Tell him you’re going to get water and then go
to Mr. Pierce’s, okay? Go. I love you.”


Pale blue eyes blinked, very slowly. In between she saw her
little boy smiling, crying, sleeping, dead. A great many colors passing so
quickly they were all bleeding together into one monstrous, endless whole.


 


###


 


When Abigail woke it was day. Rainbow sunlight filled the
room with glitter, though she wore a cloak of shadow. The attic door was open,
and Ambrose was clambering up to see her. “Abby? Abby, are you in here?” He
sighed green mint toothpaste. “You’re okay now. Nate’s downstairs, he’s messed
up bad. I don’t think he can move. I don’t know what’s happened to him, he… I
think he needs a doctor. I can’t find… any of the boys.”


She started to take off the shadow-cloak. The light started
to touch the old useless leather skin she could no longer feel. Her hair
wrapped around the sun and started to burn.


“Abby? Honey?”


The shadow-cloak pooled around the stumps that had once held
her feet. All her cells looked at Ambrose, waiting to be embraced, but when his
eyes and only his eyes looked back at her they wept with horror and hatred and
he shot her with his unseeing fingers that cradled the gun like a baby. The
pain was not a pain but a liberation. She rose as Ambrose fell, rose all the
way to the ceiling and blossomed like a rose, filling the house’s every nook.
She saw Nate on the couch, dying and then dead and still shuddering, pieces of
his mortal coil stubbornly struggling along on the floor. But he was fractured;
she was whole.


The walls of the house peeled open like an onion for
Abigail. Outside, the well was beating like a brilliant magenta heart, a small
nuclear star. The boys were inside with the dogs; they were all waving to her.
The many-splendored light was in there too, curling and coiling as it prepared
to spring-board off this world and into the next. It wrapped her in electric
seaweed tendrils and promised her oceans. It promised her color. But when the
boys weren’t broken down into simpler matter, they were saying “Mama” and for
them she floated down. Crimson and indigo and violet, for violence.


 









Robert Shearman


BLOOD


In the morning Donald and Chrissie would go down to the
breakfast room, and there they’d have croissants. Donald would have his
croissants with confiture and with beurre. He liked saying confiture
and beurre, he liked exaggerating the accent, he especially liked
rolling the ‘r’s in the beurre. Chrissie told him that if he wanted to
look French he should eat his croissants plain, that was the proper way to do
it, and Donald noticed how disapproving the waitress was when he hacked away at
his croissants tourist-like with his knife fair bleeding jam. But then, as
Donald thought privately, maybe you could get away with eating good
croissants plain, but these croissants weren’t very good. The hotel itself
wasn’t very good. It was small, and it was discreet, and that was enough.


There’d be cold meats too, threadbare slices of ham and
salami, and Donald would eat these as well. Chrissie stuck to her croissants,
she was a vegetarian. She said she didn’t mind Donald eating meat, and that was
one of the reasons he liked her, she was so sweet and forgave him all his
flaws. So long as he brushed his teeth before he kissed her, just in case any
scraps of dead animal were sticking to them.


And after breakfast the happy couple would set out and
explore Paris. They had done all the popular tourist sites, and there was nothing
wrong with that, no doubt they were popular for a reason. They went up the
Eiffel Tower. They walked down the Champs Elysees. At Montmartre Donald paid
twenty euros so that an artist could draw a sketch of Chrissie, and Chrissie
was delighted, and flung her arms around Donald nice and tight, and she told
him that she loved him very much.


She told him she loved him quite often, and he was always
pleased to hear it, but he sometimes thought the words came out a little too
easily. Still, it was probably nothing to worry about.


Of an evening they would stroll hand in hand by the bank of
the Seine, no matter that it was quite a hike from their hotel, no matter that
it was usually raining. They looked up in the sky, right up at the moon, and
pretended it was a different moon to the one they had back at home. “I love the
Paris moon,” said Chrissie. “Me too,” he said.


He told her he loved her quite often as well, and each time
he said it he felt a little giddy, and he had to force it out, as if it were a
confession.


Chrissie was the one who said they shouldn’t go back to
England. She said it on the fourth morning, just before they went downstairs
for the croissants. They’d just stay here, together, forever. And Donald had
already had the same idea. He’d had it a week ago. He’d had it when he’d locked
the front door to his flat in Chiswick, when he’d got the taxi to the
airport—he’d kept on expecting that someone might stop him—he’d kept expecting
he would stop himself—he’d thought, everything’s going to change, I may
never be able to go home again. He hadn’t told Chrissie because he hadn’t
wanted to scare her. He never wanted her to be scared, he just wanted to
protect her, always, always. Through the entire flight he’d been shaking and
he’d had to pretend it was excitement.


“Do you mean it?” said Donald. “Do you really want to stay
here?” And Chrissie said yes, didn’t he? As if it were the simplest thing. She
asked whether he had enough money to support them, and he told her not to
worry, but the same thought had been nagging away at him ever since they’d
arrived in Paris. They wouldn’t be able to afford to stay in a hotel for long,
not even a budget hotel like this. They could get a cottage somewhere, maybe in
the countryside, that would be cheap—he’d have to get a job, and so would
she—maybe they could be farmers!—maybe they could keep chickens and grow their
own food and things!—maybe they wouldn’t need money! Maybe, maybe.


And yet that day they’d flown off together, he’d doubted
she’d even be at the airport waiting for him. But no, there she was, looking so
very happy, and so very different without her uniform, and she was happy
because of him, and she was waving her passport, she was running right
up to him and giving him a big kiss. “Not until we’re in France,” said Donald,
really rather sternly, and Chrissie had said sorry—then she’d beamed at him,
“Do you like my new suitcase, I bought it specially!”, and she showed him some
pretty little pink thing on wheels.


In Paris she had blossomed. She was the one who did most of
the talking. She was the one, after all, who was studying French. She’d order
for them in restaurants and wine bars, she’d be the one who’d make pleasantries
with the locals. She gave him helpful phrases he could try out for himself, and
he’d practise them at museums and souvenir shops, and she’d laugh. “I’m the
teacher now!” she’d say. “I like being the teacher.” She said it rather a lot,
and it hadn’t stopped being charming yet.


Charming, too, was the way she kept on using their false
names. “Come on, Monsieur MacAllister,” she’d say, and take his hand to pull
him along the Paris streets, or, “I’m hungry, Monsieur MacAllister,” when she
wanted to stop for lunch, or, “Are you happy, Monsieur MacAllister?”, when she
caught him looking a bit too thoughtful. They’d given their false names to the
receptionist when they’d checked in to the hotel; Donald had wondered whether
they should have chosen something more French sounding, but Chrissie didn’t
think he could pull that off. She was Mademoiselle MacAllister, just
Mademoiselle—Donald had been prepared to call her Madame, but the receptionist
had automatically assumed she was his daughter, and perhaps it was better left
like that. They ordered a double bed. The receptionist didn’t care.


Donald slept on the left, because he liked sleeping on the
left. Chrissie slept on the right, and didn’t mind. And they lay side by side,
and they held hands, and they kissed. They didn’t have sex. Donald said he
didn’t think they should have sex until she was sixteen, then everything would
be proper and above board. She said that was fine. She had looked a little
disappointed—or maybe she hadn’t, it was hard for him to tell, and he wasn’t
sure whether he wanted her to be disappointed, he supposed he wanted her to be
disappointed just a bit. Getting the sex issue cleared up was a weight off his
mind; he felt guiltless, as light as air, what they were doing was perfectly
innocent. When she kissed him she flicked her tongue across his teeth, and he
liked that, he liked the courage she showed too—he wanted to say, don’t you
know I could just bite it off?—but he didn’t, she might think it odd. They both
got undressed separately in the bathroom with the door shut; so he hadn’t seen
her naked yet, but he could feel that nakedness so close in the dark, it was
all lurking just beneath her pyjamas. He wore pyjamas too. His pyjamas were the
pale blue pyjamas he’d worn for years, they were nice nondescript pyjamas.
Chrissie’s pyjamas were covered with pictures of Disney characters, and that
made Donald feel uncomfortable, and each night he vowed he’d buy her a new pair
the next day, and he never did.


So, no sex, but the kisses were good, and Donald thought in
time he might get better at them, maybe once he relaxed a little. Sometimes they’d
kiss a bit in the morning when they awoke, and Donald would say they could just
stay in bed and carry on kissing all morning and not bother with breakfast
after all. But then Chrissie would say she needed a coffee and up they’d get.


Chrissie drank a lot of coffee, and smoked a few cigarettes,
and said she didn’t do much of either in England but it was all right now she
was on holiday. All the girls in France drank coffee and smoked, she was just
fitting in. She would laugh and ask what was he going to do, put her in
detention? Donald supposed he ought to mind, but it made her look a little
older, and gave more flavour to the kisses.


“Let’s just stay here,” she said. “Let’s never go back to
England!” And it sounded like a joke, the sort of thing people on holiday
always say to each other, but he took her at her word. That evening it was the
first time it didn’t rain, and they walked further along the Seine than they’d
managed before, and Donald got quite caught in the emotion of it, and they
kissed in public for the first time. On the way back to the hotel he looked in
the kiosk for the British newspapers, and there still weren’t pictures of him
on the front pages.


They went back to bed, and cuddled, and Donald worried that
his erection was poking Chrissie too hard in the back, but she didn’t say
anything, and maybe she hadn’t even noticed.


 


###


 


He woke up, and she was gone. And he knew she was gone for
good, and it was properly this time, not like on Tuesday when she’d popped down
to the lobby for a cigarette. There was no note, not a thing, and he wasn’t
ever going to see her again—not unless, he supposed, he saw her in court,
because that’s where she’d gone, she’d gone to the police, she was with them
right now, but would he even see her in court, maybe they’d protect her from
the whole court experience because she was a minor? Yes, he was pretty sure her
statement would be enough. And he knew that if he opened the wardrobe he could
see whether her clothes were still there, and that little pink suitcase—or look
in the bedside drawer, he wouldn’t even need to get out of bed, just roll over
and open the drawer and find out if she’d taken her passport. No. No. He didn’t
want to look. He didn’t have to look. Not yet. He didn’t want to spoil the
moment. Because there was a part of him that was pleased she was gone. That it
was all over. That it was over at last, because it had to end at some point,
why not now, and if now it meant the suspense was over, good, he could be
happy. He was happy. He was happy. He stretched out wide beneath the sheets,
the bed was all his.


“Where have you been? Where have you bloody been?” He was
embarrassed to realise he was shouting at her, and that he was crying too, and
she just stood there in the doorway, that little mouth an ‘o’ of childish
surprise. She came to him. She tried to give him a hug. He pushed her away
sulkily, though a hug was what he wanted most in the world.


“Please,” she said. “It’s all right. It’s a treat. I got us
breakfast. Breakfast in bed, it’s a treat.” He was still crying, but he wasn’t
angry any more, and she giggled, she dared to giggle. She kissed away a couple
of his tears, she pressed her lips to his face and sucked the tears in. “It’s
all right. Hey, now. Baby. I went to the market. There’s a market out there,
selling fresh fruit!”


Dressed as she was, she climbed under the covers beside him.
She opened her shopping bag, let all the fruit spill out on the bed over them.


“Ananas,” she said. “Framboise. Pamplemousse.”
She said the words slowly, as if to an infant; he repeated them back, and she
was pleased. They cut their grapefruit in half with plastic spoons from the tea
service; it was quite an effort, but they were game, and laughing, and the
juice squirted everywhere. They sprinkled the grapefruit halves with crushed up
sugar cubes.


“What do you want to do today?” he said to her. “I’m sorry.
I’m sorry. I’ll be better. Where do you want to go? Your choice.”


“Well,” she said. “I do have somewhere in mind.”
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Donald knew that the moral responsibility of what they were
doing rested solely upon his shoulders—that was how the authorities would see
it, and his family, and his friends, and everyone he’d ever held dear. He
accepted that. And indeed, he felt there was something almost heroic in that
acceptance. When at night in his Chiswick flat he thought of Chrissie it was
only of how he wanted to shield her from the world, and all the ugly
accusations it would throw at them. He would take full blame. He wanted to
ensure that her life was never tainted by scandal, that when she left him (and
one day she would, he knew she would, and even that gave him some thrill of
self-sacrificial nobility) she could enjoy the rest of her life free from any
recrimination.


But in his heart of hearts he couldn’t have let the relationship
continue unless he’d believed that she was as emotionally culpable as he
was. After all, she was the one who had started it.


And that was the irony, before she had seduced him he’d
never given her even the slightest thought. If there had been a girl in his
fifth form class he might have fancied (and he hadn’t, naturally not) it
would have been Sheila Bennett, who was blonde and curvy and good at essays on
film theory. It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with Chrissie, but there
hadn’t been anything especially right about her either—at least, nothing so
right that could have tempted him. Chrissie sat at the back of the class,
mostly, and didn’t say much, and the not much she didn’t say wasn’t very
interesting.


After class one day Chrissie asked if she could speak with
him privately. He said yes.


“There’s a teacher who fancies me,” she said. “And I don’t
know what to do about it.”


Donald was duly shocked, of course, and asked who the
teacher was.


“I don’t want to get him into any trouble.”


Donald said that she mustn’t worry about that, and that she
should report the incident. And then he supposed that was exactly what she was
doing, and he wondered why she wanted to report it to him. He asked what
the teacher had done. What he had said to her.


Chrissie bit her lip. “Well, it’s not what he’s actually done,”
she said. “Or what he’s, you know. Said.”


Donald was studiously patient. He nodded.


“But it feels weird, sir. Knowing there’s someone out there
who desires you. Don’t you think?”


Later on, it was that ‘desired’ that haunted Donald. It
seemed such an adult word somehow. “I don’t know,” he said. “I suppose it must
be.”


A few days later she came to see him again. “It’s you,” she
said. “You’re the teacher. I’m in love with you.”


He thought it was a bad joke, that behind the door there
were a gaggle of schoolgirls spying on them and sniggering, that this was a
prank, a dare. But he looked at Chrissie, properly, and really for the first
time, and her eyes were so big and earnest, and she was being so very brave,
look at her, she was shaking, how brave was that? “Hey,” he said, “hey,” and he
asked her to sit down, and she shook her head, and he said, “It’s going to be
all right,” and “There’s nothing to be ashamed of.” And all he really wanted to
say was, “Why? Why do you love me? Why?”


She said it again.


“You don’t love me,” he said, and he tried to sound
sympathetic, and he felt he was being such a good teacher and such a good
adult. “You think you do, but you have all these hormones, and they’re whooshing
about, and you’re confused.”


“I’m not confused.”


“It’s perfectly normal to have a crush. I had a crush when I
was at school.” And he tried to think of one, and actually he couldn’t.


“I’ve tried not to love you,” she said. “Because it’ll be so
very hard for you, won’t it?”


“Why?”


“When you start loving me back.”


He manfully resisted falling in love with her, and he was
successful for very nearly three whole weeks.


Some days she wouldn’t talk to him after class at all, and
those were the good days, and those were the bad days too. One day she cornered
him beneath the blackboard and said she was so much in love that she was
desperate, that she was frightened it was something she’d never be able to
control, that she couldn’t live without him. She desired him. Desired beyond
all measure.


He told her they couldn’t discuss her feelings at school.
Well, where? He’d give her a lift home in his car. But don’t meet him in the
staff car park, he’d pick her up from a side road, somewhere nice and private.
He knew he was being stupid, but he really did believe still he was just
protecting her, he would do his best to talk her out of it. They sat at the far
end of a Sainsbury’s supermarket car park which offered free parking to
customers. She kissed him first and he kissed right back. Then they had to go
inside the supermarket to buy some groceries so he could get a token for the
exit barrier.


They agreed to go on a date. No, not a date, Donald said, it
was just a meeting, they were meeting up. That Saturday they went to the
cinema. Donald had wanted to see the new Scorsese, but then realised that his
new girlfriend was beneath the certificate age, and they’d settled for some
romcom instead. A cinema was good, to be out in public, it meant that they
wouldn’t make a mistake like last time. They both sat there in the darkness,
and they didn’t kiss, didn’t even touch, they were both well-behaved. They were
so well-behaved that Donald relaxed completely and wondered what on earth the
problem was—so they were just friends, and what was the harm in having friends?
Afterwards he took her to an Italian restaurant half an hour’s drive away so
they wouldn’t be recognised. The conversation was relaxed, she was such a
mature girl, he had had no idea, and she knew quite a bit about current affairs
and politics and art—and her opinions were so clearly her own, she wasn’t just
parroting her parents’ views, she was fiercely forthright on a couple of points
where she disagreed with them and he found that ferocity enchanting. She was
witty, and he was on good form too, he made a few wry comments that made her
laugh. He bought her wine, and she stroked his leg underneath the tablecloth
with her foot, and then, later, she stroked his hand.


He made her understand the need for discretion.


“Because they wouldn’t understand, would they?”


“They wouldn’t understand,” he agreed. “But it’s nicer like
that, isn’t it? Because what we’ve got, it’s ours. It’s ours, and nobody
else’s, and it’s pure. Don’t tell anyone, not even Maureen Slater, Maureen
Slater’s your best friend, isn’t she? Is she? Or is it one of the other girls?”


Chrissie agreed not to breathe a word to Maureen Slater. She
was very good at the whole discretion thing, and in class sometimes she barely
looked at him, and if she did it was with such bored indifference that her
entire face seemed to change. He admired how she could do that. It hurt him.


They broke up three times—always, as she’d say with a laugh
afterwards, because he’d been ‘thinking too much’.


Chrissie had suggested they go to Paris together. Her
parents wouldn’t mind, she said, she’d just say she was going on holiday with a
friend. Donald couldn’t believe he’d agreed. He couldn’t believe they had
actually gone. He couldn’t believe how happy having her all to himself made
him.


That morning where she’d gone out to get fruit from the
market had been their very first argument.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll be better. Where do you want to
go? Your choice.”


She didn’t even have to think about it, she had her answer
right away, and that surprised him.


Fine, he said. Of course they could do that! If she had a
certain restaurant in mind, then of course they should go there. (Was it
expensive?).


She said she didn’t know. She didn’t think it was expensive.
No, it wasn’t expensive.


Fine, he said. It didn’t matter anyway. Not even if it were
expensive! They could afford to splash out on a decent meal! What sort of
restaurant was it?


She didn’t know.


He said, fine, that was all fine.


She said it was supposed to be very romantic, and she gave
him a wink that he didn’t much like, it felt a little too self-conscious. It
had been recommended to her by a friend. The friend had been certain they would
enjoy it.


She went to the wardrobe, and to her little pink suitcase,
and from a side pocket took out a sheet of paper. On it her friend had written
down the restaurant’s address, even drawn a fairly detailed map to help them
find it.


She said it was a bit of a distance, and she tilted her head
in some sort of apology.


He said, “Who’s the friend?” And at that she tilted her head
to the other side, shrugged.


He said, “I thought we’d agreed. We wouldn’t tell anyone we
were going to Paris. What we were doing. Who’s this friend, who’s giving you
restaurant tips? Is it a girl from school?”


She said it was no one from school. Did he think she was
that stupid? She wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t tell a kid. No, this was a
grown-up. The word ‘grown-up’ made her sound so childish.


And he hated this, that their second argument was so hot on
the heels of their first, but he had to know, he couldn’t let it drop. “A
friend of your parents?”


No, a friend of hers. She had her own friends. God,
did he think he was the only grown-up friend she had?


He wanted to hit her, and he’d never felt that way before,
not about anybody.


She said, “I’m so tired of you thinking what we’re doing is bad.
It isn’t bad. And you’re not a bad person. I don’t think you’re a bad person.”


The rage went out of him, and he felt so tired, and he sat
down hard upon the bed.


She said, “You’re not a bad person, baby.”


He said that he knew he wasn’t.


She said, “We have to go to the restaurant. I promised my
friend. And he went to so much effort. I don’t want to let him down.”


He gave a nod, just a little nod, but it was enough, it was
agreed.
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And in spite of that, they managed to have a good day. They
went to the Louvre. Chrissie saw some paintings she liked, Donald saw some he
liked too, and they stood in the queue for the Mona Lisa and were surprised how
small it was. David told Chrissie that one of the men pictured in Gericault’s The
Raft of the Medusa looked like Mr Turner the P.E. teacher, and Chrissie
thought that was very funny, and she found a portrait that looked just a little
like Miss Bull. Everything was going so well, and Donald thought the upset of the
morning might be forgotten—and then he offered to buy her a pastry at a boulangerie
and she smiled and said she wouldn’t, she didn’t want to spoil her appetite for
later.


They went back to the hotel, Chrissie wanted to get changed.
She wheeled her little pink suitcase into the bathroom, she was there for the
best part of an hour. Whilst she was busy Donald looked through the guide book
to see whether Paris had anything to offer they hadn’t done yet; it hadn’t. At
last Chrissie emerged. She was wearing a pink dress, very nearly a ball gown,
she’d spent the week in her sweater and jeans, and now she was a movie star.
She was wearing make-up too, and her face seemed heavy beneath the weight of it
all; nail varnish, pink like her dress, and Donald was no expert but even he
could see she hadn’t put it on right, he saw the uneven patches, he saw the
streaks bleeding on to the fingers. She looked beautiful. She also looked like
a little girl who’d raided her mother’s wardrobe.


Donald wished he’d packed something smart too, but the only
jackets he had were the ones he wore to school, and he didn’t want to be seen
in those.


“You look nice,” he said.


Chrissie smiled widely, and that made her face crack. “Merci
bien,” she said. She walked over to Donald, and he got up from the bed,
stood to attention. She took his arm. “Shall we go, Monsieur MacAllister? J’ai
faim!”
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They reached an obscure metro stop in the eighteenth
arrondissement. It was deserted. Donald was surprised—when they had left the
hotel it had still been quite light, somehow whilst they’d been underground
night had fallen hard. There were a few stars out. There were streetlamps too,
though many of them weren’t working, were they broken? A few shops and houses,
all had their curtains tightly drawn. It had been raining.


“Is it far?” Donald asked, and Chrissie didn’t exactly
answer. She got out the map her friend had drawn, studied it for a moment, and
then set off confidently.


She turned them down a narrow side street, and Donald
supposed that meant they must be nearly there, but the side street ran into
another side street, and that one into another more narrow still. They walked
arm in arm, and that was a little romantic, but it also forced them to walk
slow, and the pools of light cast by the streetlamps seemed to be getting
further and further apart. But he held on to her tightly regardless; the rain
had made the cobbled streets look slippery, at every footfall he expected them
to slip him up. Best not to look at the cobbles at all. Yes, that was sensible.


“What’s this restaurant called?”


“All I’ve got is an address.”


There were high stone walls flanking them on either side,
and it seemed to Donald they were getting taller and getting thicker, they
looked as if they’d been built to withstand some medieval siege. “This friend
of yours wasn’t having you on?” he asked. “Got a sense of humour, has he?”


“Stop,” she said, and so they stopped, and she pulled him
out of the lamp light and into the darkness. She kissed him hard on the lips.


“Yes, that’s very nice,” he said.


“We’re in Paris.”


“I know.”


“This is an adventure. Enjoy it!”


“I am enjoying it,” he said. “I know I’m in Paris. I’m
enjoying the whole thing.”


She flung away his arm, and he wasn’t sure whether that was
out of irritation or some new urgency in their search for food. His stomach
growled at him, and it was only the latest part of his body to ask what the
hell he thought he was doing.


“I think,” said Donald, “you know what I think? I think we
should just stop at the first restaurant we come to. I mean, this is further
out than we imagined, isn’t it? And we’re getting hungry. You must be hungry,
you haven’t eaten since breakfast! What do you say, we just stop at the next
restaurant?” And it was such a good plan, except they hadn’t passed a single building
for at least ten minutes. Chrissie was striding on so fast now, maybe she
couldn’t hear him. At last he tried again. “We should turn back. Yes? Chrissie?
Do you agree?”


“This is it,” she said suddenly, and he shut up.


There was a door set into the stonework of the wall. It was
made of thick, black wood. There was no handle to open it, no knocker, nothing
as frivolous as a bell. It was ridiculous that it was there, with no hint of a
building behind it—worse, it was wrong, it felt wrong.


He expected Chrissie to be disappointed, and he was about to
reassure her, tell her it didn’t matter; they’d retrace their steps, go back
into the city, find a McDonald’s if nothing else was open—but she was beaming,
she was so excited. “We found it!” she said. “At last!”


“Darling, if there ever was a restaurant here, it’s long
gone. Your friend, this friend of yours,” and he didn’t like the way his voice
became so sarcastic whenever he mentioned him, “this Parisian expert friend,
you know, he must have been here years ago.”


“I’ll knock,” she said cheerfully. And he was about to stop
her—there was no point in knocking—and don’t touch it, don’t touch the door—but
it was too late, she was thumping upon it with her fist. The wood was so thick
that for all her effort she barely made a sound.


“You tried,” he said. “Let’s go.” He offered her his hand.


The door opened.


For all its weight, for all its age, the hinges were
silent. Maybe that was what horrified him, that it could just swing open so
stealthily, like a beast that had only been pretending to sleep—and the
blackness of the door was replaced by an altogether thicker blackness pouring
out from within. Donald stepped back instinctively. And out of the blackness,
his head shining in the little light of the alley, emerged a man, an old man,
Donald couldn’t see him well but he knew he was old, and the man stood
firm on the threshold and stared out at them. Donald stared back, he had no
choice. The man seemed to be dressed in a smart black suit, and that only meant
the light fell into him and was smothered. He cleared his throat. He looked at
them quizzically.


Chrissie spoke in French. The old man inclined his head, and
stepped backwards to let them in.


“Don’t,” said Donald.


“Merci,” said Chrissie, and she went through the
door, and Donald followed. Down a long corridor, and at last, into the light.
And Donald realised that the man wasn’t merely old, he was ancient—and not just
with age, that was the oddness of it, he was sick, you could see the
bones beneath the skin, he was wasting away in that waiter outfit hanging
around him so loosely. Hardly a good advertisement for a restaurant, Donald
thought, and he wanted to nudge Chrissie, make a joke, share a laugh—and he
actually made to do that, but in an instance he felt such a wave of revulsion,
he didn’t want this man touching food, he didn’t want him anywhere near food,
touching anything they might want to put into their mouths—and yet here he was,
he was touching them, he was taking the coats from off their backs and
they were surrendering them to him, willingly! It wasn’t a quizzical expression
he had on his face, the eyebrows had just set that way.


And then into the restaurant itself. More a cavern than a
room, the stone floor studded here and there with tables and chairs. No real
order to it, some clustered close together, some out on the fringes like little
islands. There was light, yes, but it was a heavy light, Donald thought it was
slightly green—and he couldn’t see where it came from, there weren’t any lamps,
the light ebbed out of the bricks and the rocks and the earth.


It was empty. Of course it was empty. Who would come
here?—No, in the distance, on one of those islands bobbing about, there sat a
man on his own, fork in hand, tucking into something Donald couldn’t make out
in the gloom, reading a book. He looked up briefly at the newcomers and without
apparent interest, and Donald saw he had one of those silly pencil thin
moustaches only suave sophisticates from France are able to get away with.


“Are they open?” Donald asked Chrissie. “Ask them if they’re
open. I don’t think they’re open.” But their coats had been taken, hadn’t
they?—the waiter had now draped them over his arm and seemed to be clinging on
to them hard, he wasn’t going to give them up easily. The waiter led them to a
table. It wobbled on the uneven floor. He pulled out a chair so that Chrissie
could sit down, but he didn’t have the strength to accomplish the task with any
grace, the coats he was carrying hardly made the operation any easier. Chrissie
thanked him nicely. Donald sat down without help.


Chrissie took out a cigarette. Donald began to tell her he
didn’t think she could smoke here, but the waiter didn’t seem to mind, and with
his free hand took out a lighter for her. With the same flame he lit a blunt
candle squatting unhappily in the middle of the table—the little light it gave
off was quickly quenched by the greenish glow of the room.


Then the waiter strode away without even looking back at
them, and Donald wondered whether they would ever see their coats again.


“Jesus Christ,” he said.


Chrissie puffed and grinned. “Isn’t it wonderful?” she said.


“Is it?”


“You don’t think it’s romantic?”


“Are you sure they’re open? You should ask if they’re open.”


Then the waiter was back, sloping to them across the floor
with renewed energy and confidence. He carried a bottle of red wine, and two
glasses. He set the bottle down upon the table.


“We haven’t ordered that,” said Donald.


Chrissie said, “But we do want wine, don’t we?”


“Yes, but we haven’t ordered.”


The waiter fixed Donald with his not-quite quizzical look,
then set to work on the cork. It released from the bottle with a subdued pop.
The waiter picked up the bottle with both hands, and aimed its contents
somewhere towards Chrissie’s glass.


“Parfait, merci,” she said, and sipped.


The waiter nodded, poured Donald a glass. Donald sniffed it.
It smelled good.


Chrissie drank deeper, and the waiter stood beside her and
watched, as if needing further confirmation she enjoyed it. She turned to him,
smiled, nodded. He nodded in return. And then he reached out that skeletal hand
of his towards her neck, he brushed away a few stray hairs from her shoulder.


“Hey,” said Donald.


And then he left.


“Hey. Did you see that?”


“What?”


They both worked on their wine. Chrissie worked on her
cigarette too, taking shallow puffs and turning her head away to exhale the
smoke. Donald tried to think of something to say. He wondered why it was so
hard. With all the many other problems they’d had to face, right since that
first date cuddled together in the car park, conversation had never been a
difficulty.


Maybe it was because there was no music. Every restaurant
played music, without the music the pauses seemed longer and burdened with
meaning. “I love you,” he said.


“I love you too.”


“I’m hungry.”


“I’m hungry too.”


She finished her cigarette, but there was nowhere for her to
stub it out, so she set it down upon the table, standing it upright on its
filter. The table wobbled. The stub refused to fall over.


“We should call the waiter,” Donald said at last. And he
suddenly thought, perhaps he’s died, and the thought made him laugh,
just a single bark that sounded too loud and too rude. “I can call the waiter.
What’s the French for menu?” But on cue the waiter appeared, and in both hands
he was carrying a single dinner plate, and, in his breast pocket, a knife and
fork. It was only when he set the plate down in front of Chrissie that the
couple could see what the meal was.


“Non, non, non,” said Donald. He pointed at Chrissie.
“Vegetarian. Veg-e-tari-en. Um. Legumes.”


Because there in front of her, proud, unabashed, was a hunk
of steak. There was nothing to disguise it, or to distract from its obvious
meatiness, there were no greens around, no scattering of pommes frites. It was
rare, it was pink. “It’s all right,” said Chrissie. “Just this once. I’m on
holiday, aren’t I?”


“But we didn’t order it. Tell him we didn’t order it. Tell
him we want the menu.”


Chrissie said something brief in French, the waiter said
back something briefer, Chrissie nodded, smiled. The waiter walked away.


“Well?”


“They don’t do menus here,” she said.


“Well, how does that work?”


“Do you mind if I start?” she asked.


And he watched her as she sliced off strips of her steak, as
she speared them with her fork, as she lifted them to her mouth. “Is it really
all right?” he asked.


“Mmm, juicy,” she said, and she spoke with her mouth full,
and he could see a fat ball of meat roll around her tongue wetly, and she
grinned at him. Then her attention was back to the dead animal on her plate,
she tore into it so eagerly, and the further into the carcass she ventured the
pinker it got. Bright pink, but not quite as pink as her chipped fingernails,
nor as pink as the pink of her stupid pink suitcase sitting in the hotel
wardrobe.


He watched her, unhappily, hungrily.


And without any music all he could hear was that chewing. “I
love you,” he said.


She nodded, chewed on.


“I thought we could stay here in France and be farmers. What
do you think?”


At last the waiter reappeared, and this time he was carrying
Donald’s dinner, and he swooped it down in front of him with a flourish that
was almost elegant.


Donald looked down at his steak. It quite brazenly stared
back up at him.


“Non,” he said. “I want it well done. What’s the
French for ‘well done’?”


“Bien cuit.”


“I want this bien cuit, oui?”


And the waiter shrugged, and Chrissie shrugged, and Donald
said, “I can’t eat this.”


The steak was thicker than Chrissie’s piece had been—it
looked not so much like meat, more something newly hacked off a living animal
and dropped straight on to the dinner plate. It wasn’t even pink, it was blue.
It lay there, dead, or dying, and dribbled blood.


“You could at least try it,” said his vegetarian girlfriend.
So David prodded it with his fork, he tamped it down with the flattened
underside of the prongs, and the steak felt spongy and soaking wet, and an
almost acrid smell like copper came off it.


He turned it over. He thought it might look better if he
turned it over. He prised it from the plate, it pulled free from its moorings
with a low reluctant squelch, and then he let it splash back down on to its
belly. He looked at the underside. He wished he hadn’t turned it over. He
wished he’d left it as it was.


He looked around to see whether the other diner in the
restaurant had been given raw meat, whether he cared, whether he was shovelling
it in under his pencil moustache quite cheerfully. But the other diner had
gone.


Back down at the steak.


There, across the whole breadth of it, ran a single vein.
The vein was raised off the flesh, like a tapeworm, Donald thought, or an
elongated leech—it didn’t look as if it had grown out of the meat at all, he
could have grasped it between thumb and forefinger and peeled the worm off—it
was thick, and rubbery, and gorged with blood.


He looked back up at Chrissie. For some sort of help, any
help—but she wasn’t even watching him, she was fully occupied by her own
dinner. And there was a rhythm to the way she ate her steak now, the slicing,
the forking, the ceaseless grinding of her teeth as she tipped a new gobbet of
flesh past her lips and into the machine—and the swallowing, oh, the utter
remorselessness of that swallowing.


She pushed the plate aside, at last she was done. She
smiled. There was blood on her teeth.


“Aren’t you going to eat?” she asked.


“Please,” he said. “Please.”


“You should eat.” She smiled. “Come on Monsieur MacAllisteurrr.”
She elongated the accent, it made him sound like such a silly man.


So he picked up the fork once more. He put the merest
pressure on to the meat. At contact, the vein began to bulge. He watched it, a
small bubble began to swell from it. It was round and thick like a balloon, and
it was a perfect dark red, shiny with blood. He took the fork away. The bubble
stayed firm, bobbing up at him. He approached with the fork again. A different
angle this time, he’d be careful. He’d attack it more stealthily from the side.
The first bubble deflated, yes, he watched the blood drain away from it, he
couldn’t help but sigh with relief—and then, there it was, another bubble,
closer by, rising out of the vein loud and proud, bigger and juicier than the
last. And he knew, he knew if he pressed down any harder that the balloon would
burst.


Chrissie frowned, sighed. She picked up her cigarettes. And
in an instant the waiter was back by her side with a lighter. She exhaled smoke
away from him, but not so carefully this time. “Come on,” she said. “I enjoyed
my meat. Why can’t you?”


“We could be farmers.”


“Yes, yes.”


They were both watching him now, his girlfriend and the waiter.
And the waiter somehow contrived to contort that quizzical look he had, he
strained his forehead and bent the eyebrows into something more angular,
something more mocking.


The waiter idly picked a few more hairs off Chrissie’s
shoulder, and this time he let his hand stay there, and those bony old fingers
began to play at the nape of her neck.


“Just one bite, baby,” said Chrissie, “just one bite for
me,” and she smiled, and she made her voice light and encouraging, but Donald
thought he could hear the anger behind it. And she looked older than her
fifteen years, all made-up, smoking like a grown-up, her own eyebrows arched
into an expression of oh-so mature disappointment.


Donald plunged his fork into the dead animal, and it was too
much for the vein to take, the bubble burst, it sprayed blood across his hand
and a little on his face—mostly red, a dark red, but also some blue, and also
something that seemed white and speckled.


“One bite,” she said, and she nodded, and the waiter nodded
too, and they were both leaning forward now in anticipation, the waiter was
biting down hard upon his bottom lip and he was making it bleed—and so Donald
did it, Donald raised a forkful of raw flesh to his mouth, and for a moment it
wasn’t in his mouth and in the next moment it was, and he was chewing
frantically, and he did it, he did it, he did all the chewing and all the
swallowing too, it was out of his mouth and down his throat and that chunk of
meat was gone for good, he would never have to see it again.


He sat back, panting. He looked at her, and he winked, and
he half expected a round of applause.


Chrissie stubbed out her cigarette on her plate, there was a
quick fizz as the lighted end touched the wet blood. She said something to the
waiter in French—it must have been French, surely, but the words seemed so hard
and clipped. The waiter’s eyes still burned, he hadn’t yet recovered from the
excitement of watching Donald eat—now he calmed down, he wrenched his face back
into a more professional, more skeletal pose. He nodded, he licked his lips, he
wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, he wiped the blood on
his suit, he went to fetch their coats.


It was only after they’d got outside into the dark and the
rain that Donald realised they hadn’t paid for the meal. Chrissie told him it
had all been taken care of.


 


###


 


They didn’t talk much on the way back to the hotel. No,
that’s not true—they talked about lots of things, Donald hoped that the weather
would be better for tomorrow, and Chrissie translated all the advertisements on
the metro—but they didn’t talk about anything important.


“I’ll use the bathroom first,” said Donald, quite cheerfully
really. He locked the door behind him.


He got undressed, and changed into his pale blue pyjamas. He
brushed his teeth, and then brushed them again, hard, very hard. He studied his
face in the mirror, and it didn’t look any different than it had before. Then
he sat down upon the toilet lid, took his diary from the jacket hanging over
the bath, began to draft a letter.


“I’ve made a terrible mistake,” he wrote. “I’m sorry.” He
couldn’t get beyond that ‘sorry’—it was meant to be the floodgate for
everything he needed to tell her, so why on the page did it look like an
ending? He started when Chrissie knocked upon the door: “Are you going to be
much longer?”


Whilst she undressed Donald got into bed. He’d pretend to be
asleep. He might even fall asleep if he were lucky, and then he wouldn’t even
have to pretend. He closed his eyes and stared at the blackness in his head.
When the bathroom door opened he couldn’t help it, he looked at her. The pink
dress was gone, the lipstick, nail varnish, all gone. She was wearing her
Disney pyjamas again, and she seemed so sweet, and so young, and so easy to
understand. She smiled. He smiled back. He watched Tigger bounce gently in the
gap between her breasts.


She climbed into bed beside him.


“Well, good night,” she said.


“Good night,” he agreed.


She turned out the light.


He closed his eyes once more, once more pretended he could
sleep, that he even knew what sleep was or how it could ever be reached again.


He wondered if she still might say anything about what had
happened in the restaurant, and his body tensed in the expectation of it. But
minutes went by, and then he heard her breathing regularly, and he relaxed,
he’d got away with it.


He didn’t even sense her moving closer until he felt her
hand around his penis.


At first he wasn’t even sure that it was her—at first,
stupidly, he wondered whether it was one of his own hands creeping between his
legs unawares—at first, stupidly, his impulse was to lift up the sheets and
check. He didn’t lift the sheets. He lay there, rigid.


The hand didn’t flex. Now that it had found the penis, its
mission seemed accomplished. It held on to its prize firmly, through his pyjama
trousers. Not so firmly that it demanded anything from it, firmly enough that
it couldn’t escape.


The slightest extra pressure of the fingers—the very
slightest squeeze—and that would have been different, that would have been
something Donald would have needed to address. Donald would have to turn on the
lights, and sternly remind Chrissie of the boundaries he’d set up for their
mutual protection. So he diligently waited for it, waited for that little
pressure, for the slightest flex—he lay there focused, intent only upon his
penis and her hand and any change of relationship vis a vis the two of them.


His penis swelled a little, the blood rushed to it in
blameless curiosity, and the fist opened out slightly to accommodate it.


He felt himself breathe faster.


He turned to look at Chrissie. Tried to make out her face in
the dim light. Her eyes were still closed. He thought she was asleep. And
then—and then maybe the clouds parted a bit, because the Paris moon stretched
across the bed and in the light of it her eyes opened at last, and they looked
straight into him and straight through him. The rest of the face was still an
impassive mask, utterly cold, utterly without expression, and looking so adult
once more. But the eyes, was there a challenge in them? He thought there was.


He held his breath. He licked his lips. He didn’t say
anything.


Nor did she.


And then her eyes closed again.


The grip of her hand didn’t relax, not even now. The blood
drained out of his penis. It started to wilt.


He waited ten minutes, maybe more, not daring to breathe
properly, not daring to stir her again. Until he was sure she must be asleep,
and then he edged away from her, very gently, and as he pulled his body into
the cold outer fringes of the bed he pulled his penis away with him. By now it
was just a stump, there was nothing left for the hand to grip on to. He felt
the hand clasp and unclasp uselessly for it, then slow, then stop.


A little later, he carefully got out of bed. He wanted to go
back to the bathroom. To brush his teeth, wash his face, finish the note,
whatever.


He felt his way slowly through the darkness, and he was
making good progress—and then his foot collided hard with something firm and
round, and it hurt, and he couldn’t stop himself, he cried out in surprise if
not in pain, and the grapefruit he’d kicked rolled across the carpet and
bounced against the wall. Pamplemousse, he thought to himself
involuntarily.


“What are you doing?” Chrissie asked, drowsy, irritated.


“Nothing.”


“Come back to bed.”


“I’ll come back to bed.”


He got back under the sheets, and didn’t dare move again,
and at some point he must have fallen asleep.


 


###


 


When they woke the next morning she gave him a kiss, and it
seemed perfectly well intentioned and well executed.


At breakfast he decided not to spread confiture or beurre
upon his croissants. “Look,” he told her, “I’m having them plain, just as you
suggested! Are you proud of me?” She smiled, and congratulated him, and told
him he was being a proper Frenchman. Even the waitress looked pleased, she
hardly glared at him at all.


In the morning they went to look at some church or another,
and in the afternoon they went to some museum or another. They found a
fountain. Donald said he’d read that if you tossed a coin into a fountain it
meant you’d come back to Paris, but he wasn’t sure it was this fountain—and
Chrissie laughed, and said he’d got it wrong, that was Rome—and Donald said,
why would tossing a coin into a fountain in Paris mean you’d come back to
Rome—and Chrissie said he was a silly darling man, and hugged him. And it was
all very nearly normal. It was all very nearly loving. And they both tossed
coins into the fountain anyway, and Donald knew it meant they were leaving
Paris after all, they were going home, it was decided.


They ate at little bistros, and Chrissie ate only vegetarian
food, and Donald ate meat, but the meat seemed to him so dull and so
flavourless.


 


###


 


They spent three more nights in Paris.


 


###


 


The cab to the airport took a particularly circuitous route, but
Chrissie didn’t seem to mind, she stared out of the window and pointed out all
the parts of Paris they hadn’t done yet, Paris had more to offer after all. And
Donald sat, and held her hand, and mused, and realised what he really wanted to
say to her in that still unfinished letter.


The airport was very busy. Everyone was trying to escape
Paris. “I’m sorry, sir,” said the woman at check-in, “the flight is very full,
I don’t think you and your daughter can sit together.” Donald got very
forceful, and said that his daughter was a very bad flyer, and if she wasn’t
able to sit with him she’d scream the plane down. They got their double seats,
and Donald was quite proud of himself.


As the plane took off, Donald listlessly leafed through the
in-flight magazine, and Chrissie looked at some revision notes for her GCSE
exams.


At around ten thousand feet, and somewhere over the English
Channel, Donald proposed to her.


“What?” said Chrissie.


“You said I wasn’t a bad man. I’m not a bad man, am I?”


“You’re fine,” said Chrissie.


“Marry me,” said Donald. “I’ll make you very happy. I’ll
give you whatever you like.”


“Can we live in Paris?”


“Yes.”


“Or somewhere else?”


“Whatever you like.”


Chrissie thought about it. “All right,” she said.


“We can’t get married now,” said Donald. “We’ll have
to wait until you’re older. But it’s a commitment, isn’t it?”


“Of course,” said Chrissie. “For when we’re both older.”


“I love you,” said Donald, and Chrissie said she loved him
too, and Donald felt relieved, she hadn’t said it in ages.


After the stewardess announced they were coming in to land,
Donald once more interrupted Chrissie’s schoolwork.


“This is a big mistake,” he said. “We shouldn’t leave
France.”


Chrissie laughed. “Silly! We’re on the plane!”


He said, “Then we can get straight on to another plane,
can’t we, and fly back? We can get our suitcases, and then we’ll buy some
tickets for the very next flight to Paris. We don’t even need our suitcases, I
can buy you a new suitcase, brand new. Please,” he said, and he squeezed her
arm, “Please,” he squeezed hard until at last she put down her work and gave
him her full attention. “If we go back to England, I’ll lose you.”


She looked at him with such innocent eyes. “But we have to
go back to England,” she said. “I’ve a friend meeting us at the airport.”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t want to disappoint my friend.”


Donald had thought there might be policemen waiting for him
as soon as he put foot on British soil. There weren’t. Instead, a man holding
up a placard for ‘M and Mme MacAllister’. Chrissie squealed when she saw it,
and ran straight into his arms, and for a moment that wasn’t what made Donald
jealous at all, what made him jealous was that the assumed names they had
thought up together, that had been theirs, had been stolen. He wondered
how the man had found out what they were.


“Well, well!” said the man. “And did you have a good
holiday?”


“I did!” said Chrissie. “Paris is as beautiful as ever. Oh,
and this is Donald, he’s my friend.”


“Is he coming with us?”


“We can give him a lift, can’t we?”


The man nodded. “As far as he wants to go, as far as he
wants to go!” The man was probably older than Donald, but still looked
better—he was tall and slim, he was confident, he was wearing the sort of
pencil moustache that only pure Englishmen of a certain background can get away
with.


Donald said, “I’m not just her friend. I’m her fiancé.”


“Indeed?” said the man. “Indeed! Well, I’m sure some sort of
congratulations must be in order. The car’s waiting, so come along, Monsieur
MacAllister!”


They set off for the car, Chrissie and the man linking arms,
Donald wheeling the little pink suitcase behind.


When they reached the car, Donald got into the back seat. He
assumed Chrissie would join him there. She didn’t.


“On y va! Now, where oh where shall I take you both?”
And the man laughed, as if he’d made the funniest joke in the world, and
Chrissie laughed too. The engine roared, the car started, and Chrissie was full
of stories of her adventures in Paris, how tall was the Eiffel Tower, how small
was the Mona Lisa, how wet the Seine—and it was odd, but none of the stories
ever seemed to include Donald, but Donald couldn’t be sure—to hear her he had
to lean forward uncomfortably, and to join in the conversation he had to shout.
But no one was listening to him, and his head was hurting, so he soon just sat
back and was silent. If he stared ahead he could see how animated Chrissie was,
and he didn’t want to see that—and he could also see how her friend had
stretched out his hand and was brushing the hair off her shoulders and was
stroking the nape of her neck. He didn’t want to see that either, not any of
that—and so instead he looked out of the windows at the English countryside,
and he didn’t recognise any of it, not a bit of it, and he wondered where they
were taking him.


 









Christopher Slatsky


LOVELINESS LIKE A SHADOW


The face had spread across a wider section of the wall.


Eleanor’s flat possessed an ominous air despite her
skepticism towards hauntings, demonic beings, or paranormal nonsense in
general. The formation brought to mind the Bélmez Faces, those weird images
that appeared on the concrete floor of a house in Spain decades ago. It was
unnerving, particularly with all of her sculptures around the flat in various
stages of completion. Too many things making eye contact.


She was reminded of her grandmother’s stories about domovoj,
house spirits whose antics ran the gamut from protective to diabolical. Eleanor
half expected to catch a glimpse of its white hair and eyes glowing like coals
in the middle of the night. But those were old world superstitions.


Just a water stain. Faulty plumbing. Accumulated moisture.
When the head first began oozing through the wall’s paint Eleanor thought her
clay sculptures might be responsible. Maybe mold had survived inside a package
of Plastilina clay, oily spores drifting to the walls once she’d started
kneading, sculpting, manipulating the material. When the handyman found a leaky
pipe and repaired it she assumed the real culprit had been found.


But that didn’t seem to be the case. The flat’s plumbing
probably went back to the Victorian era—must be another old pipe buried
somewhere deep within.


This is what you get for packing it all in, jetting off
to London to slum in your art studio. Bohemian lifestyle.


Livin’ the expat dream.


The stain was more pronounced this morning. A definite chin,
full lips, prominent brow, deep splotches of darkness for eyes. A welter of
hair.


One side of the mouth hung lower, a slack-jawed quality that
suggested advanced age more than any decreased intellectual capacity. The
countenance was gaunt, furrowed cheekbones and a square jaw gave the impression
of tight skin over delicate bones.


It bore a vague similarity to her sculptures’ faces.


“Seein’ shit in clouds that ain’t there.” Eleanor said. A
dismissive attitude did little to lessen her grim mood.


She’d tried to scrub the mess away when it first appeared,
but had only managed to smear gray sludge across the cream colored walls. The
face was back by that afternoon. So much for getting her tenancy deposit back.


Nothing had gone according to plan. Every attempt to better
her life had resulted in something of equal or greater importance being ruined.
Why should this be any different?


Nearly a year gone by and Eleanor was still licking her
wounds from the divorce. Marriage struck down by “irreconcilable differences”
at the ripe old age of 35—she wanted a child, but Joel refused to allow any
obstacle to impede his ascension up the corporate ladder. Eleanor certainly
didn’t feel that a daughter or son was necessary to fulfill her personally, but
she resented Joel’s emphatic rejection of her wants and desires. He’d made the
decision, and though she never had any driving maternal instinct to procreate,
her being denied a choice in the matter was the final straw.


So here she was, finally pursuing her own interests and not
kowtowing to Joel’s whims. No longer concerned she’d spent years supporting him
as he pursued his law degree, while she’d deferred art school to an unspecified
future date.


But she’d do anything just to have him back. Work the two
jobs again, pretend what he did during the day was more important than what
she’d suffered through. Have sex on his schedule. Walk on eggshells around his
moods. Toil in silence so he could become a better man.


She felt guilty for running away from home to pick up the
remaining pieces, giving up any pretense of properly mourning the demise of a
15-year relationship. She’d bummed her first cigarettes from him under the
bleachers at the Cottage Hollow homecoming game, saw their first R-rated film
together after his friends let them in through the theater exit. Got drunk,
shoplifted clothes for the first time with him. She’d married her first love.


It didn’t hurt that Joel was gorgeous, even with that wispy
attempt at a beard. They’d married young. Her grandparents had spent far too
much on that elaborate Russian Orthodox wedding. The newlyweds had such fun
with the vykup nevesty gifts. Eleanor hadn’t laughed that much during
all their years together.


All that joy and pain was festering inside like malignant
cells. Metastasized memories. Maybe it was time to fly back to the states, back
to her condo in Pasadena. Cut her losses.


But she was in the U.K. now, and there was no going back.
Not until she came to grips with the fact she was alone. There was some
liberation in that. She was here to work on her art. That was the only reason
she’d left home. The divorce settlement had made the relocation possible. She
wasn’t about to give everything up over second guessing herself over a shadow
or mold or whatever it was on her wall. She’d come close to throwing in the
towel last summer when the unusually muggy weather encouraged the Thames to
cough up a particularly nasty insect infestation. Eleanor had no idea why Brits
didn’t feel the need to install air conditioning or screen doors in every home.


After she’d moved, her U.K. friends did their damndest to
cheer her up. Touristy wastes of time, clubs, introducing her to various new
age concepts they claimed would alleviate her depression: meditating at
Stonehenge, self-actualization techniques, even Wicca. She half-heartedly went
through the ritualized motions, but found the concept that she could have any
influence on the external world to be so much nonsense. Silly posturing gussied
up as profound wisdom.


She had to face the fact that she was never going to get
back with her ex. Distancing herself from everything had worked so far. A stone
mask of apathy had been beneficial. But she could either be miserable for the
rest of her years, or pursue something that made life less of a slog.


A child would have ruined everything, she insisted. But her
internal voice wasn’t convinced. She wasn’t sure if she was undecided due to a
sincere desire to raise another human being, or an obstinate opinion derived
solely from her wanting to defy Joel in the only way she was capable.


She’d discovered a renewed sense of purpose in her art. A
spark of hope there. And it just so happened her freedom was predicated on
severing all ties with Joel.


Such were the vagaries of life.


After a week of persistent social network messages, Eleanor
finally accepted her friend Lydia’s invitation to a gallery showing in Soho.
Several artists were scheduled to attend, but Eleanor was mostly looking
forward to Vashti’s participation.


Vashti was phenomenal.


Eleanor felt a visceral thrill when she’d first explored
Vashti’s art online. Her sculptures tackled controversial issues—when
conception began, how consciousness is predicated on the physical brain encased
in a physical head with distinct features. Fetus shaped blobs of clay with
adult-sized craniums; faces sculpted from soft earth that gave the objects an
ontogenical quality; scalps adorned with flowing manes of real human hair.
Sculpture was clearly her calling, her faith, her very purpose. Vashti’s
creations were designed to confuse and outrage and elicit arguments. And
judging by the comments on the site, she’d done that and more.


Eleanor ran her forefinger across the smooth lips of her
most recent clay model. Nothing as skilled or interesting as Vashti’s work. No
comparison. Just another face. She’d no idea whose it was, but this stranger
insisted it take form beneath Eleanor’s hands every time. Again and again. The
clay sank slightly under her touch. Organic. The lack of a pulse seemed a
mistake. Self-hardening clay should firm up soon enough.


Someone was crying next door.


Eleanor looked out the flat’s only window. Her building was
separated by a narrow brick alley, the sole resident a fox living off of
leftovers from the bins. The presence of such a creature was endearing, more
romantic than the feral opossums and raccoons she encountered back in the U.S.
Only two metres separated her window from the window of the other flat. As
usual, the tenant’s lights were off.


Eleanor had seen the woman a handful of times since she’d
moved in, but only during the day, coming and going on her errands. The flat
was always pitch black at night.


She was a tall, graceful, willowy thing. An older woman,
though Eleanor had never seen her face without a veil, assuming her age from
her posture and the measured, confident way she moved down the street.


There was an elusive, indescribable quality about her—in the
vintage yet fashionable clothes she wore, in the luxuriously silver gleam of
her healthy hair. Maybe a retired model? An actor who’d decided to spend her
remaining years far away from anything resembling wealth or glamour? But the
veil and the large demographic of Muslims in Whitechapel made Eleanor consider
the religious possibility. But come to think of it, it was unusual she’d only
seen the woman with a veil, not a traditional hijab.


A candle flame bobbed inside the flat, much to Eleanor’s
surprise. Flickering like a serpent’s burning tongue. This was the first time
she’d ever seen any nocturnal presence across the way.


The weeping grew more plaintive, a soul piercing cry that
made Eleanor think of the helplessness and despair she felt that moment she was
fully aware that Joel was gone from her life.


Or the soul crushing terror from one of her bouts of sleep
paralysis. The disorder had recently returned, reinvigorated by the increased
stress in her life.


She was about 5 when she’d first experienced it. Sleeping on
the bottom bunk, her older sister snoring up top. A thin naked woman had
settled on her chest, a coiled weight, loose skin slopping over her ribs onto
the floor. Wild confusion of hair trembling in the air like shock lines around
a comic strip character’s head. A stunningly beautiful face. Mask of someone
else’s mask. All that hair whipping and hissing with blind aggression.


And Eleanor unable to move a muscle. A slab of breathing
marble.


But she was an adult now and no longer feared any nocturnal
visitations. She understood the physiology of sleep disorders, knew that it was
a biological thing. Explainable. Not a strange entity visiting from some
nameless place. Xanax would keep the phantom entity at bay.


She held her breath to better hear the cries from the other
flat, but just as quickly as it had started, the weeping was silenced.


 


###


 


Eleanor had lunch with Lydia, then swung by Sainsbury’s on
the way back home. She was glad to be in and out of the grocery store quickly;
the place was a crowded madhouse. A sea of faces all blending together into a
uniform expression of dumbfounded petulance and irrational rage. Cold granite,
moronic countenances.


Her shopping trolley was jostled by the tiniest of obstacles
on the rutted sidewalk. Grocery bags rustled, glass clinked. London’s aging
infrastructure was often in the back of her mind, as was the recent spate of
exploding pavement—a consequence of worn electrical cables bursting underground
when it rained. All those kilometers of passages down there to facilitate the
sewage systems running into Battersea for processing. So many transportation
tunnels allowed countless possibilities for disaster underfoot.


The mysterious neighbor’s front door was ajar.


She must be home then. Hadn’t Eleanor been living here long
enough for introductions? Sure, Londoners were more private than
tourists from the states, and Eleanor risked stepping over politeness into ugly
American territory, but it would be rude of her not to officially greet
a neighbor.


She left her trolley on the sidewalk and knocked on the
door.


Nobody answered. She tilted her head to the door’s gap.
Nothing. No voices or footsteps, no sound or movement whatsoever.


“Hello? I’m your neighbor. Eleanor. You left your door
open.”


Silence.


Eleanor entered the dim flat. It was completely unfurnished.
No pictures on the walls, no gewgaws adorning the windowsill where she could
see into her own home a metre away. She felt as if she were retracing her
steps, going back over ground already covered. But that couldn’t be the case.
She’d never been in this flat before.


She opened one of the two closed doors. It was a bathroom.
No toiletries or towels. Even the toilet paper dispenser was empty. She closed
the door and went to investigate the other room.


The wood floor creaked in protest when she stepped inside.


The ceiling was high and narrow, the room longer than
expected. A tall, thin window at the end allowed enough gray light to enter for
Eleanor to see that the walls were decorated with various shades of small oval
patterns. Wallpaper even covered the ceiling.


A train rattled by on the Hammersmith line, its lights
brightening the room briefly. The wall’s ovals had blond and black hair. Some
wore glasses.


The wallpaper wasn’t decorative.


Thousands of photo booth snaps and passport pictures. Just
the faces stapled and glued to every available surface. Strangers looking down,
frozen like stone busts in an abandoned gallery. They even covered the back of
the door. Eleanor instinctually averted her gaze from the cut out heads.


A small box sat in the corner of the room. She’d known the
box would be there. But that couldn’t be. There was no way she could have
known.


She removed the lid. It was filled with mutilated photos,
driving licenses, passports from various countries. She stuck her fingers
inside, moved the clipped papers and bits of plastic around.


There was something at the bottom. She pulled out a journal,
then another. Some with burgundy faux leather covers, others black and tan or
shiny red plastic. She riffled through one. It was in French. Another in
Japanese. She was quickly becoming uncomfortable with all of this. She placed
them back in the box, at the bottom, beneath everything. On a whim she reached
back in and withdrew a glossy mauve journal. She opened it to a random page.


 


4/11


I write this knowing that if you haven’t already had a
butchers at what’s hanging from the attic’s rafters, you will soon enough. I
can only imagine your expression—maybe a spot of exasperation at not being able
to identify just what it is, mingled with curiosity over how something that
size managed to crawl all the way up there.


I know you’re all impatient chivvy along types, and
I’ve refrained from complaining about that particular trait over the years.
I’ll keep this brief. It’s time to burn bridges and I mean to do so in a
spectacular fashion. I do intend to let the cat out of the bag.


Well, not a cat exactly is it?


 


Eleanor heard sobbing.


The exhausted, hopeless cry of someone who’d lost everything
that mattered. Hysterical yet constrained gasps that spoke of death and love.
Something in the voice gave acknowledgement to the fact that nothing in life
was worthwhile, cowardice the only reason they continued living. Eleanor had
heard her own voice sound so very similar, on far too many occasions, since
leaving her home and family.


She closed the journal. Buried it with the others.


She was certain the sound was coming from beneath her feet.
She looked to the center of the room. The bare wood floor here was scuffed and
deeply scratched. Hinges and a metal handle stood out in stark contrast to the
dark wood.


The old woman slipped through this hatch. There’s a
tunnel down there that connects to all of the other hidey-holes in London. Why
the fuck not?


Eleanor tugged at the handle. The trapdoor was locked from
below. Whoever was down there must be able to get out on their own then. She
felt a bit relieved at this revelation.


The smell hit her. A reptilian musk. Rotting meat. Like a
poorly maintained vivarium.


The old woman moves about freely down there. Unnoticed.
In secret.


The wailing increased in volume, though the tone was different
now, a raw uninhibited quality to its fervor.


The hungry cry of a newborn baby.


Eleanor stepped back. Should she call out to make sure
everything was ok? Ring the police? She backed out of the room. Abrupt, hurried
steps led her to the entrance. She left the front door in the same position
she’d found it. None of this was any of her business. She’d gone poking her
nose in where it shouldn’t have. Best to leave well enough alone.


All of her actions were familiar, like an old videotape
recorded over long forgotten shows, fleeting images of the original programming
peeking through.


It had started to rain while she was inside. Thick, oily
drops clung to everything. She rolled her grocery cart back to her flat, the
soggy contents of the bags sloshing as the wheels caught every crack and bump
in the sidewalk.


When she arrived home she closed the blinds so she wouldn’t
have to see the neighbor’s flat.


 


###


 


The pattern had acquired Eleanor’s distinct chin and subtle
shape of her forehead, yet retained the sunken black blemishes where eyes
should be. It looked as if it had been intentionally sketched by a child with
charcoal powdered hands, slapping their palms against the wall, wiping shadows
across the surface. A trickle of moisture had further distorted the visage,
lengthening it into a wedge shape not unlike a snake’s head. The hair was
vibrant, growing further up the wall and across the ceiling.


Eleanor wasn’t staring at her own face. She was seeing
things that simply weren’t there, convincing herself that the water-stain hair
was undulating with supple life. She’d been rash enough to enter a stranger’s
home—she simply didn’t have her head screwed on right at the moment. Everything
was coming across as threatening due to stress.


She took a sip of Merlot from a juice glass, the daffodil
design circling the base faded and chipped. A dark flake floated in the pink
liquid. She let her mouthful trickle back into the glass, set it on the knife
gouged Formica counter. There was some currant squash in the small refrigerator,
but the thought of drinking the beverage weak left a cloyingly sweet memory in
her mouth.


Lydia had texted her a reminder that the art exhibit was
that evening, so Eleanor had started on a new sculpture to get into the
artistic mood of things.


But this one looked like all the others. Same dull
expression. Same features. She no longer felt she was an artist, more like a
forensic anthropologist sculpting a corpse’s visage from the remnants of a
former life, resurrecting an identity lost to violence and decay. She’d tried
to make a simple object, a bowl, a vase, anything except an anthropomorphic
representation. But every time she manipulated a blob of clay it demanded it
take the shape of the head she’d become all too familiar with.


She set her tools aside, pushed the modeling stand away in
frustration. The wheels squeaked until it gently came to rest against the wall.


A walk around the neighborhood would put her in a better
frame of mind. Fresh air, would do wonders. Best to have a clear head before visiting
the gallery tonight.


The rain tapped her umbrella like impatient fingertips. She
kept her head down, walking quickly, the need to stretch her legs and fill her
lungs with untainted air more important than being aware of her surroundings.
She only looked up briefly when passing the mysterious woman’s flat. The door
was closed.


She walked with a frenetic pace until she’d reached
Shoreditch and the bustling crowds.


Her umbrella scraped against a body. Eleanor turned to offer
an apology. The businessman kept going, seemingly unaware of the intrusion. The
drizzle and a fog of cigarette smoke thick around his shoulders made it appear
as if his head was a lump of malleable clay, glistening with the silvery sheen
of connective tissue.


Eleanor nervously walked against the milling masses, down
the stairs into the tube station. Her right foot slipped on the slick pavement.
She waved her Oyster card over the reader, walked through the gate. She closed
her umbrella, head low with determination, dreading eye contact with any
stranger. She didn’t know why this was of such concern, but the fear was so
palpable she didn’t even look up after roughly bumping against someone exiting
the train.


She stood inside the packed car, one hand holding a rail,
the other gripping her umbrella as if it were a weapon. Passengers swayed
listlessly as the train roared through dark tunnels. The lights grew dim,
darkened, lit the interior again. Eleanor had the sense that people’s faces
were jumping about every time the lights flickered, sliding from person to
person, swapping identities. A bearded young man’s taciturn expression took the
place of a woman wearing a headscarf who swapped the frown of a heavyset woman
talking on her mobile who exchanged—


The train’s announcer bellowed the name of the next stop,
snapping Eleanor out of her daydream. The car slowed. Before the doors even
slid open, Eleanor pushed her way to the front of the exiting passengers. She
ran up the stairs to the surface. The bustling crowd moved in an unnatural
manner, as if they were extras in a film that was so low budget they had to use
the same faces over and over again.


In her haste, she jostled an elderly woman. She stumbled to
the ground despite Eleanor’s desperate attempt to slow her fall. Mortified, she
moved to help her up.


It must have been the adjacent fish and chip shop’s
blue-green florescent lights molding the woman’s waxen forehead, cheeks and
mouth into something soft. The gray hair uncoiling from her bun only
accentuated the impression her skull was indented where she’d pressed up
against the cashpoint machine.


The woman raised her runny face and croaked a word that
sounded more like a tarry bubble bursting than a coherent phrase.


Eleanor apologized profusely, but the old woman didn’t
respond. She regained her composure, wobbled to her feet, moved along. The
dull, acne pocked face of the chip-shop’s cashier stared at her from behind the
window. A hazy oval, like a splotch of grease.


A panic attack. What else could account for the commuters
changing into a stone-headed mob before her eyes? What other reason could there
be for their faces congealing into stony visages?


Frozen mono-identities, manufactured statues. An assembly
line of us all.


Anxiety and an artist’s imagination. Guilt over trespassing
and snooping in an old woman’s home. That explained everything.


Everything.


Eleanor opened her umbrella and walked back to her flat as
fast as she could on the slick pavement without risking a fall.


 


###


 


“The Shroud of Turin does not portray the face of Christ.” The
short man stood just inches away from the tapestry. An unnamed artist had
screen-printed the infamous image onto a sheet of denim, presumably as an
anti-consumerist statement. “Don’t misunderstand, it is an acheiropoieton,
but we are not gazing upon the visage of our Lord and Savior. The Turin cloak
boasts the face of a demon.”


Eleanor gave a wry smile in acknowledgement. The strange man
was a squat stack of a human being. He was perspiring heavily. Lydia was
nowhere to be found. She was growing more and more concerned that her friend
had yet to respond to any text messages.


Nothing but strangers here. Eleanor couldn’t retain the
distinctive features of individuals in her memory. It was as if she’d been
afflicted with a spontaneous case of prosopagnosia.


“You’re familiar with the Shroud?” The short man asked
without removing his gaze from Christ’s bloodied face. Thick glasses made the
man’s eyes almost comically large.


“I’m familiar. Not made by hands. I don’t think the
real shroud is miraculous or anything. It’s a medieval painting.” Eleanor
scanned the room, hoping she’d be able to place Lydia’s pretty smile in the
crowd.


“So is this art? Or sacrilege?” The little man waved his
hand at the denim shroud as if offended.


Eleanor raised glass to lips to hide her smile. “Art. Then
again, I think Marcel Duchamp was onto something.”


“Oh. So you do—”


Eleanor didn’t hear the rest.


A wave of déjà vu enveloped her. She didn’t belong here.
This conversation had happened before, everything all too recognizable. She wasn’t
standing in an art gallery holding a wine glass. She was in her flat holding a
chipped juice glass and staring at something she couldn’t quite recall.


No, she could smell the short man’s cheap cologne. Feel the
cool London air slip through an open window. Hear the pretentious
conversations.


And she could see Vashti herself.


Vashti was striking. A tall, lithe woman in a tailored dark
green suit. The lower half of her face was obscured by a red veil. She moved
like a memory, effortless, yet not in a distinct enough manner to describe.
That veil, her posture, the graceful way she greeted the guests, all seemed as
if Eleanor had experienced this before.


She watched Vashti scrutinize the crowd. The sculptress’
perfectly shaped face refused to be fully hidden by her veil. Flawless skin
meant whatever age her voice and body language suggested, her complexion
reduced the years considerably. Straight silver hair fell to her waist. She was
beauty and artistic genius personified.


Eleanor was certain she’d seen her before, and recently at
that. They’d been close at some point. Had she passed her in the tube station?


Vashti’s eyes conveyed such an intense beauty Eleanor had to
consciously keep herself from stepping back. Vashti stood near her sculptures.
Eleanor walked over.


A glass fell, shattered against the floor.


Laughter.


Eleanor casually lowered her gaze down to a rock object. It
looked like a fossilized internal organ.


Vashti touched her arm.


The corners of Vashti’s dark eyes wrinkled at an unseen
smile. She leaned in close to Eleanor. Her veil rippled, “Imagine we’re all
templates of one personality. Everything we are, everything that makes us what
we are?” She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, “Simply the
slight tweak of the predetermined. All set in stone.”


Eleanor didn’t know how to respond. She said the first thing
that came to mind, “I love your sculptures. They’re beautiful.”


“You’re too kind. You like this one?” Vashti laid her long
hand on the organic rock.


“It’s remarkable.”


“It’s mine.” Vashti said.


“I came here to see your work specifically.”


“No. I mean this is mine.” She emphasized.


“Yes?” Eleanor was confused.


The sculptures seemed restless. Shadows teased.


Eleanor’s hands were hard with dried clay and the bust
before her was shaped into something so terrible she never imagined she was
capable of sculpting such a thing. She needed a drink, but her glass of wine
had something dark floating in it and there was squash in the small fridge but
it didn’t sound appealing. Someone was sobbing outside her flat’s window.


She was mistaken. She was in the gallery, conversing with
Vashti. She looked at the sculpture. It was labelled LITHOPEDION XXIV.


“It’s mine.” Vashti whispered. “All of them are mine.”


The gallery filled with the musk of snakes deep underground.


This had all already happened.


Eleanor thanked Vashti, excused herself, turned towards the
exit.


A newborn screamed.


Eleanor was back in her flat, staring at the smudge of face
on her wall.


She wasn’t sure how she came to be here. Some internal clock
told her hours had passed, or perhaps hours had yet to pass. She remembered
heads teetering like hardened clay busts on rickety armatures. Calcified hands
losing their grip on wine glasses.


Guests toppling, shattering into powdery segments on the
floor.


The ominous possibility that she hadn’t left the flat in
weeks, if not months, slithered at the back of her brain. This thought was
distant, hysterical delirium, a miasma of divine dreaming. An omnipresent gaze
locked on the never-ending gaze that stared the world frozen. Eleanor was so
tired, her limbs unnaturally heavy. Where was Lydia?


She could hear what she hoped was the fox rummaging around
in the dustbin in the alley. She knew it wasn’t her old furry friend. The sound
wasn’t delicate enough; it was the raucous noise a heavy body makes undulating
across the ground.


And that incessant crying, that damned crying, so sorrowful,
omnipresent, as if it would be there even after death.


How long had she been here in her flat? Why was she so thin?
Why was she ravenous? She’d closed the blinds when she’d left earlier.
Someone had opened them.


No, the blinds had been removed and lay in a crumple on the
floor.


She was mistaken. The window was gone.


A gaping hole connected her flat to the alleyway to the neighbor’s
sparse flat and the drapes were coiling around and over themselves in humps
forming a torso that rose and tapered into a terrible yet delicate face perched
daintily up top like an obscene ornament.


The face was no longer wearing a veil. She spoke in a lovely
voice,


 


I am the sorrow in beauty.


 


Eleanor didn’t have to glance at her sculptures to know that
they all wore her own countenance. She looked to the face-stain on the wall. It
was as if she were looking into a mirror. All I ever dreamed of was to be
the one to determine how to attain happiness.


She inhaled before her lungs were fully ossified, exhaled
before her body became too stiff to speak,


 


“If my heart turns to stone, I won’t feel it shatter.”


 


She managed a wan smile.


The stain smiled back.









Marian Womack


ORANGE DOGS


Sie warnen vor Giftigkeit


 


They warn that they are poisonous,


—from a German treatise on butterflies.


 


 


Looking through the threshold of the front room, his wife’s
bedroom now, he caught a glimpse of her gigantic silhouette. The swollen
pregnant belly seemed about to explode. The mountain of flesh, hidden under a
knitted bedspread, lifted and sank, lifted and sank, to the faltering rhythm of
her breathing.


He put the kettle on and ran upstairs. He took his time
shaving, allowing the blade to flick water at the mirror with a dull spatter.
He rinsed it and towelled his face dry before heading downstairs; the kettle
was whistling. In the kitchen, the stagnant air of last night’s work met him,
heavy and sickly-sweet. On the counter sat the fruits of his labours: six jars
of shining golden marmalade. He held one of them up to the light. It did not
move. The liquid had set. He allowed himself a slight smile of relief.


After cutting two slices of bread and rubbing them with
tarragon he breakfasted standing up, sipping at his hot tea. It was the day of
the barter market, or rather the day the militia turned a blind eye to
non-official transactions, which was the same thing. He looked at the marmalade
and ate hurriedly, worrying that he’d miss the best offers.


He liked getting to the market when they were still setting
up the stalls, putting together planks and wooden boxes protected by rusty
metal frames and oilcloth. He would look at everything. Only then would he
decide where to trade, and with whom.


The map on the kitchen wall was a stain of purples and reds,
drawn on top of the furrows of the canal system and the river. The river was a
curve that surrounded the city from the north, squeezed it, hugged it like a
drowning lover. The river was the danger. The purple patches showed the areas
that had been flooded in the last two years; the red dots marked possible
danger zones. It was with a mixture of apprehension and defiance that he had
started to study the river. Grief for what had happened with his wife’s last
pregnancy, alongside a furious certainty that he would not let it happen again.
He forced himself to take another sip of tea, which burnt his tongue and tasted
mouldy.


The noise from the back garden took him to the window. He
allowed himself to imagine fox cubs, leverets. He hadn’t seen any for ages. But
neither had he lost hope that they would reappear, and he continued greasing
and recalibrating the traps which he had set several months ago.


The garden was an abandoned muddy square. Guilt squeezed his
chest again. He couldn’t do anything about this. His wife had looked after the
garden. That’s how it had always been.


He saw a woman bent over a sort of bramble of aromatic
herbs, grown up all by itself after the garden had been left to rot. She was
wearing a brown cotton tunic, army boots, and her hair was dyed blue. Several
amulets were clinking round her neck, little jars of cures for almost all
illnesses. The woman stood up slowly, sniffed at the herbs she had just
gathered, and turned to walk towards the back door. She entered the kitchen,
and directed her steps to where the kettle still was steaming.


“Good morning.”


“Good morning.”


The woman moved round the room as if she were walking round
her own house. Without hesitating, she opened the little cupboard where the
cups and saucers and teapots were kept, washed the herbs at the sink, smashed
them into a one-person teapot, and poured hot water on top of them.


He watched her without saying anything.


The doula had been with them for almost four months, during
which time he had been able to go to work every morning feeling the pain in his
chest relax a little.


“It’s the barter market today,” the doula said.


“That’s right. And I need to pay you for the week.”


He held a jar of marmalade out to the woman. She frowned.


“Is that real marmalade?”


“Yes.”


“From real oranges?”


The man nodded.


“It’s not synthetic?”


“Can’t you smell it?” he said, waving vaguely at the air in
the kitchen. The doula shrugged.


“I don’t remember how anything smells any more.”


He couldn’t stop his lips curling up a little. The doula was
still young, childbearing age. He felt the guilty pang all of a sudden and
composed his face. The woman accepted the jar, still disbelieving.


“This would be enough for the whole month.”


“It’s for a week.”


“But…”


“I insist.”


The woman stroked the jar.


“In the black market…”


“I’m going to be late,” he said.


Before he left the house, he went through into the front
bedroom.


 


###


 


It took ten minutes by bicycle to reach the market square. He
had to add in five more for the morning river inspection. He decided to push
himself, to get this time down to thirteen or even twelve minutes. He took
Ferry Path at full speed and came up onto the Fort St George, stopping in the
middle of the small bridge. The bicycle halted with a slight jingle from the
jars of marmalade in the wooden box on the back.


What came down the river was a vague brown stain of liquid
mud, which brought to mind the thick blood of an enormous animal. The opaque
water led to only one conclusion: the river was rising.


It would be impossible to imagine another outcome than the
eventual flooding; he knew the signs. The mud-lie water was punctuated by
rubbish, stems and stalks, branches, trash, clothes, cardboard—all from who
knows where—that floated on the bright oily surface, showing where the accursed
water was flowing, and how fast.


If he shut his eyes he could still see the bundle of stained
towels falling from that same railing a year ago; he could even hear the
phantom cry of a newborn baby. He forced his mind to compose a different image:
at the last moment the child had taken flight, had headed up to a clean blue
sky.


The cold snapped him back to reality: a sky filled with
storm clouds, hanging over him, and an air so thin and cruel that it had turned
everything into a lifeless swamp.


 


###


 


After leaving his bicycle in the patch that served as a
parking lot he crossed the deserted street in the direction of the market. The
proceedings were only just coming to life. He went past the stalls, looking at
the goods still packed in their boxes, the pedal-powered carts, the
eel-baskets. He rummaged among the bicycle spare parts, and the scraps of old
clothes, all in their characteristic indeterminate drab colour. He noticed
sadly that there was hardly any food. Almost no one traded the food from their
own gardens any more.


A group at one of the corner posts excited his curiosity.
The larger the number of customers, the more likely it was that there would be
something to eat. His instinct was right. They were selling eatables. At a
distance he could see ducks and coots hanging from a rope, covered in tar to
preserve them. As best he could he made his way through the crush, until he got
to the side of an old man who was staring open-mouthed at the goods on offer.
He stood stock still, and almost dropped the box with the jars of marmalade.


In a large metal washtub, the stallholder had five or six
giant swallowtail butterflies, huge and tarnished yellow-brown, each with a
blue eye on its wing. He calculated that each butterfly must measure more than
twenty inches across. And they were fresh, no doubt about that. Fresh but
frayed. The bottom of the washtub was a muddy pit of water and earth and the
remains of those bright wings, ruined by death and by the hunt. Those broken
wings were beautiful: the deep blue eyespots, which seemed to be staring
straight at him, were nothing more than a chance discrepancy, but they almost
provoked the old familiar pain in the pit of his stomach, mixed with some other
emotion.


“Orange dogs! Orange dogs! Ducks, coots!” cried the
stallholder.


“Where did you get them?” he found himself asking. There had
not been butterflies like these for several years: he had only seen dissected
specimens.


“They’re not mine, I didn’t catch them. I’m only selling.”


“It’s very important that you tell me, I need to know,” he
insisted. The man lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender.


“Mate… I only sell them. I don’t know anything else.”


He managed to convince himself that his interest had been
purely professional, and he walked away from the stall, from time to time
turning back to look at it, as if he still couldn’t quite believe what he had
just seen, the old man he had been standing next to following him with his
eyes.


 


###


 


The morning went by much as expected. In exchange for his
preserves he got supplies and parts to fix the door of the wood-burning stove
in his kitchen. But the biggest prize was the medical supplies that the jars
had managed to win him. When he only had one left, the old man came up to him.


“Excuse me… Is that real marmalade?”


“Yes,” he muttered. He was exhausted, and only wanted to
leave. His eyes kept on wandering to the insect stall. “Do you want to make a
trade?”


 “I haven’t seen marmalade since I was a kid… Much less
eaten it. May I ask how…?”


“I work in the Old University Natural History Museum. We
have a pass to go to London twice a year, to the National Museum.” He didn’t
normally explain so much about his life, but he only wanted the old man to shut
up. “Do you want to trade or don’t you?”


The man’s face clouded over. His little eyes were the only
things that still shone, reflecting this liquid gold.


“I don’t have anything.”


“Goodbye, then.”


But as he was turning to go, the man said: “The only thing I
can offer you is information, perhaps something you want to hear.”


Had he heard right? Information? Who was this man, and what
did he know about him? What did he know about his wife and his dead son?


“What the hell are you trying to say?”


“The butterflies…”


Everything clicked.


“I know where they’ve got a nest.”


The old man was trying to string him along, for sure.


“Listen, my job is studying the Papilionidae… I know
they don’t live in nests. So you can get lost.”


“These ones do.”


He realised that he was in fact intrigued.


“All right. Okay. I’ll give you my last jar in exchange for
whatever it is you want to tell me.”


The old man smiled like a child.


“But I must warn you that if you’re lying to me then I’ll
denounce you to the militia. I am a third rank specialist worker, and they will
listen to me.”


This was just a bluff. His rank had been no use at all when
she needed medical assistance. They hadn’t even deigned to come and pick up his
son’s body after the child had been stillborn in the sixth month. They walked
off to an alleyway, and made their exchange, a fairly common exchange, all in
all: information for food.


 


###


 


He cycled furiously. In the early dusk, the water was as dark
as the sky, and shone with spectral glints.


After a time he realised the impossibility. The disused lock
the old man had spoken of was several miles away, and night was falling. He
would have to try again tomorrow.


He turned round and went home, following the river, which
kept twisting and twisting, and he was incapable of making himself look to see
if the water had covered the greenish marks of its last high point.


 


###


 


After his careful additions, the map looked the next morning
like a grotesque purple and red stain.


If his predictions were correct, then the floods could be
worse than in previous years. He wondered if anyone else had spent the last few
months watching the water, making calculations on a plan of the town. It was
clear that the authorities had not foreseen the consequences of a possible new
rise in the water level. There had been no official announcements, or advice
about what to do in that case; the people were once again abandoned to their
fate.


He spent the first part of the morning examining the map.
Bates Lock was quite a long way for him to go and come back after work.


Just as he was about to leave, the doula asked to speak to
him.


“You have to be ready,” she said. “It could be any day now.”


He looked straight at her for a few seconds; he wanted to
thank her. To tell her that they wouldn’t be where they were without her. But
he froze. His tongue felt dry and scratchy inside his mouth.


“Thank you,” he managed after the woman had already left the
kitchen.


He left the house and got onto his bicycle, but he did not
moved from the spot. His mind was a blank, he couldn’t think about anything,
couldn’t decide anything.


Bates Lock floated in his head.


Then he had an idea. He would ask one of his neighbours’
children to come over the bridge into the centre of town to find him if
anything happened, if she went into labour, he forced himself to think,
strangely aware of the meaning of the words. Only then was he ready to go.


 


###


 


While crossing the Fort St George Bridge he went over in his
mind the route to the lock that he had memorised. He did so compulsively,
trying to push aside his fear of that thing, the other thing, that was about to
happen. In the leaden sky a flock of geese circled, a ragged “V” with no
apparent direction, stunted and lost, spiralling in its vague escape to
nowhere.


 


###


 


He reached the museum in less than twenty minutes, his best
time yet. Thanks to his job there he had not lost his house, and had even
managed to garner certain privileges: some food, warmth during the winter,
access to certain books. The biannual trips to the capital. Who knew how, but
it was a place where strange food managed to appear, memories of a memory,
things whose taste and smell no one remembered clearly.


The group he was working for was trying to throw a little
light on the reasons why, after their appearance on the island formerly known
as England, the papilio cresphontes had developed certain unusual
habits, some of them violent, like the males eating the females, and
occasionally even the larvae. This had been a key to the early disappearance of
the insects. Some of them had developed a strange venom, and it was believed
that the unusual colours in the eyespots was a warning of its presence. Shortly
after their appearance they had given themselves over to hunting smaller
creatures, such as field mice and even on occasion baby hares, flying away with
their prey immobilised. It was believed that the venom the group he was working
for was trying to track down served this purpose.


These were no more than hypotheses. After the irreplaceable
loss of most of the books, of the computer communication system, of the
telephones, of almost everything that had provided information and facilitated
scientific exchange, they knew almost nothing, and that was the truth. They had
to start again from the beginning, to examine this new world. This was his obligation,
the important job that survivors like him had to carry out.


Their access to books was very limited, but he knew German,
and most surviving treatises on butterflies were, by mere chance, in this
language. But he wasn’t irreplaceable. That’s why he wanted to find the lock,
to discover if a small population of Papilionidae had established itself
in the county.


The papilio cresphontes—commonly called “orange
dogs”—had disappeared in the same sudden fashion that they had appeared in the
records. The annals recorded their arrival as being after the first great
flood. A large part of the town had been submerged. The canals where the
students had punted, with their straw hats and their picnic baskets, their
books of poetry or mathematics, had overflowed. The colleges bore the brunt of
the furious water which finished off the destruction of all their treasures, a
destruction that had been started by the months-long freeze, unexpected and
murderous, which had preceded the waters. The world’s most expensive wines were
drowned in the college cellars, and the large kitchens and dining rooms and
studies lost their impressive beauty under the force of the silt. Whole
libraries of incunabulae were lost. The whole town was flooded, Jesus Green,
Mill Lane, the Backs, like a less luminous Venice in its death throes.


But the water was not exactly hell, that was still to come.
For after the flood had come the summer, the first of the hottest summers ever
recorded. Fifteen fateful years of suffocating heat, damp, mosquitoes,
monstrous and terrifying greenery. The flood had surpassed all expectations,
but in the end the water had been sucked up in some form by the earth, risen in
order to fall back down again, drop by drop, only to be spat out and multiplied
in the form of a swampish miasma under the survivors’ feet. After that the
ground had exploded into an impossible jungle where all kinds of unknown flora
had sprung into life, bringing the strange fauna along with it. The town had
transformed itself into the unexpected home of parrots and parakeets, the river
the cradle for swarms of mosquitoes so dense that they sometimes covered whole
houses.


And then came the giant insects, like dark angels who had
climbed up from hell by mistake. The centipedes, the caterpillars, and the
moths and the butterflies, huge and ugly, brightly coloured, pot-bellied.


That late and lengthy summer had not been a period of truce
for the exhausted human race. Even after the waters went down there was less to
eat. The unexpected heat led to old diseases, which had been cured generations
ago, and returned now to decimate the population.


And then came the eternal autumn, in which he had been born.
The butterflies disappeared one day, the caterpillars buried themselves in the
earth so as never to come out again.


 


###


 


He had been bluffing with the old man. The sanitation patrols
never came round now, not even to register a death. They only let themselves be
seen, descending from their bumblebee helicopters in masks and white jumpsuits,
when there was a suspicion of cannibalism. This was something that they were
determined to stamp out root and branch, vanishing suspects. No one came when
his wife went into early labour, not even the doula could cross the river to
help them, because that year it had risen more than ever.


It had been his fault as well, he knew that much.


He had not paid attention to the signs.


The sunflower field, the one he could see in the distance
from his office at the museum, completely submerged, the heads of the flowers
the only visible things above the grey water. The coots walking into the middle
of Jesus Green, leaving their watery nests, making themselves easy to catch.


He did not want to think about his guilt. But she had not
abandoned the garden, had carried potatoes and parsnips, her belly sticking
out, proud of the activity she could still perform. That’s how she had been
until almost the sixth month, until the day she started to bleed.


He had to help with the birth himself, had to carry out that
horrendous task. The river had broken its banks as well, had flooded Jesus
Green, had flooded Midsummer Common, had almost reached his house. His wife had
not stopped bleeding until the doula arrived, but she had survived, a miracle.
If he had helped stop her hemorrhage then he had no recollection of how he had
done so. The baby had not been so lucky. He remembered it as a liquid mass of
unmoving flesh and blood. The doula had told him that it would not survive,
that he should bury the bundle before the mother woke up.


 


###


 


Recently he had started to remember those horrid hours
differently, seeing the child’s eyes in his mind; a cruel joke of his exhausted
brain, for the little thing never opened them. He could still feel the little
chilled body, and the doula insisting that he bury it in the garden, almost
opening the back door and pushing him into the inhospitable outside. He stood
there for a while, a bundle of bloody towels in his hands, and started to walk
somewhere. Those memories might have been invented, tainted by the shadowy twilight
that hung above them, or by the thick fog that rolled up often from the river,
conquering the world.


He decided to go home. He could not allow history repeating
itself. By now he understood the signs better, and realised that the city would
flood again in a few hours. He could see lightning far away, a vast electrical
storm, oddly silent in the distance, and realised that this was the last
warning, that soon after the storm reached them and burnt itself out,
everything would once again be covered under the stain of black water.


 


###


 


The birth happened that afternoon, and it was much quicker
than the first time. A few hours of pain, and then everything seemed to take
place in ten minutes: a few pushes, the doula shouting instructions and
cheering her along, and soon he was holding in his arms a boy, purple with the
effort of the labour, apparently perfect, and, most importantly, alive. His
wife rested under the doula’s close watch, and the baby slept alongside her.


That night he stole a couple of hours of sleep away from his
constant fear. His dreams were troubled, filled with water. The baby had little
electric blue eyes. It’s too soon to tell, the dream-doula said, but
he looks like he’ll have his mother’s eyes.


In the dream his wife died, and he sat up for her wake,
feeling lost and alone.


He woke up with his heart filled with grief, into the
comfort of the real world, realising that everything was fine, that they both
were fine.


His dream had been very different. He had been aware that
she was dead because of the way her face had changed, becoming dry and powdery
as parchment.


There was a moment when he felt a new tremor run through his
soul.


He went to the front room and entered without making any
noise, to lean over his wife. Her skin was glowing, and the child’s was as
well, and both of them were slowly breathing.


 


###


 


It was then that he knew. The bundle that was his son a year
ago had not dried out either, his skin had not become the parchment-like
texture, fragile and powdery, that all dead acquired minutes after their
passing.


This was a fact; at last he had found one.


He sat at the foot of the bed for a few moments, and cried
in silence.


 


###


 


It took him all his strength of will to go out without making
any noise, shutting the front door carefully. The sky was an endless black
stain. He got on his bike and rode down the street.


 


###


 


If it is difficult to measure distances in the dark, then in
the unreal eternal twilight it is almost impossible. The canals spread out
before him, apparently endless. When he reached the lock he would not have been
able to say how long he had been riding for, or how long it had been since he
left his wife and son in the distant town.


The light after the storm spilled ghostly onto the canal.
Maybe it was the tiredness he felt, the tiredness that weighed in his eyes and
swelled his brain, but he could not say if it was day or night.


The lock was closed, abandoned. The sign that said “No
Bathing Allowed” still hung on one of the walls of the lockkeeper’s hut, its
red letters bleeding rust and mould. On the horizon a late bolt of lightning
shone out. A few distant groans, and the unexpected howl of some living
creature broke through to reality.


He wasn’t able to bury the bundle that afternoon, just a
year ago, a brief dozen months, which he remembered as distant as if it had
taken place a decade back.


What had happened was different: night had fallen when he
found that his footsteps had taken him to the Fort St George Bridge. He watched
the river for a while as it nearly rubbed against the bridge, even after going
down for a day. The water seemed as dark to him as the sky. He balanced the
bundle against the rails, and just when he decided that he was going to go home
to bury it, the bundle slipped from his trembling hands. And then he thought he
heard the child make some kind of sound, no doubt another sick joke on the part
of his mind; this was too cruel to be true. Whatever had happened, it was now
too late, as the bundle sank with a dull noise.


Looking down he saw nothing. The bundle had sunk deeply. He
went to the other side, following the current, but didn’t see it pass under the
bridge.


Just then he saw that winged creature flying up, carrying
something whitish and stained. What the creature then let drop from the sky were
his towels, and in the uncertain twilight he could have sworn that it was a
gigantic butterfly, one that had not been seen for years, flying ochre and
leaden into the dusk, carrying his dead unshrouded son like the spoil of a
monstrous bird of prey. This, and no other, was the memory that had followed
him all that year.


 


###


 


He considered the lock—a rectangle filled up almost halfway
with stagnant water, with all kinds of natural and artificial rubbish floating
on top.


He thought it must be deceptively easy to drown in a lock.


There was no doubt that he was in the right place. He could
hear clearly a papilio’s wings moving. But he couldn’t see where the
creature was. He cranked his lantern’s handle, which would maintain the light
for the time being. That’s when he saw it, a square hole, artificially made to
repair some of the lock’s mechanism, in the side. He threw himself into the
water.


It was only then that he understood how dirty the water was.
His arms and his head got instantly covered in a dark oily liquid, whatever it
was that the water had transformed itself into over the decades, stock still
like a dead sea. He did not waste much time in thinking. As well as he could he
pushed his way through the tins and the beams and the branches, and reached the
spot where the square hole was; he held on with both hands and lifted himself
up. He managed to get half his body in, only his legs still hanging out.


He heard the murmur—birds, bats? Butterflies. Papilios.
Orange dogs. All of them with the same unusual electric blue stains in the
wings, so similar to his wife’s wide open eyes as she pushed and pushed to let
their child into the world.


Nothing there of course. He thought he could hear a child
whimpering at the end of a large tunnel, and tried to crawl towards the sound.
But he could not move. Then the butterfly came out in his direction.


The largest one he had ever seen.


Obviously not a child. Nothing human could moan like that.
This made him relax a little. What exactly was he looking for there? What had
he hoped to find? His overwrought mind could only hint at the reply to that
question.


Another noise broke upon him—the unmistakeable and deafening
racket of furious water. The lock would soon flood, killing off those
creatures. Killing him as well, if he did not get moving. He chose life.


Once again he came out to the stagnant water. He looked for
the steps cut into the stone, intended to help anyone climb up the canal’s
artificial bank, but he slipped and sank. Water filled his lungs. He tasted it
avidly as the water soaked into him.


This was the end.


With a superhuman effort, he moved his arms and found
himself beating against the wall. This time he climbed the steps on fingertips,
clawing the life out of the stone itself. Without knowing how, he managed to
give himself a push and got a foot onto the bottom step. Climbing up was easier
than he had thought. He found himself next to the canal, sprawled on the
ground, covered in dark mud and spitting out that black water which he had
found so sweet a minute ago. He tried to sit up then, but something pushed him
back, making him bite the earth. He turned over.


Then he saw them. Spat out of the hole. A swarm of papilios
that went following their queen, escaping from whatever it was that had made
them grow in such a supernatural way, escaping from the rising waters that
would soon have drowned them.


He got on his bicycle and pedalled away as quickly as he
could, more quickly than he had ever pedalled before in his life, in the
opposite direction, against the current, back to his wife, back to his newborn
son, back home.


 









Brian Evenson


SEASIDE TOWN


1.


In past years, Hovell had simply not bothered to vacation
away, but the arrival of Miss Pickaver had changed that. Her arrival had, in
fact, changed a lot of things. In the past, Hovell’s idea of vacationing had
been sitting around in his ratty sweater and khakis in his bedroom, reading the
newspaper very slowly, savoring it even, letting his cigarette ash fall where
it would, each day like the next until he had to return to work. But then Miss
Pickaver had swept into his life and into his bed, and taken him to hand, and
slowly taken him to task, and now, yes, he’d been made to understand that, as a
vacation, this simply wouldn’t do.


“But where would I go?” he pleaded.


“We, you mean,” said Miss Pickaver, “where would we
go? Because it isn’t just you anymore.”


But Hovell didn’t care to go anywhere. A man of regular
habits, he was an incurious person. He did not care to learn about new things.
Even the old things he already knew about he often thought it was better to
forget. He still lived in the house he’d been born in, the house he’d inherited
when his mother died. And he had some difficulty understanding how it was that
Miss Pickaver had suddenly jimmied her way into his life, coming in a matter of
weeks to have so much of a say in everything.


“To Europe,” Miss Pickaver said decisively.


“Europe?” he repeated, as if confused.


“You have the money. You’ve never been to Europe. It has to
be Europe, James.”


It made Hovell wince when she called him by his first
name—nobody called him by his first name and even to himself he was simply
Hovell, but he had given up correcting her. Miss Pickaver had a first name she
used, but he suspected he would always think of her as Miss Pickaver.


And so, Europe. He did not, he was surprised to find,
immediately give in. He had the presence of mind to at least let her know that
if he had to go to Europe he wanted to stay put, to stay in one place. And once
he told her that if she wanted she was welcome to do one of those tours—6
countries in 4 days or some such—as long as he could go somewhere and stay put,
she agreed. She’d stay with him for a few days on either end of the trip, she
told him, get him established at the beginning and help him pack at the end,
but in the middle he’d be on his own. She couldn’t help it if he didn’t want to
make the most of the trip. But no worries, she said: she would be sure to tell
him all about everything he missed.


 


###


 


The plane flight from the U.S. alone all but killed him.
Though Miss Pickaver had managed to sleep for most of the flight, Hovell had
hardly even blinked. When they landed in Paris, Miss Pickaver had delicately
stretched and given a little yawn, exposing what had always looked to Hovell
like too many teeth, as if she had an extra row of teeth, and then proceeded to
lead Hovell implacably through the nightmare that was French customs. Did
monsieur have anything to declare? No, monsieur did not. Was monsieur sure?
Would monsieur please open his bags? The sight of the officers fingering their
way through his carefully folded underthings while Miss Pickaver tittered was
too much for him, and when he lost his temper it was only Miss Pickaver’s quick
action and heartfelt apologies on his behalf that kept him from ending up
detained in a back room for hours. When he tried to sleep later, on the train
to the seaside town whose name even the French themselves were apparently
unsure how to pronounce, she told him no, considering what time it was, he
would be better off staying awake until night came. Thus, every time he began
to nod off she would nudge him awake.


He arrived at the seaside town half blind with fatigue and
disoriented. There were no taxis waiting at the train station, and Miss
Pickaver wasn’t willing to wait while they figure out how to call one, and so
they walked along the road and into town, he pulling both bags while she turned
the map over and about, trying to figure out where they were heading.


“But I thought you’d been here before,” complained Hovell.


“I have been,” said Miss Pickaver. “With that German
gentleman I used to know. But he was the one knew the place. I just followed
along in his tracks.”


“German gentleman?” he asked. “I’m staying in a house you
stayed at with some previous lover?”


“Surely I told you about him,” she said. “It was years
before we met. Well, months anyway.” She frowned, smoothed the map over her
belly. “And I can’t imagine what objection you could possibly have to me taking
you to a place that I’ve been to before and can vouch for,” she added, as if
the whole reason for her taking a German lover had been entirely for his
benefit here, now.


Sighing, he trudged on.


 


###


 


The place was part of a gated community, a little triangle of
buildings full of apartments, some of which had motorized metal shutters that
could be brought down at night, sealing you in like a tin of preserved meat.
The courtyard between buildings seemed deserted—no sign of habitation visible
through the windows, and no people out walking on the compound grounds.


Miss Pickaver found the right building, managed to extract a
key from the concierge despite she having no French and the concierge having no
English. They were on the third floor, room 306. The tiny elevator was too
small for him to ride in with the suitcases, and so she went up first, and he
sent the bags up one at a time to her. When, finally, he climbed in, he found
it to be even smaller on the inside than it looked from the outside, a kind of
lacquered wooden box with a sliding grate for a door. He felt as if he were
riding in a coffin.


As the elevator slowly trundled up, creaking, he felt panic
beginning to rise. By the time he reached the third floor, he was a nervous
wreck.


“Don’t be so dramatic,” she said. “It’s just an elevator.”


And true, yes, it was just an elevator, but he had lived
fifty years of his life to this point never having to ride in such an elevator
as this. Why should he have to ride in one now?


She had already turned away, was looking for their
apartment. There was one long, dingy hallway stretching away, apartment doors
dotted to either side of it, odd on one side, even on the other. They ran out
at 305. There was no 306.


“Are you sure the concierge said 306?” he asked.


But the look she threw him made him wish he hadn’t asked.
Yes, of course she was sure—she was always sure. Even though there was no
number on the key fob, she still claimed to be sure.


“It’s simply not here,” he said.


Stubbornly she went down the hall again, scrutinizing each
door in turn with such intensity that Hovell wouldn’t have been surprised if
306 did suddenly appear. But, of course, it didn’t.


“There must be another third floor,” she said.


“Another third floor,” he repeated dully.“Sure,” she said.
“That you can’t get to from this elevator. That you have to get to from another
elevator.”


He was dispatched to question the concierge, but he refused
to take the elevator this time, trudging instead down the tight winding stairs
that circled the elevator shaft. The light in the stairwell was dim, and he had
to grope, but it was better, even if just a little, than the elevator.


He reached the bottom to find the concierge’s lodge locked,
and nobody answered when he rang the buzzer. He waited as long as he dared,
then trudged back up to deliver the bad news to Miss Pickaver. Miss Pickaver,
he knew from experience, did not take bad news well. But when he arrived on the
third floor he found only the pile of their bags; Miss Pickaver was nowhere to
be seen.


 


###


 


He trudged nervously up the hall and back. He opened the
elevator and looked in. And then, quietly, and somewhat hesitantly, he called
her name. There was no answer. Maybe she had gotten tired of waiting and taken
the elevator down to find him. But surely, if that had been the case, he would
have heard the elevator, would likely have even seen her in it when he crossed
the first or second floor landing on his way back up. Or at least seen the
cable moving.


He knocked again on the concierge’s door for good measure.
Still no answer. He poked his head out of the building, but it was still just
as deserted outside the building as it had been before.


When he finally headed back upstairs, she was there, arms
crossed, waiting.


“Where have you been?” she said. “I’ve been calling for
you.”


“I was just...” he started, and then took off his glasses
and rubbed his eyes. He didn’t want to fight. But he wasn’t sure he could help
himself. “Where were you?” he asked, trying not to sound accusatory.


“I,” she said, drawing herself up, “was busy finding our
place.” And then she led him up the dim stairs, up halfway between the third
floor and the fourth, where, in the round wall of the stairwell, off one tread,
was a small door.


He leaned in close, peered at it in the dim light. He had to
squint to read the numbers.


“It says 309,” Hovell said.


“That’s a mistake,” Miss Pickaver said. “It has to be. You
saw the hall only went to 305, and there are no other halls.”


“I thought you said there had to be another elevator,” he
said. “Another third floor.”


“Don’t be difficult, James,” said Miss Pickaver. “This is
the right room.”


But there had been no rooms in the stairwell between the
first and second floor, or in the stairwell between the second and third floor.
Why would there be a room here? Maybe it was just that he was tired, but it didn’t
seem right to him.


“It says 309,” he insisted.


“Someone must have taken the 6 out and put it in upside
down, as a joke.”


“What kind of joke is that?” he asked.


She ignored this. Instead she pushed past him, jostling so
that he almost slipped and tumbled down the stairs. A moment later the door
swung open.


“The key works,” she said. “It has to be the right place.”


But even after that, as he hauled the suitcases one by one
up the stairs and inside, as he ducked down and made his own way in, as he
watched Miss Pickaver opening the windows and airing out the apartment, he
still wondered if they were in the right place.


 


 


2.


From the window, the courtyard looked not busy exactly, but
at least not deserted like it had when they had come in. At a distance, he
could hear the sound of the waves. He watched people come and go.


He had slept for hours, had awoken up disoriented with no
clear idea of what time it was. Miss Pickaver looked refreshed and relaxed, the
exact opposite, he supposed, of how he looked. She had been out to purchase
some groceries: olives in a reddish goo, strange tubs of pureed meat, cheese
pastes, drinkable yogurts, boxed milk, tins depicting sauerkraut and tiny
sausages, dried packets that apparently could be reconstituted into soup or, at
least, broth. He stared at it all, as if stunned.


“Feeling better?” she asked brightly.


He nodded weakly. She had done her hair, he noticed now, and
had applied a thick unnaturally dark shade of lipstick. “Are we going out?” he
asked.


She gave a peal of laughter. “I’ve been out, darling.
There’s no point in your going out, especially not now. It’s nearly night
again. You slept the sleep of the dead.”


The sleep of the dead, he thought now, nursing a bowl
of tepid tea as he sat at the window, staring out. The other apartments, the
ones on the real third floor, all had balconies, but all theirs had was the
window. On one of the balconies below, he watched the backs of a man and a
woman, the man holding the woman around the waist as they stared out across the
courtyard and through the gap in the buildings to the sea beyond.


He followed their gaze. The light, he had to admit, was
beautiful, just as Miss Pickaver had suggested it would be, and if he sat at
just the right angle he had a glimpse of the beach. It was littered with
bodies. Mostly Eastern Europeans or Germans, he guessed, based on the gold
chains they wore and on the fact that the women were blond and seemingly
topless. The men, he noticed now, mostly wore nothing at all, lying baking nude
in the sun, their flesh leathery, as if being cured.


“Is it a nude beach?” he asked.


But Miss Pickaver, in front of the bathroom mirror plucking
her eyebrows, humming softly to herself, didn’t seem to hear. He couldn’t bring
himself to repeat the question. He did not want to be accused by Miss Pickaver
of staring at the nudes on the beach. That seemed a humiliation.


When he looked back down at the balcony, the couple were no
longer there. He shifted his chair. In the courtyard below, a couple crossed
back and forth, their heads bent toward one another. Was it the same couple? He
didn’t know. The man was about his age, the woman, roughly, the age of Miss
Pickaver. There was, now that he thought about it, a physical resemblance as
well, both to him and to Miss Pickaver, but they were in the long shadow cast
by the building and their faces were turned away, so perhaps that was partly
imagined. But when he realized from the cloying smell of her perfume that Miss
Pickaver had left the mirror and was standing behind him, he pointed them out
to her.


“Like us, no?” he said, and smiled.


She leaned forward and squinted, then drew slowly back. “I
don’t see the resemblance,” she said. Then she kissed him on the top of his
head. He imagined the dark stain the lipstick must have left there. “Will you
help me carry down my bag?” she asked.


“Your bag?”


“I catch the train in an hour,” she said. “For my little
tour.”


“You’re leaving already?” he said, beginning to panic a
little.


She crossed her arms, stared at him. “This is what you
wanted,” she said in a clipped voice. “You wanted to stay put. This is what we
agreed on.”


But had it been? They’d barely arrived and already she was
going. He didn’t know the place, he hardly knew how to get to town, but when he
voiced these complaints she opened the fridge and gestured at its contents.


“You needn’t go to town,” she said. “You have everything you
need right here.” She patiently batted away all his objections until, fifteen
minutes later, an ordinary white car pulled into the courtyard below, honked.


“There’s my ride,” she said.


“But it’s not a taxi,” he said. “It’s just someone’s car.”


“That’s how taxis are here,” she claimed.


“But—”


“Who’s been here before?” she asked. “You or I?”


Confused, he hauled her bag down the stairs and to the
elevator and sent it down. “No point in you coming down. I’ll have the driver
come in and get it,” she said. “You don’t need to bother.”


 


###


 


He lingered at the window until darkness, and then lingered a
little longer. Long after dark there was the noise of the couple walking around
below, the gentle murmur of their voices. Though, over time, that murmur became
less and less gentle, finally concluding in a shriek from one or the other of
them. He kept listening, wondering if he should go down and check on them, but
there was only silence. After a while, he closed the window and went to bed.


But he couldn’t sleep. His body had no idea what time it
was, and he had slept too long during the day, and so he lay in the dark
staring up at the ceiling. Perhaps he should have gone with Miss Pickaver.
Perhaps he should have done 12 countries in 10 days or whatever it was,
expanded his horizons a little—no, this was only nervousness about being left
alone. He did not want to see twelve countries. He did not want to see even one
country, but now that he was here in this one there was little he could do.


He lay in bed, obsessing, tossing and turning until quite
late, one or two in the morning, and then got up and found a book. He tried to
read, but the words weren’t sticking with him, and after a few pages he had no
idea what he’d read. So he turned off the light and went back to the window,
resting his elbows on the sill.


There was a moon out now, pale and bitten into, but still
casting a fair amount of grayish light. If he leaned far enough out, he could
see, below and to the left, the pale white glow of the balcony for the room on
the real third floor that was closest to him. There was a dark shape on it,
large, though difficult to say whether it was the man or the woman. From time
to time it moved a little, or settled in a different way


Down below, on paving of the courtyard, a dark blotch of
some sort, largish, much bigger than a man. Hard to say exactly what it was,
however, and it was in any case motionless. Maybe it wasn’t anything at all, a
trick of the light. But if it wasn’t a trick of the light, what could it be?


He stayed there, staring down, eyes flicking from the shape
in the courtyard to the shape on the balcony, until, after a while, close to
morning, he began to feel sleepy and went to bed.


 


 


3.


When he stumbled awake it was well past noon. He poured out
something pink from a jug in the fridge, found it to be slightly sour, but
whether it was supposed to be like that he was at a loss to determine. He put
it away, poured himself a glass of rusty water from the tap.


Before he knew it he was back at the window, looking down.
Whatever had been in the courtyard the night before had left no sign of its
presence. When he leaned out he could see the balcony below, but it was bare,
no drink glasses or shoes or bits of clothing to indicate who had been there.


What would he do today? He could find the town, wander
through it, just to expend a few hours. Or he could stay here, up in the
apartment, read a little, relax, stare out the window.


There was a buzzing sound, unfamiliar but insistent. At
first he thought it must be the door, but then it continued and he realized it
wasn’t coming from the door but from the kitchen, from the telephone on the
wall there. Why bother to answer it? he wondered. It wouldn’t be for
him—nobody knew he was here, at least nobody who mattered. He would just ignore
it.


But it was hard to ignore. It just kept ringing and ringing.
After a while he got up and went into the kitchen and stayed there, staring at it.
Each time it rang, it shook slightly in its cradle. No, he wouldn’t answer it.
But it was all he could do not to answer it


It rang perhaps thirty more times and then stopped. He took
a deep breath and slowly let it out and then headed back to the window. By the
time he arrived there, the phone had started ringing again.


It might be Miss Pickaver, he told himself this time,
less because he believed it and more because of the idea of hearing the phone
ring over and over again seemed impossible. Maybe it is for me after
all.


But when he picked the phone up the connection was odd,
thick with static. “Hello?” he said. When he had no response, he added, “Miss
Pickaver?”


A voice that sounded very distant said something in another
language, maybe French, maybe not. Or maybe it was just the distorted echo of
what Hovell had said. He waited a long moment for the voice to say something
else. When nothing was forthcoming he hung up the telephone.


 


###


 


Late in the afternoon, he managed to make it downstairs. The
concierge was there now, sitting in the lodge just beside the door. It wasn’t
the same man as yesterday, or at least didn’t look like the same. Maybe it was
a job shared by two different people, or maybe it was just one person who,
depending on what he wore and his mood, could look very different.


Hovell tried to make the man understand what he wanted. Town
he repeated, again and again, then the actual name of the town, with both
pronunciations he had heard, but the concierge just looked blank. The concierge
said something back in French, a question judging by the intonation, but Hovell
couldn’t understand a word of it.


After a while he gave up and went towards the front door.
But quickly the concierge was in front of him, between him and the door,
gesticulating, pushing him back.


“What’s wrong?” asked Hovell. “I just want to go outside.”


But when he reached for the door again, the concierge
knocked his hand away.


Under normal circumstances this would have been enough to
turn Hovell around, send him back up the stairs, but with everything else that
had gone on, he was not himself. He reached out and grasped the concierge by
both shoulders and moved him out of the way, and then went out the door. This
time, the man did not try to stop him.


 


###


 


He crossed the courtyard to find the gate he had originally
come through locked, so circled around the edges of the compound until he found
a place where the fence met a wall and he was able to climb up and over.
Nothing on the other side looked familiar. Immediately he was lost, and when he
started out in what he thought might be the direction of the town center he
found himself squirreling around small little streets which gradually became
larger and emptier, the houses sparser and sparser. He hadn’t paid any
attention when Miss Pickaver had led them from the train station, he’d been too
tired. He should have paid attention. He tried to work his way back to the
complex but the streets seemed different going the other way on them, and
quickly he was off course. There were streets and houses, but no town center.
And then, suddenly, he was at the beach.


He felt immediately conspicuous, dressed as he was in the
same khaki trousers and ratty sweater and worn gum-bottomed shoes that he wore
to putter around the garden at home. He was overdressed. The most anyone on the
beach was wearing was a thin strip of fabric over their fork, if fork was the
right word, and the majority were not wearing even that. Most were nude,
scattered in clusters here and there on the beach, and in the few moments he
looked out over them none of them moved, as if the sun had reduced them to a
sort of paralysis.


“Please?” said a voice behind him, in a thick guttural
accent. Russian, maybe.


He turned to see a tall, bronzed man who was completely bald
and completely nude, greased from head to toe with some sort of oil. A gold
watch glinted on his wrist. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of goggles with
dark, protective lenses.


“I seem to have gotten lost,” said Hovell. It was
disconcerting, he realized, to talk to a man naked except for watch and
goggles. He felt as if some sort of rule of etiquette was being violated, but
wasn’t sure whether he or the bronzed man was the one violating it.


“This you can say,” said the bronzed man, crossing his arms.
“This they all say.”


“But it’s true,” protested Hovell.


“If you care to have your look, we shall have our look too,”
the man said, and reached out to take hold of Hovell’s sweater.


Hovell recoiled, stepping rapidly backward. For a moment the
man held on tight and then he suddenly let go. Hovell stumbled and almost went
down in the sand. He rushed quickly away, the giddy laughter of the bronzed man
ringing loud behind him.


 


###


 


It was nearly dark by the time he found the complex again,
which revealed itself to him just at the moment when he’d finally given up
looking for it. The gate was still locked and though he rang the buzzer the
concierge never came to open it. He circled the complex until he found the
place he had climbed over and climbed back in that way. It was more difficult
coming back in than going out, and he tore open the knee of his trousers.


In the twilight he crossed the courtyard. The same couple,
or a couple very much like them, were there once again tonight, walking arm in
arm, heads inclined toward one another, and he thought again of the resemblance
of the middle-aged man to himself and of the younger woman to Miss Pickaver. He
was tempted to approach them, and indeed had started towards them. But as he
came closer he realized that something was happening between them, that what he
had taken to be a genial arm-in-arm was the man holding the woman’s arm so
tightly she couldn’t release it. He was pulling her forward, and the reason her
head was inclined as it was was because it was hard for her to do otherwise.
And yet, the woman did not cry out. Surely if she was in trouble, if she needed
him, she would cry out.


Unsure, he drifted toward them anyway until, with a sudden
burst of speed they darted away. He stayed there for a moment confused, looking
after them, and then went inside. The concierge was there, waiting, and
immediately began to wag his finger at him, but whether for climbing the fence
or for some other reason, Hovell was at a loss to say. Hovell pushed past him
and climbed the stairs.


By the time he reached his own window and was looking out of
it, the couple had gone. There were however two men wearing what looked, in the
growing darkness, like uniforms. Police perhaps, or people dressed to look like
police. What did the police over here dress like anyway? He watched them walk
in a unified step across the courtyard and enter his building.


The next hour he spent waiting for them to knock at his
door. They did not knock, but knowing they could at any moment was enough to
keep him agitated and upset. In his head he imagined what he would tell them
about climbing the fence, about accidentally wandering onto the beach. He found
his hands moving, gesticulating his innocence to the empty air. He tried for
the first time to close the metal shutters over the window, to keep them from
seeing him through the window, but though the mechanism made a humming sound
the shutters did not come down. Eventually, he took a blanket and a pillow and
locked himself in the bathroom to wait for morning. There had been no need to
leave the apartment—why had he done it? He would not, he promised himself,
leave the apartment again until Miss Pickaver returned.


 


 


4.


He was awoken by a narrow strip of light coming under the
bathroom door and shining into his eye. He was sore all over from the hardness
of the bathroom floor, from having to prop his feet on the bidet as he slept.
No, in the light of day, it seemed foolish to have panicked. He hadn’t done
anything wrong, there was no reason the police would have come for him. He had
let his imagination run away from him.


But still, he did not leave the apartment. He moved from
room to room, reading, looking idly out the window. He sampled more of the
unfamiliar tins that Miss Pickaver had bought, and though he wasn’t fully taken
by any of it, some of it was at least slightly better than edible. It was good
to relax, he told himself. Before long, he would feel like himself again.


Twilight found him at the window watching for the couple,
but tonight they were nowhere to be seen. Or, rather, now there was only the
man, walking and pacing the courtyard all on his own, in a seemingly agitated
state. Perhaps Hovell had started watching for them too late, after the woman
had already gone in. Or perhaps the woman was elsewhere tonight. Or perhaps—but
no, what other reasonable possibilities were there? No point letting his
imagination run away with him.


He would read and then fall asleep, Hovell told himself. No
late night for him. Not tonight. But instead he found himself still at the
window, the lights of the apartment extinguished behind him so as to see
better. How much time went by, he wasn’t sure. An hour maybe, or maybe more.
And then, suddenly, he noticed again the shape on the balcony, the man there—he
was almost sure now it was the man—visible in the moonlight and in contrast to
the white metal of the balcony. Another watcher, much like himself, unable to
sleep. But what was there to see at night?


And then the clouds shifted and he realized it was there
again, on the paving stones of the courtyard: the large black shape, the heap
or mound of something. One moment it hadn’t been and then now, suddenly, it
was. What was it? He felt the hair rising on the back of his neck as his mind
darted from terror to terror, offering each as a way to fill the mystery.


But no, it was ridiculous to think this way. He was letting
his imagination run away with him again. There must be an explanation. If he
went down, he’d find what it was.


He did not move from the window.


The figure on the balcony, he noticed, didn’t move either.
It must be staring down at the same black heap, just like me. Unless, he
suddenly realized with a start, it’s staring up at me.


It was as if the figure had taken this thought of his as its
cue. He watched as it clambered onto the rail of the balcony and then, before
Hovell could do anything or even cry out, it jumped.


 


###


 


He clattered his way down the stairs, heart pounding, and
rushed past the closed concierge’s box and out into the courtyard. The body was
nowhere to be seen, no human figure was sprawled on the pavement below the
balcony. But wasn’t the fall enough to kill it? Or him, rather? Maybe he had
crawled away.


He moved farther out into the courtyard and thought for a
moment he’d glimpsed it, but no, what he saw was too big to be a human figure:
it was instead a large, dark heap.


He almost turned and went back but he just couldn’t. Now, so
close to it, he wanted to know.


He moved forward, wishing he had a tiny flashlight. When he
came quite close, he could feel the warmth rising off it, and thought for a
moment it was a compost heap or some other form of refuse, but then he came
closer still and touched it and felt fur and realized it was a horse.


It was dead, or seemed to be. The body was still warm, but
cooling rapidly. It must have been black, or a very dark brown, or he would
have been able to see it better from above. But even close to it, even touching
it, he had a hard time making it out clearly.


It wasn’t possible. It was immense in the darkness, the
biggest horse he had ever seen. Where had it come from? And what had the heap
been on the earlier night? Surely it couldn’t have been the same dead horse on
both nights.


But what about the man who had leapt from the window?


He pulled back his hand as if stung and stood up. There,
near the door now, between him and the door, stood a figure, apparently a man.
At first he thought it was the concierge, but when it began to move toward him
with a stuttered, broken stride, he was no longer so sure. For a moment he
hesitated, wanting to understand what was happening, to give it a logical
explanation. This turned out to be his undoing.


 


 


5.


When Miss Pickaver returned she had seen four countries in
four days, but since they were not new countries to her, not countries she had
not seen before, they hardly counted. What did count was that she had seen them
in company with the German gentleman that she used to know, and who had footed
the bill. She would not tell Hovell about that—he wouldn’t be likely to
understand, not in the way he should. But she would tell him about the four
countries and what she had seen over the course of those four days. Or, to be
honest—which she would not be—two days, since she and the German had for
the first two days not left his room in town. After all, she had told herself
at the time, she was a Miss, not a Mrs.: what she did with her leisure time was
nobody’s business but her own.


The concierge greeted her with a torrent of French, and
gestures she could not understand. She just shrugged and nodded until he either
thought he’d gotten his point across or decided to give it up—with the French,
how could you know what they were thinking?


Upstairs, she found a man in grubby overalls, a maintenance
man of some sort, at the door of their apartment, nailing the 6 in 306 back in
place, the right way up, so it no longer could be read as a 9. Inside, Hovell
was at the same window he’d been at when she’d left, still staring out into
that deserted little courtyard.


“Hello, darling,” she said. “Have a nice time?”


He grunted in reply, turned just long enough to give her a
wan smile and pat her arm. Same old James, she thought. And then,
suddenly, he did something that surprised her.


He turned fully toward her. “Shall we take a walk?” he
asked, in a voice so confident it seemed hardly his own. “A turn arm in arm in
the twilight?” And then he smiled in a way that seemed to her not like him at
all. “Come on,” he said. “It’ll be fun. Nothing to be afraid of.”


He stood and put his arm around her and began tugging her
toward the door.


 









D. P. Watt


HONEY MOON


Robert Galton looked over the car. It was a good twenty years
old now, a Morris Traveller, and would have probably been lovely in its day.
Now it could do with a complete overhaul, something his uncle claimed to have
been doing these past few weeks in preparation for the honeymoon in Scotland.
But Robert couldn’t really be picky; the loan of the car, and the cottage for
them to stay in, was the best they could manage while they tried to do up the
dilapidated house they’d got at bargain price in the centre of Derby. It was
very kind of his uncle to have offered both things—as a wedding gift. His wife,
Margaret, had encouraged him to accept this option, after he’d said he would
pay for them to go to France and see Paris. She knew he couldn’t afford it—that
could all come later, once they’d saved a little. Robert’s uncle, Tom, was the
closest family either of them had now, and he’d been so generous, even helping
with some of the other costs of the wedding. It would have been rude not to
accept his offer.


“So, what do you think of her then,” Tom said, wiping his
oily hands with a rag.


“Who… what?” Robert said, miles away.


“The car—come up a treat, ain’t she?” he said.


“Oh, god, sorry, I thought you meant Margaret for a minute,”
Robert laughed.


“Oh, right,” Tom chuckled, nudging him in the arm. “But, she
looked a treat an’ all yesterday. You’re gonna have a lovely time up at the
cottage—nice, secluded little spot, if you know what I mean.”


“Yes, it’s going to be wonderful, thanks Tom,” Robert said,
feeling his cheeks warming. He’d never been much good at being bawdy.


“I promised you—when your dad died—I’d do what I could, and
this is the best I can muster at the moment,” he said, handing the keys to
Robert. “She don’t go very fast, but she’ll get you there in one piece.”


Robert wasn’t so sure about the latter—but he’d never really
been into cars and mechanical things. It was a black car, that had clearly been
left out for some years and had gathered a crusting of green algae that Tom had
done his best to remove. There was a nice wooden trim around the van section at
the back of it, but one of the rear windows had been put out and a piece of
board had been nailed over the inside to replace it.


Tom saw Robert looking a little puzzled at this.


“Sorry about that, Rob. Steve managed to put a spanner
through it a few days ago while we were doing the exhaust and I didn’t have
time to get more glass so I thought it best to put something in to keep the
weather out,” he said.


Steve was Robert’s cousin and there had always been some
jealousy on Steve’s part. Even about Margaret, who Steve had fancied for years.
He’d got very drunk at the wedding reception but thankfully hadn’t said
anything too terrible. He’d just fallen asleep in the toilets and had been
taken home early. Robert wouldn’t have been surprised if Steve hadn’t done it
deliberately, just to mark his territory a bit.


“It’s great, uncle Tom,” Robert smiled, getting into the
car. “Thanks for all you’ve done for us.”


“Oh, think nothing of it. Anyway, you two lovebirds have a
wonderful time, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Tom grinned.


Robert smiled awkwardly and drove away as quickly as he
could, feeling his face now flushing a bright red.


 


###


 


Margaret had got everything packed in the hallway of their
new home, where they were just living on the ground floor for now, while they
did up the bedrooms and then they’d swap over. There were two suitcases, one
for each of them and a lot of boxes filled with cooking utensils and basic
foods. Tom had warned them that things were “a bit basic” up at the holiday
cottage, near Stranraer, and so—knowing Tom—they’d erred on the side of “basic”
meaning virtually nothing. The cottage had been inherited by the family from
some distant relative with whom Robert’s father had spent summer holidays. When
he died it passed to uncle Tom who used it to go on sea fishing trips.


Margaret and Robert were very excited about the
honeymoon—their first proper holiday together, and Margaret was proving herself
to be an excellent organiser.


They set off early the following morning as dawn was
breaking, the little car just managing to nudge 60 on the flat. It was quite
laden with stuff though and Robert just hoped it held together long enough to
get them there and back.


As they headed up the empty M1 Robert’s thoughts turned to
their married life together, unfurling before them like a blank map, filled
with destinations and adventures as yet unimagined.


He was very nervous of their first night together. Margaret
had been quite a traditionalist about sexual matters and had reserved their
first “proper” encounter for the first night of their honeymoon. Robert was
uncertain how it would all go. He was relatively inexperienced himself, having
lost his virginity to a girl at school in his mid-teens and then only one
further experience more recently, arranged by his friends on his stag night.
That was with a woman from Soho. He’d been rather dazzled by all the neon
lights and the endless drinks he’d been bought. That woman had been an
education though and he hoped that Margaret wouldn’t be disappointed with some
of the things he thought he’d learnt.


“Are we nearly at Moffat?” Margaret asked. She loved
the name of the town, where they’d booked an evening’s bed and breakfast to
break up the journey, and she said it in a funny voice, as though it were a
strangely named foreigner.


“I’m afraid not, darling,” Robert said. “We’ve only been on
the road a couple of hours, it’s some way yet.”


Most of the journey was spent in silence, each with their
own thoughts. Margaret wasn’t a great traveller and she said talking too much
made her feel sick.


They arrived in the quaint little town mid-afternoon, for
their little stopover. There wasn’t much to do and the guest house was small
and rather run down. After a couple of drinks in the pub they decided to turn
in for the night and set off early in the morning for the next part of the
journey.


Margaret got into her nightdress in the little bathroom down
the hall and Robert heard her scurrying back, in case someone saw her. She
hurried into bed and turned out her side light. Robert lay a few moments
wondering what to do. Was tonight their first night? Was she expecting it to
happen now?


She had her back to him, curled up under the prickly sheets
and blankets. He nuzzled up to her and nibbled kisses on the back of her neck.
He slid his hand around towards her breasts but she stopped him with a gentle
pat of her fingers.


“Now, now,” she said. “Not ’til tomorrow.”


He felt rather silly and slid back to his side of the bed.


The town was very quiet and he was used to a noisier street
of terraced houses. That’s why he couldn’t sleep—well, that’s what he told
himself anyway.


 


###


 


After salvaging what breakfast they could from the plate of
yellowy grease they were served they headed on their way, passing through
Dumfries, Castle Douglas, Newton Stewart—all of which Margaret commented would
make lovely places to visit during their stay—and on to Stranraer, where they
stopped to share a bag of chips and stand at the harbour, watching a ferry come
in from Ireland.


“Not far to go now,” Robert said as they got back in the
car.


They spent the next half an hour going round and round the
town, searching for the way out, North, along the coast to Kirkcolm.


Eventually a local man directed them to a small road they’d
passed by a couple of times and that Margaret had pointed out on their last
circuit of the town.


She teased him about it for a few minutes until he grumpily
said that maybe she should drive them instead—driving had always been something
they argued about, but, as yet, Margaret had been unable to conquer her terror
of it.


The road narrowed and lead out to farmsteads and isolated
cottages. They passed through Kirkcolm, a small village with a nice looking
hotel that advertised “High Teas”.


“That’ll be nice, one afternoon,” Robert said, trying to
warm the frosty atmosphere.


“Maybe,” Margaret replied, huffily.


A couple of miles further on and they found the signpost to
the “Coastal Path” that uncle Tom had said would lead them to the cottage,
along an old track that branched about halfway down. They were to take the
right fork at that point and, after a gate, they would be at the house in a
minute or two.


They were. “House” was pushing it though. “Cottage” would
even be a stretch. If you had seen it in a photograph you’d have thought it
might be an outbuilding for storage, or a small pig barn.


“Well, it’s cute,” Margaret mustered.


“Yes, bijou,” Robert added.


They both laughed.


Then a loud clunk came from underneath the car.


Robert leapt out and peered beneath, on his hands and knees,
“Oh, Christ, that’s all we need. The exhaust’s fallen off. Tom was right. It
got us here in one piece but we won’t be going anywhere else anytime soon.”


“Oh, well,” Margaret said, dreamily. She was standing behind
him and as he turned to get up he could see that she was looking out, to the
cottage and the fields beyond. A strong breeze was blowing her golden hair
behind her and flashes of sunlight caught flecks of lighter streaks that seemed
almost white. He thought she looked like a model from a poster or a magazine.


He turned to see what she was looking at. It was the
wonderful view.


The small cottage was on a slight hillock and gave a
panoramic view out across the flat headland; to the East they could see the top
of a lighthouse which would mark the edges of the Northern channel of the Irish
sea, off to the North some choppier waters gave way to the Firth of Clyde, and
to their East, tucked into a more secluded furrow of land was Loch Ryan. It looked
magnificent and Margaret’s eyes were wide with delight and wonder.


“Oh, isn’t the sea just magnificent, Robert,” she
sighed.


Before he had a chance to answer a voice called out from
behind them.


“It is that, lassie, but behind all that magnificent
beauty there lies a terrible, ruinous beast!” a man said, with a soft
Scottish accent.


They both turned, surprised that they should be disturbed in
such a secluded spot.


The man was standing with one leg up on a dry stone wall, in
a scruffy tweed attire that seemed to mark him as a farmer. He gave a rather
odd impression of hovering some way off the ground, until the couple noticed
that he was standing in a tractor trailer that was piled high with stones, to
repair the wall.


“Oh, good afternoon,” Robert began, heading over to the man
and offering his hand. “I’m Robert Galton, and this is my wife, Margaret. We’re
staying up here for a week, for a little holiday. We’re newly married, you
see.”


“Well, that’s bonnie,” the man said, jumping down from the
wall and shaking Robert’s hand vigorously. “Congratulations to you both. I’m
Stan Buchanan and I’ve the land bordering this cottage. That’s my place on the
way doon to Lady Bay there.”


He pointed to another low, tiny cottage, almost obscured by
a herd of cattle that were heading towards the trailer at a good pace.


“If ye’ve any problems at all, just give me and the missus a
shout,” he said. “We’ll be more than happy to help oot.”


“That’s very kind of you indeed,” said Margaret. “Have you
lived around here long?”


“I’m a Dumfries lad, mysen,” he said. “But I took the farm
on aboot twenty years back now, after me granda’ passed on and left it to ma
pa. He didna care for farming and I fancied the outdoor life, so I gave it a go
and met ma lassie doon in Stranraer. It’s a grand spot here. A bit rough
though, ya ken; in the winter. We get a reet blast of weather coming in frae
the sea. And then there’s the cries of battle in the night. I hope ye’re good
sleepers.”


“The cries of battle?” Margaret said, quite puzzled.


“Och, aye,” Stan said, propping himself against the wall.
“All around here ye’ve the old forts from ancient folk—Iron Age, I think it
was. Ye’ve one doon there, straight North of yer cottage—Dundream; and one away
doon by Corsewell lighthouse—Dunskirloch. There’s a load of them all aboot
here, right doon The Rhins an’ all. Aboot once a month, as the moon is on the
wane, ye can hear their ghostly battles; the clang of sword on sword, the
sunderin’ of shields, the moans of the wounded, the screams of the womenfolk and
the cries of the bairns, the calls of lost souls whistling across the empty
fields at midnight, desperately trying to find peace again.”


Margaret gazed out to the Northern headland in awe.


“And I suppose you’ve also a headless horseman too,” Robert
smiled at Stan.


“Och aye, three o’ ’em, and a Spanish ghost ship that come
doon the Loch firing spectral cannon off Jamieson’s point,” he said, winking at
Robert.


“Oh, I see,” Margaret laughed, realising he was winding her
up. “And I suppose you’ll tell me the one about the haggis next… with the three
legs, that can only go one way around the mountainside…”


“Ah, so you’re familiar with the wee creatures then,” Stan
chuckled.


“Oh, yes,” she said, heading over to the back of the car to
start unpacking. “I just hope Robert is quick enough to catch one for our
supper one evening.”


“Oh, aye,” Stan grinned, clambering back onto the wall.
“Ye’ve to be very swift of foot to catch ’em.


“No, aboot the only ghosts and goblins ye’ll hear will be ma
coos breaking wind—and that’s truly frightening, I can tell ye. Have a lovely
time, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”


Robert smiled tiredly and remembered Tom saying the same.
Stan waved goodbye as he jumped down onto the trailer.


Margaret didn’t like toilet humour, but it had been nice to
meet such a friendly person just as they’d arrived, especially after the
disappointment of the exhaust.


“Why does everyone say that?” Robert said, irritably.


“What?” Margaret asked, starting to sort through the boxes,
planning which order to take them in.


“Oh, you know—don’t do anything I wouldn’t do—it’s
embarrassing,” he grumbled.


“I know,” she said, dragging their suitcases out. “I had it
all from the girls at The Herald. It’s a funny thing to say anyway, seeing as
we’ll be doing what everyone does anyway.”


She looked a little sheepishly at him and giggled. He smiled
back and they both blushed.


“Oh, Robert,” she said, quickly. “Why don’t you call after
him and ask about a nearby garage?”


Stan was already halfway across the field.


“Er, Mr Buchanan,” Robert shouted. “Hello…”


Stan turned and waved.


“Do you know of a garage nearby, our car’s had a little
problem and we’ll need it fixed?” he yelled, the wind muffling and distorting
his voice.


“Nearest garage is in Stranraer,” Stan called out. “Ye’ll have
to ring them to book in mind, they’re very busy.”


“Do you have a telephone we could borrow to call them?”
Robert said, his throat becoming hoarse.


“Och, no!” Stan laughed. “Naebady roond here has a
telephone. There’s one at the lighthouse and one doon at the hotel in
Kirkcolm—but they’re about the same distance, a couple o’ miles—so I’d go for
the hotel, at least ye can have a wee drink while ye’re there.”


Robert waved and yelled his thanks as loud as he could
against the increasing winds and headed back to help Margaret with the boxes of
provisions.


She’d gone in ahead of him and was stood, suitcases still in
hand, looking around rather forlornly at their accommodation.


It was very musty, having not been visited for over a year
now. The main living area was open plan, with a small sink and drying unit, a
large range cooker and fire, which presumably also heated water in the large
tank behind it. There was a small table and two chairs and a rather mildewed
looking sofa. Robert went through to the small bedroom and found an old wooden
bed with neatly folded sheets and blankets on top of it. A large window looked
out from here towards the east and a door off of it led to a bare brick room
that had a small toilet and a metal bathtub hanging from a rusted hook on the
wall.


“Looks as though we’ll be bathing by the fire,” he called
out to Margaret.


There was no answer.


Back in the main room he found her struggling in with the
largest box of groceries, with all the tins and jars in it.


“You should have said. I’d have brought that one in,” he
said, wondering if she was annoyed with him. “Look, I’m so sorry. The way Tom
talked it was a lovely little place. I’ll make it up to you.”


“Don’t be silly, Robert,” she said, kindly, walking over to
him and taking his hands. “It is a lovely place and there’s nothing
wrong with it that a quick dust and airing won’t sort out. Now, you go out for
a walk and gather as much wood as you can, so we can get that range going, and
I’ll have the place looking spotless for when you get back.”


“Ok, then, if you’re sure. I’ll try and bag us some supper
with my haggis blunderbuss,” he said, giving her a big kiss.


In the small hallway he found a bag of coal about a quarter
full. He emptied it into a metal bucket and took it with him to put the wood
in.


He wasn’t quite sure how long it would take to make the
place “spotless”—perhaps he should return in a couple of days, he thought.


A few hours should be ok, and then he could lend a hand. He
knew Margaret wanted to do it—to make the place special—but he felt awful for
having not gone ahead with his plan for Paris.


He roamed across some of the fields and along the lanes but
most of the wood he found was damp and he just hoped that there might be enough
to get something of a fire going to dry the rest of it out, or they’d be eating
packets of crisps and pickled onions for a few days, until the car was fixed.


On his return to the cottage he saw smoke rising from the
chimney, all the windows and doors were open and he saw Margaret come out with
the rug from the bedroom, beating it against the stone wall; dust clouds rose
from it as she turned her head away, spluttering. The cows in the field looked
up at her with their patient, perplexed expressions before resuming their
grazing.


Walking in through the backdoor he saw a complete
transformation. The place was swept, even a tablecloth and a jug with some
flowers on the table, which was laid for supper. He saw that the range had been
started and there was a basket filled with logs beside it.


Margaret came back in with the heavy rug.


“It looks wonderful, darling,” he said.


“Not too bad, so far,” she replied.


“So, you didn’t need any wood then,” he said, dropping the
meagre bag on the floor.


“Well, luckily, there’s a little shed, just round the side,
that’s stacked with dry wood and kindling, so there’s no need to worry,” she
smiled. “Did you have a nice walk, anyway? Spot any wild haggis?”


“Yes, it was lovely—but I think all the haggis—haggisses,
haggae—might be hiding,” he said, heading over to the sink to wash his
hands.


That night they had fried spam and beans, with thick slices
of bread and butter. Robert poured them generous measures of scotch—one of the
few drinks that didn’t send Margaret instantly squiffy—and they laughed and
joked the evening away, quite enjoying the fact they were roughing it.


While Margaret chatted about where they might visit around
the area, the novel she was reading (something about a group of rabbits, that
sounded a bit silly to Robert), and some gossip about the girls at the newspaper
she worked at, Robert’s thoughts kept turning to their first proper night
together, trying to plan, as best he could, how it might go.


Margaret got changed through in the toilet—which didn’t bode
particularly well—emerging in a long blue nightdress and rushing over into bed,
where she turned the side lamp out and pulled the covers over her, in what
appeared to be one practised, single movement. Granted, it was a little chilly,
but Robert had hoped there might be something a little more exciting she had
found to wear. After some kissing and cuddling she said, rather flatly, “well,
hadn’t you better start.” It sounded as though she was talking about a making
an omelette, or washing the windows.


So Robert “started”.


Margaret was clearly uncomfortable and held him closely to
her as she winced with each thrust. Just as things were getting a little easier
and she seemed to be settling into it, with the covers tightly tucked around
them, she suddenly threw him off and let out a loud scream.


“Oh, Christ, Robert. There’s someone at the window,” she
stammered, pointing with her right hand and frantically pulling her nightdress
back down with her left.


Robert had leapt out of bed unsure whether he had done
something awful and now stood naked in the moonlight. He felt ridiculous and
cupped his hand around his privates, reaching out to turn the lamp on.


Bang! The bulb blew and a bright spark crackled out of the
decaying flex along with a puff of dark smoke. Margaret let out another scream.


“Oh for God’s sake Margaret it’s just the bloody lamp
blowing. I’ll get the torch,” he said exasperatedly, running through to the
boxes stacked by the sink to find it.


“No, don’t leave me,” she called, desperately.


“Well, I can’t stay there and get the torch can I,”
he said, running back in to her a couple of moments later, flashing the light
at the window.


Margaret screamed again.


“What! What!” Robert yelled. He hadn’t seen anything.


“There it is again. There he is!” she sobbed,
pointing at the window.


Robert scanned the window again, slowly. And as he paused by
the right hand side he heard her gasp.


“You don’t mean that do you,” he said, stepping closer to
the window and shining the light on a medium sized fern-like bush outside. He
turned back to Margaret, keeping the torch on the plant.


Margaret squinted in the gloom, “Er, yes, that’s him—I
mean it.”


“It’s a plant, Margaret—a sodding plant!” he said, turning
the torch off and placing it on his bedside table.


“Alright, there’s no need to be nasty about it,” she
said, still looking over at the window. “It does look like someone though—in
the moonlight—doesn’t it.”


Robert peered over. There was something about it that looked
like tangled hair, with a dark face beneath, but only if you really looked for
it.


“Of course it doesn’t, Margaret. It’s a plant,” he pushed
his legs into the bed and rolled over with his back to her.


After a couple of minutes of sitting in the tense quiet,
with Margaret still sat up in bed, looking at the shuffling shape outside, she
whispered, “Sorry, Robert. Shall we start again?”


“No,” he said. “Let’s leave it for tomorrow.”


He closed his eyes tightly and tried to sleep.


 


###


 


After an awkward breakfast of boiled eggs and toast the
following morning was spent with further tidying up and checking what provisions
the small shed contained—mostly wood, an axe, kindling and two large gas
bottles for a heater that was, as yet, undiscovered. Raking out the ashes from
the range Robert thought the bottom of it looked rather fragile and he wondered
what they might be able to use to reinforce it a bit. Maybe he could ask Mr
Buchanan for something.


He suggested a walk down to the lighthouse at around eleven
but Margaret said she wasn’t feeling up to it and fancied a bath, and a little
rest. So he ambled off and explored a little of the rocky headland, before
heading back in the early afternoon, feeling rather tired himself.


As he plodded wearily up the cottage track he could see a
figure out in the field a little way from their cottage and, at first, assumed
it must be Mr Buchanan. As he got closer though he saw that it was Margaret,
her beautiful hair blowing madly in the wind. She had a bright summery dress on
and, although it was late Spring, there was still quite a bite to the sea air.
He thought she must be freezing. He veered off the track and across the field
to her, but noticed that she didn’t seem to move at all—as still as a statue.


He picked up his speed and began calling her name. There was
still no movement and no answer. He quickened his pace into an almost run.


“Are you alright, Margaret?” he panted out, a few feet from
her.


Still she didn’t say anything and didn’t move. He circled
round her and saw her eyes were closed, her nostrils flaring as she took in the
sea air in deep, rhythmic breaths.


“Margaret, are you ok?” he asked, raising his voice.


She opened her eyes, startled to see him.


“Oh, Robert, yes. Yes, I’m fine,” she said, gathering
up her cardigan and looking rather flustered and embarrassed.


“What are you doing?” he asked, helping put the
cardigan over her shoulders.


“Nothing really,” she said, somewhat guiltily, still looking
rather dazed. “I was just thinking.”


“Thinking… about what?” he continued, putting an arm
round her and looking out across the sea.


“Oh, this and that,” she turned and started
heading back towards the cottage.


He followed her and took her hand.


“You’re not worried about the car are you?” he asked. “I’ll
go down to Kirkcolm tomorrow and ring the garage…”


“No, nothing as dull as that,” she laughed, turning back
towards the sea, as though she had forgotten something. “I was just thinking
about what Mr Buchanan said yesterday—about the old forts; about Dundream.”


“Oh, he was only playing with you,” Robert said, pulling her
round into his arms.


She looked up at him seriously, “I know that, Robert. I’m
not a little girl.”


“Well, what is it about Dundream?” he said, unsure why she
was suddenly so stern with him.


“It’s the name,” she said, sadly. “Don’t you think it sounds
like everything’s over—Dun Dream. The dream is done—finished!”


Robert didn’t know what to say. He’d never heard Margaret
say anything like this before, anything so sad and poignant. He felt rather
empty and disoriented.


“Anyway, I’d better get us something for lunch,” she said,
snapping merrily back into her usual manner. She took his hand in hers and led
him back to the cottage.


“Do you know why they call it a honeymoon,” she said,
swishing at the tall grass with her other hand.


“I thought it was because the wedding guests spent all their
time drinking the bride and groom’s mead,” he joked.


“No,” she said, the serious tone returning. “It’s because
this time is the best and sweetest of times. It doesn’t get any better. We are
in the full moon of our love, from now on that moon wanes and gives way to all
the everyday things—to homes and washing, to babies and cooking, to cleaning
and earning money. These are our honey days.”


They walked on slowly in silence.


“Oh, right,” Richard said, as they got back to the cottage.
“Well, we’d best make the most of them then.”


Margaret nodded and opened the door for him.


She made some sandwiches with the rest of the spam and put
in a thick layer of piccalilli. Robert didn’t much like the mustardy, vinegary
spread but didn’t want to say anything, uncertain whether she was in some kind
of mood with him. She didn’t seem to be angry though, just a little distant.
They ate their sandwiches in silence as she peered out of the open back door at
the fields and the sea.


They spent the afternoon reading and dozing on the bed. The
night came, almost instantly, and the house was surrounded by its black,
curtain less windows—odd lights from what must have been a ferry were visible
on Loch Ryan and the arc of the lighthouse illuminated the clouds off to the
west.


Supper was a lovely vegetable casserole enlivened by a tin
of braised beef. Margaret claimed it wasn’t much, and that she’d need more
supplies soon. Robert loved it though, the meat tenderly falling off his fork
in lovely strips. He mushed up some of his potatoes, swede and carrot, and
mopped up the gravy. He knew Margaret didn’t like him doing it, thinking it
rather childish, but she wasn’t paying much attention at the moment—staring out
of the dark window in the back door.


“Glass of champagne?” Robert asked, dropping his plate and
cutlery into the sink.


“Yes, that would be nice,” she said.


Robert had been given the bottle of champagne by his boss,
Alan Barnett, as a gift. Alan had told him it was “top notch” and would be sure
to “make any evening go with a bang”. Robert had never tried champagne and wasn’t
certain how to open it. After a few minutes struggling with the cork it popped
and a trickle of fizzy wine oozed down the side of the bottle.


“There we go,” he said. “Here’s to us.”


“I tell you what, darling,” Margaret said. “Why don’t we
take the bottle outside and look at the stars.”


“Ok, then,” Robert said. “That sounds like fun.”


She was already outside, and Robert gathered the glasses and
the bottle and hurried after her. She crossed the small patch of lawn at the
back of the cottage and headed out into the longer grasses of the field behind.
After a few feet she collapsed, laughing.


Robert stood over her, awkwardly trying to balance the
glasses in his hand by their stems and then pour the champagne into them.


“Oh, don’t bother with that, we’ll just swig from the
bottle,” she said, giggling. “We’re on our honeymoon, after all.”


“Yes, great idea,” Robert said, lying down beside her.


They lay there in the grass, hand in hand, for over an hour,
looking up at the patches of darkness, speckled with dots of stars emerging
from behind tumbling folds of cloud, passing the bottle of champagne between
them.


“Do you know, I don’t know anything about them,” Margaret
said in a low voice, almost to herself.


“About what?” Robert said dreamily.


“About the stars, silly,” she said, nuzzling into his side
and kissing him on the cheek.


“No, neither do I, I’m sorry to say,” Robert replied,
drawing her closer. “Tom knows all the names of them and he’d take me and Steve
out on Winter’s evenings and point them all out. I was too busy trying to catch
creepy crawlies and never really listened. I can’t remember anything much about
them now—I remember The Plough, that’s easy enough to spot.”


“Yes, everyone knows that one,” Margaret said, tickling him.
“There it is.” She pointed over at the mainland to the familiar formation.


“Oh, everyone knows that one, do they?” Robert said,
tickling her back and rolling on top of her, smothering her neck with kisses.


She wriggled and squirmed and they began to pull at each
other’s clothes with increasing passion.


After they had made love they lay there in the darkness.
Robert was surprised, given her rather prudish attitude the night before, that
she was happy to have done it outside and was still there now, naked, swishing
her legs and arms through the grass.


“Could you feel it Robert—the grass,” Margaret whispered.


“Yes, it was a bit itchy, wasn’t it,” he chuckled.


There was a long silence. “No, Robert,” she said, with that
heavily meaningful tone again. “The grass was… it was caressing us. The grass
was cradling us as we made love.”


Robert lay, staring up at the dark sky, wondering what on
earth that meant.


 


###


 


Robert woke to a gorgeous smell of bacon and came through in
his dressing gown.


“Sorry, I seem to have slept very late,” he yawned.


“Oh, don’t worry, darling,” Margaret said, serving three
thick rashers of bacon onto some fried bread and putting the plate on the table
next to a bottle of ketchup. “You need to get some good rest.”


He tucked into his breakfast, taking cup after cup of tea
from the pot. He noticed she hadn’t sat with him but continued to wash and tidy
at the sink.


“Have you already had something?” he asked, through a
mouthful of bacon.


“No,” she said, looking out to sea.


“Don’t you want anything then?” he said, slurping down some
more tea. He felt ravenous.


“No,” she said, still staring outside.


He carried on, and could have finished off a few more
rashers if there had been any more.


“Do you think I’m any good at it?” Margaret asked, still
staring out, absent-mindedly drying up a mug.


“Any good at what?” he said.


“You know—it,” she said, turning to him quickly and
sitting at the table. “Am I as good as your others.”


Robert laughed nervously, uncertain where this was going,
“You say others as though there were a great long list of them. You’re
my wife.”


“I know,” she said, stroking his fingers. “But I want to be
better than anyone else you’ve been with.”


“And you are,” Robert said, stroking her cheek and trying
not to think of the woman in Soho.


“Good,” she said, jumping up and falling onto his lap.
“Shall we do ‘it’ again then?”


“Why not…” he said, whisking her up and taking her through
to the bedroom.


 


###


 


Robert awoke sometime in the afternoon, feeling sticky with
sweat and a little dopey. He wandered through the cottage with a sheet wrapped
around him, calling out for Margaret. He looked out the back door and saw her
kneeling out in the field bent over something.


He pulled on his clothes and wandered out to her.


“What have you found there?” he said, seeing some large
stone amidst the grass.


She looked up at him with a strange expression as though he
were a stranger.


“Oh, Robert, it’s you,” she said, her eyes seeming to focus
and recognise him. “It’s ever so odd, it’s some old carved stone.”


He knelt down and watched her trace her fingers over the
rounded surface of the thing, which was about the size of an inverted
wheelbarrow, and a similar shape.


“There’s a face, with thick brows and long horns, like a
cow,” she said. “And all around it there are these dancing figures, thin and
tall.”


Robert couldn’t see anything, just the crumbling yellows and
greens of lichen and moss.


“They’re female—the dancers. You can feel their… their
breasts,” she laughed.


“Can you now,” he said, a little concerned.


A sudden flurry of noise erupted a few feet from them and
two hares darted up from the grass boxing away frantically at each other.


Margaret jumped up with a strange delight, “Oh, look,
Robert. They’re fighting. They’re fighting over a mate.”


“Why don’t we go back inside and have some lunch?” Robert
said, as the hares darted off towards the sea on hearing their voices.


“Ok then,” Margaret said playfully, taking his hand and
heading back to the cottage, occasionally looking back at the stone and
giggling.


Once they were inside Robert started to make some sandwiches
but couldn’t find anything better than cheese to put in them. Margaret was
hampering his efforts, constantly cuddling him and grabbing at him as he was
trying to make them.


“Shall we do it again,” she said, as he put the
sandwiches out on the table.


“What, now?” he said, taking a bite of the sandwich.


“Yes, now!” she said, petulantly. “Why not?”


Robert felt a bit pressed by her, and didn’t really feel
like it.


“Oh, God,” he said, glancing at his watch. “I’d better race
down to Kirkcolm and ring that garage in Stranraer if we’re to get that damned
car fixed before we’re meant to go home.”


“Ok then,” Margaret said, seeming to instantly forget her
demands. “I’ll see you later.” And with that she ran off outside like a little
girl going out to play.


Robert shrugged and grabbed his coat, despite it being warm
he felt as though there was a storm brewing. He headed off down the track
thinking that Margaret was behaving very strangely indeed.


About halfway there the rain began and he pressed on with
increased pace. Only one car came by during the hour-long walk and that didn’t
stop to offer him a lift. At the hotel, dripping and bedraggled, he managed to
arrange for the car to be picked up the following day—they knew exactly where
the cottage was, having had to repair the vehicle twice before when uncle Tom
had been staying there.


Robert sat in the hotel bar and had a couple of beers,
thinking over Margaret’s sudden sexual appetite and whether he’d be up for the
challenge should such continue over the next few days.


On his way back he cooked up a plan to fill their days with
long walks around the area that might use up some of her newly found energy.


The last few hundred yards of the walk were marred by
torrential rain and vast bursts of sheet lightning that seemed to illuminate
the whole sky above the Firth of Clyde.


Robert stamped the water off his boots in the hallway and
wrung out his jacket as best he could before coming into the main room and
squelching across the tiles to the range, where he spread his jacket out to
dry. Margaret was standing at the back door, looking out across the dark waves,
the rain tracing little rivulets down the glass. She had a tartan picnic rug
wrapped around her, hunched over, her shoulders heaving occasionally.


“Are you alright?” Robert asked, wringing his socks out and
draping them over the wooden clothes stand.


There was no answer.


“Margaret, is everything ok?” he said, more concerned.


She let out a great sob and took a gulp from a glass of
whisky she was cradling in both hands.


Robert rushed over and turned her around. She looked down at
the floor ashamedly and buried her head in his chest, tears flowing, her whole
body shuddering as she drew in gasps of stifled breath.


“Oh, Robert… I don’t know… What’s happening to me?…” she
cried, gulping at the whisky with every pause. “I feel so… so strange. I see
things out there… out there in the darkness. I hear things… I hear music and
voices… and then… there are these terrible thoughts… I thought you’d gone…
forever. I thought you’d been killed. I could see your body—like a vision—all
mangled and broken in a field. I just felt this terrible, aching loss inside me…
I just wanted you back… I wanted you near me again.”


She downed the last of her tumbler and hugged him tightly to
her. He hadn’t realised she was so strong. He looked over at the bottle of
whisky by the sink and saw that another good quarter of it had gone.


“There, there,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “Let’s get
you sat down and have a nice cup of coffee and talk it all over. I called the
garage and they’re sending someone out in the morning and they reckon they’ll
have the car fixed in a couple of days. It was an awfully damp walk back
though, and that night just seemed to drop out of the sky like a tarpaulin.”


She’d been nuzzling into him and squeezing him tighter as he
spoke. Her breathing was still heavy, but less random. She kissed his neck and
held his back with her bony hands, the nails beginning to dig into his skin.


“Now, now, love,” he chuckled, trying to pull away a little.
“Ease up. I might break.”


“No, you won’t break, and you’re not going anywhere now I’ve
got you back,” she said, playfully, and a little sternly, he thought. “You come
here!”


She pulled him back towards her with her right arm and began
kissing his face frantically. With her other hand she unlocked the door, which
rocked open with a blast of rain and wind. The storm was really coming in
ferociously, rolling off the sea and surging up across the fields to batter the
little cottage.


She led him out in the pouring rain, kissing and stroking
his face. Suddenly, off to the East side of the garden Robert caught sight of a
strangely squatting figure that seemed to have a large bovine head and tall
horns or antlers. He jumped in surprise, Margaret still pawing and kissing at
him.


“My God, Margaret, what is that,” he spluttered, a terror
rising inside him.


A flash of lightning burst across the clouds illuminating
the fields around them. It was a line of three small conifer trees in a row
that had somehow, in the shadows, formed a strange animalistic shape.


“Oh, crikey, I’m getting as bad as you,” he said, shaking
with relief.


“Oh, you’ll never be as bad as me,” Margaret said,
coquettishly. She dragged him down into the muddy grasses.


As they thrust and scratched at each other in the increasing
storm Robert heard eerie sounds all around them; like the wind whistling
through a broken pane of glass; beats of wings beside his face, a chorus of
abnormal female voices. His eyes flashed with images of havoc and ruination;
the sky appeared to glow red and the field seemed to be alight with weird blue
and green flames, silhouetted against which were shapes of naked women
cavorting about a muscular figure who strode towards them on spindly, tall
legs, wearing some kind of shaggy animal fur; two great horns sprouted from his
enormous head that rocked back and forth as he let out a neighing, braying,
mooing laughter that filled the air about them with such sound that it could
almost be felt.


Margaret was screaming wildly and the bizarre sounds got
louder as the mad figures approached them.


Robert shrieked and ran, terrified, into the cottage.
Margaret was fast upon his heels.


She leapt upon him from behind, biting at his neck and
clawing at his chest with her fingernails. His mind reeled again with images of
bloodied animals—deer, cattle, sheep, rabbits, foxes, boars—rutting and
fighting in a dark forest; of ruined cathedrals overgrown with moss and ivy,
filled with naked, undulating human and reptilian bodies; of orgies with
reclining masters drinking wine from cups of gold and silver as they were
attended to and pleasured by slaves; sun-baked shorelines alive with great
thrashing fish-like forms that rolled and bit at each other as the surf around
them crackled and foamed with sperm and eggs.


Robert turned on Margaret and returned her violent passion
with his own, forcing her to the floor as sounds of pipes and drums and
screaming banshee voices flared in the field outside.


As they lay there savagely kissing and biting at each other
a great crash came from the range. The rusted bottom of the stove gave way and
a pile of burning logs tumbled across the floor. Some rolled against the heap
of papers and kindling and even more against a tatty broom propped behind the
door, beside which their packing boxes were stacked.


They watched—eyes red with ferocious lust, panting their
desperate animal breath against each other’s cheeks—as flickers of flame began
to spread around the fireplace and up the door towards the wooden beams and
ceiling.


Margaret held Robert to her tightly, gazing into his eyes
with a feral, insane delight.


“Leave it. Just leave it,” she gasped. “Just lay here
and fuck. I don’t care for anything else anymore. I don’t want to become a
waning moon, I want to be a star—to set the universe ablaze.”


He stared back at her as the smoke whirled around them, and
animal faces leered at them through the windows. A monstrous unfathomable urge
grew within him—a yearning for dissolution. He was frantic, more consumed by
desire than ever before. He could see their charred bodies smoking in the
rubble, a heap of ashes, scorched tissue and blackened bones, fused forever.


The flames that consumed their flesh were nothing to the
inferno that annihilated their spirit—an ecstasy of unified, eternal oblivion.


 









Kristi DeMeester


THE MARKING


Violet woke up with the bruises. Outside, the sky had turned
dark. A hushed grey filled with pinpricks of blue fire, and the world tipped
forward, a great dome that would suffocate her if she breathed too deep. This
was how it had always been.


Six this time. Six places where the blood pooled too close
to the surface, the sick, purpled mottling blooming across pale flesh. She was
hungry, but she would not eat. Beneath, her bones pushed against wasted meat. It
didn’t like when she went without food.


Her palm pressed tight against her chest, she traced her
fingertips along her sternum, let them drift across the protruding rib bones.
She counted them, wondered if with enough pressure, she could draw them out,
release them from her thin cage of skin. If she did this, would it finally
stop? Or would the marking linger on her decomposing body, a reminder even to
the dirt that she was different, a thing separate?


Once, when she was a girl and the bruising had just begun,
she’d found a slug and carried it home, her fingers aching from such a delicate
touch. Later, she would eat it, taking small, neat bites. If she could fill her
body with something else, something distinctly not Violet, perhaps the marking
would pass over her, but the next morning the bruises had multiplied, and her
mother smiled to see them.


How old had she been the first time? Five? Six? There were
flashes of dark woods, the trees stretching jagged limbs against blackened sky,
and the moon always absent. She could not remember it all. Hushed whispers,
grunting. A great slab laid out before a hulking figure carved from stone. It
would be years before she knew the correct word. Altar.


“Marked,” her mother said each time, her fingers tracing the
marred flesh. Over the years, Violet learned to hate her mother’s touch, but
she willed her body to hold still, to curl into itself, a small quiet thing in
the face of her mother’s fever bright eyes.


At first she had asked questions, but her mother would go
silent, her eyes twitching away, searching for something beyond the physical
space they occupied. But at night Violet listened. She tiptoed through shadow
to her mother’s room, pressed her ear against the door, and waited. If her
mother ever dreamed of it, of the thing, its name never manifested.
There was only silence in the great house, the rooms too large and menacing in
their emptiness.


She would think of the woods then, those dark trees pressing
down against her as she looked into the ancient stone face of something that
had once worn the flesh of humans. But it had never been human. Even in her
faded memory, Violet had the sense that it was much, much older than man. Older
perhaps, than even her mother had ever imagined.


But she wasn’t a girl any more. Had not been, in fact, for
many years. She had moved out of her mother’s house at seventeen, worked double
shifts down at Fast Eddie’s to cover rent on a shitty one-bedroom apartment
that smelled of cooked cabbage and cigarettes. Somehow, fifteen years passed,
but the marking never stopped. Starving herself seemed to keep it at bay, but
the markings had begun coming closer together. What had once happened once or
twice a year was now happening once a month. Fear curved like a hard stone in
her belly.


Outside her bedroom window, the dark gathered, stars
blinking out one by one, until there was only moonlight, and then that too was
gone. In the corner, a darker mass formed, and then the sound of fingernails
scuttling across hardwood floors.


“Violet.” The voice filled the room, came from both beneath
and above her. The shadow was on the ceiling now. Had it come from the window,
or had it always been there, watching, waiting for her to finally notice its
slow, calculated creeping?


“Hello, Mother,” Violet said, and the voice chuckled, a
deep, rasping wheeze.


“Never could fool you. Always watching me with those big
eyes. Like you were drinking the whole world with them.”


“I haven’t eaten, Mother. For a long, long time.” She
offered up an emaciated arm.


“It doesn’t matter anymore. Be a good girl and take off the
blanket.”


For a moment Violet considered not obeying, thought about
running from the room to her car and driving until the tank ran empty or until
her organs finally shut down. Flesh and bone mangled up with steel and rubber.
But it didn’t matter in the past. Certainly, it wouldn’t matter now, and there
was so little of her left. She had made sure.


She kicked at the quilt that covered her, pushed it down so
that her naked form lay exposed. Warm, fetid air wormed over the soles of her
feet, up and across her thighs, the concave bowl of her belly.


“Flesh of my own. Blood of my own,” her mother said. The
shadow was no more. Only her mother pressing against her, stretching her form
to fit into Violet’s. Her dark hair flowing across Violet’s chest, spilling
over her face. Their palms flat against one another, and then her mother’s
mouth forcing her lips apart. She smelled of earth, something that had come
from beneath the ground.


“Feed me. This last time,” she said.


 


###


 


They were in the forest. Breath coming in shallow bursts as
they ran through the trees, branches tearing at their calves as they moved
under a black expanse. Beneath them, stars burned, and Violet wondered if the
world had come undone, if they had tumbled into the sky. Great white forms
flitted in and out of the periphery, and the air lay heavy and damp in her
mouth.


Her mother ran on all fours, her arms and legs impossibly
long, the joints crooking upward. Violet wanted to scream, but she feared that
if she did her mother would turn back, would look at her from a face that she
didn’t recognize. The thought terrified her. She kept moving. She knew the way.


The great stone loomed ahead of them, and her mother slowed.
She turned away. She did not want to see its face.


“Look at Her, Violet.”


Some animal cried out into the night, a long screaming that
set her skin crawling.


“The Great Worm,” her mother whispered and crept forward,
curled herself against its feet, ran her fingers between her legs.


The statue leered down, the body and face of a woman, the
mouth opening impossibly large, rows and rows of pointed teeth crammed into the
space. A vortex of razor blades that went on and on. It was a mouth of
violence. A mouth that hunted out soft flesh and attached itself there, suckled
until it was satiated.


“From the beginning, She wanted you. Marked you as Her own,
and She paid me for bringing you. She let me see things.”


“Please. Don’t,” Violet said. She was so tired. She lay
down, pressed her hands against the hard earth.


“There is a hole in the bottom of the world,” her mother
panted, writhed under that gaping mouth.


“You know that moment right before you fall asleep? That
moment where you can feel yourself falling? All that solid earth beneath you
suddenly dropping away into nothingness? That’s the hole opening. You’re
feeling Her move,” she said.


The stars blazed, a piercing white light that bored into
Violet’s skull, burned ghostly images against her retinas. She clawed at her
eyes, and her stomach heaved.


“And now, it’s time.” Her mother grasped at her, dirty
fingernails pressing into pale flesh.


“Feed me, my love. My little daughter. Feed me now,” her
mother said, pressed her mouth to her abdomen. An unnatural heat that pulsated
in time with her heart grew under her mother’s tongue.


“It was you, wasn’t it? It was always you. The marking,”
Violet said and wrapped her fingers in her mother’s hair, tried to pull her
away. Her arm was so heavy, and her mother was too strong. There was only the
movement of her mother’s mouth, the baring of teeth as she suckled, the burning
as blood rose to the surface.


“She’ll take me now. And the hole will open once more. Will
open wide, and She’ll take it all, everything tumbling into that great void
until She’s the only thing left. The way it once was. The way it should be. And
I’ll stand with Her as the world implodes.”


Above them, the great stone eyes stared down, blank,
unseeing orbs, and around them, all had fallen silent. Deep down, in the places
where shadows slept, the world shifted, something great and powerful coming
awake. Violet closed her eyes and let her hand fall from her mother’s hair. Her
mouth tasted of blood.


“These are the small ways we die, Violet. Every day, another
part of us rotting. Bags of meat and bone. But you have fed me, have fed Her,”
her mother said, traced her tongue against Violet’s skin.


The mouth opened then, the rows of teeth gleaming an
unnatural white against the grey stone. The eyes looked down at them, examined
the two women lying in the dirt. One crouched before the other, arms and legs
tangled together.


When the entire world began to scream, Violet opened her
mouth to add her own cry in the dark. Everything slipping away, land bleeding
into sky, and something vast creeping toward the surface. She did not want to
see, so she shut her eyes, closed them tight as she had when she was a child.


“It was always you. I didn’t even know to hate you for it,”
Violet whispered.


Violet’s heart fluttered against her ribs, a frenetic,
broken pumping that hitched her breathing, left her gasping, her head a light,
airy thing. For a moment, she floated, her body untethered from the earth, and
she opened her eyes and saw.


Everything She had ever wanted. The large eyes of a
small girl, her pale, fragile body stretched before Her, a vessel to fill.
Rebirth. A doorway. And the dark haired woman so willing, so eager. She
brought the girl, weakened her, marked her as Her own. And now, She would use
the girl one last time.


“She never wanted you, Mother” she said and laughed.
Whispered it again and again. She never wanted you. She wanted me.


“Of course She wanted you. From the very beginning,” her
mother said, but Violet shook her head, the effort knifing through her.


“No. It was only me. Only me. I can see now,” she said.
Above them, the blank orbs stared down, and the mouth opened impossibly wider.


“Too late. Too late,” Violet said, and her heart shuddered,
the speed too much to bear. Once. Twice. As the moment came, she smiled. There
would not be enough left. Only a pile of skin and bone, a smeared reminder of
what she had once been.


And then there was nothing remaining. Only a mother
clutching her daughter to her chest as she screamed into a world fallen silent.


 









Robert Aickman


THE STRANGERS


When I dropped in to the Club some years ago, as I usually do
when in London, I found that a man was about to read a paper called “The
Strangers of Hilltop”. It was the usual “Talk and Discussion”. I wandered in
and sat down discreetly in the back row.


I could not help supposing that I had more reason to be
there than most of the other thirty or forty men present. I had perhaps gleaned
for myself how very far from sure one can ever be as to where particular people
stand in that particular context. It is not something people talk about very
much. Not even in Hilltop itself, I fancy; the centre of the disturbance,
though, as I had seen for myself, the centre only.


I know perfectly well, and knew then, that a solitary seat
in the back row makes one at once invisible and conspicuous, but that was a
trifle, all in the spirit of the evening. My real point was that I had no wish
to exchange reminiscences and pleasantries on the subject before us with any
other member.


In any case, I had learned from experience that the regular
Club meetings often provided little more than confused anecdotes and
indisputable small talk. To me it often seemed unnecessary to have engaged a
speaker at all. People in general do not attend meetings primarily in order to
listen to the speaker.


However, that particular meeting was not a case in point.
The fellow on the dais asserted many wild things about the commercial
cemeteries which sprawl across the high places, and which are now far gone in
closure and decay, having been promoted, I have always supposed, upon the
assumption that the world would end before the entire vast acreage could
possibly be filled. What the promoters could not of course be expected to
foresee was the increase of population during the last hundred years or so. It
has thrown their entire timescale out of joint.


Our speaker had arrayed himself in black and white, and his
face was very chalky indeed: made up like that, I am fairly sure. His hair was
blacker than Malcolm Sargent’s, but thicker. It looked as if it had to be kept
in position with really heavy oil. The words came out of his mouth like pink
confectionary bubbles blown by children, only denser. He claimed to have
participated personally in the most preposterous ceremonies with stakes,
relics, and all that; all perfectly traditional in their way.


I myself had difficulty in deciding what to think, but I
could not but notice the total stillness and silence of the entire audience
from first to last. I noticed this, first, because at the Club it was so
unusual; but, second, because the talk brought so much back to me.


At the Club that night, there was not a single question. I
had never known such a thing. The members, pretty well every one of them, like
to have their say on almost any topic, if given the least rope; and even to tie
the speaker up in statements from his own lips. They make no secret of aiming
to do that; though there are points given for tact and courtesy, as well as for
drive and force. That evening there were no takers, apart from one youngish man
I did not know, who leapt to his feet, bubbling almost as much as the lecturer,
but then slowly subsided, suddenly speechless. The Deputy-Chairman of the Club,
old Doddrell Rankin, ignoring the youngish man, said “No questions?”; allotted
about a second-and-a-half to a possible response; and then moved the vote of
thanks, prepared, as usual, in advance, and therefore always and inevitably a
trifle off the mark from time to time. The Chairman of the Club had had to
apologise for absence, owing to a crisis at his home.


There had been no discussion. None at all. Possibly for the
first time ever in the Club’s history. I was fairly certain that was the case.
Afterwards, as I sat in the bar, no-one was speaking at all. I admit that only
a few were present. So many men are no longer able to stay away from home in
the evening, no matter what attractions the Club, or any other club, can
contrive to dig out. The person who suffers most is the Club Secretary, as we
all know. That evening, I myself was unable to cope with my usual couple of
game sandwiches, splendid though they were. I live by myself; possibly for
reasons not unconnected with what follows. So I can usually take my time and
avoid too much in the way of fretting. But not that night.


That night I verily believe that I ate nothing more before
going to bed at my quiet hotel. Even in bed, I couldn’t slumber. I began to
write almost like one of these automatists we hear about. There have been
papers by and about them at the Club also. Naturally. Inevitably. However, I do
not claim that some discarnate entity was writing through me. Almost certainly
not. It was merely that I was at last writing what I had never cared or dared
to write before, and certainly not to talk about. “The Case of Ronnie Cassell”
I may call it; though I daresay it is properly my own case. I had a wad of
sales sheets, and I wrote on the backs of them. My writing grew larger and
larger.


I wrote all night and all through the following day, living
on cups of coffee brought up to my room and on corners of meat (mainly mutton)
produced as I called for them. It was not a moment in one’s life for the
ordinary set meals. Nor was the hotel the sort of place that fusses about an
unmade bed. I should not have stayed there if it had been. I come to Town for a
rest from demands of that kind. Nowadays a man with a business of his own needs
to flake out completely at fairly regular intervals.


There was more to relate than I had supposed, even though I
had previously gained considerable experience writing brochures about aspects
of my business. I may come back to that later. That second evening I had to
dash home, even though by one of the last trains. I remember buying all the
galantine that was left in the refreshment room.


I am not sure when I finished writing. This was partly
because I immediately put it all away for a spell. I daresay my readers will
understand why I did that. I am sure they will.


But the matter could not be allowed to rest, and one quiet
weekend I unlocked the compartment at the back of my safe. I set about the task
of making everything more accurate, more coherent.


After all, the whole business goes far to explain the
pattern of my life. Perhaps it may warn, or at least notify, others too. I hope
so. We all need to believe there are reasons for what happens to us.


Cassell and I at the time were juniors in a firm of
chartered accountants. We were neither of us yet qualified, but we were both
above the usual age for our situation. This brought us more together than might
otherwise have happened. Cassell had been in much difficulty at home and at
school, which had all ended in a very long nervous breakdown. The reasons why I
had been late in starting my own professional studies are immaterial to the
present narrative. I had wanted to look around first. The firm was called Bream
and Ladywell. The office was outside the City boundary; well to the north of
Old Street. None the less, most of the work was City work.


Poor Ronnie was always in difficulties with girls; mainly
the difficulty that he couldn’t find one, even when he needed one more
desperately than most. I must state that I had no real trouble of that kind,
and never have had. Perhaps it is partly a matter of not being too absurdly
demanding. I do not know. At the time now in question, I had a girlfriend named
Clarinda Bowman. She plays a part in what happened.


She was still one among several, as you might expect, but I
knew very well that she was already becoming special. She had pale hair, and
looked generally fragile, but she knew how to make me chuckle, which is always
the main thing with a woman.


She was also a great-niece and ward of old Caius Julius
Ladywell, who was then the head of the firm. Of course that was important too.
In fact, I had actually first met Clarinda at a sort of Christmas party to the
assistants and staff, which the partners gave every year, though they
themselves were all observing Jews. Because they were Jews, and really cared
about our enjoying ourselves, they invited other young people too, from
outside, and every time the upshot was quite unlike the usual office gathering.
Each year, I am sure that most of us actually looked forward to it. None the
less, I deemed it a considerable plume in my bonnet that upon such an occasion
I appeared to have involved the head of the firm’s great-niece and ward. I took
it for confirmation that I really appealed, and that is something one can never
have confirmed too often.


Ronnie was always going to fantastic lengths in the hope of
even meeting someone suitable: joining organisations, enrolling himself in
mixed parties to all kinds of places, even studying those dismal
advertisements. There are some people of both sexes who are good at finding
companions, and some who are not. I realise that with many men there are
special tastes that make a big difference, but I did not take that to be the
problem with Ronnie. Ronnie simply was not good at making his mark, in the most
general sense. It is a bad handicap in life for anyone.


I should not write down these rather painful things about
Ronnie (and all the more painful because they are so commonplace) were it not
for what happened to him, and through him to me. I have to give an idea of the
kind of man he seemed to me at the time to be; and I still think really was—at
that time.


The crucial aspect for present purposes was that Ronnie was
always game for a certain kind of undertaking, where most men simply do not
bother. They have no need to bother. The certain kind of undertaking was a
pretty limited kind, seldom particularly appealing in itself, or as a prospect.
People like Ronnie go in for such things mostly as the better alternative to
being alone. We can all understand that. A far too large number of people find
themselves placed as Ronnie was; and there is an immense wedge of activity and
near-activity which would not go on at all, were it otherwise. I doubt whether
much would be lost to the world as a whole if the things did not go on at all,
but that is not the point.


I admit that I liked Ronnie Cassell, and I always felt that
he ought to do better for himself. I should sincerely have liked Ronnie to make
good, and I frequently accompanied him to this or that happening which he
thought might salvage him. In a year or two, I saw enough to set me up as a
part-time sociologist: the futile public meetings; the despairing social and
artistic occasions; the worthy causes, seldom prospering, and often just as
well. Ronnie never cared to attend these occasions on his own, even though the
underlying idea was for him to meet someone. After much experience of the
occasions, I perfectly well understood this paradox.


One day Ronnie showed me a circular announcing a gather for
charity at the home of someone called Vera Z―. It was, I imagine, through
the charity that Ronnie had become involved, but I cannot of course remember
what charity it was. The particular attraction offered was slightly curious:
something like “The Z― Family Will Entertain”, though probably expressed
in a less big-top idiom. The broadsheet itself was not home-printed in that
squelchy manner we all know; nor had it been professionally printed by a good
firm. Obviously, it had been run off as cheaply as possible by some jobbing
printer, and it contained several errors, such as upper case letters back to
front and lower case letters upside down. I already had an immediate eye for
such things, even before I became responsible for the lists of my own firm. I
am putting down the things that remain with me. Ronnie gave me my own copy of
the circular with which to find my way, if it should prove necessary; but I
parted company with it, as I shall describe.


“Refreshments, I see.”


“Yes, but don’t expect too much,” said Ronnie.


“I don’t know. They’re a well-heeled lot in Hilltop.”


“Yes, but it’s for charity.”


We both knew how little that had to do with it, but it would
have been unkind to go on; about the refreshments or about anything else. It
was entirely a matter for me whether I went or not.


“There’s supposed to be a younger brother who shows
promise,” volunteered Ronnie. “But I don’t know.”


“What kind of promise?”


“At the piano, I understand.”


Ronnie never actually pressed one to do anything. One could
remain morally free.


“Is there a sister performing?” I enquired. It was a natural
question, and one that I should still ask.


“Tricks,” said Ronnie. “Tricks?”


“Some sort of conjuring.”


“Surely it’s the boy who produces the rabbits and the girl
who plays the pianoforte?”


“No. I’m told it’s the other way round. That’s what Theresa
Baldock says, anyway.”


Mrs Baldock had something to do with almost all Ronnie’s
extramural activities, much as C.A. Howell acted as universal middleman for the
Pre-Raphaelites. When we trace the pedigrees of pictures for our Auction Rooms,
we find Howell everywhere. Didn’t he murder one of his wives? I am quite sure
that Theresa Baldock had done nothing like that.


I well remember asking Ronnie whether or not there was a Mr
Z―.


“I understand there is,” said Ronnie. “Any more questions?
Do you wish to come or don’t you? I’ll gladly pay the entrance for both of us.”


I had already noticed that it was a very small sum; an
amount I could accept from him.


“I should be delighted, Ronnie. Thank you very much. I look
forward to it. I really do.”


 


###


 


I didn’t have to find my own way, guided only by the
broadsheet.


Ronnie and I went together, by the London Underground from
Old Street Station, and then walked up the hill. Of course it is a long and
steep hill, for the short distance from London, and it was a moderately muggy
Autumn evening.


In any case, the truth was that whereas Ronnie did not know
Hilltop at all (his formative years had been spent beside the Thames, somewhere
near Grays, I believe), I already knew it extremely well. This was for the
simple reason that I had been sent to the Grammar School there, centuries old,
and socially somewhat ambiguous and amidships, assuredly not Eton or Sedbergh,
but very positively not A― or L― either. There had been a tramcar
up the hill in those more civilised days, and all the boys knew it had special,
unique brakes, working on a cast-iron roller.


When, mopping our brows, we saw the Z― abode on the
other side of the noisy highway, I realised that I already knew that too.


In my salad days, it had been the habitation of a swarthy
medical man, about whom the myth among the boys was that he could always be
relied upon for an effective abortion. I daresay it was merely a fable (as was
possibly the cast-iron roller also, though one seemed to hear it grinding), but
the belief played an affirmative and reassuring part in the half-acknowledged
inner life of the older boys as they pursued the local girls in shops, picture
houses, and laundries. I myself had kept out of all that. With another senior,
I used to find love at H— Island, off the South Coast, where my friend’s Papa
had a hospitable villa. In those days, H— Island was a gorgeous place.


“The house looks in poor shape,” said Ronnie. Never for a
moment was he one to claim that his goose was his swan.


“Houses of that exact period were often not very well built
in the first place,” I pointed out. I was already accustoming myself to ideas
of that kind with a view to the future I was planning.


We managed to dart across. It seemed right that I should
leave Ronnie to ring the bell, which was still labelled “Night Bell”. Most of
the paint had fallen off the doors and windows.


Not a sound came back to us: possibly on account of the very
heavy lorries in very low gear, and the fleets of screaming motorbikes. The
lads of the village go to Hilltop from all over London with their bikes in
order to roar up and down the various slopes in and around the cemeteries.


Ronnie started pushing, I think, and in the end the door
opened. I encouraged Ronnie to enter first.


It was Mrs Baldock who awaited visitors in the narrow
passage within. Possibly the night bell had not rung since the good doctor’s
time.


“Splendid of you to come, Ronnie. I shan’t forget it.” Mrs
Baldock first shook his hand and then continued holding on to it.


Ronnie motioned me forward with his free limb.


“It’s wonderful of you too, Mr Roselink. Between ourselves,
Ronnie, I don’t know a single other person here. None of the regulars seem to
be turning up. I suppose it may be the hill that causes the trouble for some of
them. There is always so much that ought to have been foreseen, Mr Roselink.”


“It may be a good thing to bring in some new blood,”
suggested Ronnie.


“New blood is always wanted,” said Mrs Baldock.


But a woman was standing in the passage behind her.


“Young masculine blood particularly,” said this woman in a
low but very clear voice that I can hear now, and hear without especially
trying or wishing. It was a voice like the Walbrook in its pipe. “Young
masculine blood is hard to attract.”


“Vera!” cried Mrs Baldock. “You made me jump.”


I had often seen for myself how true the woman’s words were.
They applied wherever I had been with Ronnie. In those circles at least, one
asked, with the singer, where had all the young men gone?


Mrs Baldock had looked momentarily quite startled, but it
was true that Vera had entered upon the scene without a sound. Now she was
smiling at Mrs Baldock.


“Present these two handsome young men to me, if you please,”
said Vera. Her formality was, I thought, only half-humorous. She was sovereign
and she knew it.


“Mr Ronald Cassell and Mr Richard Roselink,” said Mrs
Baldock, still fluttery. She did not put a name to our hostess.


I could see at once that Vera was drawn to Ronnie; strongly
drawn at first glance. Not to me. It really did not much matter, but there it
was, and I could not be mistaken.


Vera Z― was a short, perhaps even dumpy woman, with
damp-looking black hair hanging over her shoulders and parted widely down the
middle, after the style of Myra Hess, who had been at the top of her vogue only
a short time before. I recalled the piano-playing younger brother, whose
talents we were there to assess. Myra Hess might have played her part in the
domestic legend. Vera had somewhat the same features; but she also had large,
dark, glistening eyes, and a noticeably big and luscious mouth. She was wearing
a long black skirt and the simplest possible white blouse with an oval neck and
short sleeves. Her bare arms were by now a little too long and bony, but her
neck was still firm and well-shaped.


A woman of force, one thought, both in physique and in costume.
I glanced at Ronnie. Duly, he was all eyes for her; for her big eyes.


There was even a perceptible silence for a moment among the
four of us. It made me aware of something else. The whole house, at which a
party was supposed to be going on, even if only for charity, seemed equally
silent.


“Are we the first?” I asked, almost involuntarily. One tries
never to speak involuntarily, but, in bizarre circumstances, one does not
always succeed.


“By no means the first,” said Vera Z―, in her dark
voice, and giving me a look that might mean anything or nothing, but which
probably meant that I was something of an ass to speak at all.


She addressed Ronnie. “Would you take my hand, Mr Cassell?”


Ronnie simply snatched it. He had of course previously
abandoned Mrs Ballcock’s hand. Vera drew him behind her down the passage.


I glanced at Mrs Baldock, who now seemed to be flushed
rather than frail.


“I’ll wait here, Mr Roselink,” she said. “I expect there’ll be
some latecomers.”


I looked at my watch, and saw how unwise I had indeed been
to suggest that Ronnie and I might have been the first arrivals. The hour named
on the circular had already passed. I have always been one who is never late
for anything. I felt certain that the time had gone in some inexplicable way
while I had been discussing the house with Ronnie as we waited to cross the
road. It sounds unlikely, but I was sure of it.


Almost all the seats in the room within were occupied. At
the far end from where one entered was a rough dais, made of cases and chests,
on which duly stood a piano and its stool. It was not a concert grand, but a
baby grand; which, from the weight point of view, might have been just as well.
The room was full of plain and artless wooden chairs. There was a single empty
one at the corner of the back row to my left as I entered. Doubtless it was
empty because an average occupant might well complain of draughts. Ronnie had
been escorted to a seat in the front row, as if he had been an Alderman or a
Housemaster, and Mrs Z― was leaning markedly towards him and captivating
him. However old was she? I had simply no idea.


I glanced at the occupant of the next chair to my left. He
was a thin, elderly man in a serious suit. He offered no recognition of my
arrival. I sat down on the empty chair, as it seemed to be the only one
available. My neighbour never so much as glanced at me. I was trying to think
of something to say to him, possibly with an inward quality to it, when the
fraternal pianist appeared from nowhere, and everyone but I clapped for some
time. Dead silent though they had been hitherto, at least they seemed all to
care deeply for music. Of course we all care for music in these days.


In the nature of things, I had applauded more reticently,
and in that I proved not to be mistaken either.


The recital did not begin immediately, because first the lid
of the piano had to be opened. Normally, it might have been done before the
performer had entered, or even the audience; but possibly there were aspects of
that particular room, or even that particular audience, which would have made
it unwise to do it too soon.


It was Mrs Z― who set about the task in person, while
the pianist stood behind the stool looking on; but at least not seating himself
while others worked. Soon Mrs Z― was being assisted by Ronnie, and in the
end they brought it off between them, and the open lid was stayed with a rod.


It had dawned on me by then that there were at least ten
males in the room to every female, not a proportion I normally care for; and,
furthermore, ten males with grey hair, white hair, mottled hair (as in the case
of the pianist), or no hair, to every male with hair of any other kind. No hair
at all seemed the commonest. Of course for most of them I had a back view only.
It is also a fact that solo music recitals always do seem to attract more
solitary men than solitary women. One learns that. I thought a bet could safely
be taken that Ronnie and I were the youngest persons present. I wondered where
Mrs Baldock would find a seat. I might easily have to vacate my own for her,
and stand in the draught.


In the event, Mrs Baldock never entered at all. Quite
probably, she had another good work to assist that evening, perhaps far away.
At this point it came to me that, as far as I had noticed, no-one had paid the
small admission charges for Ronnie and me.


There had been a single-sheet programme on my seat, palely
mimeographed, and with some of the words written in reverse; but I parted
company with it too before the evening was over, in circumstances I shall
shortly come to. Works by ten or a dozen composers were promised, but they meant
little to me, because I had never heard of one of these people, even though by
then I was going to the Queen’s Hall quite often (and not only to the
Promenade, which certain girls didn’t care for) and sometimes to the Wigmore
and Aeolian Halls also. Acquaintances sometimes involved me in far stranger
musical hideouts than those. Already I knew many names in music.


Whether I did or not made little difference: the man on the
rostrum played every composer and every composition in exactly the same way;
flawless, I daresay, if followed note by note by someone thoroughly familiar
with the notes in question (I always agree with John Worthing in that context),
but careful, regular, unintermitting and mechanical to the level of frenzy. I
soon found it hard to be sure whether specific works by specific composers were
being played at all.


He was a small man, and his expression, faintly worrying
from the start, was as totally inflexible as his technique (though, to do the
man justice, that is not a word I care for either). He pounded evenly along,
shooting out his arms and drawing them in again; pedalling methodically;
looking from first to last as frozen-faced as Buster Keaton, though less
comical, far less. I guessed that he was sitting on his nerves the whole time, holding
in the shrieks; but I had become used to the type in my days at the ancient
Grammar School, only just up the road. Our friend might once have been a pupil
there, of course and have been taught his art there. It seemed eminently
possible, though again one could not attempt a date. I myself had done little
at school that was musical beyond roaring out the successive school songs in
Great Hall, one with a thousand eager others. I remember all three tunes now.


Trying to keep my mind occupied as the first half of the
programme steamrollered forward, I gazed systematically around me at the
appointments of the Z― home.


Alas, there were very few appointments visible. The walls
were long faded. The ceiling was noticeably in need of attention. There was no
carpet. There was nothing you could name beyond the rows of hard chairs. The
middle-sized pianoforte could easily have been hired, though the shape was a
little unusual. I next realised there were not even light-fittings, or none
that I could distinguish.


I looked at my watch. It was only forty minutes until
official lighting-up time. We had a race on our hands, especially when one
allowed for the promised refreshments during the intermission. The pianist was
showing exceptionally little awareness of this. Would the order ultimately be
given for candles to be brought in? As in the eighteenth century? If only there
had been something worth looking at by candlelight; or, preferably, someone!


Despite the wild applause at the outset, I must admit that
not a mouse stirred at the occasional, sudden pauses or gaps; presumably
between the different pieces, though it was difficult to tell. At least these
funny people were not behaving like pop fans. Moreover, the man had no sheet
music for someone to shift, since he played on remorse-lessly without it. I did
not think it was possible for anyone in the audience to be actually asleep.
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The interval was upon us. It had come suddenly, as so often
happens at recitals. There was applause once more, rustling and lengthy; not
merely disproportionate, I thought, but almost irrelevant to anything that had
happened. I took the occasion to [text missing] resemble one of the hysterical
amateur dramatic performances Ronnie and I had attended in different suburbs:
antique though they were, these people were making glad acknowledgment to one
of their very own.


Then they began to squeeze out through a door at the other
end of the room, previously almost hidden from me by the piano. The man who had
been seated next to me stood on both my feet in his haste to reach the
provender, whatever it might be; and the three men who had been seated beyond
him did exactly the same. All three had fishy eyes.


I remained on my wooden chair, taking off my patent leather
shoes, and rubbing the upper surfaces of my two feet. The undersides had
already suffered when climbing the steep and stony hill at a time when
everyone’s limbs were slightly swollen by the humid autumnal weather. Of course
I had no inclination to struggle for undefined refreshments in any case. On
that topic, I by now hardly needed Ronnie’s warning.


I dutifully looked around for Ronnie, but the room was
almost empty. It was most unlike Ronnie to forget about me at one of the
occasions to which he had invited me. It seemed likely that the spell cast by
Mrs Z― was responsible, and the very last thing I wished was to grudge
him his success. It occurred to me, however, that Mrs Z― herself, as
hostess, might have come forward to enquire how I was enjoying myself.


As it was, I continued to massage my poor feet in their thin
socks; agitating the bones and muscles, smoothing the abrased tissues. The
interminable English twilight, truly the most distinctive feature of our island
climate and character, was creeping forward all the time.


While concentrating on my feet, I realised that a man in
later middle age was silently standing before me, looking over the back of one
of the seats in the row ahead of mine.


“I do apologise,” I said. “I’ve been trodden on. Both feet.”


He nodded, but offered no expression of regret or interest.


“Do you realise?” he enquired. His tone implied that I must
be very insensitive if I didn’t.


I looked up at him. Though middle-aged to a degree, he too
had the large, noticeable eyes that seemed to be general among the locals.


“Sorry”, I said. “Do I realise what?” I thought it best to
rise, though it was painful.


“Our pianist is fully dressed tonight. In fact, he’s fully
in control of himself.”


“Is that unusual?” I paused for a second. I had struck the
wrong note. “Perhaps I should explain that I’m here only as the friend of a
friend.”


“Unusual?” The old man spoke very scornfully. His hands
tightened on the back of the seat, “It is a very moving tribute to his family’s
love.” Then he added “I am Sir A— M— W—.”


“I don’t really know much about the family, but I’m very
pleased to meet you, sir.”


Of course, I had never heard of him, and when, later, I
looked him up in a reference book, he proved merely to have been knighted upon
retirement.


I waited politely for some further utterance from him.


But my unresponsiveness had discouraged him and he only
lurched away, murmuring “Fully clothed. Fully in control.” In a few moments, he
was almost lost in the gloom.


Naturally, I had heard the tales about Pachmann in his later
years, when it was said to be unwise to leave him alone on the platform, and
about some of the things that happened when people did. Pianists, I took it,
had these difficulties.


I slumped down once more. I was well aware that ahead of me
lay the sister with her tricks, and it seemed at the moment almost impossible
to depart. My crushed feet would scarcely have borne me; and it would have been
very unfeeling to Ronnie, who was always so particularly sensitive in just such
contexts. Moreover, I had an eerie feeling that Mrs Baldock, in leaving, had
locked the front door on the outside. It might have seemed a useful precaution,
There was no evidence; merely intuition.


So far I had observed no-one in the room who could possibly
have been designated a girl. There was a small number of crones; there was Vera
Z―; there was no girl. Ronnie and I seemed to have changed places: he was
provided for; I was isolated.


The audience, which had squeezed out, slowly dripped back,
though it was hard to say how long passed before every chair was once more
filled. I could again have looked at my watch, but should have been merely
irritated. I stood well back in the doorway while the four bony old men pushed
silently past my chair. As darkness slowly fell, the draught became steadily
more noticeable.


Somehow the performer was on the platform before I could
detect how she had arrived there. It seemed to be how the family did it. Of
course there are certain performers who specialise in that exact effect. For
some reason there had been none of the strenuous, good-neighbourly applause.


The light was now really bad, so that conditions were far
from ideal for a display of legerdemain, if that was really what lay before us.
I recognised that these artists were beginners, so that very much in the way of
presentation should not be expected. The poor woman might even be rather glad
of a low visibility. Was she a woman? I tried to remember the details of my
dialogue with Ronnie, when I had asked about a possible sister, since a brother
had been promised. I was in the very back row in that very dim light but it
seemed to me at first that the female on the rostrum was Mrs Z― herself,
though differently dressed.


It was absurd not to be certain whether that was or was not
so; that at least. One curious difficulty was that the piano had not been
shifted, so that the performer had very little space in which to achieve
whatever was aimed at.


Most of the audience seemed still to be wiping their mouths
very steadily and systematically after the refreshments, as older people do.
One could see their arms moving rhythmically back and forth, when precious
little else could be seen.


The aim of the entity on the platform remained unclear to
me. At that date, I claimed no particular gift for instantly catching on to how
a conjuring trick was done, but I did expect to be provided, even by
semi-amateurs, with data sufficient to define what the trick was. In the
present instance, it was becoming more and more difficult to decide even who
was performing the trick. The person seemed now to be taller than the Vera
Z― I had been presented to, and to be waxing steadily taller yet.


Otherwise, the entertainment seemed to consist so far in
little more than writhing and fumbling; though it was true that the tempo was
becoming more hectic. The face and hair were quite lost to such sight as was
still possible. Soon the appearance was not unlike a rising column of old black
rags, animated like the smoke from an oily bonfire at dusk. Every now and then
something shot out for an instant on one side or the other; much as the pianist
had shot out his arms. Of course bonfires behave like that too. Not that on the
present occasion there was any flame to cast a light and help things on. If
there had been, that particular house would probably have charred right out,
almost in minutes. I exaggerate, I am sure, but the house was full of very
shaky timber. I already knew enough to know that at a glance. I had been aware
of it from the start.


The circumscribed and inconveniently shaped area available
for the tricks seemed to me to make the whole performance even more peculiar
and pointless. Of course the refreshed audience might be supposed captive for
whatever, in the name of charity, might be offered up to it.


Where on earth was Ronnie? Surely, having failed earlier, he
should have had a quiet word with me after the refreshments?


I could fairly have decided that Ronnie had forfeited all
consideration from me, at least for that particular evening. In all probability
he really had achieved his goal this time. I myself already attached little
weight to general social convenances, when such moments came my way. Through
love one becomes a social discard, whether one chooses or not, and even though
one learns in the end that these are the last moments at which to lose such
head as one may have for practicalities.


It was not, however, that, having reached this conclusion
about Ronnie, I simply saw no reason to remain. The show gave rise to a certain
inquisitiveness, whatever else might be said about it. I deny strongly, on the
other hand, that I was led by any ordinary consideration for my actual safety.


The entire explanation for my departure was that I had a
moment’s glimpse through the murk of something I found extremely unpleasant: it
was connected with a cer-tain action on the part of the figure on the platform,
a certain gesture, and the instant response to it by almost the entire
audience. It was like a sudden glimpse of a deformity. At the same moment, a
draught like a knife had come in through the open door behind me. It was the
moment one yells, and, with luck, wakes up, during a long nightmare; the moment
that, of its nature, can never be quite examined, quite elucidated, or quite
extinguished. I cannot detail even to myself what was so dreadful about the
particular effect or trick I had just witnessed; though I have more to say
about nightmares later.


I simply knew that I had had enough. I was going. I was off.
If possible, of course. Ronnie had taken ship on unexpectedly deep waters, and
would have, just then, to take his chance also.


Entirely self-controlled, I tiptoed out through the doorway,
still bitterly cold.


As may be imagined, it was truly dark outside in the
passage, as well as freezing. It was probably an ill-lighted passage at the
best of times; whenever they might have been. But I could read the words WAY
OUT pasted to the wall before me. I did not think they had been there before.
Affixing them had possibly been Mrs Ballcock’s final chore at that address. My
premonition concerning the front door was confirmed by the fact that the crude
arrow upon the notice pointed in the opposite direction.


One could but assume the existence of a back entry or
tradesmen’s wicket to the dust passage. I did not even try the front door.
Perhaps that was foolish, but I was in a hurry. The noise of the traffic was
surprisingly subdued in so dilapidated a house. Perhaps there was some definite
explanation for this. Perhaps, my own feet certainly seemed to echo.


Obviously a few short flights of steps were possible; and in
no time at all, I half-fell down one. I was quite badly jolted.


But then came the revelation.


Along the passage, at that slightly lower level, was a room
on the left. Architecturally, it was a room such as the one in which Charles
Lamb had written and imbibed, while Mary Lamb thumped forlornly at the panels
of her cupboard. From it, a faint light emerged. I had been aware of this
light. I looked into the room.


The potentially literary character of the room was confirmed
by the only piece of furniture that remained in it; which was a daybed. I could
see little of this object, because Ronnie was sprawling upon it, leaning
against the raised end, and looking pale, while Vera Z―, with her back
and her loose hair towards me, reclined on the other end, cooing at Ronnie and
caressing him in a very liberal way.


It was not that I was looking in through an open door. There
was a large window, with separate panes, between the room and the passage: a
“borrowed light” introduced to illuminate the passage.


Fair’s fair, of course, and no doubt I should have hastily
passed on, had there not been further features of the scene. One was that Vera
Z―’s hair, earlier that same evening a damp brown, was now a musty grey.


Another was that on the far side of the daybed, and spread
out languidly against the tattered wallpaper, almost as if gummed to it, was a
very tall man. He was not so old as many of the night’s audience, nothing like
so old, I thought, but he too was dressed in a dust-coloured suit, with
trousers as long as derelict factory chimneys; and he too had grey hair, very
long and straight. His face was yellow, and, though he might have been
appreciating the tender scene before him, his open eyes were singularly dead.


The husband, I could not but assume.


“Ronnie,” I called lightly through the glass.


Undoubtedly he heard me because his head turned a trifle
towards me; but there was no expression on his face, other than a paralysed
glare.


“Ronnie,” I called, more peremptorily.


All that happened was that his mouth fell open. The effect
was horrible.


Vera Z― swung herself round and faced me. At least, I
suppose it was Vera Z―, because the figure before me had roughly the same
flattened features, and wore the same simple white blouse, now somewhat grimy.
The expression seemed almost entirely different. This was like a face fashioned
by a medieval craftsman who had dreamed of a demon; or sketched by a Japanese
recluse who had actually seen one. I already knew enough about such things to
make these comparisons with some confi-dence; and now of course I know more.


Vera Z― gazed calmly at me for a second, but made no
gesture. She had no need. I was stupefied with fear at the scene; almost as
paralysed as Ronnie himself.


Vera Z― merely made a languid plunge at Ronnie; slowly
inclining her face against his. She began to stroke his pale cheek, and the
hand with which she did it was at least twice the proper size. It was that huge
unfemale hand that completely finished me.


I have to admit that total blind panic overtook me, so that
I turned and tore on down the dark passage, knowing quite well that I was
leaving Ronnie defenceless. I do not think I had ever in my life before felt so
scared, or behaved so pusillanimously. I hope not.


There was an old fashioned back door with a bobbin-latch,
but, when I touched it, the bobbin was icy cold, not just chilly like the
passage, but almost like liquid air in the school’s ancient lab. The broadsheet
about the charitable event and the programme for the music were still clutched
in my hand. I crushed the two of them into a single ball and used the ball to
raise the bobbin.


Outside, there was still a little daylight, as in England
there usually is. Over to the left, I could see the garden of the house, though
I could make out nothing growing in it. There were heaps of plastic, which perhaps
had enveloped the refreshments for this and for earlier gatherings; everything
was commonplace, though putrid and rotten.


One might have wondered about the neighbours, but the truth
was that the Z― family had none. All the former houses were either shops
and offices, or empty; all the former gardens spattered with unwanted wrapping
materials.


Soon I was in the alleyway, among the choked bins. There was
still not a light to be seen in the Z― residence, of which I now had a
complete rear view; and I knew for myself that there were few concealing
curtains to be drawn.


More scared than ever, I sped away, leaping over
obstacles—when I could distinguish them; darting back from dead ends;
cantering, ultimately, all the way down the steep hill; forgetting the state of
my shoes and feet; ignoring everyone and everything; chilled to the bone
however fast I ran.


I slept little that night. The intimation of sinister
intermediate states between living and dying weighed heavily on me; and I have
to admit with shame that I did not expect to see Ronnie in propria persona
again.


I am sure I was kept awake also by having to decide what
action on my part would be best. I had an utter repugnance to saying one word
to anybody about what had happened, and it was remarkably difficult to explain,
in any case; let alone, in my case, to excuse.


Of course both my parents were still alive at that time;
though on the other side of London.


I remained cold, never once stopped shivering, all night. I
can hardly believe this, but it was true.


One part of the problem, the obvious need for practical
action of some kind, seemed largely to disappear when Ronnie simply turned up
in the office the next morning, and at more or less his usual hour. At first, I
experienced such a feeling of relief as to make me wonder whether I had not
somehow dreamed the whole story of the night. I had parted even with my two
pieces of documentary evidence, and in ludicrously unconvincing circumstances.


At the period I am writing about, “open plan offices” were
not common, and I must say at once that, even if they had been, Bream &
Ladywell were far too sensible ever to succumb to such things. Ronnie Cassell
and I, therefore, worked in different whole rooms, each with four proper and
very solid walls. Despite my immense relief at sighting Ronnie, I was not
encouraged by his flitting past and away from me without a word or a glance. I
thought that he still looked very white, but that the same was possibly true of
me.


I did not see Ronnie again that day. In the ordinary course
of things, there was no particular reason why I should. We were not in the
habit of lunching together. Even our work lay in different sections; and he
took his work more seriously than I did, because he aimed to be a lifelong
chartered accountant, whereas, for me, accoun-tancy was mainly one of several
avenues I was keeping open to a wider career. I had already realised that when,
at different times, we had come together, the initiative had usually been his,
even though I had always found him a perfectly reasonable and agreeable person,
however dislocated.


What happened now was that day followed day without Ronnie
making any approach to me at all, though at times I saw him skidding past;
whereas I, to put it absolutely plainly, felt too guilty to think of
approaching him.


I cannot quite bring myself to embark upon the likely upset.
At first I felt that, though I had behaved badly, yet it was he who had been
responsible for our visiting the Z― establishment at all. Later, I felt
that I had quite possibly rushed to exaggerated conclusions. I was completely
out of my depth about everything that had happened. If Ronnie had emerged
intact, or even if, placed as he was in life, he had chosen not to emerge at
all, what reason had I to worry so excessively?


The upshot of it all was that the association between Ronnie
and me, never really close, seemed to have come to a natural end. I was
perfectly well aware that such things happened all the time.


But something else happened, in the same general area, about
which I was much less acquiescent. My pleasant and promising relationship with
Clarinda Bowman was suddenly broken off by her.


It is probably true that I had not been seeing quite as much
of her in a given period of time as would have been wise, but the other girls I
knew were pleasant company also. All my life I have found it difficult to bring
to an end any reasonably pleasant relationship with a woman in favour of a
relationship with another woman. Many men are indifferent to others’ pain.
Perhaps that is best, after all.


Clarinda Bowman was plainspoken: always one aspect of her
character, though one aspect only.


“I don’t think you really care about me,” she said, “and I
believe I have fallen in love with someone else.”


“I care about you far more than you know and far more than
he does, whoever he may be,” I replied, and the odd thing is that it was
entirely true about how much I cared. “Who is he, anyway?”


“Why should I tell you who he is?”


“No reason at all. Please forget about him. I love you very
much.”


“He’s kinder than you.”


“You don’t know him as well as you know me.”


“He’s much more understanding.”


“You wouldn’t really like to be understood completely.”


“He needs me more.”


“That’s absurd and impossible.”


“He’s much better in bed, Richard.”


And so on and so forth; all the usual tags, so hurtful and
yet so meaningless. Clarinda failed to make me chuckle on that occasion.


I daresay that Clarinda was longing to tell me who the other
person was, because one usually is; but there was no reason why it should have
occurred to me that the person was Ronnie. One had hardly thought of Ronnie as
God’s gift to women, as will have been gathered. That had been the whole point
about Ronnie.


I only realised when I came upon the two of them at a table
in Romulo’s Restaurant, off Charlotte Street (very slightly off). It was a
place that Ronnie would never even have heard of but for my talking about it. I
was quite certain of that, and the knowledge went a considerable distance to
make matters even worse.


It was at least two or three weeks after Clarinda had
decided to dispense with me. I am never inclined to press any woman beyond a
certain point, and of course it is always lethal to attempt any kind of serious
appeal or entreaty, especially when the woman is much richer than oneself, as
in the present case.


Now I was with a girl who had the odd name of Aster. I mean
that it was her Christian name. Aster had a fringe and a very pretty shape. I
was doing my best to feel fonder of Aster than I really was, but of course
Clarinda was still for me the real and only thing.


Clarinda was wearing a very thin, very high-necked sweater,
which I had never seen before, I very much like women in thin, high-necked
sweaters, and I wondered whether she had bought this one because of me, before
deciding to take up with someone else. She seemed pale, and Ronnie still seemed
pale too, though he had formerly been rather pinkish for most of the time, as
nervous people so often are. Yes, I had time to remember my final perception or
fancy before my bolt from the Z― estab-lishment.


“What on earth’s the matter?” asked Aster. She knew neither
Ronnie nor Clarinda. One likes to keep one’s girls well separated; and not
least from one’s day-to-day work.


Aster even clutched my hand. In certain ways, she was quite
probably a nicer girl than Clarinda, all the time.


“It’s just someone I know and don’t wish to meet.” I
couldn’t hiss in her ear. I had almost to bawl, owing to the general din.


“Shall we go somewhere else?” asked Aster; nice again,
because she really meant it, which many girls would not, but quite the
contrary.


“It’s not as bad as that,” I replied, trying to heave myself
into shape after the shock. “We’ll try for that table in the far corner.” It
was most unusual at Romulo’s that there should be an empty table anywhere, let
alone in the far corner.


Of course I was bound to encounter Clarinda again and again.
In my experience girls at such times usually put forward a special brand of
glazed small talk. I simply had to become used to the situation; as on divers
previous occasions. I took a reasonable pride in rising above at least the
tactical difficulties.


As for Ronnie Cassell, I had the idea that by seating myself
in the corner, I could stare at him implacably for most of the evening. Thus might
I discomfort him, haunt him, break him down, and submit him to Clarinda’s
contempt. In any case, it was not natural that she, of all people, should find
anything much in him, of all people.


Properly, Aster should no doubt have been offered the corner
seat for herself, but I doubt whether at that moment the idea so much as
occurred to me. I ordered us a couple of Camparis, which was really beyond my
then standard of living. Romulo’s, as more or less everyone knows, is not an
expensive place. It had once been a haunt of bohemia, or so people said. Now
there was no longer a bohemia, Romulo’s was almost always packed to the doors
with a very mixed crowd indeed. I repeat that Aster and I were incredibly lucky
to get that desirable corner table. I afterwards thought there might have been
something peculiar about our getting it. Indeed, I believe I thought so
immediately.


The order for the Camparis was taken at once, and they
appeared on the instant; both of which things at Romulo’s were extremely
unusual too. Possibly the Fates had relented to the extent of providing Aster
and me with a stimulant; which was likely to be needed in both our cases,
though for different reasons. Certainly, I remember, we had the usual
difficulty in even placing any further order. I ought by then to have been
known at Romulo’s, and perhaps I was; but one cannot always be certain what
effect that has. Possibly I was not then taken as seriously as I took myself.


“Which person is it?” asked Aster, who sat against the wall
to my right. There was only one other chair at the table, so that there were
limits to the crowding-in that could be attempted. It was easily the best table
in the room.


Ronnie and Clarinda had managed to annex one of the very few
tables for two. I wondered how Ronnie of all people could possibly have
achieved this. There was very little booking in advance at Romulo’s. It was
generally agreed to be a waste of time. Ronnie simply did not command the
muscle needed.


The two of them were seated not facing one another, but at
right angles, like Aster and me; so that both of them were in my line of sight,
Ronnie’s full, strangely pale face, and Clarinda’s blanched left cheek. How in
such a throng could there have been a line of sight in any case; across two
thirds of the more or less square room? I do not know. One sometimes encounters
such things when one is in an exalted state, as I then was.


I replied to Aster. “It’s a chap in the office whom I don’t
like. Fortunately, he doesn’t work with me.”


“He’s in a different department?”


“That’s somewhat too large a word.”


“How did you manage to quarrel, then?”


“We haven’t quarrelled. I just don’t like him.”


“The reason why you cannot tell?”


“Exactly. Let’s talk about something else.”


“All right. But you might point him out to me, first. Then I
shall take care not to look at him.”


I glanced at her. It was of course Clarinda and not Ronnie
who was in my thoughts every minute of the time.


“Come on,” said Aster, taking a determined quaff of her
Campari. “Which man is he?”


“The one with the very pale face.”


It was significant that in that packed room I needed to
define no further. It could hardly have been more significant.


“With the plain girl who’s very pale too?” asked Aster.


“That’s the one,” I said. “But I don’t think the girl’s
particularly plain.”


“They both look like ―,” said Aster, and then stopped,
seeming to remember something; perhaps merely her manners.


“Yes,” I said. “They probably do. I think so.”


Aster said not one word more on the subject, and we
succeeded, at least marginally, in chattering off and on about other things. It
was not a place in which to attempt silent communion, or anything of that kind.
Moreover, the difficulty in obtaining one’s food and drink diminished any peace
of mind one might hope for.


I settled myself to glowering steadily at Ronnie down the
line of sight so conveniently provided by Fortune for the purpose. Another odd
thing was that while Aster and I were dutifully discoursing, Ronnie and
Clarinda seemed to me at no time to be saying anything at all to one another. Furthermore,
I soon realised that they were not even pre-occupied with eating and drinking;
though that might obviously have been, as in our case, owing to the difficulty
in obtaining proper service in any but the most costly restaurants. Hazards of
that kind would serve Ronnie right, I reflected. All that seemed to be
happening between the two of them was that every now and then Ronnie swayed
across towards Clarinda as if about to kiss her; but he never did quite kiss
her. I could not only see that for myself, but most positively sense it too, as
one can, even though not always right through a congested mass of people.


Aster was describing her work in a stockbrokers’ office. I
knew the place. It was quite near the office of Bream & Ladywell. In fact,
I had first met Aster at a telephone box half way between the two.


She went on about her resentment at being debarred, as a
woman, from herself treading the floor of the house. Something of value might,
I thought, as I sat watching Ronnie and Clarinda, none the less be sieved like
gold dust from Aster’s gentle indignation. I had not then learned that nothing
of material value can ever be extracted by outsiders from the remarks even of
Stock Exchange members, let alone from the remarks of their girl employees.
Shortly after that, Aster, in fact, left the stockbroking firm and began to
work in a shop in W.1 that sold very expensive diaries and blotters.


I soon found that there was something monotonous, even
mesmeric, in just staring at Ronnie and Clarinda, while keeping my end up in
conversation with Aster. The muscles of my neck and shoulders were rigidifying,
so that soon I might look much as Ronnie was looking. Almost certainly, I was
not doing at all well at blighting Ronnie and sending him berserk. It was more
as if he were blighting me. My eye did not feel evil beyond what was natural
and normal in the circumstances. I began to doubt whether Ronnie, swaying about
as he was like some sort of plant or insect, even knew I was there. It was very
easy for me to pay more attention to Aster and less to my mission. It was
simpler to turn as best I could towards Aster and watch her picking eagerly at
the prawned avocado she had selected and which had at last been vouchsafed. I
found it reasonably pleasant to look at Aster in any case, whose eyes were
almost lost beneath her pendant hair-style. They were pretty green eyes, and a
nice shape. Moreover, she was wearing the greenest of dresses. I like green
dresses with green eyes.


“Not all the girls feel the same about it,” said Aster.
“Something might be done about it if they did.”


“It’s like that everywhere,” I responded encouragingly.


“It’s the trouble with women all the time,” said
Aster.


“Even more so with men,” I assured her.


Aster looked sceptical as to that, from behind her hair.


“When you really know them,” I expounded.


“Women will never pull together. Not even in the same
office. Never the whole lot in the same direction. We’re all such
individualists.”


I nodded affably.


“Men don’t know what women are really like,” observed Aster.
She spoke with the particular meaning that woman always bring to that remark.


She had gnawed the last prawn. It was like the title of a
novel by Scott Fitzgerald; though at that time I had not passed very far beyond
the titles. She was awaiting her sole bonne femme. It was possibly not
the ideal selection in a basically Italian establishment, but there it was.


I paid to her last observation the tribute of the best
compliment I could muster up. It is immaterial what I said. Indeed, I myself
forget what it was; as is scarcely surprising. Over there was Clarinda. The
knowledge burnt into me, though, owing to my muscles, I had ceased to gaze upon
her always willowy but now ostentatiously jaded frame. Clarinda, the great
niece and ward of my chairman, was lost to me by wilfulness. It behoved me for
the present to aim less high. With luck, there would come a time.


Aster, though she lacked that decisive gift for making me
giggle, though she emitted a faint perfume of cold cream. . . . I began to talk
much faster. I had a certain experience of how one does it. I felt I was being
fluent and persuasive.


It was only natural that when I ran out of words for the
moment, I should once more glance over to Clarinda, bidding her a spiritual and
undeclarable farewell.


Clarinda was not there; and nor was Ronnie. The whole room
had somehow closed up on me. Though to myself I seemed to have done so much
conversing, and ruminating, and deciding, and persuading, the time which had
actually passed since I had ceased to stare hypnotically was really very short.
Aster was about two thirds of the way through the top side of her sole, but no
more than that.


I underwent another metamorphosis, and a painful one.
Instead of lightly touching Aster’s pretty little bosom, as I had purposed less
than two minutes before, I found that I was feeling giddy and sick. Seriously
sick.


“I’m sorry,” I gulped, and made a dash for it. I had to push
through all the mixed mob that was there. I must have behaved very strangely,
and perhaps looked more strangely, because Aster was on her two feet in an
instant, and trying to restrain me. It was bound to be too late. No-one could
have held me.


The hall outside (hallway might, for that cramped place,
have been a better word) was even more solid with people than the restaurant
itself. As happened on most nights, they were almost fighting to go further.
Two men in white jackets were always needed to keep them in line.


I was looking, basically, for somewhere to throw up; even
the street outside. Most assuredly, I had no idea at that point of setting eyes
upon Clarinda. But as I flailed about, far from sure where I was even aiming to
go, I heard her unmistakable voice behind my ear.


“Save me, Richard. Save me, please. Forgive me and save me.
Please, Richard.”


I managed to wheel as soon as I heard her, and there she
was, right at my back, not merely whiter than white, but with eyes enlarged
almost beyond recognition; perhaps by tears? That was something else I had
never before seen. I could not have imagined that Clarinda of all people could
ever possibly have looked so unsure of herself. I was simple then.


I clutched at her, but found that I was grasping some other
silly woman, and one who was obtrusively married.


“I am so sorry,” I said. “I was reaching for someone else.”


The married lady drew herself into herself, and her
attendant slave completed the process.


But Clarinda had vanished again. Doubtless Ronnie was
awaiting her on the steps. It was impossible seriously to wait for anyone
inside that messy hallway. Perhaps I should add here that the steps up to the
door of Romulo’s, once famous, were later done away with. After their big fire,
that was. The whole place was modernised even further, and all the ceilings
dropped, and everything levelled.


I quite forgot all about being sick, and, with a speed that
later amazed me, I took another important decision. I decided that instead of
leading Aster further down the primrose path, I should confide in her and tell
her the truth, the real story. I daresay this was not so much heroism as
cowardice. After what had happened, I simply could not have managed to pick up
with Aster where I had left off; and, on the other hand, I could think of
nothing but Clarinda’s distorted eyes, and simply had to talk about them. I do
realise, and I realised then, that girls who accept entertainment, may have to
accept much else too in an evening; but is it not true that exactly the same
applies to the men in the different cases? It is simply how life works out for
everyone; if lived at all fully, that is.


I shoved my way back as swiftly as I could. I was quite
surprised not to find my empty chair commandeered, and, no doubt, the third man
himself in a third chair. However, in its own way, luck was still holding. In
fact, the third chair had been borrowed by a party sitting six at a table for
four. One bonus more.


“Are you all right? You look dreadful.”


“I had a shock. I’m better now, thank you.”


“You look very nearly as white as that friend of yours.”


“I’ve decided to tell you about him. And about the girl with
him. Would you like a zabaglione?”


“Yes, please. I thought it best to finish the sole before it
got cold. I’ve eaten the parsley too. Do you mind?”


“No, I don’t think so. Shall we have another half bottle?”


“Will you be all right, if we do?”


“It’s exactly what I require.”


But of course the zabaglione was for her alone.


Aster put her hand on my arm. “All right,” she said quietly.
“I’ll do whatever you say.”


She really was a very sweet girl, I thought. I leaned across
the fish’s skeleton and kissed her gently but with considerable significance.


Then I slowly sank back. “His name’s Ronnie Cassell,” I
began, “and I used to be rather fond of that girl he was with. Several things
have happened, and I’m not keen on thinking about them, so I’ve decided to talk
about them instead. I’ve decided to take you into my confidence. When I’ve
finished, we’ll have some coffee and some really exotic liqueurs, and you can
tell me quite frankly what you think.”


No-one should suppose that these various remarks reflected
my general standard of living at that time. They merely prove that I was
desperate.


Aster heard me out in silence, though occasionally glancing
at me from the corner of her green eye. She lapped lingeringly through the zabaglione.
I had ordered half a bottle of still Sauternes, which is a perfectly good wine
when taken with something like zabaglione.


At the end of my narration, there was a pause. I was quite
exhausted by having to relate so many peculiar and painful things in so loud a
voice. Aster was slowly scooping up her last glutinous droplets.


“You are in love with her.”


I suppose I might have guessed it would be her first remark.


“I don’t really know,” I said.


It is of course the form of words we all use.


Aster picked up yet another spoon with which to make an
absolutely final job.


“You know what’s going on as well as I do, Richard,” she
said, as she scraped and licked. “You don’t need advice.”


“What do I need?”


“Care and protection, I suppose. You’ve managed to fall in
love with an unsuitable person.”


“But that’s only because of something that’s happened to the
person.”


“If you say so.”


“Something that’s been done to her.”


“Men always think that.”


I looked at Aster as steadily as I could.


“But have you ever before heard of anything like what I’ve
told you?”


“Yes,” said Aster.


“Not in a movie or in a magazine, I mean, but in real life?”


“Yes.”


I continued to gaze at her. I daresay I clutched hold of
something or other. Before my next question, it was necessary.


“You don’t mean, Aster, that you yourself―?”


“No.”


I could hardly continue. The most appalling nightmare had
opened and then closed before my eyes, all in seconds; a nightmare that might
well have included almost everyone and everything, as will be seen by all.


Aster was gazing into her very empty goblet. “If I were
you,” she said, “I shouldn’t take Clarisse’s appeal entirely at its face
value.”


“Clarinda,” I corrected, before really thinking. Probably it
was all I could say.


“The name is secondary,” remarked Aster.


I must admit that there was another pause. I could hardly
wonder that Aster was beginning to look bored. What with one thing and another
that evening.


“Then your opinion is that I should do nothing?” I asked in
the end. I thought that it might as well be spelt out. I had probably lost
Aster as well as Clarinda.


“I should get another job. Out of London perhaps. You’re in
bad company generally.”


Aster was indeed lost to me; at least in the absence of very
special and sustained efforts on my part.


“I shouldn’t like not to go on seeing you.”


Aster said nothing. What else could have been expected?


“Apart from everything else,” I said, “you just rendered me
a very great service.”


“I’m glad,” said Aster.


I knew even in those days that whereas men expect to be
thanked again and again, women do not care for it. Thanking a woman for
anything that matters is often in the worst of taste.


People were milling round us, and making comments upon our
slowness. It was incredible, but I had forgotten all about the other customers.
One forgot the popcorn-eaters when the feature film was absorbing.


“Don’t you think we’d better go?” enquired Aster.


“I said we’d have coffee.”


Aster graciously accepted it, and also the rather special
liqueurs I had promised, but even the most superficial of conversations had
become difficult. We had seemingly fallen as silent as Ronnie and Clarinda. I
daresay I looked very nearly as pale too, though Aster looked as normal as when
I had first met her, at the battered telephone box.


It was raining outside, and quite hard. Aster did permit me
to kiss her again, but this time only on the cheekbone, as if she had been one
of the girls in the office. I said, as firmly as always, that I looked forward
to our next meeting, and she of course said nothing.


Within three minutes of our parting, I found myself in two
minds, which is an upsetting condition for any man. For days I had been cursing
the pure goodwill and friendly feeling that had made me go to Mrs Z―’s
party in the first place. We all know how little profit to anyone normally
comes from goodwill on any occasion. It is perfectly true, almost always, that
goodness has to be its own reward. That may of course be the main point about
goodness.


It seemed likely that Aster’s view of my situation was based
upon considerably more than she had admitted to. Though I had almost certainly
succeeded in conveying to her what that situation was, we had both found it
nearly impossible to use the right words, to call things by their names. As
no-one will be surprised to learn, the trouble now was that I found it quite
impossible to ignore Clarinda, as Aster had recommended. It was difficult for
me not to respond to the apparent desperation of Clarinda’s plea to me; when I
had been considerably in love with her even before that. Desperation in a woman
can advance a man’s feeling for her marvellously.


I was travelling that night on the Underground to Trotters
Park, where I then lived, and trying to think it all out; not giving way to
feeling more than I could help. The train was very full, as it always was in
those days, and almost everyone was soaking wet, many being at least half-drunk
as well. I gave up my seat to a pretty young mother in a slinky mackintosh, and
tried to continue thinking on my feet, put off my stroke by the girl’s grateful
smile and eyelash drooping. I had no settled stroke in any case.


One simple problem was how best to help Clarinda even if I
made up my mind to it. Some weeks before the same thing had been my trouble
with Ronnie. Naturally, Clarinda did not work in the office. She had been
specially brought in for that festivity at which I had met her. Since then,
Caius Julius Ladywell had never seemed to make the slightest objection to my
going to see her at his house, either by day or night; but I had always felt
myself there on a peculiar kind of sufferance, none the less. In those days
possibly this was mere inferiority complex on my part, when confronted with
rich people. Clarinda’s present situation, on the other hand, might have
something to do with her having no parents. I had always understood that they
had died at the same time somewhere, somehow, when Clarinda had been a baby.
One hardly asked questions, especially when no-one in the office knew any of
the answers. There was absolutely no direct inter-mediary between Clarinda and
me. Girls like Clarinda used to have maids whom men took aside at critical
moments. I could hardly attempt a frank talk with old Caius Julius. And also of
course there was Ronnie, not merely standing in the light, but the entire cause
of all the trouble, unlikely though this would once have seemed. I hated
Ronnie. I had every reason to hate him.


Neither in the tube train nor on the wet walk from the
station did I come to any decision whatever. In primary matters, one seldom
does, of course, or can. But later that night something happened. Something
often does.


I am glad to say that trouble of any kind normally sends me
to sleep. It must be terrible to be kept awake by it. I am sure the insoluble
problems of that evening had me snoring in no time. I could hear the rain
lashing against the windowpanes, and that is always soothing too. It was an
early nineteenth-century house, as I could tell for myself, though not nowadays
in the best of decorative condition. I was awakened by a gentle throbbing noise.
I knew that I had been half-listening to the sound for some time in my sleep,
as one does.


My back was to the window, though I was pretty certain that
I had been facing it when I had dropped off. To consider further what was
happening, I had to turn right over. I slowly did so.


I had a surprise. The figure of Clarinda stood outside on
the sill. She was trying to speak to me.


She was not in the dress she had worn at Romulo’s, but in
what I took to be a nightdress. Of course I had never before seen Clarinda in a
nightdress. It was in pale grey and what I can only call flowing―and
rather vague, too. But perhaps that was an effect of the rain streaming down
the window. I am sure it was a costly nightdress, because all Clarinda’s
clothes were costly. She was the most expensively dressed young woman I had
ever actually spoken to.


Clarinda’s white face was pressed as hard as possible
against the glass, flattening the nose and widening the lips. Her pale hair
seemed to shine a little. It must have done. I do not see how else, in the
middle of the night, I could have seen her whole face so clearly. Her eyes
seemed much larger than usual, and I suspect that they were shining also. She
did not seem to be holding on to anything, as one would have expected. On the contrary,
her two white hands were turned upwards and pressed flat against the panes,
like her face. I had always thought them the most beautiful hands I had ever
seen. I am sure they were.


Clarinda still looked frightened, as when I had glimpsed her
in the hallway at Romulo’s, but there was something else in her face too. I can
only say that I thought at once, immediately, that she looked as though she
loved me. I quite see that, with all the other circumstances, this is unlikely,
and I can well believe that I only fancied it. I could well believe that at the
time.


I sprang out of bed, hurting my ankle as I did so. All the
same, I managed to take a step or two across the carpet towards the window.


I could see well enough that Clarinda was mouthing some
message to me; trying to propel the shape of the words through the glass, as
the boys used to do at the Grammar School, when forbidden to speak in
detention. I stopped; trying to make out what the message was. I had never been
very good at this game, even at school. I realised how unsatisfactory I must
look, stuck in the middle of the worn carpet in pyjamas which were striped and
far from expensive; not at all like a scene on the Cote d’Azur.


I could still hear the throbbing which had awakened me, but,
in some manner, it seemed to be dying away. The rain was heavier even than
before I had slept. I did not think I had ever seen or heard such heavy rain.


Clarinda’s flattened lips were making bigger and bigger
circles on the glass, which gleamed with water. Again, it was exactly like the
boys in detention, as they grew desperate for Mars bars to be bought on their
behalf, or incriminating pictures and cribs to be hidden.


It was impossible to hold on for a moment longer to Aster’s
advice, wise though I thought it was, and best for me psychologically. I went
one crucial step further, and threw up the bottom sash. There were nine panes
in each sash; taller than they were wide. The windows had not then been messed
about. It will be deduced that, at that date in my life, my bedroom was not
large.


On the instant, my striped pyjamas were soaking wet, all
round the midriff, and all over the thighs. The rain seemed to be driving
horizontally at that front of the house. It was as if it had held Clarinda
against the window by its force.


And now of course it had wafted her into the room. Certainly
her shape was no longer visible against the outer glass. Wringing wet, I
slammed the window shut, making far too much noise; so much that I could not
but stop still from force of habit, and wait for an enquirer, or a thumping on
the floor. Nothing happened, and I looked around in the darkness for Clarinda.


I could not see her. It was very black, but I knew the room
very thoroughly, and it was a small room, as I have said. She could hardly be
hiding. It would not have made sense, and there was nowhere to hide, not even a
proper wardrobe. And what about that faint incandescence?


I took a pull on myself, as, earlier that evening, I had
done at Romulo’s. Obviously, I had been dreaming. Who would not think that?


I threw off my saturated pyjamas, and took out a replacement
from the drawer. I had no need to turn on the light for such transactions. I
rubbed my middle with the bath towel, and reassembled myself. I left the wet
pyjamas on the floor. I went back and stared out at the night, pressing my face
against the glass, as Clarinda had done on the other side in my dream. The rain
was rippling down the window in a single sheet. I had seen the same effect in
our big aquarium tank at home, when something had gone wrong. As I gazed, I
could see nothing at all but rain. I realised that I could hardly now have seen
Clarinda at all, not even in a dream.


I returned to my bed, and it seemed to me that there was
someone already in it.


“Richard!”


Clarinda’s voice was very small.


I think I tried to draw back. It hardly matters; because
instantly Clarinda’s arms were round me and drawing me to her with surprising
strength for someone so fragile. It would have been flattering to think that it
was the extra allowance accorded to the passionate, as, supposedly, to the
insane.


“Protect me, Richard!” murmured Clarinda. “Save me, Richard!
Help me, Richard!”


She and her garment were perfectly dry. So I knew that I was
dreaming still. In a certain sort of way, all was provisionally well.


It was the more necessary to make the best of the situation
as swiftly as possible. One learns how commonly one awakens from a dream of
that kind at exactly the wrong moment―or how commonly it seems so at the
time. Dreams can be every bit as mischievous as life.


 


###


 


When I really did awake, the deluge had declined into
drizzle, and the pyjamas on the floor were merely clammy. I felt tireder than
before I slept, and also rather sick, as at Romulo’s; but such things were only
to be expected. For years on end, I felt more or less like that almost every
morning. In later years, I have felt differently in the mornings, but assuredly
no better.


At that moment, I had only the haziest memories of the
night’s later excitements. Dreams are hard to recall in their particulars.


Perhaps that was just as well, because the first thing I had
to do was make my way to the office as usual. I went by the Underground from
Trotters Park to Old Street. It was what I did on most days, but I still
remember that particular journey, the journey itself.


What happened when I arrived was perhaps the biggest shock
yet.


There was a knot of us workers on the pavement outside,
despite the bad weather, and they called my attention to a little hand-written
notice stuck on the closed outer door, and very damp. As far as one could read
it, it was to the effect that the office would not open that day as Mr Caius
Julius Ladywell had to attend to the affairs of his ward, who had suddenly
passed from this life.


“When was it?” I asked.


There was a hand at my throat, but it was not my hand.


“They say late last night.”


I could hardly ask exactly how late. They would not know in
any case. No-one in the office knew much about the life of the partners outside
it. I myself knew more than most.


“How did it happen?”


“Something to do with snow.”


“But it was rain last night. Not snow. Besides, it’s only
the middle of October, after all.”


“They say it was snow.”


“It couldn’t have been.”


“That’s what they say. I don’t know anything about it.”


The group, which had been quietly chattering, had begun to
dissolve. Heavier rain was starting once more, as if to prove what I had said.
I looked cautiously around me.


“Have you seen Ronnie Cassell? Has he arrived yet?”


“Couldn’t tell you. We’re not in the same section.”


“What happens to us tomorrow?”


“How do I know?”


I was doubtful whether I should come back tomorrow, or ever.
I felt that I needed a rest―perhaps a rest cure. I have no idea how I
even managed the tube journey home. Of course most of the passengers were still
travelling in the other direction. That must have made things easier.


I did not care at all for what I took to have been a
prophetic dream, or for one single other thing that had happened since that
night I had gone to Hilltop, still only about a month before. That wretched
night was already proving to have been the turning point in my life.


I decided to telephone my mother; which of course is exactly
what most of us do at such times. In my childhood, we had all lived in a quite
small house to the west of the main road at Cowholt, near the golf course; but
a sort-of uncle of ours had died, and bequeathed to my father his much bigger
house, right on the other side of London, at Suddington. This happened after I
had left the nest, so to speak, though not as yet for Messrs. Bream &
Ladywell; and my parents moved across immediately. There is a long, steep hill
at Suddington, quite similar to the one at Hilltop, which I knew so well; but I
never quite managed to regard the new house as my home. It was an artefact of
the 1850s or thereabouts, and in what is known as the eclectic style. I always
found it a heavy house, although my father had retired a year or two earlier
than he otherwise would have done, in order to put it to rights and live in it.
Whatever I might think about it, it would be a haven just at the moment, and I
was lucky to have one.


I had to make up my mind how much to tell my mother; now, on
the telephone, or, later, in the games room or in her bedroom. I decided to
confine myself to the plain facts that Clarinda had jilted me and had since
actually died. For my mother that would suffice for drama. It made a story sad
enough to explain why I needed looking after for a short time. My mother had,
in any case, never yet heard about Clarinda. The details of Clarinda’s tragic
life and of how wonderful she had been would occupy some of the time to be
allotted to explanation. My father always preferred to talk about my
accountancy, and to ask searching questions. He took little stock, one way or
the other, in anyone’s emotional life. He himself had captained a tight, neat,
little ship of a business with fine results, until he retired, a little
prematurely, as I have said. He still spent much of his time, when at home,
reading The Financial Times, The Investor’s Chronicle, Stock Exchange
Calculus, and papers like that. Business had always been in my blood, even
though my father’s particular line of business had never appealed to me; and I
have always been glad of it. Looking on at people, men or women, with no business
sense is terrible. But it was reassurance I needed now, not balance sheets. My
mother had been wonderful when my nose had been broken by a bigger boy at the
nets. This was another such occasion.


As I toiled up from Suddington Hill railway station, I could
well hope for the very best from my comparatively novel homestead. I see no
reason why I should not mention its name. It was Scarsdale. I had never as yet
passed one actual whole night in the house, not even at Christmas. The rain
became steadily heavier, as it so often does when one walks uphill.


“Richard!” cried my mother. “My poor soaked lambkin: would
you like to go straight to bed? Whatever happens, don’t disturb your father.
He’s entertaining some cronies in the snug. They’ve got the machine out.”


At any other time, I should of course have ventured to tap
at the snug door, because, given patience, there might quite easily have been
something to learn. But now I settled for bed, and I must say that my dear
mother simply excelled herself for hours and hours on end.


She even added soup made from essence of beef, from a new
bottle of it, to my small tray of meat supper.


All the same, I soon found that I was so worn out and upset
as to be unable to close my eyes against it all. That night the horror of
insomnia had come upon me at last. The rain was not merely dense but noisy. One
heard the rain more at Scarsdale, which stood high and completely exposed to
the prevailing wind. Also my father’s calculating machine was clattering away
as he played about with it on his own. Always he was left with problems which
he felt able to solve only if entirely by himself for most of the night. One
never quite knew how the ultimate solution had affected our fortunes, but at
least as a family we had so far survived and even risen. The bigger house
proved it.


I crossed and uncrossed my legs beneath the blankets. I
threw everything off me and then dragged it all back, no longer tucked in by my
mother, no more in proper layers. Clarinda was immoveable from the centre of things,
and Ronnie was grinning obscenely at the very outer fringe, a changed entity
indeed from the hapless youth I had so unwisely tried to aid. To be compelled
to play second in life to Ronnie Cassell was the supreme outrage; and the sense
of it kept my mind and feelings well in touch with the mystery of why Clarinda
had seen fit to cast me away so frivolously, doing herself so singularly little
good in the process. The fundamental madness of life, suspected since earliest
days at my prep school, was for me finally confirmed that dreadful first night
after I knew of Clarinda’s death.


I suppose I must have dropped off, none the less; as
insomniacs, they say, usually do, and usually sooner rather than later. I do
not wish to suggest for a moment that what follows was anything but a second
dream; though for a dream it was very convincing. There was nothing irrational
about it, apart from the fact of its happening at all.


I seemed once more to be awake, and once more to be half
listening to that throbbing. But this time the explanation came to me at the
point where things do explain themselves in dreams: the throbbing was that of
my own heart. The sound, frightening enough at the best, was probably magnified
by the expectation, the virtual certainty, of something strange that was about
to happen. I drew myself tightly together and gazed at the three bedroom
windows, one after another. Was something of this kind going to happen to me
every night?


I doubt whether there had ever been separate panes in these
windows. I think that single sheets of plate glass had filled all the sashes
from the outset. I knew very well, as I have said, that the house was not of a
good period, even though inconceivably worse have followed everywhere. In
addition, the three equally sized windows were of course far, far larger than
the single one at my lodging in Trotters Park. My dream image of Clarinda would
never fill one of these huge windows. What should I make of the message or
messages she would be trying to force through the thick glass?


But I could see no-one. I was unable to make up my mind
whether to glimpse fleetingly and through half-shut eyes, or to stare steadily.
I felt very cold. Normally, I make a point of never feeling cold. Normally, it
is quite unnecessary. I have made that clear already.


I suspected that everything was rising to a climax, for
which my inability to sleep had been a preparation. No-one, we must remember,
has ever been able to define the relationship between dream and non-dream.


Then I saw that Clarinda was merely standing quite near my
bed: not, this time, outside the room, but inside. Well though I knew it was a
dream, I could not stretch out my arms to her, because tonight I knew she was
dead, whereas last night I had at least supposed her to be alive―as, indeed,
at the exact hour, and for all I knew, possibly she still had been. In any
case, I could not stretch one muscle, owing to the paralysing cold.


I had to leave it to Clarinda to speak first. My jaws were
not chattering, as in a children’s comic, but rigid, as one day they would be
forever. I remember appreciating that at the time, quite clearly.


“It’s the snow,” said Clarinda.


She smiled a little, and I managed to force a response.


“It’s too early for snow,” I said.


I could see that same faint luminousness round her head;
perhaps round much or all of her. The dream had vouchsafed it so that I could
see her at all.


“Let me in, Richard. I take back what I said about you.”


“You’d better,” I rejoined. “All things considered.”


“Take me in your arms, Richard.”


But that was precisely what I could not do: not that second
time. In the first place, though I had managed somehow to speak, perhaps not
with my normal and ordinary voice, I remained seemingly unable to move at all.
It is a condition of things that most of us know very well; though mainly in
dreams. In the second place, Clarinda’s costly nightdress, if nightdress it
really was, was visibly splashed and smeared. There was somehow enough light
for me to see the marks quite clearly; fresh marks, and in no definable colours
at all. I only report the facts as I experienced them; the facts of this surely
remarkable dream.


On the previous night, of course, there had been no real
opportunity for me to look. And then it will be remembered that I had expressly
and consciously decided to waste no time. On this second occasion, it was as if
there were an element of complicity between Clarinda and me; as if I had been
supposed to understand all along.


“Richard!” said Clarinda very quietly. Then again, “Richard!
I’m cold. Let me in, Richard. I’m sorry for what I said. I’ve told you.”


 But there had risen within me the memory of that
unspeakable scene in the room at Hilltop. The distinctive lucidity of nightmare
was surging through me: the nightmare lucidity that destroys the safeguard
barriers of time, place, and all things like them, that anticipate death. I saw
everything at the same moment, as, during life, one only does in nightmares,
and then normally only for seconds; one supposes, because normally in seconds
one wakes up.


“I’m sorry for what I did, Richard. Forgive me, Richard. I’m
cold. It’s the cold snow.”


This time there was a faint petulance in her speech; such as
I had occasionally noticed before in her. The spoilt little rich girl, I had
supposed, despite all her tragedies.


I even responded quite vehemently.


“There’s no snow,” I cried. “It’s only October. There’s no
snow.”


“Richard, there is!”


Now she was being sophisticatedly childlike; always one of
her most appealing devices. I doubt whether I could have stood out much longer;
but what happened was that we were interrupted.


I must have shouted out quite loudly, because, suddenly, my
mother was in the room. She was soothing me, offering me a warm herbal drink
which she always had by her in a flask, retucking the messed up bed. There
would now barely have been lodging for Clarinda, even had she remained, even
had I not merely been dreaming.


I say that I must have shouted, because my mother’s room was
a fair distance away. I realise, however, that quite probably she had been
listening for a cry, and either not sleeping at all, or sleeping as mothers
sleep.


We could still hear the sound of my father’s rather
old-fashioned calculating machine downstairs; and glanced at one another with
understanding.


“My own sweet darling cuddly possum,” said my mother,
kissing me tenderly in many different places. “Here’s something will
make you sleep.” She fished for it in the pocket of her penoir. “My
grandmother told me, and her grandmother told her, and back and back we go to
the days of the whispering sisters.”


I took the thing, but not very eagerly.


“What about the smell?” I asked.


“That helps you to sleep,” my mother said. “Where do I put
it?”


“Against your skin and keep it there every night you are in
the house, which I hope will be lots and lots of nights, and every night after
that for a long long time.”


“How long?” I asked. Then I wavered. “Well,
approximately. How long in all?”


“Until I ask for it back, sweety-pie. It’s only a loan.
Remember it’s mine and don’t you lose it.”


Naturally, I promised.


 


###


 


I suppose I was hanging about in my dear mother’s care for at
least three weeks on that occasion; and, whatever the reason, I have to admit
that I did not dream of Clarinda again. In fact, I did not resume dreaming
about her for nearly a year, though ever since then I have done so frequently,
and glad I am of it.


Some time during the three weeks, I had a letter from a firm
of solicitors. I knew about them. They were Bream & Ladywell’s solicitors.
Clarinda, raised in finance and in disaster, had not omitted to make her will;
and she had left me £100 and a little box from Goa, whence, as she had told me,
her real family had long ago come, for all her pale hair and fragile frame. I
hardly knew what to think. But not even that incident made me dream again of
Clarinda; not yet awhile.


However, there was something else that happened; something
that would have given anyone a turn. Among other things, it showed how swiftly
the word could get about, and not only the mere word.


As the days passed, I had taken to strolling about the local
roads and woodlands, partly because my mother said it would be good for me and
I wished to please her, partly in order to think hard about what it would be
best for me to do next in my life. It was November now, with snow imminent but
never quite falling, and my mother wrapped me up so tightly that I could hardly
have strolled at all if I had not each afternoon surreptitiously discarded the
half of it in my father’s small, disused shed before I set out.


I had to stroll alone. My mother’s friends were elderly, and
of course the youth of the district were normally hard at it during my
strolling hours, when they were not laid up themselves. My father liked only
precise and purposeful activity, as on the Cowholt golf course, or in the
Coolins. My mother could not go out for long, as my father, like many men in
retirement, did not like it. Fortunately, I had no objection to strolling
alone. I took it that I could think better.


The immediate neighbourhood was made up of huge houses, in
many different styles, which people could no longer afford fully to maintain,
so that they were two-thirds shut up, or which had already been divided and
sub-divided, or sold out to the bureaucrats. One of these, six or seven houses down
the hill from Scarsdale, and on the same side of the road, was a particularly
fine edifice in the Dalmatian style, or perhaps the Illyrian, which seemingly
had never been occupied at any time during the short period I had known the
district. The crenellations were crumbling, and the elaborate stackpipes
parting from their ornamental cramps. Such desolate structures were also a
common feature of the area by that time: no-one quite knew what was happening
to them. The particular house I describe was named Umberslade. I see no reason
why I should not impart that. Perhaps it had not been the original name.


I had always liked to include a glimpse at Umberslade in my
strolling itineraries. The building was full of suggestions as to what my
future career might be. Ornamental brickwork, ironwork, and stonework were the
coming thing, if they could be marketed in small enough lots.


On one of those afternoons during my rest cure, and for the
first time ever, I heard a sound in the house. It was the sound of a piano
being played, and I could hear it even though the house was set well back and
none of the windows seemed to be open. At first, I thought, as one would, that
it was the radio turned on by the cleaner; but what I thought next, as I stood
there, was very different. I knew whose playing it was. There could be no
mistake. It was a distinctive as the playing of Mark Hamburg or of Myra Hess:
all three in their different ways, of course.


The curious thing was that I did not turn aside immediately
and retreat the short distance up the road to the home-made teacakes that were
awaiting me. On the contrary, I entered the actual grounds of Umberslade for
the first time in my life, and stole quite rapidly, though gingerly, up to the
nearest groundfloor window. I had not even needed to open the heavy gate,
because the heavy gate was always open; indeed, impossible to shut, almost
certainly.


The windows, more or less as in a villa by the sea at Ragusa
or Fiume, were set so high in the stuccoed wall that I could not see through
them without standing on a brick; but there were plenty of bricks lying about
on the lawn, all dank and black. One additional trouble was that the fairly
wide horizontal gratings which admitted light to the servants’ quarters below,
were so cracked and rusted that I had to stand well back from them, which made
interior inspection unreliable. No doubt this fact should be borne in mind. And
all the time of course I could hear the unintermitting, clattering melody: the
unforgettable music.


The first room was empty. Distanced as I was, I could not
even make out the decorations, let alone describe them. I moved my brick. The
second room was empty. I moved my brick again, though wormcasts were now
adhering to it. The third room was empty, and this time there was some kind of
unpleasant mist inside. That mist upset me considerably. But I moved my brick
once more, and, through the fourth window, I hit the jackpot, or relatively so.


Now I have emphasised that it was impossible for me to see
anything inside Umberslade very clearly. None the less, I am perfectly certain
that there, inside that fourth room, were not merely the pianist brother,
evenly hammering out the same black-and-white notes (and by God knows whom,
till hell freeze or the Flying Dutchman turn up; not merely the
glamorous Vera, whose hair was now quite white, sitting close behind the
brother, presumably on a second stool; but also the languid husband, spattered
forever against a wall, obviously with hardly a bone in his body; and, worst of
all, worst at least as far as I was concerned, the shifting cloud of black
female rags that might or might not have an independent existence, but that,
according to the publicity, executed tricks, and that had already made me take
to my heels once, to my fleetest form as a one-time amateur quarter-miler.


Vera’s dank hair was yellow as rotted vegetation; or as far
as I could make out through an uncleaned window. Perhaps the marks on the
brother’s face were different too. It was hard to say. I clutched hard at the
thing my mother had given me to make me sleep, and which I found I was now
carrying everywhere.


I have said that I could discern only the vaguest hints of
interior fittings anywhere, but I was as sure as I could be that the Z―
family was occupying unfurnished accommodation, as always: in the strictest
sense of the term. A piano could be readily hired in Suddington, and this one
was a mere tinkly upright. As for friends such as themselves, it took time to
find congenial people in Suddington, as the experience of my own, perfectly
normal and ordinary, flesh and blood had confirmed.


 


###


 


I did, to a certain extent, speak up over the teacakes.


“Everyone says the house has been empty for years,” said my
mother, “but, now you mention it, Theresa Baldock told me that there was to be
an entertainment for charity. She gave me a leaflet. I’ll see if I can find
it.”


“How do you know Mrs Baldock?” I asked rudely.


“Only because she’s a friend of poor Mrs Ground.”


“Who’s Mrs Ground?”


“She’s a good friend of Muriel Ransome’s. Susan Halston’s
friend. You remember.”


We both paused. I myself was trying to swallow a hot teacake
at a moment when my throat muscles were like metal sheets.


My mother spoke again. “How do you know Mrs Baldock,
lambkin?”


“Only charitably,” I mumbled. “And long ago.”


“There’s no long ago for you, pet, yet awhile, and thank God
for it.”


I cleared as best I could the muscles needed for speech.
“Are you thinking of being there?” I asked.


My mother tumbled her locks. “Nowadays your father goes mad
if he’s left quite alone all the evening.”


When making such an observation to a son, a mother either
looks brassy or she looks conspiratorial. My own mother looked conspiratorial.
We might almost have exchanged a wink.


“I sometimes think we’re all mad,” I said vaguely.
“Everyone in the world, I mean.”


“That shows it’s beddybyes time for you again,” said
my mother, dimpling.


“Try to finish the last two before you go up. I’ll watch
quietly.”


 


###


 


The specific re-entry of the Z― family into my life was
far too much to be explained by coincidence. I admit that I panicked. Or not
far short of it. Should I ever cast them off? Even if I became a mountaineer,
like my father; or a polar explorer, like my father’s one-time friend, the
captain? Neither of which had I any intention of becoming? It was a very
natural question.


What I actually did was withdraw to a certain town in our
own sleepy West Country. I had answered an advertisement for a qualified auctioneer’s
assistant.


And, years later I had built up my own successful art rooms
and sale galleries: not equal as yet, I admit, to Satterthwaite &
Organblack, nor likely to be while Dalton Pinemould remains in control there;
but far ahead (and this is the truth) of at least nine out of ten of even the
better provincial establishments, and with vastly more education than most can
offer at the bottom of the detailed work. It is a type of business in which
education can be very advantageous, though many seem to thrive without it.


I admit that I took to reading in a bigger way than before,
and precisely because of what had happened to me. For a spell, I was not so
keen as I had been on taking different women out in the evening. In any case,
all the women in that particular town were identical. I know that matters very
little to many men.


I myself became more normal and ordinary again before very
long. I am sure of it. Though never completely so. My business gained
accordingly. My state of soul lost. It is an old story.


In the end, I was even composing little brochures of my own;
one brochure about those iron, steel, and plastic discs that hold buildings up,
and that come in an amazing variety of sizes and patterns, where an
investigator cares to go into the matter; another about firebricks, in all the
many forms that find their way on to the market. And now comes this narrative
of my own experiences at a period of my earlier life: a decisive period. I once
read all the novels of Sir Walter Scott, but I doubt whether even he went to
more trouble than I have.


Ultimately, as I have stated, I began to dream about
Clarinda once more; and quite often. But I never again lighted upon the
Z― family after my eavesdropping at Umberslade. Not knowingly, that is. I
feel there could be other ways.


Perhaps, however, as the Guy Fawkes man said in his address
to the Club, there is a geographical circumference beyond which such as the
Z― family have no power to range. The man said that there “appeared” to
be such a boundary. Very little indeed is fully known about anything, as I
suppose the man tried in his own way to make clear; not even, in many cases,
whether an individual is fully alive or properly dead. There are misconceptions
on all hands. At the Vittoriale, I learned from M. Jullian, Paul Valéry
conversed to Gabriele D’Annunzio about the “Third Place”, the state between
life and death. So there it is.


I come to London frequently, though I seldom stay for very
long. I go to the Club almost every time―among other things, of course.
But I doubt whether I, or anyone, will learn much more. Being neither sage nor
prophet, that is. Not yet awhile.


 


 









Brian Conn


THE GUEST


In all cases the guest will be announced in writing. If by
letter, the postmark will be smudged beyond legibility and the somber gentleman
on the stamp will be missing an ear. Inside, a single sheet of onionskin
notepaper will bear a few typewritten sentences and a saffron-yellow stain.
Alternatively, you may return home from an afternoon spent watching the foliage
to discover a cream-white envelope slipped under your door and the kitchen
smelling of leather. A woman in Denmark opened her flue to light the first fire
of the year and down fluttered a scrap of newsprint, much blotted. A second
woman in Denmark reached up to close her storm window and in blew a tight roll
of parchment sealed with a blob of blue wax. In no case will the guest’s announcement
be discovered in any place but your home.


You will have been waiting for a change. You will feel that
you have been eating the same food every day, not just the same type of food
but actually the same instance of food, the same eternal loaf of day-old bread.
You will think: when the guest arrives, I will change my life.


When the guest arrives, the two of you will visit museums.
How long it has been since you have seen dinosaurs! You will buy hot chocolate,
then sit poring over the map and remarking on the rain until it is time for the
planetarium show. On the way home you will try to describe to the guest your
reasons for enjoying this outing. It has been so long, you will say, since I
have done something like this. You will realize that you are failing to express
yourself, but this feeling will only delight you: how long it has been since
you have had anything worth failing to express!


Your guest will accept clean sheets and a clean towel, and
you will lie awake in bed, conscious of the new presence on the couch
downstairs, wondering what tomorrow will bring.


During this, the first stage of your encounter with the
guest, you will enjoy dreams of power. In Alaska a woman dreamed that she had
climbed Denali. In Spain a man dreamed that he fought two bulls simultaneously
and caused them to gore each other. In Gujarat a woman dreamed that she feasted
on lion.


You will wake to the smell of coffee and the crackle of
bacon. On the first mornings you will come downstairs to discover that the
guest has prepared actual coffee and bacon, but on a certain morning, though
the smell and sound will recur, the coffee and bacon themselves will fail. The
scent of coffee is merely the guest’s bodily morning-odor, and the sound of
frying bacon is the sound of the guest’s waking. In any case there will be no
time for breakfast before you depart for a distant museum that closes at 3:30.
On your way home from this museum you will strike but not kill a small animal
with your car. The next morning you will come downstairs to find the guest
downloading photos onto your laptop. You will not remember any photography on
any of your museum excursions, but there you are gazing at a desert panorama
through plexiglass. In this photograph your neck looks unnaturally thick and
there is a red welt under your ear. If you look closer, the panorama is not a
desert but an empty space, a plexiglass-enclosed space in which the panorama is
missing. If you mention the thickness of your neck in the photo, the following
conversation will occur:


GUEST: That’s my wrist.


YOU: Are you in this picture?


GUEST: I’m behind you. What looks like a welt under your ear
is actually the styloid process of my ulna.


After this incident you will go to your room to get
something but forget what it was and then realize it was nothing. When you come
out you will no longer find the guest.


You now begin the second stage of your encounter, during
which the guest will appear only when you are thinking of something else, most
often on staircases. Awakening early on the morning of the year’s first frost,
you will find that the guest has rearranged your shoes. It will soon become
apparent that certain shoes are missing. Should you later meet the guest
tapping thoughtfully at a banister and think to ask about the missing shoes, you
will be distracted by the discovery that the guest’s own feet are bare despite
the cold. An impulse to offer shoes of your own will become entangled with
other impulses, and your thoughts will end in confusion. You may recover by
pointing out a falcon visible through the window, over distant mountains.


On a different day, turning away from a different window,
through which you were watching the year’s first snow, you will discover that
the guest has painted the molding in the living room asparagus green. It is
recommended that you leave the basement door open when you go downstairs to
fetch the original can of daffodil yellow; hosts who encounter guests on the
basement stairs with closed doors at their backs find the experience
disturbing. A grandfather in Taiwan reached for his hatchet but in his anxiety
upended a can of kerosene. A seamstress in London lost her thumb. If you do not
startle, the guest will point out the visible structural defects of your
basement and continue up the stairs. You will find the yellow paint can empty
and clean.


On a certain day you will come downstairs to find the guest
performing an act of carpentry. This act will vary according to the particular
home and the particular guest, but its nature will be to render the home more
attractive, if less functional. The guest of a cottage in New Hampshire
constructed a reading loft with morning light and a view of the Connecticut
River, but placed the ceiling of this space several inches too low for the host
to sit comfortably. The guest of a large estate in Zimbabwe inlaid the interior
doors with masks of gold and ivory that obstructed the movement of the door
handles and rendered the doors inoperable. The guest of a government housing
unit in Queensland filled the refrigerator with mirrors that reflected
nonexistent Turkish delight. If you express a desire to read in the nook, to
close the doors, or to taste the Turkish delight, the following conversation
will occur:


GUEST: I understand that this is the custom aboard ship.


YOU: Have you been a sailor?


GUEST: No. You mentioned it recently while talking in your
sleep.


Things can’t go on this way much longer, you will think, and
with that thought become aware of a delicate gray shadow in the air of your
home. By moving about in pure white garments you may collect a sample of this
shadow, which is not a quality of the light but a dust so perfectly ephemeral
that it disdains air currents, hanging motionless until touched and then
turning to grease. The purpose of this dust is not understood—whether it is for
sustenance, or reproduction, or for ritual purposes—but it is called “glamor,”
it comes from your clothing, hair, and breath as a result of the guest’s
presence, and it will continue to do so in ever increasing quantities until the
afternoon when you look behind you and observe distinctly the trail you have
just left by walking between the toaster and the sink: a dull gray line into
the past.


This moment marks the beginning of the third phase of your
encounter. You will return to your bedroom to find that the bedclothes have
turned to paper. It is recommended that you place a pair of scissors close at
hand and pass a cold night wrapped in coats. You may taste blood, but there is
no sense in disturbing the arrangement of your coats by getting up to look in
the mirror; it is only your gums and there is nothing you can do. In the
morning you will find your hair stuck fast to the paper of your sheets. It is
recommended that you employ the scissors. It does not matter whether you cut
the paper or the hair.


Downstairs, all of your belongings will have been replaced
by false belongings made of pale honeycomb wrapped in colored and textured
foils that dimly suggest the colors and textures of the original objects. We
call this complex of honeycomb and foil “ice.” When you pick up your coffee
cup, the handle will fall off; it is only ice. Take the lesson of the coffee
cup and treat your ice gently. The furniture, too, will have been replaced by
ice, as will the house itself. The gray glamor will hang thick and the room
will smell of lead. As you stand looking out the window you will sink slightly
into the ice floor. Outside, a storm at sea.


During this phase you will no longer see the guest. It is
not known whether the guest remains in a home that has gone to ice or whether
matters proceed automatically from this point.


You may remain in the house for several days if you like.
The ice is edible, if unappetizing. Structurally, however, it deteriorates
quickly; you will soon have to abandon the stairs, which will not bear your
weight, and even when traversing the ground floor you may find it necessary to
wade.


It will not be possible to contact your friends or family,
as all your devices will be ice. A banker in Pakistan, one of a pair of twins,
attempted to contact her twin telepathically but received the impression that
the twin had also turned to ice. She refused to leave her home, which happened
also to be the place of her birth, and observed the very room in which she had
been born to develop a greasy sheen, like that of warm cheese, and ultimately
to become home to a colony of insects.


In the end you will be driven out into the snow. It is
suggested that you proceed to the home of your neighbor, whom you have never
liked but who at least is not ice, and borrow some simple tools: a hammer and
saw, nails, a wheelbarrow. The neighbor will not offer you a bed, which is just
as well. At this stage your project is to build a guesthouse. The word
“guesthouse” is not analogous to the word “doghouse,” a house for dogs, but
rather to the word “winter house,” a house to which one retreats at the onset
of winter. Build a home for yourself free from the guest. Build with wood and
stone. Build a hearth to warm it and a window through which to watch your
former home, which is in the process of liquefying, and which, wrapped as it is
in torn and twisted foils, resembles a Gothic phantasy. In the forest, search
for mushrooms. Brew a tea. Invite friends over and call this your home: the
other has disappeared. Give your friends what you have, but take care that they
do not become your guests.


 









L.S. Johnson


JULIE


I.


 


1749


 


Her name was Julie, and she was kept by Reverend Klüpfel.


She had known what it meant to be kept. Halfway between
whore and wife, her aunt had explained. Less work than the former, with
prettier jewels than the latter. And to Klüpfel, of course she will need
someone to dress her, watch over her. She’s a simple little thing, hardly the
sense she was born with.


Later that night, bundling their clothes into the satchel he
had hastily provided: Madame Klüpfel? Not likely, my girl, not this one.
Wearing his collar to seduce a village girl. You just make sure you keep him
interested.


Julie hadn’t argued, because her aunt knew better about such
things. But all the way to Paris she had mouthed the name to herself, had
stolen glances at his profile, tried to imagine what their children would look
like.


Madame Klüpfel.


For the whole of the week-long journey her aunt prattled on
about the city: the shops, the fine clothes that even the poorest people wore,
the fairs and the balls, all that they would see and do. Klüpfel ignored them,
keeping his nose in a book that looked proper on the outside, but Julie knew
that it was filled with pictures of buxom women with their skirts hiked up. She
had blushed when he showed it to her. Was that what she looked like at night,
when he beckoned her to his room? Her aunt modestly averting her eyes while
giving her a little push.


As it turned out, Klüpfel was not only a debauched minister,
but a poor one as well. He installed Julie and her aunt in a draughty garret in
a neighborhood reeking from the nearby tanneries. They walked past rows of
skinned animals swarming with flies just to get their bread. Coarse men leering
at Julie and her aunt alike. Every day the landlady made comments, the
water-seller complained about his unpaid bill. And what happens when you
lose your looks? her aunt had asked fretfully, though before Julie could
answer she continued, we’ll be out on the street with nothing.


He did bring us to Paris, Julie said, because it made
her uncomfortable to hear her aunt speak about Klüpfel in such a way.


But her aunt only shrugged. And he’s received plenty in
return.


So late one night, while Julie pretended to sleep, her aunt
and Klüpfel negotiated, and the next evening Klüpfel brought a friend back with
him. He introduced his friend to her aunt, and when the money had changed hands
he showed his friend to the bedroom, where Julie was waiting.


 


1761


 


The book is called Julie and it is on the lips of
every man and woman in Paris. Julie knows of it: she hears her name at the
marketplace and the fair, she hears Julie, Julie, amidst the noise of
the cafés, she sees the rapture on others’ faces as they speak her name. Soon
the brothel’s customers come with its volumes tucked under their arms, they ask
to call her Julie, they tell her their name is St Preux. That all of Paris is
in love with her name seems at first a poor joke, nothing more.


It takes several nights for her to piece together the story:
how the book-Julie falls in love with her tutor, St Preux, but is forced to
marry another, so she and St Preux can only love each other in letters. It
takes several nights, because her customers can barely get through a few pages
at a time. The very words seem to stoke their ardor to a feverish pitch, and
there are always extra coins on the table afterwards.


It takes Julie longer still to learn that the book-Julie
dies without ever marrying her St Preux. It is almost as an afterthought that
she thinks to inquire who wrote such a tale, which makes grown men weep even as
they pant Julie in her ear.


“Sweet girl,” her customer said, stroking her face, “you
will not know of him, though he is one of the great men of our age. His name is
Jean-Jacques Rousseau.”


Jean-Jacques Rousseau.


She tries to dismiss it as coincidence, how many Julies are
there in the world? She tells herself this, she tries to ignore it, but it
gnaws at her. She hides the extra coins from the grasping hands of the
brothel-keeper, Madame Travers, and she manages to save enough to buy the first
volume of Julie, ou la Nouvelle Hëloíse, by J-J Rousseau, and what
little she is able to read makes her feel faint.


Was she not also blonde? Was there not something of her aunt
in the mother? Wasn’t this phrase, and this one, sayings of Klüpfel’s? She
scrutinizes the pages as if they are some kind of holy epistle, muttering the
words to herself night after night after night, until finally she collapses
from sheer exhaustion.


The other girls tell Travers, who at once confiscates the
book and brings in a surgeon, who in turn prescribes bed rest and an end to
so-called philosophes burdening Julie’s uneducated mind.


Thereafter the only customers permitted to see Julie are
servants, often still in their livery, or young clerks who leave smears upon
her body, chalk-dust and ink, the marks of their trades. Any scrap of paper,
even a list or a chit, has to be left at the door.


But it is too late for her.


 


1749


 


There were three sets of footsteps on the stairs that night,
and Klüpfel introduced two friends: Messieurs Friedrich Grimm and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau. Julie didn’t think anything of it, because her aunt was away visiting
their village, and it had been agreed upon that no one would bed her save
Klüpfel until her aunt returned.


The friends brought wine, and Klüpfel brought Julie a sweet
cake with pretty icing, and they invited her to join their party. They talked
about the theater and the opera, and they took the time to explain the names
and words to her until she felt giddy to be among them. When she closed her
eyes she saw not the spinning garret but a grand room, and herself in silk and
jewels and broad panniers, so that she swept proudly through the halls. And
they music they sang! The sweetest melodies imaginable, the kind of music she
had only heard in her dreams.


Klüpfel’s hand on the small of her back, steering her into
the bedroom, and she had looked into his eyes as he kissed her and thought she
might become Madame Klüpfel after all.


He was up her before she even had time to unlace her stays,
taking her quickly atop the bed rug, her skirts bunching around her waist and
his arm keeping her close. She giggled through it all, still thinking about
going to the opera as Madame Klüpfel, and everyone bowing to her revered
husband while only she knew just what a randy old goat he was. . . .


She was still giggling when he disappeared for a moment, and
it had been some time before she realized that the man now caressing her was
not Klüpfel but Friedrich, sniggering as if he was sharing the joke.


 


1761


 


Her name is Isabella but at Madame Travers’ they have
assigned names, so she is Tulipe and Julie is Lilas. Welcome to my garden,
Travers declares to their customers, look at all my beautiful flowers.
Tulipe has been ordered to watch Lilas between customers, to make sure there
are no more episodes. Throw a fit before one of their gentlemen and he would
think the whole garden riddled with illness, and what would become of
the rest of them?


To which Isabella rolled her eyes. “As if we gave up love
when we gave up our virtue,” she says after Travers has stormed off, for all
the girls have decided Lilas has been jilted, why else would she carry on so?
“You must learn to be less trusting, Lilas. A fellow will say anything for a
little extra, but nothing they say can change what you are, now can it?” She
taps her pelvis, then makes a flicking gesture. “Once it’s gone, it’s gone.”


A fellow will say anything. Klüpfel’s easy
conversation, his admiring looks. He had walked her to his carriage, or had
there been an arbour—? She remembers sweet flowers, trees—


No, no. That was the book-Julie.


Isabella crawls onto the bed beside her, kicking off her
slippers and producing, from the folds of her bedgown, one of the volumes of Julie.
“What I cannot understand,” she says, thumbing through the pages—as if she can
read them easily, though Julie knows she has to sound out the words—”what I
cannot understand is what gets them so stiff? All these people do is write to
each other. And the things they say!” Her voice rises to a mocking falsetto. “You
profane me by loving me too much. Your virtues are the last refuge of my
innocence.” She bursts out laughing. “His lordship’s pantry was the last
refuge of mine. Monsieur Rousseau must be as strange as they say, to find
pleasure in this bullshit.”


But Julie only turns towards the wall, tears welling in her
eyes. Like hearing something deep within herself put into words. His
words. Save that they weren’t right, they made everything different…


“Rousseau,” Isabella says. She tosses the book aside and
leans over Julie, peering at her. “Rousseau, Rousseau—ah! That’s it, isn’t it?
He screwed you! He screwed you and now he’s wealthy and famous and he’s
forgotten all about poor little Lilas.” She clambers over Julie and snuggles
close, propping her head on her hand. “Tell Mama Tulipe all about it. What did
he make you do? Does he really talk like this?”


But when Julie opens her mouth only a sob comes out, and
Isabella grows sombre. “Tell me,” she says more gently, wiping at Julie’s
tears. “Tell Isabella everything.”


 


1749


 


When it hurt, or when she was tired or ill, Julie would
pretend she was somewhere else, living another life. That she had married a
farmer close to her village, or a soldier, in the colonies perhaps: a good,
strong husband and father, happy to work the land. Like Adam and Eve in the
garden.


That night, however, she hadn’t yet learned the trick of
pretending. Also, the room had not stopped spinning. At first Friedrich tried
to tease her into some kind of playfulness, but she was too dizzy to respond;
she managed to smile out of habit, but for a moment she couldn’t understand why
he was even there.


Only later did she realize he hadn’t even bothered to take
his shoes off. He had simply propped a knee on the bed and rolled her on all
fours. The sudden change of perspective made the wine lurch in her stomach, but
at least she could close her eyes.


She could close her eyes and wonder, what was Klüpfel doing?
Didn’t he realise that once her aunt found out she would make Julie leave him?


And the she understood, as swift and vicious as a slap: he
did realise. He was finished with her.


She began to cry, her tears pattering on the bed rug. Behind
her Friedrich paused, then withdrew and began pulling up his breeches.


I’m sorry, he said.


But she waved him away, weeping, what did it matter now?
Klüpfel had finally come to the end of his means, or perhaps he had come to the
end a long time ago.


Or perhaps he simply no longer wanted her, a girl who would
part her legs for any man he brought back, young or old, handsome or ugly.


When Jean-Jacques came into the room she lay on her back,
trying to smile despite her tears. They would need money for new lodgings,
after all.


But instead of simply taking her, or caressing her first as
Friedrich had done, he had paused and glared at her, swaying a little. Then he
seized her by the hair, pulling her face towards his while she gasped and
struggled to balance herself.


You all look at me like that, he mumbled, his breath
thick with drink. You all think I’m nothing.


Before she could think of what to say he kissed her, his
eyes locked with hers, her head throbbing where his hand was still gripping her
hair. She could taste wine and some kind of sour stew and when she closed her eyes
he gave her head a hard shake.


Am I not good enough? he demanded. You like
Klüpfel well enough, you liked Grimm. Everyone likes Grimm. But you’re too good
for me? He exhaled, whether in laughter or anger she couldn’t tell. I’ll
show you. I’ll show you that Rousseau is a man, a real man. He let go of
her head and she fell backwards with a cry. Look at me, he said,
unbuttoning his breeches. I won’t be insulted by the likes of you. You
understand? Now look at me.


She opened her mouth to call for Klüpfel, but she realized
that the garret was deathly quiet, the only sounds Jean-Jacques’ huffing curses
as he struggled to get his breeches down. Klüpfel and Friedrich were gone.


Instead she made herself smile at him, meeting his eyes. And
tried to keep looking at him, keep her expression pleasant, as he wanted. If
she so much as blinked he would stop and shake her, or give her a slap: look
at me, look at me like you looked at Klüpfel. Do you think yourself better than
me? Comtesse Julie? Princesse Julie? A dumb slattern like you, better than
Rousseau? Damn you, look at me.


And there was something in his voice, something that
terrified her, and she had looked until her eyes hurt, not daring to so much as
blink, until she wept simply to keep her eyes from shriveling in her head.


 


1761


 


“Poor little Lilas,” Isabella whispers. “So you think, what,
there is something of you in his Julie?” She hesitates. “Only you know
there must be a thousand Julies in Paris alone…”


“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Julie cries. “Only why my
name? Why make her blonde? And some of the things they say, I know they were
things they spoke of that night. Why would he write such things, why would he
call her Julie?” Isabella shrugs. “Why do they do anything?” She squints at
Julie, her expression becoming sly. “Though if it’s as you say, and he did use
your words? Just imagine! A night with the real Julie, hear the true story, how
you loved your Reverend but he was too poor to keep you, now you are fallen from
innocence, you pine for him…ah! You would make a fortune!”


But the thought only makes Julie cry harder.


“Oh, Lilas. Was it really so bad?” Isabella hushes her
before she can reply. “Only it was years ago, now. And he didn’t really hurt
you, did he? It could have been much worse.”


And it could have been, Julie knows this. She has seen the
bodies in gutters, heard the screams from behind the hospital’s high walls.
Girls turned up begging at the brothel door all the time, their faces scarred,
their minds made simple from prison. While Jean-Jacques hadn’t even marked her,
had even seemed ashamed as he left, unable to look at her.


And yet. All these St Preuxs demanding that she speak
Julie’s words, speak his words. Declaring his words the truth of love, Rousseau
has given voice to love. As if he were a saint.


All these St Preuxs asking for Julie, as if they bought her
when they bought his book. She has so little she can count her possessions on
her fingers, her name among them. Yet Jean-Jacques simply gave it to this other
woman, a woman who has everything—a husband and a lover, children, money and
security—and sold her to everyone.


And there is something else, something she cannot find the
words for, only the feeling that some part of herself has been terribly,
permanently lost.


“What do you want, Julie?” Isabella’s fingers wiping at her
endless tears.


“I want everyone to know what he’s really like,” she
whispers. “That he is a hypocrite, that his story is a lie.” She takes a
shuddering breath. “If another man comes to me and asks for Julie? I’ll go mad,
I cannot bear it!”


She clutches her head as if to push the words out once and
for all—


“I know someone who can help you,” Isabella says, her lips
petal-soft against Julie’s cheek. “You need to go to Lyssa.”


 


II.


 


It is just before dawn when Julie slips out, drawing her
cloak tightly about herself. Never has she walked alone at such an hour. The
quiet broken only by her clogs banging against the cobblestones, as loud as
pistol-shots. She clutches a small, sharp knife in her hand and whispers to
herself, animal noises that make no sense but comfort her nonetheless.


I had a man bothering me, Isabella said. Always
forcing his way in, never paying for it. And she helped me to…to drive
him away. I cannot explain how, it was like a dream, or a fit of madness. But I
made him go away, and later they pulled him out of the Seine. And it was
because of Lyssa. She can make things happen, even for women like us.


In the little yard before the church there is a row of
houses, small and old. As Isabella said. The plaster crumbling, the timbers
dark with age. There is a black door and another and then a green door,
slightly open, the paint peeling to reveal the paler wood beneath.


As Isabella said.


Julie lays her hand upon the mist-slicked door and pushes,
her breath audible, blood pounding in her ears—but inside there is only a room,
long since abandoned. Floorboards missing, the walls pocked with holes, windows
gaping like open mouths ringed with glass fangs. In a far corner is a mattress
smelling of piss and empty bottles and what looks for all the world like a
crushed and filthy bonnet.


For a moment she is furious: Isabella has made a fool out of
her. The story was so fantastic, why did she believe it? Made a fool out of her
and was probably in her room now, rifling through her clothes, perhaps even
finding the secret pouch of money she had secured in the back of her wardrobe,
all she had in the world—


her little pouch, and her name—


but then she remembers the rest of Isabella’s instructions.


She closes the door again. The yard is silent, the few
gravestones glistening with the rising dew, the church windows as dark and
empty as the sky. Past the church and the roofs beyond there is a hint of
purple. She is nearly out of time.


And perhaps the purple is a sign: she shouldn’t do this. It
wasn’t so bad, she has survived worse men since, why is she doing this? There
were worse fates. There were far worse fates and she has heard them screaming
in the night. What is she doing now, if not spitting in the face of her good
fortune?


A dumb slattern like you, better than Rousseau?


Not by any standard she knows, yet every time she remembers
his words a little voice inside her cries “yes”.


She holds out her hand. Smooth still, but her knuckles are
already cracked and knotted just from washing, so much washing: herself between
customers, all the costumes she has to wear, the laundry her aunt had taken in
right after they left Klüpfel, before Travers agreed to keep her.


All these people, keeping her. All these bodies inside her,
atop her. Julie, they pant in her ear. Object of worship, bewitching
maid. And she reciting in turn, you have undone me. Empty words,
their very utterance a mockery.


She takes the little knife and cuts swift and deep into the
thickest part of her palm and she cries out at the pain. The blood spattering
on the front step.


Clutching her hand closed, tears filling her eyes, she
nudges the green door with her foot and there is only a warm darkness.


Her blood smearing between her palms. She takes a step
forward but the room flashes white and green and yellow, one color after
another like silent explosions, and she slips and falls headfirst into the
dark.


 


###


 


When Julie awakens she is not in her bed, nor in any of the
others she has known: childhood beds and rich men’s beds and the narrow
ottomans of parties she was paid to attend. She awakens to a faceful of dirt,
barely visible in the gloom, and for a moment she thinks she is dead.


Until her hand starts throbbing and burning, she can barely
close it for the pain. She realises she has done something foolish, she has
fallen into a hole and cut her own hand beyond use, how will she get out now?


“But you’ve only just arrived,” a woman’s voice says, low
and rich.


Julie goes rigid, her heart pounding.


“Julie.” The voice utters her name with satisfaction,
letting the vowels drag out. “Julie, Julie. Show Lyssa where it hurts.”


There is a rustling sound, as of feet on pebbles. At once
Julie looks up, her mouth open in fright.


And just as quickly looks away. The woman towering over her
is impossibly tall and broad and naked, a pillar of grey-hued skin and curling
black hair. Her face is nearly hidden by a thick expanse of thigh and belly and
breast, her hands and feet as large as a man’s.


Lyssa bends over and lays one damp palm atop Julie’s head,
and Julie clenches her eyes shut.


“Am I that hideous? Or perhaps Paris has been a little too
good to me, eh?” She laughs, a deep bellylaugh, and the smell that washes over
Julie is of the brothel’s laundry in midsummer, the stench of a dozen women’s
sweat and piss and courses. “Look at me,” she says mockingly, and her voice is his,
all the intervening years gone at once. “You liked Grimm, why don’t you like
me? Look at me, boo hoo hoo, why don’t you want poor ugly Rousseau?”


Julie scuttles backwards with a cry, cringing away from
Lyssa’s outstretched hand. “But how did you—”


“I can read you,” she says. “You wear all your words right
here.” Her squat finger circles her own lined face. “Your whole story fits on
your forehead, did you know? Like a child…” She smiles, revealing broken,
yellow teeth. “I know why you’re really here, Julie. Do you?”


Lyssa turns and walks away, the flesh of her buttocks
shaking, and Julie rises as well, clutching her sore hand to her breast. She
can see now that they are not in a hole but a large room with rough stone
pillars, the walls interrupted by the mouths of black tunnels. A dim light
fills the room, but where it is coming from she cannot tell.


In the center of the room, incongruously, is a pink damask
sofa atop a thick Turkish rug, the colors bright and fresh, the pair seemingly
transported from a fine Paris salon. It is on the sofa now that Lyssa settles,
much too large for the seat, her hands spilling over the sides when she
stretches her arms along the back, crossing her sprawling legs like a man.
Blushing, Julie averts her eyes. It all has to be some terrible joke, some
crazed scheme of Isabella’s. How else this woman, here, how else could she know—


“All your words on your forehead,” Lyssa repeats dreamily,
watching her. “It’s no wonder they write all over you. But you can tell a
different story.”


The room grows warm as she speaks, the air becoming close;
nervously Julie glances at the tunnels, trying to think on what to do—run? But
there are shapes moving in and out, trotting to and fro, their eyes and teeth
gleaming.


Dogs.


“Don’t be afraid of my girls,” Lyssa says. “They understand
all too well, Julie. They can help you, if you let them.” Her smile broadens.
“A bitch always hunts better than a dog.”


Julie tries, and fails, to smile in return. It takes much
for her to walk up to the edge of the rug, her eyes darting to follow every
shadow. Now she can see the animals more clearly, see the flecks of foam on
their muzzles.


“Isabella,” she begins, but the name comes out as a squeak;
she swallows and clears her throat. “Isabella said you could help me.”


Lyssa just looks at her.


“Only—only he took my name.” Her eyes are welling. “Like it
was too good for me. He took my name and he took things we said and did and he
gave it all to her. And yet they speak of him as a great man, when he is just a
thief, when he wouldn’t even see me, he looked at me and he made me feel disgusting—”


She is weeping, the words so jumbled even she cannot
understand herself.


“So you want to make him pay, is that it?” Lyssa scratches
idly at her foot, her fingernails streaking the caked dirt on her sole. “He has
no pleasant future, I can assure you. Injury, death, a public confession, all
these things will happen at their time. Though we could make it worse, you and
I, we could drive him to true madness, we could destroy his reputation…” Her
hand flutters lightly over her stomach. “He will fall at his time and no other,
there are rules about such things. But how he falls, what pushes him over the
precipice? You can be that which undoes him.” She drawls the word out.


“Yes,” Julie says. Her own voice strangely doubled in her
ears, until she understands that it is the small voice inside her as well,
crying out. A dumb slattern, better than Rousseau. “Yes.”


“Then you must give me something in turn.” Lyssa’s hand
settles into a rhythmic stroking, rubbing the flesh of her stomach back and
forth, ripples forming around her fingers. “Everything you need is already
inside you, but you must be honest with me.” She pauses, watching Julie
closely. “You want him to suffer, but not because he took your name, not
really. Tell me why, Julie. Tell me why and I can make it all happen.”


Julie just looks at her, her eyes running, running.


“Tell me.” Lyssa’s smile broadens, baring her sharp teeth.
“Tell me, Madame Klüpfel.”


She flinches as if Lyssa struck her, her cheeks flaring red.
“Don’t call me that!” she cries. “Don’t call me that. Only, I…I thought he
wanted me.” Understanding fills her, making her tremble. “I thought he wanted
me, but no one even sees me, they only see a, a whore…and now
everyone says they love Julie, they would die for Julie, and they
look right at me but they only see her.” She presses her palms to her
eyes.


“Two Julies, their whole lives spent hoping for love.”
Lyssa’s tone is light, almost mocking. “Even with the years, their
circumstances, still hoping it might happen, that they will both want and be
wanted. Now Rousseau sells your hopes out of every bookshop in the continent.
And that isn’t the worst of it, is it?” She leans forward, inhaling deeply.
“The worst of it is that even his Julie doesn’t get to have it, does
she? A girl like her, wealthy and adored, her story written by the famous
Rousseau: if she can’t have love, what hope does Klüpfel’s whore have?”


Julie is sobbing now, her tears stinging the raw wound on
her hand and she cries and cries. No love. Already her courses uneven, her body
starting to slacken. The men’s eyes passing over her in Travers’ sitting room.
No love for her. Around her skirts the dogs press in, panting against her legs,
smearing the linen with their foaming spit. No love in her life, ever.


“That’s it,” Lyssa whispers, her skin flushing, the lines in
her face smoothing out. “Now hate him for it, Julie. That’s my girl. Hate
him as you once hoped to love.”


Julie sinks down onto the rug, weeping, the dogs whining and
licking at her tears. She opens her mouth but she feels emptied of words for
what she feels, for the strange keening loss inside her.


She drops her head to the rug, her hands in fists by her
ears, her whole body shuddering. No love. Her belly twists and rolls and she
thinks she might vomit from sorrow. All of them taking from her, night after
night, taking and taking and when they look in her eyes all they see is what he
made them imagine—


No love no love no love


She opens her mouth and screams into the carpet, everything
wild and spinning. A scream that trails off into gagging, her spit dribbling
onto the carpet as she heaves and coughs. Her body turned inside-out from
sobbing.


“No love for Julie,” Lyssa pants. “No name, no husband, no
home. No babes at your breast. While he abandons his babies at the orphanage,
while he keeps a woman and chases others.”


No love no love no love


“Hate him, Julie. Hate him for yourself, hate him for your
sisters, hate him for me. Give me your rage and let me free you…”


The dogs surround her in hot fur and breath and the wet of
their noses and Julie flattens completely, letting them nip at her arms and
legs. Above her Lyssa is still speaking, what is she saying? The keening sorrow
dying away inside her, replaced by a vigor she has never felt before.


The vast shadow falls over her and Julie looks up, yelping
not in fright but in pleasure now, as Lyssa’s hand scratches behind the soft
golden fur of her ears; when the scratching becomes a pinch, however, she snaps
hard, baring her teeth.


But Lyssa only laughs aloud, rubbing her head once more.
“That’s my girl,” she says approvingly. “No fear now, no foolish hope. Only
your beautiful anger.” She points to one of the dark tunnels, and a breeze
rushes over Julie, smelling of him, his sour breath and his body. She
whines aloud, trembling with anticipation.


“That’s my girl,” Lyssa says again, then snaps her fingers.
“Now get him.”


 


III.


 


Julie runs, faster than she ever has, even as a child she had
never run so quickly, so freely. Her long legs tearing over cobblestones,
splashing in the muck of the drains. She races around the legs of passerby,
tearing past skirts and under carts, cutting down narrow dark alleys smelling
of death and sex and shit and out into the wider streets again. Boys lunge to
grab her but she is gone before they can seize her, she feels their hands
impotently grazing her tail.


She runs past the brothel’s dark door, recognizing it by
smell and shape, and she barks in a wild glee but she does not stop.


Beside a large coach she sees, drowsing, a fine mastiff, all
muscle and sleek grey fur, and she pauses then; he catches her eye and rouses,
looking her over, and for a moment she thinks to lure him away, let him take
her quickly and fiercely beneath the stars. But it is not time for that, and
she runs on.


She sleeps in an open field, the wind stroking her over and
over like a mother, and she bathes contentedly at dawn, stretching and rolling,
letting the sun warm her body into wakefulness.


She runs past the open pit of the cemetery, the bodies
already reeking in the rising heat of the day, and the smell is not repugnant
but rich and foetid and strangely pleasurable, and she senses, just on the edge
of her perception, how there is earth in the corpses and in her own body, how
there is life in the ground beneath her, how in everything there is a common
scent and taste that she can just barely discern.


In the yard behind a butcher’s she wriggles through a gap in
the wall and wolfs down a few sweet mouthfuls of discarded meat, tearing at it
and tossing it playfully about until a stone clatters by her head and sends her
running again.


She runs and runs, her breath ragged in her throat, her
heart thumping as it never has before. Paris as large as the world with its
bends and turns, its buildings short and tall: where might she go now, and now,
and now?


Anywhere. Anywhere she wants.


What do you want, Julie? Someone was speaking—


But then she smells him, and she remembers, and
stops.


He is walking away from her, one hand brushing the walls to
steady himself. She falls into a trot behind him, watching. His face shadowed
but his smell is as clear in her mind as his voice, as the touch of his hand,
as the feel of him inside her.


Even as she follows, a young man hurries up to him,
breathless: Monsieur Rousseau! And proceeds to kiss his hand, nearly
weeping, while gasping out praises.


Rousseau has given voice to love.


Do you think yourself better than me? Comtesse Julie?
Princesse Julie?


You profane me by loving me too much.


She feels her anger and it is clean and strong and
purposeful.


He turns into a narrower street, waving the young man away.
She can see now that the stumbling gait is not drunkenness but age, and she
begins panting in delighted anticipation, at how easily she will take him.


Behind her there is the thunderous rattling of a carriage,
rushing headlong; without looking she can sense the speed of the vehicle, the
nervous sweat of the horse panicked by the cracking whip. Ahead of her the
other passers-by press themselves against the walls.


Rousseau turns at the noise and she growls at him, and the
fear in his eyes makes her ecstatic.


The walls are high on either side, the street is as long and
tight as a chute; his escape is blocked by the carriage behind, by the stretch
of unbroken walls ahead. She leaps at him and all he can do is throw his arms
across his face and scream. Her teeth sink into his forearm as she rides him to
the ground, snarling and tearing at his skin. His head cracking against the
stones, his hot blood in her mouth, pooling beneath him. He hits at her but the
blow barely grazes her head.


She feels, for the first time in her life, triumphant.


Do you think yourself better than me? she cries
mockingly, but all that comes out is a frenzy of barks.


Behind them the carriage comes to a skidding halt, the horse
rearing in fright. Still she crouches atop Rousseau, pinning him to the ground,
snapping her bloody teeth in his face every time his eyes start to drift
closed. The blood leaking from his cracked skull is dark and thick and she does
not take her eyes from his.


And then a man kicks her aside, taking all the wind from
her. When she lunges towards Rousseau again the man yells furiously and draws
his sword, slicing a wide arc inches from her face and driving her backwards
down the street. The passers-by swoop in from the walls, circling Rousseau and
calling for a surgeon. The boot catches her again in the ribs, sending her clattering
against the wall.


The last thing she sees is the horse, still wheezing
openmouthed, meeting her eyes with a kind of grateful sympathy.


 


###


 


When Julie awakens it is to the bright midday sunlight in the
churchyard. She is huddled on the front step of the little house like a beggar,
her dress filthy and her hand smeared with dried blood, the edges of the wound
unevenly gummed together. Her ribs throb with every breath, her ankle is so
swollen it has burst through her stocking. How long has she been lying here?
With a grunt of pain she makes herself move. The streets crowded now, dozens of
eyes upon her at every turn; she knows how she must look, she ducks into
smaller alleys to avoid the police who would surely stop her.


She had been running…but the memories are slipping away,
replaced by her anxiety over the hour. She hurries blindly through the streets,
trying to calm her rising panic.


At the door of the brothel she hesitates: how can she
account for herself? She was attacked, robbed, she ran and fell and struck her
head. Only now has she come to. She recites the story to herself until it
sounds natural, then knocks at the door.


Only to come face-to-face with a girl she’s never met
before. When did she get taken on? When Julie tries to step inside the girl
pushes her back, a hard shove that makes her twist her sore ankle anew, leaving
her gasping while the girl hollers for Madame Travers.


And the woman who comes to the door is Travers and yet not:
visibly older, the piled hair a wiry gray, her drawn face wrinkling into a
sneer as she looks Julie over. “Crawling back,” she declares. “Crawling back
after all these years, after all I did for you. What, did some fellow make you
promises? Nice rooms and pretty dresses and Lilas all to himself? So go back to
him, you ungrateful little bitch!”


And with that she slams the door, leaving Julie on the
street, stunned. Travers’ face. She knocks again, frightened now, only
to be met with a chorus of jeers from above; she looks up just in time to dodge
the muck of the first chamber pot. All the windows swing open, the girls
crowding and jostling to fling one after another at her, shouting threats and
insults to the amusement of the passers-by.


Bewildered, Julie stumbles away down the street. Many of the
shops have new fronts, or have changed completely. She stops before a large
window, gaping at what appears to be her own face and yet not: a thinner Julie,
nearly gaunt, with narrower lips and her hair kinked with white. In wonderment
she touches her own cheek, feels a soft dryness that it never had—and then she
turns over her hands, looking closely at them, seeing fine lines that had not
been there before.


It is with a sense of dread that she looks more closely at
the shop windows. Prints of a coronation she has no recollection of, portraits
of a king and queen she does not recognise. Tracts about colonies in revolt—


once she had dreamt about life in the colonies—


and then she sees the gazette, the date writ large on the
front, and her knees nearly give out from beneath her.


1775.


Fourteen years.


“Madame? Madame, are you ill?”


She looks up at the face of a man she doesn’t know, his wig
oddly small and tightly curled, the cut on his suit not quite right…she would
have thought him foreign, once.


Injury, death, a public confession, all these things will
happen at their time. There are rules.


Fourteen years, lost.


He tries to take her arm but she jerks away, whimpering; he
looks around then and she recognises that look. First a policeman, then a dark
prison cell if she’s lucky, never to be seen again. Instead she ducks past him
and hurries down the street as fast as her sore ankle will allow, clutching her
ribs, fresh panic making her breath short and tight. The faces normal and yet
not, the carriages a little different . . . the slight changes maddening, and
she has had her fill of madness now.


The sun has just set when she finally makes it back to the
churchyard. No knife, but the house is as abandoned as ever, she merely snaps
off a shard of glass. A cursory wipe and she stabs her hand with it, barely
noticing the new pain atop the old as she pushes the green door open, crying
“Lyssa! Lyssa! Help me. . . .”


But there is only the room, the last rotting traces of the
mattress. She tries again, and again, smearing door and step alike with her
blood, dribbling it inside and out.


Nothing makes the darkness come.


 


IV.


 


1782


 


She knows how she looks. Fourteen years lost and since then
only piecework and laundry—honest trades but poor ones, and the work
exhausting. Her hair white and thin, her hands gnarled, cheeks hollow from
pulled teeth. She has no money for a wig, or the wooden teeth that finer ladies
use. She has a room and a little food and two spare petticoats, and if she
loses the room she may as well be dead.


Still Julie stands now before the bookseller, silently
hoping. He is studying her with overt suspicion but also curiosity, and she is
betting on the latter.


“Madame,” he says, “the great Rousseau’s Confessions
are six books to date, which we have impeccably bound at considerable expense.
I cannot simply let any…person come in here and handle them.”


She takes a breath. “Have you read them?”


Again, he studies her, his expression softening. “I have,
several times now. I am a lifelong admirer of the man. I have read every work,
I had inquiries out the moment I heard he was writing his memoirs. To finally
have them after so many years—”


“What do you mean?”


“You do not know?” He leans forward now, warming to his
subject. “He wrote them years ago, Madame, but to his credit he refused to have
them published until certain persons had passed, or until he himself was…was
with his Maker.” He pauses, his eyes glistening. “I have heard,” he says in a
lower voice, “that it was a dog that precipitated his demise? Some beast
running loose in the streets knocked him down, he never recovered from the
blow. A thousand curses on that mutt, eh? To think what it robbed us of…”


She can only stare at him, open-mouthed. She had made
herself believe it was all a prolonged fit of madness, how else to account for
it?


Standing over his face as he bled and bled, pinning him down
as he had done to her, relishing the fear in his eyes, alive in a way
she had never felt before or since—


The scars on her hand start to throb.


“A great loss,” the bookseller continues, “but that someone
like you knows of his work is yet further proof of his wisdom and influence—”


“Does he mention a man named Klüpfel?”


And she sees it in his eyes: recognition. Something
shifts, deep in her belly.


“Is he a relation?”


“I…in a manner of speaking.”


The bookseller hesitates; then he waves his hand at her.
“Wait here.”


It is only after he leaves that she realises he has trusted
her in his shop, alone. The realization makes her weep a little; she would not
have trusted herself, were she in his position.


When he returns, he has two volumes under his arm. “My own
copy,” he says proudly, laying the books on the counter. “I think I remember
the name you mentioned…”


For a long time there is only the rustling of pages. The
shop quiet, almost as if enchanted, for though crowds are thronging in the busy
street not a single person opens the door.


“Here,” the bookseller suddenly declares, looking at her
with a grin that makes him seem boyish. He starts to turn the book towards her,
then says, “or would you like me to read it to you?”


Her hands are trembling; she presses them into her skirts.
“Yes,” she whispers. “Yes.”


But as he reads she starts to cry, silently. He cannot see
her around the book that he holds up to the dim sunlight, and so he reads on.
Every word is like a hammer-blow, and she feels some last piece of herself
crumble with each enunciated syllable, replaced first by sorrow, then a hot,
dark fury.


He slows, looking at her now over the top of the book. “You
poor creature,” he says softly, “are you perhaps—are you this Joan he
describes?”


She opens her mouth to reply, but her whole body is
shuddering, she feels about to vomit and instead she screams at him, “I am
Julie!” Tearing her hair, twisting and writhing, almost blind with her tears,
her rage: “I am Julie! I am Julie! I am Julie!”


The room spins and lurches. She feels the rush of air as the
bookseller flings the door open, hears his hoarse cries “Help, she’s gone mad!
Call for the wagon!” On her knees, sobbing, punching at the air, the floor, her
fists so tight her nails cut into her palms.


He hadn’t even remembered her name.


I am Julie!


He had given her name to his book and he had given her life
to some girl named Joan and no one would ever, ever know.


I am Julie!


Her body shaking as if in a fever, and she understands
instinctively she must let herself feel it all, she must feel it all. Hate
them as you hoped to love. Cringing under a thousand grabbing pawing hands,
holding and bending her as they pleased. Hate them. All the voices in
her ear, telling her what she was, who she was. All the ears that never heard
her, all the eyes that never saw her. She sobs and sobs, as her haunches rise
and her fingers fuse together.


I am Julie!


He had been pacing about their village square, waiting to
change horses. The collar of a man of God around his neck. When he had looked
her up and down she had blushed, and she had blushed harder when he offered to
drive her home. Reverend Klüpfel. The dark, stuffy carriage, the snap of the
latch. She thought they had ridden forever, when it had only been to find a
quiet field where he could take her, whispering in her ear that he loved her,
that he would take her to Paris, that she would never want for anything.


I am Julie!


She smells the policemen before she sees them and she dives
at the first leg she sees, sinking her teeth into his thigh, his howl and the
others’ startled cries like the sweetest music. They pull her off him and she
bites another in the forearm and the two go spinning wildly in the bookshop,
knocking over book-stands and display volumes, until she is brought down
heavily on the counter and tumbles behind it, yelping in pain.


A pistol fires, sending books in all directions, filling the
air with scraps of burnt paper.


“For God’s sake, be careful!” the bookseller cries. “I had a
buyer for those!”


“You said it was a madwoman, not a mad dog,” one of the
policemen snaps.


“A common mistake,” another deadpans, and the others laugh
loudly.


Behind the counter Julie crouches, testing her sore leg,
readying herself. She hears the nervousness in their too-loud laughter, she
smells their sweat, she watches their shadows on the wall as they start to inch
forward.


Her tongue snakes out, tasting the blood on her muzzle.


When the first one appears, his sword before him, she leaps
back onto the counter, relishing the shock on their faces as she lunges forward
and bites at the neck of one, the outstretched hand of another, her teeth
tearing at their flesh. They shriek and cry and fall against each other, their
swords swinging in loops and arcs that she easily dodges. Beneath her
scrabbling paws the open Confessions starts to shred until with a snarl
she kicks it away; in that moment the bookseller seizes the other volume and
swings it at her as hard as he can, knocking her to the floor once more,
setting the room alight in flashes of white. She howls then, long and loud and
keening.


“Mother of God, it’s not just mad, it’s possessed.” The
bookseller clutches at one of the policemen’s arms. “Just kill it, kill it!”


At the sight of the pistol Julie dashes into the back of the
store; the shot cracks the plaster wall near her, sending up a cloud of dust.
In the back she darts to and fro but the space is crowded with books,
everywhere books, piled in towers and spilling off shelves, crates overflowing
with unbound signatures and the whole smelling of ink and glue and mildew.
There is a door, she can see its shape, but so blocked by books and crates she
has no hope of reaching it.


She turns, and the policemen are filling the room, blotting
out the light. The dark, stuffy space, and nowhere to go—


scrabbling for the latch in Klüpfel’s carriage, she had
wanted the ride and his kiss but not that, how could she have forgotten?
She had tried to make him stop, how had she forgotten? As if he had taken her
very will with her virtue—


with a furious growl she leaps forward once more and the
shot catches her shoulder, tearing through muscle and skin all along her side.
The force sends her spinning backwards, crashing into a pile of books and skidding
over the crates to smack against the door in a heap.


The door swings open.


A rush of dry heat pours into the room, followed by a host
of braying howling dogs that leap over her to throw themselves at the men in a
frenzy of foaming mouths and wild eyes. The room filled with flailing bodies,
the air reverberating with screams of terror and beneath them an incessant
snarling and barking that seems to come from a hundred animals at once.


Julie tries to rise but the dogs are pushing her through the
open doorway. As she staggers backwards the light increases to a soft glow; the
shrieking cacophony becomes muffled, distant. The ground beneath her feet a
soft, dry dirt.


Two strong arms pick her up, a deep female voice hushing her
as she snaps and whimpers, still trembling in impotent fury.


“That’s my girl,” Lyssa says, but her words are jumbled in
Julie’s mind with the firm tone in her voice, the feel of her arms caging
Julie’s body. She turns Julie one way and another, stroking her injuries and
smoothing them away; helplessly Julie nips at her, she cannot check herself,
but Lyssa only coos and continues to stroke her. The others crowd around now,
sniffing and licking. Julie can feel the fierce joy and hunger in their bodies
and she wags her tail in response, eager to join them even as exhaustion
finally starts to overtake her.


“That’s my Julie,” Lyssa says again. “I knew you would come
back to us.” They move deeper into the glowing warmth, her fingers rubbing
Julie’s head. “I told you, my girl. No fear, no hope; only your rage can free
you. Just your rage, as sharp as a blade. A taste of their own, eh?” She laughs
aloud, her deep, full laugh, and eases Julie amidst the others’ snuggling
bodies, each curling nose to tail, forming a warm furry patchwork atop the Turkish
rug. “All my beautiful angry girls,” she declares proudly. “You can run and
hunt as you please now. This world, this enlightened, reasonable world! There’s
more than enough prey to go around.”


 









Michael Wehunt


THE DEVIL UNDER THE MAISON BLUE


Gillian notices that no one ever closed Mr. Elling’s attic
window. A week has passed since the brief swirl of ambulance lights near dawn.
Already his house seems decades older.


She’s staring across at it when she hears his voice say,
“Lord, child, you about run as far as you can get.” He has a rich and rumbly
cadence. There’s a crackle in it, too, faint as a needle at the end of one of
his records. Somehow she is not startled, though he might as well be perched
right here beside her, on the high sharp peak of her house. That’s how close
his words are; she feels them in the shingles under her hands, and in the cups
of her ears.


She sees him (for a second she’s sure of it) in his old
chair, rocking slowly toward and away from her, in and out of the pool of a
hanging bulb. Even from a distance he looks ancient, his skin like dried dates.
The silver of his hair glints and fades. She can’t see his eyes, but she
pictures them, heavy-lidded, stained the yellow of a smoker’s teeth.


He was the only person she could talk to in her six months
here, though most days she’d just listen. Stories about his life in the big
jazz towns; who played what with whom before when. He could talk the sun down,
tapping the valves of his battle-tarnished trumpet idly in his lap. Betty, he
called the old horn, with something in his voice that said she was his one true
love. His lungs couldn’t handle her anymore, but sometimes, just to get a
smile, he’d lift her up and blow his cheeks out into great globes. Then cough a
while after.


For the first time she wonders if maybe he knew that
listening would do her more good. Her father had pulled her out of school after
the day in the maple trees, and the weeks had grown into one long, opaque
strand. Now Mr. Elling’s words carry clear through the space between their
houses like the few stray starlings (they’re late flying south) calling to one
another above. Like the birds, no one sees her when she’s up here. Faraway cars
on the highway sound like the ocean. She can pretend the starlings are gulls
and she is somewhere else, a place that, if only for a little while, doesn’t
have her father in it.


She calls across asking Mr. Elling if he is a ghost. He
breathes a deep sigh. “You just hush,” he says. “No need for you to be yelling.
It don’t much matter what I am. I ain’t haunting nobody, that’s for sure. Just
lingering. I got a story I kept letting myself not tell you. Before, it was a
story about my daddy and me. Now it’s maybe got room for you and yours, and
that’s a terrible thing to come to.”


A minute unravels. She listens to the birds. “Look at that
sky, Gillian,” he says. She has to grip the shingles, so wide and heavy is the
shock of hearing that. To Mr. Elling they’re just words. He says them kindly,
like another sigh, but she remembers (she’s always thinking of) the backseat of
her father’s convertible after a sudden detour into a clump of maples, her
mouth still sticky from ice cream. Her father whispered those words and then
sneaked a kiss along her neck, as she peered up between the full trees, into
blind blue and clouds like stuffing pulled out of dolls.


Today’s sky is much the same, a little whiter. The clouds
hang closer. Someone is burning leaves, but not nearby. She presses her hand to
her belly, cold against the tight warmth there.


“I will surely miss this northern sky,” Mr. Elling says, and
makes a close-mouthed little “mmhm” sound before he goes on. “But one last
story before I move on to wherever it is I’m headed. Betty and me had us some
good years, and I’m satisfied.


“See, the best times were bebop, hard bop, all the bops. The
birth of the cool. I’m lucky those times were the ones I happened to be in. The
greats slipped on more new styles than a woman in a shoe store. They always
were looking for the next big groove, the next big rule-breaker. And you might
ask how a brokedown young fella from South Carolina with a drunk waste of a
daddy could bus hisself down to Louisiana, with just a dream in his head of
playing with actual gods. Well, there’s a reason us old folks get to say
we were young once.”


The handful of starlings has fallen quiet. Nothing moves
through his attic window now, if anything ever did. She can almost pick out the
last few patches of red paint on the rocking chair’s pale arms. She can come
close to riding the swells of his voice, the pop and hiss of a well-worn tune.


“But piss on all that history lesson talk,” Mr. Elling goes
on. “You don’t know the insides of jazz aside from my jawing, but just know
that folks like Coltrane and Monk—never Miles, wasn’t nobody blowing trumpet
beside that man and not coming off like a bugler in a doomed infantry—they were
reason enough to sell your soul.”


And for a moment, just one, she seems to hear her mother
singing Billie Holiday under her breath, seems to see her far below (in a yard
she never knelt in) stabbing at the soil with her spade. As though both of
Gillian’s important ghosts are here. She seems to smell her, too, not the
powdered lavender of her hugs but something that traces her mother’s freckled
skin further down in her mind: honeysuckle, like the vines that spread wild in
the woods behind the old neighborhood, before the hospital, before the house
went dusty and full of echoes and she and her father moved away. To here.


And she almost says that, yes, she does know the insides of
jazz.


Mr. Elling’s old voice drifts on. “Like I told you a time or
three, I came to the Big Easy late in the game. It was a frying-pan August,
1958, about as humid as humid gets. Beautiful city, crumbling slow and
majestic. Green growing on everything. The day I got there my precious mama was
in her grave just shy of three weeks and my daddy wasn’t worth the dirt in it.


“I could play a mean trumpet, had been since I was fifteen
until my daddy put a stop to it. And I had big plans to travel around, looking
up at my name in tall letters on marquees. But I was a beanpole with the lungs
to match. I didn’t have the soul of the greats. Betty and me got to perform
with some guys exactly twice between then and October of ‘59. That night was
set to be my third, as I’d just started making some regular friends by then,
something like a crew. Strictly small-time, but it was better than no-time,
if you catch my drift.


“Except thirty feet outside the back door of the Maison
Blue, on Frenchman Street, I met myself four and a half white fellas all
liquored up and looking for somebody like me—the biggest one I’m counting as a
fella and a half. I didn’t know them from Adam, and they didn’t know me from
whoever was the first black boy in the Bible. Well, suffice it to say I never
stepped foot in the Blue that night. Later I found out a kid called Rett Wilson
sat in for me. Not half bad for a tin ear. He did some session work on a few
records.


“Excuse an old-timer, Gillian. I never told this story
before, but that’s no excuse for all my other recollections to come seeping in
the cracks. Even passed on I may be longwinded, but I mean to get through this
quick, so that we can see what we see.”


He laughs and there’s not a drop of wheeze in it. And no
humor, either. She watches for the faded bronze of her father’s old Cabriolet.
Her hand rubs nervous circles on her belly.


“I don’t know what I had more of on me,” Mr. Elling says,
“blood or dirt. I made quite a dust cloud in that back lot, what from hitting
the ground over and over. Them fellas left, brushing off their white, white
shirts. I could see two of my teeth right in front of my eyes, and judging from
the inside of my mouth I figured there were probably a few more scattered
around. My Betty, I could just see her down by my feet. She was streaked with
some red, too.


“One of my eyes was already swelled shut, but the other one
saw something gleaming at me from the crawlspace under the Blue. Flashlight
eyes, like a cat. There was a little door dragged open along the dirt, and they
were staring out from the black square behind it. I could feel my busted ribs
and I was spitting out blood so I didn’t drown in it. That is, I was fine where
I was; at some point somebody would step out back for some air and fetch me to
the hospital.


“But damned if those eyes didn’t get bigger and yellower.
Damned if they weren’t looking at me with something deeper than a cat’s cool
regard. Then they pulled back into that dark, lamps trailing off down a mine.
Might be the cat’s supposed to be the curious one, but that long evening it was
me.


“Most folks wouldn’t have gone hauling themselves through
the dirt toward that hole, grinding broken parts inside with every inch. Most
folks would’ve passed out from the pain of it, and in that way, I was most
folks. But I came to and I crawled some more, and when I made it to that black
opening, I peered in, smelling sour dirt and cool dark.”


She almost tells him she’s on the edge of her seat—this
would get a laugh out of him, ghost or no—but she keeps quiet. The street is
empty and breathless, the sun sliding on its track, closer to the line of
coloring trees.


“But I supposed that was no cat. Just like I supposed if I
squeezed into that hole, it would be like no dark I ever saw. So I went on
ahead and did it. There was a lot inside me that wasn’t doing so hot; them
white boys had wanted to beat me within an inch of life, and they measured
good. Stands to reason they knocked something loose in the clear thinking part
of my head.


“About the second my feet were inside, the door scraped shut
behind me. The ceiling wasn’t two feet above my head. I couldn’t hear even a
floorboard creak from inside the Blue. It was like climbing into my own grave.


 “And I felt something come right up to my face in that
pitch dark. It felt bigger than the Maison Blue itself. I went cold all over. I
was already in shock, if not from the beating then for sure from dragging my
cracked self across the Blue’s lot and through that hole.


“‘What do you want?’ I asked the blackness, and it came
right back with a silence that stretched out like a line of mountains way off
in the distance. I held my breath and heard my heart.”


His own voice trails off much the same way—Gillian knows the
Adirondacks are out there, past her eyes around the curve of the earth—and now
she sees the convertible, black canvas top up for the cold season, slide down
the street to her left. It pulls into their driveway, earlier than most days.
Her father steps out and gazes up at the roof, his head tipped back. The house
is tall and skinny, so unlike her; at more than thirty feet up, it’s easy to
pretend she doesn’t hear him call her name.


 “Well, speak of the devil,” Mr. Elling says, and this time
there is some shine to his laugh. Again she almost sees his hands gripping the
chair, ticking back and forth in time with her heartbeat. Those hands he would
always describe as coffee up top, cream on the bottom.


“I thought I was messing with something bad under there,
something biblical, but I was a long way off from being too old to make
a boy’s mistakes, if ever a man is. To go looking for trouble. So I told the
dark, ‘I want to be one of the greats.’ I was flat on my stomach from having to
worm inside that thin space, so can you blame me? I had already assumed a
worshipping position. ‘I want Betty and me to travel the world and sit in with
the giants and to see their eyes like dinner plates when they hear me play.’


 “Back then most folks, myself included, hadn’t ever heard
the story of Robert Johnson, him cradling his old guitar at the crossroads, the
devil holding out a heap of genius in exchange for his soul. He’d been dead
going on twenty years, but his brand of fire and blues hadn’t caught on yet. I
hadn’t ever heard of Faust and his bargain, neither, so mercy knows what got
that idea in my head that night, that old Satan was crouched up in the dirt
looking to add one more soul to Hell. I suppose I just wanted to play the
trumpet that bad. I laid there in that crawlspace, waiting for fire to light it
up, and I knew I’d see a hole gaping in the world, and an oily goat-skinned
man. Big perfect square teeth and eyes blacker in the flaming light than I’d
ever be. He’d drip all colors on the ground and I’d choke on musk thick in my
nose.


“But that quiet just went on and that dark kept pressing
against me. I had no business still being conscious so I slept a while.”


Mr. Elling falls silent, waiting and watching. Gillian’s
father climbs out the attic window and sits beside her, still in his suit,
checkered tie loosened at his throat. One hand is full of wildflowers tied with
string. She stares at his other hand, the one that wastes no time dropping onto
her thigh, then peeks over at the sculpted beard on his cheeks, the wiry
eyebrows, the hair turning winter at his temples.


A fresh sheet of wind carries again the scent of
honeysuckles. A summer smell in the fade of November, a smell from before she
came here and she was still allowed to be just a girl with scabbed knees and
tangled hair, ranging the woods behind the house she was born in. A girl who
had friends at school and a living mother whose arms she could tuck herself
beneath.


“I wish you wouldn’t come out here, sweetheart,” he says.
His fingers squeeze, relax.


Her father does not smell of the grave, or the dark under
Mr. Elling’s jazz club. He is cinnamon gum and aftershave curling through the
sweetness of the honeysuckle. The man beside her is calm and king of his world.
The one in her memory, just five months younger, panted as he pushed her dress
up around her waist.


Since that day in the backseat, she can’t run through the
woods, trying to keep ahead of her beating, squishing heart. There are no woods
anymore. Behind the new house are only more houses, boxing her in at each turn.
She can’t bury her face in a wild flush of honeysuckle vines like she used to,
before, when her mother’s chemo was at its worst and her father began coming
into her bedroom in the evenings. When it was still just his callused hands,
his thin lips emerging from the nest of beard, wanting to be fed.


“You’re in a delicate condition,” her father says, and gives
her the flowers. They smell of nothing.


She looks at him again. Fear and love like the two halves of
the gold heart hanging around her neck.


“Some places in the light,” Mr. Elling says, “are worse,
Gillian.” Her father doesn’t hear. His face remains soft and his hand kneads
and slides. “You’re up in the sky but you’d be better off in the dirt under the
Blue with the devil you don’t know. Fortunately for you, child, I got a tune
that was never pressed on no wax.”


And now she does see the old man. She sees him lift the
trumpet up, the sun flashing off the brass as he brings it to his lips. The
chair rocks once, twice, then comes to a stop, the lined face in shadow. And
she hears him play, really play, for the first time.


Her father’s head turns toward the sound, eyes squinting.
The horn comes wafting across, clean and bright, and it’s hardly music, she’s
never heard anything that serves as a point of reference. There are
many-petaled syllables, there are quick snaps like sheets on a clothesline in
the wind.


“Pretty, isn’t it?” she says, and pats the slim space
between her and her father. “Here, scooch closer to me.” He grins and shifts
over, the tacky grit pulling at his slacks. His hip touches hers; his hand
drops back down, higher this time, at the crook where her legs join in
reluctant heat. And the horn slips into an impossible key, slow notes clouding
the air. The two of them gasp as one, only this time he does not gasp in
release; nor is her own in tearing pain.


Maybe the atoms of the fall day tremble. They seem to.
Briefly, everything is more, the roof slanting up to her like vast, brooding
hands, the distant ocean cars full of unwritten stories.


Except her father. He looks so small up here.


For the first time in shameful weeks she aches to have her
mother back. She aches even for the glances she’d catch toward the end, as
though his fingerprints stood out on her skin like brands. She aches for
another chance to sit by her hospital bed, to drape the sheaves of her hair
across her mother’s (their neighboring shades of rusty orange) and translate
the emotion that turned her head away on the pillow.


Her father leans close and breathes into her ear, “It’s
beautiful. Just like our new family.”


Mr. Elling’s cheeks go on blowing a mournful joy between his
house and hers. The sun rubs the trees and Betty sours, her tone darkening. Her
father leans his head against her face; his eyelashes are wet. The halves of
her heart gain dreadful weight.


The trumpet dips and rises and cuts out. Mr. Elling says to
her, not even having to catch his breath, “That next morning I came out from
under the Blue streaked with dirt, Betty tucked beneath my arm. And you know
what came traipsing out of that hole with me? A mangy old tabby cat, ordinary
as daylight. She glanced at me, licked herself a minute, and went off to find
breakfast.


“Later on I’d wonder if the devil had been anywhere near New
Orleans that night. And I ain’t saying God Himself came down from on high and
slithered into that grave beneath the Blue, getting dirt under His fingernails
just for me. I haven’t ever been able to say that. But it sure feels closer to
the truth, somehow. I was all mended up, you see. My back popped as I bent and
touched my toes. I ran my tongue across every single one of my teeth.


“And right then I felt I’d given up my soul. I could feel
that empty space in me, all hollowed out. Even so, I didn’t go seeking fortune
and fame, no, not then. I didn’t even touch lips to Betty quite yet. I never
would go white fella hunting, neither. I put myself on a bus back to South
Carolina, and I went to see my own daddy.”


She wishes her father would jump. She waits for it, her
fingers clenched tight upon the peak of the roof.


“You need to realize,” Mr. Elling says, “that your daddy
ain’t going nowhere on his own. Folks like him never do, and I can’t help you
there. Betty had something special in her, but she never had no magic, bless
her heart. For a minute, though, riding on that bus, I just knew she did.”


Her father kisses the hinge of her jaw. She feels his mouth
smile.


“Now my mama was a proud, good woman,” Mr. Elling says, and
there are rough edges in his voice. “The kindest mother a boy could want. She
was in the ground hardly a year by then, and my daddy’s fists was mostly the
reason she was there. And he still walked his little patch of earth, or he did
those rare days he wasn’t curled up in drink.


“It was surprising cool in Greer when I stepped off that
Greyhound. I found him snoring in his bed. I stood over him and me and Betty
played him something awful. And we played him something sweet. By the time the
sun set on us, he was hanging from the big oak behind the house. I sat on a
patch of dirt and watched him twitch and swing. That patch had been scrubbed
clean from years of my feet scuffing it, the times I’d sit listless on my old
tire swing, hearing my mama cry through the kitchen window. The light painted
my daddy in blood and I wasn’t happy, but I wasn’t sad, neither, no ma’am.”


She waits (look at that sky) but her father does nothing.
The horn cries out again, only for a beat, and then bleeds into silence. In the
distance she expects a wet coughing to start up in its place, but of course Mr.
Elling’s lungs aren’t clogged with age anymore. They are reborn.


And under her palm, Gillian feels the baby kick. The
strangeness of it pulls the air from her.


“Now here’s where the deal gets sweet,” Mr. Elling says.
“There is no deal. All a child’s got to do is pick up the telephone, and your
daddy will face the music, same as mine. I didn’t do nothing except pass on and
play you a tune. You were a good friend to an old man these last months. But
you don’t have to be in that story I told. What you want to do is yours to
want, and you ain’t got to give me or God a thing. Being happy sure would be
nice, though.”


She turns to her father for a long moment. “Do I look pretty
from down there?” she asks, and points down to the lawn, as perfectly trimmed
as his beard. Her face is full of heat. The baby kicks again, demanding to be
known.


“Of course you do, honey.” He smiles inside the beard. “You
look just like your mother.”


Gillian places her hand against his side. He leans over and
kisses her ear, breathes cinnamon fog into her hair. She gently digs her
fingers into the meat of him. He giggles for a bare second, twisting away, and
then he’s gone. By the time she hears the mundane thump on the ground, she’s
already watching the sky stain at the edges. The air is still flushed with that
misplaced summer sweetness. The tree line, the sinking sun, the starlings blur
in her eyes.


There’s a wink of light across the way, the silver of
close-cropped hair and the battered gold of Betty. Mr. Elling lifts her in a
wave, says, “Thing about music is in the end, all we can do is face our own. I
hope yours has some bop to it.” He steps away into his dark. The chair slows
and stills.


She raises her own hand for a second. Below her is silence.
She knows she should get inside. There’s a bundle of shingles she saw once in
the garage. They’ll need to be dragged up to the attic and opened up. There’s a
pouched belt heavy with hammer and nails that will buckle around her father’s
waist. A tearful phone call to make, a swirl of ambulance lights, before she
can at last return to her own narrow bed in her own narrow room.


She knows she should get inside. But she goes back to
rubbing the curve of her belly in quiet, calming circles.


 









Ramsey Campbell


FETCHED


They had left the hotel just a few miles behind when Lawrence
said “There’s somewhere else I used to go.”


“Striders Halt,” Violet read on the sign for the next
motorway exit. “What was that, Lawrence?”


“A view of the whole valley. I could show you if you like.”


“Is it far?” At once she regretted sounding less than wholly
enthusiastic. “If it means something to you,” she said.


“Only if it would to you as well. Maybe we can still salvage
a little magic from the weekend.”


“I thought you thought it was fun.”


“I think we can do without that kind.”


She’d thought he’d shared her wry amusement. He must have
been suppressing his reaction for her sake. The hotel he’d remembered from his
childhood had turned out to be mostly occupied by several coachloads of old
folk. They’d seemed to overwhelm the place, slowing it down to their speed and
adding to its faint stale smell, filling the faded corridors with a mass of
sluggish footsteps and effortful breaths. Lawrence might have intended to
recapture some of his youth and share it with Violet, but instead they’d been
reminded what could lie ahead for them. During the day they’d gone for walks on
the hills and ridges, but the hotel was too remote from anywhere else to let
them escape in the evenings, and so they’d been trapped with singalongs in the
bar or into producing dutiful laughter at superannuated comedies on the
television in the crowded lounge, where their neighbours kept turning to them
to ensure they joined in. “Pet,” Lawrence added as if this summed up the entire
experience.


“I never knew you disliked being called that so much.” After
all, several of the old folk had used it to Violet as well. “I hope you’re mine
at least,” she said.


“I don’t care to be patronised. I’m more than a little too
old.”


Was he complaining or boasting? Since they’d both retired he
seemed to have grown unsure of himself and defensive to compensate, as if all
the easy authority he’d shown with his students had just been armour for his
vulnerable nature. She’d assumed that now they weren’t lecturing they would
have time to grow closer. They mustn’t settle into themselves if it meant that
they drifted apart, and she signalled to leave the motorway. “Let’s see your
view,” she said.


The January sun was lying low behind a vast slab of marble
cloud. The icy glow blackened the exposed bones of the landscape. On either
side of the road that wound between bare fields, hulking hedges bristled with
thorns. Sometimes Violet glimpsed birds in the midst of the tangle of twigs,
unless the restless objects were the only remaining leaves, shaken by the wind
that sent a chill into the car. As the road straightened between the last of the
fields, Lawrence sat forward. “What’s that in the way? It oughtn’t to be
there.”


A line of wide bungalows blocked the end of the road, beyond
a village green—an expanse of grass bisected by the road, at any rate. As the
car emerged from between the hedges Violet saw that the bungalows extended out
of sight past both ends of the green. “I expect someone else must have liked
the view,” she said.


“Then they should have left it for the rest of us to
appreciate.”


“Do you want to go back?”


“Back the way it was. Drive around for a bit, will you?
Perhaps there’s still a path.”


“Drive where, Lawrence?”


“Wherever we’re allowed,” he said and gestured vaguely at
the houses. “I’ll shout if anything seems familiar.”


A sign on stumpy concrete legs identified the bungalow road
as Meadow Prospect. At least, Violet took that as the name, though a poster
about a lost dog obscured more than half of the first word. Another fluttering
poster drew her eye to a sign for a side road several hundred yards away—as far
as she could make it out, Cliff Road. “Yes, try that,” Lawrence urged before
she could ask.


Twin lines of elongated pale stone bungalows curved left and
then right without hinting at the presence of a cliff. Violet was coasting
around a third curve at a pace even she found sedate when one of the cars
parked on the wide drives between the bungalows—a silver Jaguar—backed into the
road at twice her speed. As she braked while Lawrence gasped and threw his
hands up, the other driver lowered his window, leaving the Jaguar across the
width of the road.


His receding hair was the faded brown of a vintage
photograph. His eyes looked pinched narrow by wrinkles, more of which appeared
to stretch his colourless mouth straight and thin. He apparently felt entitled
to be heard with very little effort on his part, and Violet had to roll her
window down, letting in a reason for a shiver. “Sorry, what did you say again?”


“I asked if Fetcher brought you here.”


“I don’t believe so,” Violet said, though the name sounded
somehow familiar. “Fletcher, did you say?”


“I quite clearly said Fetcher.” The man frowned as if she’d
put him to more trouble than was warranted. “You can’t be lost,” he said.


Was this an accusation or a question that didn’t bother
sounding like one? Lawrence was lowering his window, presumably to ask for
directions, when the man said “Perhaps you can tell me whom you’ve come to
see.”


“Nobody at all. My husband wanted to revisit some of his old
haunts.”


“I don’t know you,” the man said, scowling harder at
Lawrence. “I’ve never seen you here.”


“Nor I you. I was here before you were.”


“No,” the man said with a smile too thin to contain mirth.
“Nobody was.”


“I can assure you my parents and I—”


The man had already returned to scrutinising Violet. “I
should have thought you were too old to be defacing our streets.”


“What the devil do you mean by that?” Lawrence demanded,
leaning out of the window so violently that the car shook. “How dare you say
that to my wife?”


“What can your companion be yapping about?” the man said
without glancing at Lawrence. “I should try and keep him under control.”


Lawrence lurched across the metal sill and produced a series
of shrill barks. “How’s that for yapping?”


“Don’t, Lawrence.” Violet had not just to stroke his arm but
tug at it before he subsided onto the seat, rubbing his chest where the sill
had bruised it. “Don’t let him reduce you,” she murmured.


“That’s your idea of a joke, is it?” The man’s face had
grown angrily piebald. “Is it supposed to be how Fetcher sounds?”


“We don’t know anything about that,” Violet assured him. “I
wonder if you could possibly tell us— ”


The man met this with such a glare that she hesitated. “I
won’t expect to find you,” he said, “when I come back.”


“Expect what you like,” Lawrence retorted, but the man had
already shut the window as firmly as his lips. As the Jaguar sped past, only
just missing the wing mirror of the Viva, Violet saw the driver raise a phone
to his face. “Tell who you want we’re here,” Lawrence shouted, twisting around
to add “Tell your whole damned suburb.”


“That isn’t necessary, Lawrence. That’s not how we behave,”
Violet said, though she couldn’t help feeling enlivened by how much younger his
reaction made him seem. “Shall we call it a day?”


“Not while there’s so much light left. Just say whenever
you’ve had enough of indulging me.”


The confrontation with the driver had affected Violet more
than she cared for. Her legs weren’t quite steady, any more than her hands were
on the wheel. Once she was close to the next street sign she was able to say
“Fetcher.”


“Why are you saying that to me?”


“See, it’s why that person did.”


Another of the posters was stuck to the low sign. It showed
a dog standing on its hind legs as though perched on its name, which was
written larger than the message underneath. That was why the name had sounded
familiar, and someone had scribbled over the animal’s face. So this was the
defacing the Jaguar driver had referred to, and she hoped he’d meant that
neither she nor Lawrence could have been involved. “What’s the matter with
these people?” Lawrence said. “Don’t they want anyone to find their way?”


She scarcely had time to put the handbrake on before he
unleashed himself from his safety belt and stalked over to the sign. Until he
helped the wind to lift the poster, which covered half the first word, the sign
appeared to name LEY ROAD. He was letting the poster fall back into place when
a woman with disorganised grey hair hurried out of the side road, buttoning her
long black coat. “Where’s the dog?” she called.


She was wearing leather slippers, Violet saw. Lawrence
didn’t answer until the questioner was staring up at him from less than a yard
away. “I’m afraid there’s no dog.”


 “Of course there is. Don’t tell me you didn’t hear it.” Her
voice was growing louder with each phrase. “You aren’t deaf, are you?”


“Is it your dog?”


“Why should it be? We look out for one another round here.
We aren’t like the rest of the world.” Her frown might have been including him
in the repudiation. “Now will you please finish wasting my time,” she said,
“and tell me where it’s gone.”


“There was never any dog.” As she took a breath that
suggested she was about to raise her voice even further Lawrence said “It was
me.”


“Don’t be so childish.” She had indeed found more of a
voice. “What do you mean, it was you?”


“My attempt at imitation.” When she looked both impatient
and uncomprehending Lawrence treated her to a few barks. “That kind of thing,”
he said.


Violet heard how apologetic he meant to be, but the woman
stared at him as if facing down an animal. “Have you really nothing better to
do at your age than play tricks?”


“Excuse me, madam, but you’d have to know the context. I—”


She shook her finger at the poster or at him. “Was that you
as well?”


“I hardly think there’s much resemblance.”


“You know perfectly well what I mean. Are you responsible
for the damage?”


“Do you truthfully think that’s how I look?”


“I think you look incapable of answering a simple question.”


“No, I’m not responsible, and I can’t believe you could
think for an instant I was. Now here’s a simple question for you. Can you tell
us how to get to—”


“To wherever you ought to be? Just turn right round and
scamper back where you came from.” She stalked away but turned to add “And I
wouldn’t advise you to do any more pretending.”


As Lawrence yanked at his seat belt so hard that it snagged,
Violet murmured “We don’t seem very welcome, do we? Shall we give up and go
home?”


“Give up?” He blinked at her as if he hardly recognised her.
“We never would have once,” he said. “Unless you’ve had enough of me.”


“You shouldn’t say such things. You don’t mean it any more
than I do.”


“Then carry on.” As he succeeded in fastening his belt he
muttered “They can’t keep the magic to themselves.”


He was speaking figuratively, of course, even if it sounded
like rather too determined a bid to recapture childhood innocence. History had
been his subject as much as hers, and it had taught them how people were led to
believe magic was real, not just an enchanting fancy. As she turned along
Valley Road she was relieved not to see the woman who’d accosted him, but there
was no suggestion of the view he was seeking, just a succession of long squat
houses that looked united in anonymity, resolved to exhibit no personality to
strangers. Once the road stopped curving Violet saw a sign for Valley Crescent,
or at least as much of the name as the dangling poster didn’t hide, but this
road led her away from the direction Lawrence wanted her to take. She’d begun
to share his dogged resolve to find whatever was to be found, and she followed
Valley Lane into Valley Drive, which brought her to Valley Avenue. Each sign
was partly obscured by a poster about the lost dog, and the face in each
photograph had been disfigured beyond recognition, a sight that made Violet
feel irrationally guilty, too much of an intruder. She had as much right to use
the streets as anyone who lived there, not that a single resident was to be
seen. A road presumably called Valley Row led to one that must be Valley
Terrace, and she was starting to wonder if the names had been chosen to confuse
outsiders. Then Lawrence leaned forward, clasping his hands together so
fervently that she could almost have thought he was praying. “This has to be
it,” he said.


The road was straight, and the houses on the side that was
presumably closer to his goal were twice the height of the bungalows opposite.
Perhaps they had been built to take advantage of a view. Less than halfway
along the street Lawrence said “Yes, here.”


She had barely switched the engine off before he escaped
from the harness. When she followed him she found him peering at the unfenced
grass in front of the houses. “I’m sure that’s part of the path,” he said.


It wasn’t much of one. It was composed of uneven rock almost
overgrown enough to pass for an unkempt strip of the lawns it divided, and
stretched from a flagstone of the pavement to a solid wooden fence behind the
houses. If it was natural, it was unusually straight despite its irregular
edges. As Lawrence stepped on it Violet a qualm of nervousness. “It’s on someone’s
property,” she said, though this fell short of explaining her unease. “Do you
think we should?”


“It still has to be a right of way. They haven’t dared to
cover it up,” he said and strode along the path.


Once it passed between the houses it was shut in by fences
enclosing the back gardens. The fences were at least seven feet high, like the
one that blocked off the path beyond its junction with a narrow alley that led
behind the gardens. “We just need to find the way through,” Lawrence said.


Violet failed to see where, and he plainly couldn’t either.
He tramped along the alley at a speed suggestive of conviction, only to return
before she caught up with him. The opposite stretch of the alley defeated him
as well, and she saw him clench his fists so hard that they looked close to
fingerless. The next moment he crouched and sprang up in a bid to peer over the
fence. “I think I see—”


Whatever he meant to add was driven into him as his feet
struck the ground. Though the impact visibly shook him, it provoked another
furious attempt, which allowed him to grab the top of the fence. He was
struggling to haul himself up when Violet saw movement at an upstairs window of
the nearest house. The woman wasn’t gesturing like a prisoner desperate to
attract attention. She had been cleaning the inside of the glass, and now she
opened the window to call “You there, what on earth do you think you’re doing?”


Lawrence twisted his head around while he clung to the
fence. “Not pretending I’m a dog,” he gasped, “before you ask.”


“What’s that? Just you stay where you are,” the woman said
and slammed the window.


Violet had the absurd fancy that the woman was telling
Lawrence not to let go of the fence. As his body sagged and began to shiver
with the effort of holding on, she clutched at his waist to help him down. When
his feet thumped the packed earth hard enough to jar a groan out of him, she
felt she had been very little use. Perhaps he was compensating for his frailty
and Violet’s by growling “Coming for a word, is she? I’ve got a few.”


“Don’t let’s have another scene. Can’t we leave it now?”


“I nearly saw. I won’t be happy till you have,” he said as
they heard a gate being unbolted behind them.


The woman pulled it wide and stood in the frame like a
guard. She had silver hair as neat as a fur hat, and was so thoroughly made up
to look younger or at any rate less wrinkled that Violet felt dishevelled by
comparison. “What did you say about the dog?” the woman challenged Lawrence. 


“I’ve been looking for it as you all seem to be.” Violet couldn’t
tell whether he meant to appease the woman or was making a sly joke, even when
he added “And I was looking for your view.”


“You can’t see it from here.”


“Then could you tell us how to get to it?”


“That isn’t possible. As you say, it’s ours.”


“I don’t think you can do that, you know. You can’t shut the
world off from people.”


“That isn’t the world.”


Violet had a sense of overhearing a conversation she
couldn’t grasp, if indeed Lawrence did. “And I asked,” the woman said, “what
you’re to do with the dog.”


“Not a solitary thing. I’m not much of a dog man, and even
if I were I don’t think I’d be as obsessed with it as you all seem to be.”


“In that case you’ve no business being here, and I’d
recommend you make yourself scarce.”


“Not till I’ve found why I’m here.” Perhaps hearing his own
clumsiness made Lawrence blurt “If you really think we’re trespassing, why
don’t you see what the police say.”


“We don’t need them.”


If this was a warning, it only antagonised him. “Do your
worst, then,” he said, “and meanwhile you’ll forgive me if I keep looking.”


As he set off at speed along the alley Violet said to the
woman “Couldn’t you just let him finish looking? He was here as a boy.”


“And what’s he here as now? I shouldn’t let him stray,” the
woman said and shut the gate in Violet’s face.


Violet regretted lingering to stare at the gate as if she
were somehow confronting the woman, because when she turned away Lawrence was
out of sight. “Lawrence,” she called, both an appeal and a rebuke, as she
hurried down the alley to a bend, certainly not the dead end that her momentary
panic made it seem to be. She was nearly there when she heard him.


He sounded excited, even shrill, although she didn’t catch
the solitary syllable that had been startled out of him. “Lawrence,” she
repeated, but perhaps he was too preoccupied to respond. She was panting when
she reached the corner of the alley, not as promptly as she would have expected
of herself. At least she could see why Lawrence must have yelped in triumph.
Just around the corner there was a gap in the fence.


He still wasn’t to be seen. He’d crawled through the
opening, then. It was an irregularly rounded hole less than four feet wide and
not even as high, at the bottom of a section of the fence that looked older and
more weathered than the rest. Violet couldn’t help thinking of the kind of
aperture some pet owners might incorporate in a door; certainly it might have
tempted the lost dog. “Lawrence,” she called more sharply as she crouched
towards the gap.


She couldn’t see through it by simply stooping. The posture
sent pain flaring up her spine into her skull. She had to lower herself onto
all fours on the prickly concrete and duck towards the opening. The low sun met
her, shining directly into her eyes, so that she was scarcely able to
distinguish that the sliver of fierce light appeared to be resting on the edge
of a cliff. Was there a path, either the one they’d followed from the road or
another track crossing it on top of the cliff? Violet squeezed her eyes shut
and widened them, which didn’t help at all; either the sun had subsided beneath
the edge or it had been overwhelmed by cloud, because all she could see through
the gap was a pallid expanse as featureless as a void, as if the fence was
perched on the brink of the cliff.


Her perspective must have changed. Perhaps she’d crouched
lower without noticing. She was about to wriggle through the gap as a preamble
to lecturing Lawrence for making her do so when a fiercer stab of pain brought
her almost to her feet. She gasped as her hands struck the spongy fence, which
felt cold enough for the moisture it exuded to be close to frozen. “Lawrence,
say where you are,” she shouted and heard her voice invade the silence—just her
voice, which made her feel more intrusive than ever, as though every resident
who could hear her disapproved of her. She didn’t need to shout when she had a
phone. She wavered to her feet and fumbled the mobile out of the padded pocket
of her plump coat, and poked the key to call Lawrence’s number.


When she heard the bell inside her phone she tried to hear
where his ringtone might be, but the simulation in her phone gave just a single
trill before it was cut off. She just had time to glimpse an image on the
screen—a figure whose upright stance looked somehow unnatural. Perhaps she was
reminded of the posters she’d seen in Striders Halt because the face was
disintegrating into a mass of pixels. She had no chance to read the displayed
name, which seemed shorter than Lawrence’s, as the phone emitted a bleep like
the isolated note of an alarm and the screen went blank. She was pressing the
power button—squeezing it without result—when she thought she heard Lawrence.


Had he called “Yes”? The high sharp sound resembled that
word more than any other. He was somewhere around the corner—in the alley,
Violet hoped, not on the far side of the fence. She hurried to the corner and
peered along the alley, which seemed to have grown unreasonably dimmer. Surely
the sun shouldn’t have taken so much of the light with it, though enough remained
to show her that the alley was deserted. “Lawrence,” she called. “Tell me where
you are.”


Her voice petered out between the fences, giving way to a
silence so total that she might not have spoken at all. What childish game was
he playing? Even if he wanted to reward her with some surprise he thought she
would appreciate, she wasn’t enjoying his behaviour. “Lawrence,” she called
more and more furiously, “Lawrence,” as she marched along the alley, searching
for another gap, even a chink in the fence. She was still looking and, more
desperately, listening when the alley brought her to the corner of the road.


The unbroken fence stretched out of sight, presumably
following the edge of the cliff. The premature twilight made her aware of the
absence of streetlamps. She could have concluded that whoever had developed
Striders Halt didn’t care to waste any light on visitors, though the street was
visible enough, the blank windows of the bungalows competing with their doubles
across the deserted roadway to reveal no evidence of life. She was about to
call to Lawrence when she was distracted by the street sign. She’d assumed the
first syllable of Valley Terrace was covered up, but now that the poster had
fallen off as though it was no longer required, she saw the word was only half
the length she’d taken it to be.


A chill wind brought the poster fluttering towards her
across the arid flagstones. The face of the begging pet hadn’t just been
scribbled out; someone had tried to substitute a caricature of another face, so
vigorously that they’d shredded the paper. Violet might have fancied that the
damage had exposed features underlying the animal’s face. Why couldn’t she read
the lines printed beneath Fetcher’s name? Even if some computer problem must
have been responsible for the repetitive gibberish, she thought it odd that
nobody had noticed. All this was distracting her from finding Lawrence. As the
poster sank flat on the pavement she called his name, and turned just in time
to glimpse a response.


It could only be Lawrence. The movement had been by the
Viva, and of course that was where he would have met her, presumably to lead
her to the view he’d rediscovered. She thought he’d beckoned her to follow,
since it was the only gesture that made sense, before returning to the path
between the houses. “Just wait,” she cried, “what on earth’s the urgency?”
Perhaps some aspect of the view was about to disappear with the waning light,
and she hurried to the path so as not to disappoint him. But when she reached
the alley behind the houses she found it was deserted.


“What are you playing at, Lawrence? Show yourself, for
heaven’s sake.” She gasped all this as she tramped along the alley, though her
voice was too breathless to travel very far. He must have gone back to the gap
in the fence—she’d begun to think he had been crouching as he dodged along the
path, as though getting ready to crawl through the hole—but surely he could
have waited for her at the corner. “All right, show me—” she urged as she came
to the bend, and then her voice died in her mouth. It wasn’t only Lawrence that
she couldn’t see. There was no gap in the fence.


The sight seemed to turn not just her mouth dry but her
mind, parching it of the ability to think. When she faltered to the section of
the fence where she was sure the gap had been, she felt as if she might have to
support herself against it—might even discover that it wasn’t solid. But it
bruised her fist as she thumped the new wood, which was indistinguishable from
the rest of the fence. She was almost bewildered enough to wonder if the fence
could have been repaired while she was searching for Lawrence, and then she had
the equally unwelcome notion that she had somehow mistaken her way—that the gap
must be at the other end of the alley. If her ageing brain had let her down,
surely she could bear the possibility so long as she found Lawrence. Perhaps
becoming each other’s mental backup would be part of growing old. She needn’t
be ashamed to admit she’d lost her way, though wasn’t Lawrence’s behaviour responsible?
Once they were reunited she’d decide how much to blame him and how soon she
would forgive him. All these thoughts kept her going almost as far as the
opposite end of the alley, until she could no longer avoid seeing that there
wasn’t so much as a crack in the fence.


As she stumbled out beside the street sign the poster lying
on the flagstones stirred, raising its disintegrated face. “Lawrence,” she
shouted and was turning towards her car when a figure peered around the house
beside the path and ducked back. She was sure it was Lawrence, but how could he
act like that? Had senility overtaken him all at once? She called his name over
and over, though increasingly feebly, as she made for the path.


It was as deserted as the street, and so was the alley.
Violet felt close to releasing a scream of frustration, if not another kind.
She was peering wildly about as if her desperation could produce Lawrence when
she caught sight of the window she’d seen the woman cleaning. It was blankly
curtained now, but it was the only inspiration Violet could find. She limped up
the path and along the street to the front of the house. “Hello?” she cried as
soon as she’d rung the doorbell.


She didn’t hear another sound until a silhouette appeared on
the frosted glass that made up most of the front door. The outline of the
figure was fragmented by the swarming nodules of the glass, which left the face
as a pale blur. “Why are you making all that noise?” the woman demanded, barely
audibly. “Who do you think you are?”


“I know who I am.” Saying so wouldn’t help, and Violet said
only “You saw me behind your house. You spoke to me.”


“Count yourself privileged. I’ve no more to add.”


“I’m looking for my husband.”


“You won’t find him in here.”


“But you saw him as well,” Violet pleaded and felt a twinge
of hope. “You were watching him, weren’t you? Didn’t you see where he went?”


“He can’t be far.”


“No, but he could be lost.” At once this seemed altogether
too possible. “I’m sure a stranger could get lost round here,” she said.


“Not for long.”


Violet couldn’t tell why this sounded ominous: perhaps
because that was how the thought of losing Lawrence made everything feel—the
empty street as dim as the interior of the house, the figure that seemed
disinclined to take shape on the glass. “May I use your phone?” she blurted.


“You most certainly can not.”


Violet tried to believe she’d mistaken the murmur. “I need
to call my husband. My phone’s dead.”


“They aren’t welcome here.”


Violet suspected this meant far more than her phone and
Lawrence’s. “Just help me find him,” she begged, “and we’ll leave you alone.”


“He’ll be found.”


Why should this seem threatening? It aggravated Violet’s
growing panic. “Help me,” she said furiously, “or I’ll make such a noise it’ll
wake the whole place up.”


“No need. It’s awake,” the woman said, and her silhouette
decomposed further as it shrank into the darkness of the house.


“You can’t get rid of me like that. You won’t until I’ve
found my husband,” Violet cried and was about to create more of a
disturbance—however much would bring the residents out of their houses to help
her—when she heard Lawrence call her name.


It was only the first syllable. She’d never liked being
abbreviated, but now it was more than welcome, even when it was yipped as
shrilly as that. He was further away than the street, but at least the sound
hadn’t come from the direction of the cliff. “Lawrence,” she shouted as she
swung around, nearly losing her balance. “Come here. Come back.”


The empty street seemed to capture her voice, holding it in.
The unlit houses, where every window was colourlessly blank with curtains,
emphasised the gathering darkness. She could have thought the night was cutting
her off from Lawrence. “Talk to me,” she shouted. “I’ll come to you.”


“Don’t.”


Why would he say that to her? What would have made him say
it to someone else? Surely she’d misheard him. “I’m coming now,” she vowed and
dashed to the car.


As she strapped herself in she was overtaken by a notion
that she wasn’t sure she welcomed. How could all this be anything except a
nightmare? She was asleep in the passenger seat while Lawrence drove them home,
and soon she would waken to find they were safe. She was tempted to think so,
and yet it dismayed her; it felt like betraying Lawrence, abandoning him to the
unlit indifferent streets. She mustn’t use the idea that she was dreaming as an
excuse not to find him. She lowered both front windows of the car and felt as
if she were letting in the icy night to keep her awake. “Lawrence,” she called
as she switched on the headlights. “Keep talking to me.”


While she turned the car the headlamp beams lit up a
bungalow and then its twin, followed by one that could have been either of
them. Driving straight on would have brought her to a dead end, and in any case
she felt lost enough without venturing into the unknown dark. She coasted to
the junction at not much more than a walking pace while she peered ahead hard
enough to sting her eyes and called Lawrence’s name. As she eased the car out
of the road she heard him.


She was about to respond when she realised she was hearing a
dog. It was the first she’d heard in Striders Halt, and how long had it been
since she’d ceased hearing birds? The yapping sounded not far from articulate,
which was why she’d taken it for a human voice, though she didn’t want to
wonder why Lawrence would have been protesting “No no no.” If it was the
elusive Fetcher, someone else could catch the animal. “Lawrence,” she called
louder, but the only answer was another burst of frenzied yapping. She was
almost at the next junction when she saw the creature ahead.


It might well be Fetcher, since it was performing the trick
all the posters had shown. It was rearing up to beg even though nobody was
offering it a treat. Before Violet could distinguish more than a large vague
silhouette, it dropped to all fours and dodged around the corner. When she
reached the corner both roads were deserted. She mustn’t be distracted by it or
by wondering why nobody had come out of the houses to catch it. “Lawrence,” she
shouted as if she could dismiss the creature and recall him, but only the dark
chill wind came to her through the open windows. She hadn’t seen or heard any
hint of his whereabouts by the time she reached the village green.


Had she left the streets behind too soon? Had she managed to
miss out some of them? She stared at the dark huddle of bungalows as if by
making her eyes ache she might bring Lawrence into the open, and then she
fumbled her phone out of her pocket. She was hoping it might have regained some
of the power it had lost in Striders Halt, but it was still as dead as the
rectangular stone it resembled. She had to believe Lawrence wasn’t out here; he
couldn’t have been faster than the car.


She didn’t know how many times she drove through the
lightless streets—how often they brought her back to the green. How frequently
did she pass the Jaguar, which was once again parked on its drive? There might
well be more than one, taunting her with the illusion that she knew where she
was. Her voice had grown hoarse and dry with calling out to Lawrence. Even
sounding the horn failed to bring any life to the introverted streets, which
she could have imagined were dreaming of themselves. She was driving
desperately faster now, as though she could overtake Lawrence in the act of
losing himself. While she knew that one of them would eventually have to lose
the other, she could never have dreamed it would be anything like this. She had
the sudden awful thought that he hadn’t been truly lost until she’d told the
woman that he might be. If this was in any way possible, oughtn’t it to mean
that she could bring him back as well?


She cried his name and leaned on the horn, and saw the only
other creature in the streets dodge beyond the limit of her headlights. It was
yapping again, however much this sounded like a voice struggling to tell her to
go, go, go. She could even have imagined that it was fleeing the light, as
though ashamed to be seen. Suppose it could lead her to Lawrence? She wasn’t
quite confused enough to believe that, but she saw that she was following it
anyway, having forgotten which way she’d meant to drive through the streets,
which had begun to seem malevolently unhelpful. She lost sight of the creature
well before the streets led her yet again to the green.


She braked with a screech that sounded like her dismay
rendered audible, and then she clambered out of the car. She felt as if the mob
of lightless houses had cast her out—would continue doing so every time she
searched for Lawrence. She strove one last time to think she was having a
nightmare, a distorted version of her wish and Lawrence’s to bring some magic
back into their life. Soon she would waken to find herself in the passenger
seat, but she knew that wasn’t possible; Lawrence had never learned to drive.
Her hands were shaking so much that she could hardly cup them around her mouth.
“Lawrence,” she cried, “come back.”


Her words were aching not merely in her ears but throughout
her entire self when she thought she heard a voice somewhere among the houses.
“Let it go.”


She couldn’t tell whether it was addressing her. As she
strained her eyes at the mass of bungalows, she saw a figure dart out between
them. The headlight beams were splayed across the green towards the larger
darkness, making it harder for her to distinguish the shape. It was yapping and
panting, and the face on the blurred shaggy head seemed more fragmentary than
it ought to be, fluttering in the chill wind. When the figure reared up in
front of her she didn’t know whether it meant to beg or plant its paws on her
shoulders and nuzzle her face. All she could do was cry “Lawrence.”
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RANGEL


Leeds, Massachusetts lived in Gaspar Bantam’s memory as a
city of perpetual gloaming, of eternal October. In every memory, in every
dream, the faces of jack-o’-lanterns flickered from cornhusk-garlanded porches,
treetops glowed orange and red under a sky of charcoal clouds, leaves crunched
under your shoes like the snaps and cracks of radio static. The baskets at the
farmer’s market spilled over with red and yellow peppers curled like beckoning
fingers, and bulbs of garlic hung from knotted strings like clustered nests of
pupae. You’d pull the comforter around you for warmth in the mornings but throw
your jacket over the bike rack in the sun-seared afternoons before playing
Pirates of the Woods. The whole village thrummed and hummed to the constant
soundtrack of the peepers and the crickets and the whoosh of trucks on the rush
and rumble Interstate. Autumn is said to solemnly herald a kind of dying, but
in Leeds, in that shadowy little city tucked into a curve of the mighty
Connecticut River, the season is an ecstatic celebration of the fury of death’s
rebirth.


It was the height of autumn when Gaspar’s baby sister Rangel
disappeared into the woods, never to return.


 


###


 


Gaspar, now forty years old, the whole of the country between
him and Leeds, stared up from his bed at the morning-grey ceiling. His wife
Laura lay curled beside him, lightly snoring. He had awakened from the latest
iteration of a dream in which he was walking through the Leeds woods at dusk,
his sister’s voice calling to him from the treetops, from the tangled brambles,
from the thorn-spiked deadfalls. Trees began to burst up out of the ground,
spraying dirt, opening like gargantuan umbrellas as they rose, blocking the
light in steady increments, turning the woods into a coal-black prison thick
with woody bars. He had stirred awake, gone for a piss, returned to the warm
bed. Now, cocooned back in, he allowed himself for the first time in months to
replay in his head the Halloween just after Rangel’s disappearance, thirty
years ago as of this coming Saturday, back in faraway Leeds.


 


###


 


As dusk crawls along State Street, the porch lights come
on one by one, on all houses but number 131, the Bantam house. In that
shadow-swaddled Victorian cottage, decorations are folded and boxed somewhere
in the darkness of the cellar, where Gaspar is not allowed. No candy graces the
table by the front door, and bedtime is 8 p.m., no arguments, no negotiations,
buddy. Against the strict rules of the Bantam household, Gaspar slips from his
bed on the second floor and soft-foots it to the window. He kneels and watches
as the little ghouls and princesses and Frankenstein’s Monsters, led by doting
parents, go in lantern-lit clusters from house to porch-lit house. Kneeling
there in his darkened room, he cries, pushing his fists into his eyes, his
mouth curled into a grimace. He cries for his lost sister, yes, but mainly he
cries for himself, selfish, selfish Gaspar, because Rangel, snot-nosed
friendless and lost little Rangel, has stolen from him his last Halloween as a
child.


The next Halloween, his 11th, is drenched in downpours,
and if it were any colder, it would all be coming down snow. As it is, his
werewolf costume is hidden under a puffy blue winter coat (which his mother
won’t let him rip open to heighten the effect), his furry mask moist and
stinking despite the umbrella that hides it from the world. The festivities are
further dampened by the smug insistence of his friends that Halloween is for
kids, and dressing up? Well, you might as well be a queer, for middle school
kids, the worst thing you could possibly be. The year after that, he barely
acknowledges the holiday, though he does take his place at the window to watch.
That year there are no tears. He has learned to stifle them.


 


###


 


Gaspar rose quietly so as not to rouse Laura, showered, as
much to wash away the dream as anything else, put the coffee on, fried and
plated a couple eggs, and sat, looking out the window of the ground-floor
condominium. In the city there were no falling leaves, no October aromas, only
bus fumes and acrid smog. L.A.’s attempts at being seasonal seemed to Gaspar
half-hearted and overcompensating, and maybe they weren’t, but to the
provincial New Englander that smoky, fire-lit season can’t be fully realized
anywhere else. At that thought a city bus slid by with a green, grinning witch
on its side, winking, mocking him, a wart protruding from her nose, a distorted
white square on the surface of the wart to suggest that it shone. A hand landed
on his shoulder and he started, nearly spilling his coffee.


“Jesus!” he said.


“Keep it together, kid,” Laura said, jostling his shoulders
like a boxer’s trainer. Again his coffee started riding up the sides of the
cup. He put it on the table, shot her a narrow-eyed look. “How are you holding
up?” she said.


“Thirty years,” Gaspar said. “Thirty.”


“I know.”


Gaspar stood up, turned, and hugged Laura close to him. He
pushed his fingers up into her long, brown curls, held the back of her head and
kissed her gently. When he had first met her nearly 15 years earlier, having
only recently arrived in L.A., at what was otherwise a dud of a party, there
had been an immediate attraction and an easy rapport. They had talked about
movies, about food, about politics (both leaned left), and about religion (she
was agnostic, he an outspoken atheist). She had lost a baby brother to cancer,
and so they had talked about loss. At the end of the night, she said she wanted
to see him again. The last thing he wanted her to do, he told her, was leave.
She left anyway. But he knew she would come back, and she did, again and again.
She was the first woman to whom he did not cling, afraid that out of his sight,
she might disappear, abandon him as in a dark wood. There was something about
her—an ineffable aura of permanence, of solidity. She was hard-edged while he
was dreamy and sentimental; she was forward thinking while he traveled through
the past like a tourist fixated on sites of historical atrocities. She kept him
in check.


“I’m going to go back this year,” he said, before he knew he
had decided, before he knew he was going to say it.


But the moment he said it, he knew he had to do it. Why it
seemed so important, so imperative that he go, and go this year, he did
not even bother to consider. It had been enough, before now, to remember the
Leeds of his childhood, suspended in autumnal amber, to willfully deny the
existence of the changes he knew must have taken place. It was time to face
Leeds as it was now, just a city, not a tainted place of nightmares and
secrets and loss.


“You should call your parents, let them know you’re coming,”
Laura said.


“Maybe I’ll surprise them.”


 “Do you need me with you?” Laura asked.


Laura and his parents had met only once, when his folks had
flown to L.A. for the wedding. They had all gotten along well, trading
embarrassing stories about Gaspar until he had all but begged them to block
their mouths with wedding cake. But his parents would likely be away traveling
and, in some deep, shadowed part of his brain, he feared that if Laura came to
Leeds, she, too, might wander into the woods and be taken from him forever.


“I don’t think I do,” Gaspar said. “I think I’ll need to be
alone, to, you know, walk my old paper route, check out the town, look at the
old house…”


“To pretend that time hasn’t passed?” Laura began scratching
his head with her long fingernails, looking at his prematurely graying hair.


 


###


 


Rangel won’t touch her broccoli. She pouts. She cries
crocodile tears. She clasps her small, pink hand over her mouth. “Come on,”
says Gaspar. “It’s good with pepper on it.” To demonstrate, he twists the
pepper mill over his plate with a dramatic flourish.


“I’m with her,” says Red. “That shit is disgusting. She
can skip it this meal.”


“Absolutely not,” Shirley says, her voice shrill.
“She can pretend it’s monkey brains.”


“Mmmm, monkey brains,” Rangel says. “Wait a second,
cauliflower is monkey brains. Not broccoli. Cauliflower.”


“Have a no-thank-you helping,” says Shirley. She is done
with this argument.


“Hey Gaspy, why did the monkey fall out of the tree?” Red
says, his mouth full of steak.


“Because it was dead,” Gaspar answers.


“That’s goddamned right. Dead as a fucking doornail.”


“Language,” says Shirley.


Meanwhile, Rangel has started in on her broccoli.


 


###


 


That night, after Laura had gone to bed, Gaspar pulled from
the high closet shelf in the guest room a wooden box with a metal clasp. He
placed it on the marble coffee table, sat on the couch, and pried open the lid.
The picture on top, caked in dust, was of his parents at a party in some large,
twilit room. It had to have been taken in the early ‘seventies: Red was wearing
checkered pants, and his sideburns and his collar were comically large. Shirley
wore stylishly pointy-framed glasses and a green polyester dress with a
self-belt. Her hair was swirled atop her head like soft serve ice cream. Both
were grinning widely, their teeth slightly out of focus, white and blurred, as
though their mouths were full of clouds. They were toasting the camera with
their wine glasses.


He pulled that one out and started going through the rest
one by one, piling them to the side of the box. Not a quarter of the way down,
he found what he had been looking for, the one picture of Rangel and him he’d
allowed himself to keep. In it, she sat on the sheared stump of a tree in her
grey wool jacket, her pink and purple scarf wound about her neck. She was pale,
ginger-haired, freckled. Her expression was inscrutable as she squinted into
the fall sun. A miniature Gaspar stood behind her, his hair in a bowl cut, a
study in brown corduroy and narrowed eyes, much too cool for picture-taking. He
could not remember having posed for the picture. He focused again on her, at the
vertical lines between her brows, the fine, almost translucent hairs there, the
long, horizontal freckle on her left eyelid.


What would she look like now? Would her hair would still be
that same glowing red, or would it have faded to a strawberry blonde, as his
had? He couldn’t even remember that much about their interactions beyond
earnest conversations of childlike confusion, of underdeveloped minds trying to
make sense of a puzzling world of adults and their inscrutable doings. Beyond
that, she was what most every little sister is in the eyes of a ten-year-old
boy: a nuisance. What Gaspar had lost was not as much a person as a mystery—the
full person his sister was going to be…or, if she was alive somewhere, was.


Ah, it was all just conjecture. He was not going back in
order to storm into those dark, dense woods in search of bits of clothing stuck
on tree branches or a small shoe stuck in the mud of some remote embankment.
Which is not to say that in his dearest dreams he didn’t imagine spotting her looking
in shop windows on Pleasant Street, turning her by the shoulder to face him,
the shock of recognition, of years shorn away...but in his waking hours he knew
those thoughts were a little too close to hope.


Hope was among the most destructive forces Gaspar knew, a
force that had nearly laid waste to his already fragmented family. Hope could
stab you with its cold blade. When the phone rang but once. When you saw a
redheaded girl down the wrong end of a one-way street. When a car pulled into
the driveway, that crunch of tires on gravel, a sound that should herald a
homecoming.


Five years after Rangel’s disappearance Shirley and Red had
seen that it was time to stop hoping, so in their hearts they effectively
declared Rangel dead. They arranged for a funeral with an empty casket,
purchased a plot at Leeds Memorial Cemetery. Gaspar was determined to remember,
though: he stored Rangel deep within him, and in the middle of the night he
would take her out and turn her over and over in his mind like a rare coin. He
wondered if his parents still did that too, in those infrequent times when
their lives were silent and still, awake in those pitch, hourless vistas of
time that stretched beyond their midnights.


If they did, there was not the faintest hint.


Gaspar rarely spoke with Shirley and Red now. Before
Rangel’s disappearance, they had been a happy pair, or at least they had
shielded him from any discord. They would both show (or lovingly feign)
interest in his youthful obsessions, no matter how dull. The change had been
sudden and final. It was as though they imagined Rangel was in some unearthly
realm, some parallel universe, and they spent all their time and attention
wishing themselves there. Not only had Rangel robbed him of his Halloween, she
had robbed him of his parents, turned them into strangers. No, he would
absolutely not let them know he was in town. He would not surprise them.


Before going to bed, he logged on to the computer and booked
a flight and a room.


 


###


 


Four policemen and his parents conferring by the tree
stump. Raised voices, his mother’s sobs. Questions, rephrased and repeated, and
then a search of the house, unknown men, tramping in and out, smoking,
occasionally laughing, as though there could possibly be something funny. The
next weeks are a haze of unreality: lines of townspeople, hand in outstretched
hand like paper cut-outs, eyes to the ground, slowly making their way through
the fields and the forest. Dogs, all lolling tongues and eager eyes, summoned
to sniff at Rangel’s scarf, then cast scrambling into the countryside to seek
the scent. It seems to go on forever, and forever, and forever, and then it
just…stops.


Gaspar is surprised to find that he misses the attention
as the real, hard ache of loss begins to settle among his family like some
great, crouching monster proffered by the callous gods to take Rangel’s place.


It is a time of loneliness and fear, the Bad Time. His
parents have stopped going to work, and when he asks why, they evade the
question. They evade him, as much as they can. When he wakes screaming,
an occurrence that is not infrequent, no one sees to him, no one cradles his
head, no one sings him back to sleep. When he walks to the bus stop or to Danny
Trask’s house for a sleepover, he takes care to avoid the edge of the woods.
What exactly he fears will happen he does not know.


He finds ways to spend more and more time at school,
seeking extra help he does not need, joining the Dungeons & Dragons club,
any excuse to put off coming home, at least until it is time for a quiet and
mirthless dinner, then bedtime, the relief of sleep, of letting everything go
in exchange for a too-brief taste of oblivion.


 


###


 


The plane landed at Bradley a little before noon. Gaspar had
found himself unable to sleep, so he’d spent the time reading some vacuous
airport novel to distract himself, half-watching the bafflingly unfunny
in-flight movie, putting the SkyMall catalogue over his eyes to rest them. Now
he walked bleary-eyed through the concourse, got an egg sandwich and a coffee
from the Starbucks, rented a little red Civic, and found his way to the
Interstate, heading northward to Leeds. Absently, staring off at the layered
vistas of foliage like the leaf-peepers his parents used to joke about, he put
the radio on for a semblance of company.


 


###


 


“This Halloween,” boomed an antiquated sounding announcer,
who sounded as though he were echoing in some great hall, “You could do worse
than to gather at the Leeds Town Common! Trick-or-treats start promptly at
Five! Pee! Em!, followed directly by the ceremonial presenting of this year’s
Halloween Queen!”


 “What are you going to go as, Mister Ben?” asked a
creaky-voiced DJ who Gaspar thought sounded rather too old to be a radio
announcer.


“Why, I’m going to go as an old buck goat,” bleated Ben, who
then proceeded to affect the wavering cry of a goat. “And you, Stanton?”


“I’m going to go as unresting death itself,” replied
Stanton.


A female voice spoke out, a familiar voice, the voice of a
child.


“Aren’t you going to ask me about my costume?”
the voice said.


“Why of course, I’m so sorry, Rangel,” said Ben. “What are you
going to go as?”


“I’m going to go as a little lost girl.”


Gaspar started from sleep, fumbled madly for the wheel, foot
jutting out in search of the brake, only to find that he was in the back seat,
his jacket draped over his body. His beard was wet with saliva. To his right
was a guardrail, a gully, and a long line of unchecked vegetation, to his left
the cacophonous northbound traffic. He couldn’t remember having pulled over, couldn’t
remember having gotten out of the car nor having climbed into the back seat. He
realized he must have left the ignition switch on, as the radio was playing.
There were no old men bantering, however, and certainly no Rangel, only some
sort of polka music, over which someone was coughing noisily, as though the DJ
had forgotten to silence the microphone.


Gaspar got out of the car, and, buffeted by the wind from
barreling tractor trailers, climbed into the driver’s seat and turned off the
radio. He had been asleep for over three hours, but the car, miraculously,
started without hesitation. He rubbed his stiff neck and waited for a break in
the traffic.


 


###


 


A half hour later he was on the main drag in Leeds. A lot had
changed in the years he was gone. In the place of Dynamite Records was a shop
that sold Oriental rugs, and the corner shop that used to house Gwenn and Deb’s
Yogurt was now a bank, as was the former Fire & Water café. A disheartening
number of storefronts now housed cell phone showcases. He was happy to see that
some hardy little businesses had remained intact, in their same locations, at
least superficially unchanged. Willie’s hardware store was there, with its gas
grills, backs to the chain-link fence, in regimented lines like sentries. The Haymarket
café still proffered coffee and fresh juice and baked goods. Anne Gare’s
bookstore, which had been a Leeds institution for as long as he could remember,
was squeezed in between an old laundromat and a new pizza joint, still with the
little table of dollar books outside by the door.


Gaspar parked at the Hotel Northampton where King Street met
Main, checked in, hauled his bag upstairs to the room. He took a long, hot
shower and put on some fresh clothes. His stomach performed a brief but jaunty
aria. Clearly the egg sandwich hadn’t been enough. He left the hotel and walked
up King past the supermarket and the car lots, hoping that the Bluebonnet Diner
(“The Bloob,” his dad used to call it) would still be there. And so it was. The
place hadn’t changed in the slightest. The dining room, to the left, was a
wide, booth-lined corridor, ten shades of tan, that bee-lined for the bar area.
To the right was the traditional diner car set-up, a counter lined with stools,
opposite which sat six booths with a little wall-mounted jukebox in each.
Gaspar took the stool across from the register. A frosted blonde waitress
addressed him as “hon,” took his burger order, and disappeared around the
corner.


“Hey,” a voice called. Gaspar looked up. Grinning at him
from the order window was a bearded cook in an apron over a tie-dyed Red Sox
tee. Green and white guest checks hung above him like garland. “You’re Red’s
kid,” he said. It sounded almost like an accusation.


“Gaspar.”


The man clapped his hands. “That’s right,” he said.
He ducked back into the kitchen. “Hey Billy—tend to them taters,” he shouted. A
mumbled reply. “Billy. Taters.”


A moment later the man was sitting on the stool next to his.
“Sammy White,” he said, offering a big pink hand. Gaspar shook it, glanced down
at the man’s arms, which were dotted with burns. His face was dimpled and red,
his teeth as straight and white as the pickets of a new fence. “Your dad and I
went to high school together. Don’t see him here much these days. He still in
town?”


“They travel, him and mom.”


“Ain’t that the life?” Sammy said, leaning back on his
stool. “Me, I’ll be slinging potatoes and flipping pancakes right here, like,
forever. Probably just pitch over onto the grill when I die. They can serve me
up as a hash.”


“Don’t take offense,” Gaspar said, “if I order something
else.”


Sammy guffawed, stopped short, seemed to consider, and then
said the thing Gaspar had feared he’d get to. “Listen, terrible thing, your
sister.”


“Thank you,” said Gaspar.


“Hell of a thing. Hell of a thing. Not the first, you
know?”


“Not the first…what?”


“Kids in this town have a way of disappearing. Cops eat
here, you know, not just at Dunkin’. I listen. The cops…they know what’s going
on, do a little, you know, perfunctory inquiry, then the matter’s closed. The
papers keep quiet about it. You ever hear how this buncha kids got lured away
from Langford Elementary?”


Gaspar had not. He was still wondering what exactly it is
that the cops know is going on.


“Jesus, must be twenty years gone by. I don’t remember how
many kids, but some maniac just…called them into the woods. Teacher
who’d been watching them, they found her flat on her back in the soccer field.
She’s up in Cooley Dick now, insensible.”


He paused, then put his hand on Gaspar’s shoulder. “Where are
they, y’know?”


“Do you think they’re still alive?” asked Gaspar. He told
himself that Sammy’s answer wouldn’t matter, what does he know, but he still
his nerves were vibrating.


“Tell you what I think,” Sammy said, leaning in close. His
breath was peppermint burned with booze. “I think they’re up there in those
woods, with them, and one day they’re gonna…”


“Your burger.” Frosty slammed the plate down, the burger and
fries bouncing. She shot a look at Sammy. “Your potatoes are charred.”


“BILLY!” Sammy shouted. He slapped Gaspar on the back.
“Never mind what I think,” he said, and hurried back to reclaim his temporarily
abandoned dominion.


 


###


 


The students had returned to the women’s college whose
buildings gazed upon Leeds from its promontory like vine-swaddled Arguses.
Girls and beaming parents bantered happily under umbrellas at the sidewalk
cafes, straining to be heard over the buskers and the occasional swarms of
stuttering motorcycles, while tourists and townspeople promenaded this way and
that, getting in the last bit of outdoor time before another winter snarled in
and swept them back into their curtained and cushioned homes.


One substantial change Gaspar noticed right away as he
walked the familiar streets was the proliferation of trees. In his youth they
had been slender, leafy, well-kept, spaced evenly along the walks. Now there
were more, and they were thicker, untrimmed and unruly, their canopy coloring
with shadow the streets and the sidewalks and the storefronts. Even though they
shone with the rust and butterscotch colors of autumn, they cast a pall over
the downtown, as though they were trying to deny passage to the sun’s rays.


Gaspar walked down Center Street, which curved away from
Main, passing the police station and the French restaurant, and turned right at
the family market. Just beyond the commercial district, the sidewalks were
carpeted in leaves like an overabundance of rose petals scattered in honor of
his return. Finally he stood in front of the red Victorian cottage in which he
had spent the first eighteen years of his life. The driveway was empty. The
house seemed smaller now, shrunken and somehow sad, barricaded with hedgerows
tight as corsets, its interiors secreted and shielded by heavy curtains. Gaspar
stood on the walk and stared at it, the broad porch that bracketed the house on
three sides, the bargeboarded arches, the windows, nearly floor-to-ceiling, the
pots of marigolds lining the steps as though queued up for a house tour. Up to
the right, his former bedroom reflected trees stippled with the blue of the
sky.


 


###


 


Gaspar spends hours of solitude in that eave-shadowed
sanctum, afternoons playing with matchbox cars or propped up in bed with a
Hardy Boys book and nights sitting up awake as his parents and their friends
laugh and drink and sing downstairs. His parents’ parties frighten him: the men
are obstreperous, with booming voices, and the women’s laughter sounds no
different than the shrieks of terror from the Dracula movies on Channel 38. Not
long after Rangel’s in absentia funeral, the parties intensify,
screaming, singing, stomping, and a new feature, something that sounds like
group prayer, which Gaspar finds particularly odd, as his parents have never
been churchgoers. Finally, Gaspar pushes his pillows over his ears to drown out
the noise.


 


###


 


Feeling the coffee start to catch up with him, he headed back
to town to use the men’s room at Thorne’s Marketplace. Thorne’s was Leeds’s
answer to a mall: three stories of shining oak floors and open-fronted
boutiques and specialty shops. He descended the small set of stairs behind
Rao’s coffee and pushed open the door. There were two sinks and two stalls, no
urinals. The stall on the right was occupied. Gaspar entered the other. It was
a wooden, cramped little cubicle, with blue walls and a door painted industrial
green. As he relieved himself, he looked out the small window at the apartments
and fire escapes that backed a row of shops, over whose rooftop he could just
make out the peaks of the Norman towers that topped the ancient city hall.
Black birds were circling the turreted tops, landing, taking off. He was
surprised to discover that he had missed old Leeds.


Reaching for the lock to let himself out, he noticed carved
into the green wood a series of initials and years: J.S. ’74, K.S. ‘76, R.B.
’82, B.V. ’87, and so on, forming a crooked vertical line down the center of
the stall door. He stopped, his hand still on the latch, and read them slowly
from top to bottom. R. B. ...Rangel Bantam? Gaspar’s stomach seized.
Rangel had disappeared in 1982. Were the other initials those of the lost
children Sammy had talked about at the Bluebonnet? Or…it could just be
graffiti. Just coincidence. He should get a record of it, though. Just in case.
He could head over to the Forbes library, find out the names of the missing
kids. He pulled his phone from his pants pocket and snapped a picture.


At the shutter sound, there came a rustling and a rasping
groan from the stall adjacent to his. Gaspar quickly exited, as did a shambling
figure from the other stall. The man was tall, thin, his head mostly obscured
by the black hood of his sweatshirt, though wisps of straight blonde hair, as
light and wispy as corn silk, were evident at the ears. The man carried himself
oddly, as though there were a stitch in his left side. His right knee jutted
out to the side as though the hinge was 90 degrees from where it ought to be.
He positioned himself between Gaspar and the door out.


“You taking pictures? You taking pictures in the bathroom?
Pictures of me?” His voice was hoarse, high pitched. He took an
aggressive step toward Gaspar, who stepped back, shocked, his tailbone hitting
the counter. The man’s face was that of a child, maybe ten years old, twelve at
the oldest. His skin was unblemished, his eyebrows slight and thin, his cheeks
flushed pink. His eyes, a bright, searing blue, were dilated.


Gaspar held up his hands, palms out, fingers splayed. “No,
no!” he said. “I was taking a picture of the initials carved into the wall.”


The man-child peered at him. “J.S. That’s me, pal,” he said,
thumping his rib cage for emphasis. “I am Jeremy Scheer. I was nine years old
when they took me into the woods. Nineteen seventy and four.” He said it as
though reciting it from rote.


Gaspar tried to speak and found himself without a voice.


“They showed me everything,” said Jeremy. “The great
rift, redder than the reddest valentine. Bellies of blue light. Horizons of
carrion. This…”—he spread out his arms and Gaspar saw that his hands appeared
to be prosthetics, plastic, or rubber, with seams down the sides -“is nothing.”


Gaspar found his voice. “Did you…did you see my sister? She
had red hair…”


Jeremy grinned, revealing his teeth, small and white and
pristine. “You don’t deserve your sister,” he said, and suddenly, before
Gaspar could absorb what he’d said, he was out the door and gone.


Gaspar ran after him. Jeremy was jerky and awkward, but he
was fast, which belied his apparent infirmities. When Gaspar skidded
into the corridor, Jeremy was at the exits. When he pushed his way outside,
Jeremy was through the crosswalk. Gaspar kept up for as long as he could,
struggling to keep him in sight. Just outside of the city center, Jeremy
rounded a sharp curve, and when Gaspar got there, the man was nowhere to be
found.


Gaspar doubled back a block to the police station—if Jeremy
had been abducted, if he knew the fate of those other lost children, Gaspar had
to tell the police, provide a description. He entered through the front doors
and found himself in a mid-sized waiting room ringed with wall-bolted chairs,
with a long table in the middle. To his right was a window that spanned the
length of the room. He cupped his hands and peered in. Just on the other side
of the window was a counter piled with papers surrounding a desk-mounted
microphone. It looked like the habitat of some disorganized disc jockey. At the
far right corner were couple of desks in an “L” shape, a darkened computer
monitor on each. To the left was an empty coat-rack, its small arms reaching to
the ceiling as though, in the absence of any policemen, it was reacting to an
impending holdup. All was lit red by an EXIT sign at the back of the room above
a blackened doorway. He looked in vain for a buzzer or a bell, then he turned
and spied a ragged scrap of newspaper thumbtacked to an otherwise empty
corkboard.


“LEEDS HALLOWEEN PARADE,” it read in a
dripping font. “As dusk falls on the town center, venture into the fray by
gathering around the Haunted Common. Follow the parade along Prospect Street in
your scariest get-up! And stick around for the crowning of the Halloween Queen
and King! The woods are watching!”


Gaspar left the empty station in a daze and walked back over
to State Street. Crowds of people—it looked like half the damned town—were
walking north on either side of the road, turning about two blocks ahead onto
Prospect Street, which bisected Leeds on the diagonal, and, further along,
formed the easternmost length of the half-mile long town common. He fell in
among the townsfolk, feeling conspicuously alone, disjointed, still shaken by
the encounter in Thorne’s and by the empty police station. His head buzzed and
he found himself unable to marshal his thoughts.


The trees here were more profuse, as in the city, and
thicker, all mammoth trunks and elongated branches, even more so the further
down Prospect he got, as though the forest was in the midst of some glacially
slow insurgence. At the last block, it was as though someone had superimposed a
picture of an ancient forest over one of a present-day neighborhood. Many of the
houses had trees growing right through them, sticking out from their rooftops
and carports, and those houses and all the others were lit up brightly and
bursting with the noise of parties, screaming laughter, thudding music, squeals
of joy and of pleasure, as though all manner of bacchanalia might be going on
within their walls. It sounded like those parties back at the red Victorian
cottage, all around him now, the shrieks and the prayers and the booming voices
of the men.


Gaspar emerged from the forested neighborhood into the
crowded common, and all of his unease fell away. He was instantly back in his
childhood, when Halloween was the province not of the malls and city centers,
but of the shadowed suburban streets and cul-de-sacs. Children were marching in
great, chattering bunches among the houses that ringed the common. The
costumes, unfettered by winter clothing, were just as Gaspar had remembered:
little black-caped vampires, fuzzy wolfmen, leaning zombies, gamely
gauze-wrapped mummies, all carrying orange sacks and plastic pumpkins piled
with candy. At ten foot intervals, staked into the ground, were torches, orange
flames gamboling in cages of iron. As the blue of the sky darkened, the flames
cast capering shadows onto the old oaks, the facades of the houses, the faces
of the crowd. And like that, like the result of the flick of some
celestial switch, twilight came to Leeds. The sky was blue-black and
orange-veined, and the trees and the clouds were still, dead still, as though
anticipating an apocalyptic storm. In the distance was the sound of drums,
insistent, almost liturgical, now nearing.


The crowd lined up on either side of the green, murmuring
with anticipation. Then a sudden burst of applause as the procession rounded
Prospect Street. At the front, two blonde girls in cocktail dresses, faces
obscured by black veils, held aloft a banner that read HAPPY HALLOWEEN in
letters composed of strung together sausages, rotting, bursting, crawling with
fat, curled maggots. Below the banner capered a skeleton, bowing and crossing
from left to right and back, and waving wide its bony arms, presenting the
crowd to itself. The costume was a marvel: Gaspar could see between and around
the bones, hear their clack as they tapped on the concrete.


Behind the skeleton and the girls rolled a large, white,
bloodstained pickup truck bearing on its door an inscrutable heraldic insignia,
military, maybe, or pagan. The truck’s bed was crowded with epicene youths in
black and red robes like those of altar boys. Some of them danced, their arms
undulating in front of their bodies, their gloved hands tracing shapes in the
air; others threw baubles and what appeared to be communion wafers into the
crowd, which parted as children ran in to claim them. One landed at Gaspar’s
feet and he bent to pick it up. It was a tooth, like a human molar, but the
size of a man’s thumb, elongated and coated in yellow-brown plaque. Gaspar,
mystified and disgusted, threw it back to the ground, and a kid dressed as a
cowboy ran by, scooped it up, and fled back into the crowd. Gaspar wiped his
hands on his jeans.


Next came seven rows of men in red vestments, their hands
clasped as though in prayer, but pointed downward, their faces also cast down,
chins on chests. On their bald heads were painted demon faces with slitted
eyes, curved noses, and grinning mouths full of curved and glistening fangs.
Some had pony-tails that served as mustaches for the painted faces. The painted
mouths looked disconcertingly real, and Gaspar thought he saw a tongue emerge from
the top of one man’s head and lick lasciviously at the teeth. Then came a
small, wheeled wooden platform on which capered a goat that brayed and
bellowed, the sled pulled on red ropes by two obese, diapered oafs, their pink
bellies distended, their navels red knots, their eyes a touch too close
together, who with their other hands tootled on long, metallic flutes that
glinted orange in the fire’s light.


It had begun to dawn on Gaspar that he was witnessing
something forbidden, that the crowd, which now was full of cheer and merriment
and raucous laughter, might, if he tried to leave, turn ugly, dangerous. They
might tear him apart. His stomach twisted as the parade continued by, a
seemingly endless juggernaut of obscene pageantry: scarecrows with glistening
human organs visible through the hay, grey-skinned cadavers hoisted on the
backs of policemen wearing Holly Hobbie masks, gnarled, staggering forms that
sizzled with festering pustules and buzzed with flies. Among them was Jeremy
Scheer, limping along, muttering madly to himself, swatting at the flies that
assailed his face and chest. A bruise on his forehead the size of an apple
pulsed in the firelight.


Then the Queen’s float, the last float, the culmination of
the parade. It was a giant sleigh, curled up at the front like an elven shoe,
of dark wood, ancient, creaking. Six hooded figures walked with it, three to a
side. In a throne at its center was Rangel, and warmth burst through Gaspar’s
stomach, up his spine, into his head. He was flooded with the resolution of the
hope that thought he’d denied himself. She still had the face of a child, the
face he knew and loved, the face from that old snapshot, but the body of a
grown woman. One elbow rested on the arm of her black throne, her hand aloft,
her forearm stilled, her freckled hand waving, blue veins standing out at its
back. She spotted him and gasped theatrically, then smiled, the jaw-locked,
teeth-together smile of the beauty pageant winner. There were so many teeth,
small teeth, crowded in. Rangel’s face contorted with effort, and she began to
wriggle from her woman-costume, pulling her small arms from the sleeves. The
costume-hand continued to wave as Rangel, just a child, the very child that had
gone into the woods thirty years and four days earlier never to return, pushed
herself out, clambering down over the lap, down the long legs, trailing behind
her a bulging, scarred, red-grey sack of afterbirth. As she climbed from the
float, it caught on a spike and burst, releasing horrible oozing fluids and a
swarm of buzzing insects that flew into a section of the crowd, prompting some
to scramble and flee.


Gasper opened his arms as Rangel neared, and she opened her
arms as well. They confronted each other silently, their eyes hurling messages
back and forth like lightning bolts. She wrapped her small arms around him,
pushing the side of her face into his belly, and he squeezed her. The homey
smell of her—soap and strawberries—brought everything back to him in an
overwhelming torrent that weakened his legs. She grasped his index finger with
her small hand and guided him up onto the float. As he took his seat, one of
the hooded figures approached and affixed upon his head a crown gilded with
opals and tourmalines and jewels for whose colors and shapes he had no names.


As the figure turned, Gaspar caught the merest glimpse of
the hard face of his father—their father—in the dark hood. His father
jumped from the float and joined a smaller figure. His mother. Their
mother. The two turned to a third hooded figure, at the edge of whose cowl
Gaspar spied a familiar curl of brown hair. Something somewhere in Gaspar broke
off and was pulled away into oblivion. Rangel ascended her throne, climbed back
into her costume. The crowd began to murmur, and the murmur separated into
words, a chant, a black and blasphemous psalm. The drummers resumed their
ritual drumming. The orange fissures in the sky began to crack and open, and
whatever was left of Gaspar wondered in terror what had been hidden behind and
beyond the façade of sky, what would be revealed when the great starry costume
fell away. And then he saw.


 


###


 


It is a blazing bright autumn evening. The setting sun
pushes its red-orange rays through the orange-red treetops, turning the world
the color of cider. A young boy and his younger sister stand at the edge of a
great dark wood. “My friends are in the woods,” says the young girl.


“You don’t have any friends,” says the boy.


“I do!” she insists, pursing her lips. “They give me
gifts. They teach me songs.” She pauses, deciding whether to say the next
thing. Finally she says it. “They gave me a costume.”


The boy’s eyes narrow and he puts his fists on his hips,
his bony elbows jutting like less-than and greater-than. “Horse crap,” he says.


“They did,” she says. “It’s in the woods, and it’s the
best costume I’ve ever seen, better than the princess. Wait here. I’ll show
you.”


The boy watches her go into the woods. Further and
further down the path she goes in her white sweatshirt and her skinny little
faded jeans. The woods rustle and sigh, and the treetops huddle in together,
the tree trunks cracking gently as they pull inward. The boy can now only just
make out the white of her sweatshirt as the night approaches. The earth fully
claims the sun, shadowing the land, banishing light from the devil-haunted
streets of Leeds, turning the forest to a towering empire of night, protecting
its many secrets, and the boy looks, and he looks, and he looks, and the girl
is gone.
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VISIT LOVELY CORNWALL ON THE WESTERN RAILWAY LINE


1.


 


The girl in the train car is all alone, except for the doll.
She looks tended to—hair neatly pulled back at the crown of her head, a few
shiny ringlets at the ends left largely undisturbed from where her mother must
have pinched them into the iron.


It could have been a maid who did her hair, but the wife who
sits down opposite her thinks not; the girl’s dress is navy cotton, the sort of
thing chosen for practicality in washing, and the wife’s first thought—not
unkindly—is that the girl must have wandered up alone from the third-class
carriage as the train pulled away from Paddington.


She has second thoughts when she sees the doll. It’s wearing
a dress of rust silk (a colour out of fashion, just at the moment), and in the
early-morning light its hair is icy-blonde, leached of any vibrance under the
tiny velvet hat, two twists of pink ribbon and a green sequin on the brim
standing in for roses. It’s an elegant doll—the dress is in an odd style (it
feels much too old, though she couldn’t say why), but there are petticoats
peeking out from under the skirt that just brushes the boots fastened with tiny
pearl buttons; this is a doll that’s been dressed with care.


The train rackets across empty countryside, startling birds
out of the nearest trees and, once or twice, a deer far off. The wife thinks
deer are odd. She knew sheep from back home, but they were solid and stupid and
stubborn in a way that felt like they were part of the land. The dainty deer
and their long, nervous necks always seem like visitors from someplace else.


Though they’ve come from a holiday at her mother-in-law’s,
whose neck is markedly similar, so that’s probably not fair to the deer. Her
mother-in-law definitely thinks she’s too close for comfort to the sheep. Their
country house is merely a complement to the house in London where they make
their home; she didn’t want to be reminded how her son had married someone
whose country house was a bit too fixedly in the country.


Poor is a word they never said, or Common. But the wife has
worked so hard to make her vowels shallower and to lift her ’r’s and to bring
back her ’h’s that she hardly speaks any more; every time she opens her mouth,
the farmhouse falls out all over again. She might as well point them to the
dirt road down to the village and the fields pockmarked with stands of trees
anywhere you looked.


But the wife doesn’t want to think about it—either her
husband’s family or her old home—and she looks at the girl across from her
(solemn, not looking at much of anything) and casts about for something to say.


“I had a doll very much like that,” she says to her
husband—to his collar, stiff and white as enamel. He’s so much taller, and it
already seems like too much trouble to look up the extra few inches to his face
when he’s never looking back at her no matter what she says.


He glances up from his paper, back down. “I doubt it,” he
says to the international report.


He’s right—she’d never had anything so fine, her cloth doll
had worn a dress made out of a scrap of something the last of her brothers
outgrew—but still, the grit in her stomach is churning like to make a pearl.
She rubs her fingers against the seams of her gloves; practical, plain cotton
gloves, fitting for the wife of a professor teaching his first year at Exeter.
So his mother had said, at any rate.


Exeter is a fine town, his mother had said, finer than any
the wife had been likely to see before she married. (The Jewel of the West, a
poster in Paddington had assured her, the spire pointing up into a watercolour
sky like the blade of a knife waiting for you to impale yourself.)


The girl across the seat is looking from one of them to the
other.


“It’s a lovely doll,” the wife says to the girl, remembering
too late that you should never speak about a person before you’ve spoken to
them. She learned that, too, from someone—her husband or his sister or his
mother, they all enjoyed giving advice—and though she doesn’t understand half
of what they tell her, she doesn’t ever really mean to be rude.


The girl’s looking from one of them to the other, lingering
on her husband, her face unmoving but somehow venomous in that way children
sometimes manage.


The wife has the urge to reach for her husband, to say, This
is Roger, like it’s a spell that will protect him—from what, she doesn’t
know. But she watches the girl’s fingers curl until they disappear into the
skirts of her doll, and she watches the girl’s eyes slide to her, and she
realises it’s not her husband she cares much about protecting.


He was beautiful, she wants to say; his kind don’t
often ask to marry mine, and the way he kissed me I didn’t think it might have
been for spite of someone else, I didn’t think.


She wants to say, My daughters will have dolls like
yours, not dolls like mine, but that thought sifts into sand and blows away
before it can even take hold in her throat. It’s been a long holiday, and she
knows more than she did about how her children will be looked upon by her
husband’s kin (family, they don’t say “kin”, they don’t know what kin
is).


When the train pulls into Ide Halt station, which rises up
out of the trees and the bushes beside the tracks like the skeleton of a thing
that a thousand springs have grown over, she’s still looking at the little
girl, skin white as the porcelain doll’s. The girl hasn’t spoken, in all this
time. The girl’s not even looking at her any more; she’s looking through her,
or beyond her, as children do.


Her husband’s folded his paper under his arm and looks
carefully at the pocketwatch he makes a point of checking often, which she
thinks is showy but that he explained once was an heirloom, and therefore
looking at it in public was only a demonstration of respect for punctuality, in
a tone that suggested how amusing it was that she should think to correct him
about manners.


He stands and moves almost as soon as the train’s stopped;
she takes her bag from beside her and moves to stand up. The girl watches. In
her hands the doll pivots, too, following them, and the hair on the wife’s neck
stands up to see it.


“I have a dress just like that,” she says, doesn’t know what
possessed her to say such a foolish thing to a stranger when it couldn’t matter
less (there are lies and there are lies).


Outside the window, her husband’s on the platform looking
for her, watch still in hand and glinting under the high sun. Though she can’t
see from here, she can feel the spires from the church and the university
rising up ahead of her like a devouring mouth.


Before she steps down she straightens her shoulders, tugs
the hem of her jacket, pinches her cheeks to bring up the colour. Her husband
married her kind for only one reason besides spite: she’s handsome, and has
married one of her betters, and she can guess he wants her to make a good
showing.


She’s guessed right; as he takes her hand to help her onto
the platform, his thumb runs hot across her knuckles, right through her gloves.
(The wife of a professor should be beautiful enough to raise interest, and
demure enough to deflect gossip. No one’s told her that, but some lessons no
one need bother to explain.)


 


###


 


On her way to the high street for shopping, she passes a
building so sharp and square it reminds her always of a tomb. Her husband told
her it was a morbid thing to say, but she avoids the corner where she’ll have
to turn and see it looming, hated.


Still, to turn the other way and avoid it means passing by
the toy shop that lines up dolls in the window on a shelf above the train sets.
Their porcelain faces crack a little more every month they sit in the window
under full sun, everything about them leaching brightness, so a dress the
colour of a robin’s egg slowly gives in to the watery blue of a spring sky, and
the doll with the darkest hair is going grey at the temples faster even than
the wife. One of the dolls had violet eyes that have turned unnervingly pale.
She can’t remember the colour of the doll’s eyes in the train car, long ago, no
matter how hard she tries.


She takes the street that passes the tomb.


That’s where she finds the little dress shop that has the
rayon frock in the window: high-necked and plain, with the skirt long enough
and the bloused top with its fluttering suggestion of sleeves being stylish and
respectable at the same time. It’s the colour of rust. She tries not to think
about it as a victory; what a strange thing it would be to think.


Her husband makes a little face when he sees her in it, as
if it worries him. But after a moment of study he must not know where to
explain the fault, because he only says, “I hope it wasn’t expensive, you know
how I feel about profligacy,” and kisses her on the cheek.


Profligacy means wasteful extravagance. She’s been educating
herself; he asked her to, as the wife of a professor.


 


###


 


She wants to go out walking—they’re so close to Dartmoor she
can smell it when it rains—but it doesn’t suit the wife of a professor, he
says, to be tromping around in the mud and getting brown as a nut.


She goes anyway, when he has his long teaching days; she
can’t stand being still, as if the air in the house is too thick to breathe. So
she puts on her rain boots and her mackintosh and walks as far as she can, like
Exeter’s pushing her out, the moor pulling her in.


When she’s passed the farmsteads and the neat fields and the
copses of trees she strikes out into the moor, brambles catching on her coat
and muck slapping at her boots across the wide swathes of open space, the sky
rolling out in every direction, the scrub in the far distance laid out in red
and purple and threaded through with rocks. It feels barren of life, and she
breathes as deep as she can. (Sometimes she hears the train whistle, far to the
south, and shivers like it’s an animal calling out for her.)


Almost too far to see, there’s a dark ridge along the
horizon that might be trees, but she can never walk far enough to tell before
she has to turn around.


She always knows when. She has no pocketwatch, but some
people are born able to tell the time.


 


###


 


At the end of their third winter in Exeter, the husband finds
her standing in front of the toy store, staring at the line of dolls.


One of them seems to be dressed as Marie Antoinette, which
he finds a little morbid, but most of them are meant for simpler children; a
blonde girl in a navy dress, a lady with roses in her hat.


She has a few flakes of snow caught on the brim of her
cloche, and her lapel’s turned up against the cold, her hands tucked into her
pockets. She looks as unhappy as she did the night he told her he was leaving,
just before he asked her to marry him.


He rests his hand on her back, wonders that he’s missed how
badly she must want children.


 


###


 


She disappears in spring.


Her valise is still at the bottom of the wardrobe, and
there’s a roast wrapped in twine still sitting in the cold oven when the
husband comes home, and so he thinks at first she’s gone walking, and then that
she’s gone shopping. Nothing else occurs to him until everything has closed for
the night, and he wonders if he should have gone down to the train station to
ask about her rather than expecting her to come home.


The professor’s wife had not gone to the train station. She
hadn’t hired a cab, or sought a bus. The police search obligingly after he
realises her rain boots are gone, but there are only so many miles of
wilderness one can bear to look through, and though they send someone as far
south as the Haldon tower to look out for her, the answer to every question is
always, unspoken, the Moor.


Someone could walk the Moor if they dared to, someone hardy
and determined to head southwest and catch up with the railway line. (Ivybridge
would have been safe enough for someone hoping not to be noticed.)


But someone determined to cross all the way to Cornwall
could still slip off a tor and crack their skull, or fall into Aune Mire a few
days after rainfall; that bog was an open mouth and never had its fill. A body
could lie dead amid the scrub in a dress the colour of rust, and never again be
found.


 


2.


 


The girl in the train car is all alone, except for the doll.
She looks distracted, starved-out shadows around her eyes, not quite focused on
anything and her fingers plucking absently at the waist sash of the doll
teetering in her lap.


The man who sits opposite her looks over one shoulder and
then the other, deliberately, to catch the eye of whoever should be coming to
claim her. No doubt some tantrum got her over here alone, and he doesn’t care
for it. A pliant child has her charms, but he doesn’t find willfulness amusing.
Still, beggars can’t be choosers.


“And to whom do you belong?” he asks, only half-intending
for her to hear.


But her fingers twitch, the doll’s head tilting another inch
into his periphery, its hat tipping over its face, so she hears him. She should
answer him, then, he thinks—he’s technically addressing her, and she’s old
enough to know her manners.


She looks at him with her mouth pressed into a thin
unfriendly line. It offends him, somehow; he’s been nothing but pleasant—isn’t
he helping her look for her parents, who should know better than to leave a
young girl alone in days like these?


But no one seems to be looking for her, and finally he gives
up, sits back, rests a hand on the valise he never lets the porter carry. (This
is the war effort, and he’s made a promise to look after it; he’s its rightful
steward.) It occurs to him to move seats, but for all she looks as if she’s
gritting her tiny teeth, her skin is still white as her doll’s, and her eyes
are two deep blue saucers, and it wouldn’t be the first petulant little girl
he’s come across in his line of work.


“Is your trip very long?” he asks, more softly. “Have you
brought only your lovely doll with you? She seems very sweet. Such a pretty
face, do you think she looks like you?”


It’s not really a lovely doll. It looks old, like it’s been
handed down from her grandmother; its dress is the colour of a blood stain, and
the roses on the brim of its hat are beginning to fade.


She fixes her eyes on him, but her mouth never moves, never
even looks as if she wants to answer, as it does with the shy little girls he
much prefers, who blush when you speak to them and stammer thankfully if you
press a piece of Brighton rock into their clammy hands. Ungrateful girl, he
thinks, looking at the fold of her socks above her black buckled shoes pointed
at him like accusations; isn’t he keeping her company, when she could be here
all alone?


“I said you have a lovely doll,” he says, feels the sharp
edges of his words but does nothing about it. “Let me see her.”


The girl’s face shifts, her eyes narrowing, but she tilts
the doll slightly upward to his gaze.


The doll’s eyes aren’t lost under her hat as he’d suspected,
the man realises; the doll’s eyes have been blacked out with something dull
that reflects no light, and when the train passes under a stand of trees he has
the sudden crawling sense that the doll is soaking up those shadows, too. Its
mouth is lipless, just a thin, poisonous line on the verge of speech, on the
verge of saying something terrible.


“Taunton Station,” the conductor calls, and the man startles
(it can’t be, has the train grown wings?), but when he looks out the window
they’re sliding along the banks of the Tone, and any minute the station itself
will pop sidelong into frame like a spool gone astray at the cinema.


He stands up before it’s strictly necessary, brushes at the
front of his jacket, wraps his hand around the handle of his valise until a
knuckle pops.


“Mind the platform,” he mutters as he moves for the door. “A
girl your size might fall in, and if they knew your temper they wouldn’t
exactly run to your aid.”


On the platform a poster blazes in colours, gold sand and
bright blue water and a handful of people in candy-coloured bathing suits under
the block-letter shout of CORNWALL, promising MILES OF BEAUTIFUL SHORE ALONG
THE WESTERN RAILWAY LINE.


He can just see the top of the girl’s blonde head, a flash
of a white satin bow, but the rest of the window is murky, as if no light at
all is getting out.


 


###


 


By 1940, he’s the third most successful door-to-door man in
the company, which is just enough to get him a raise and a slightly larger
circuit. He only sees the inside of the London office when he’s dropping off
papers. The war effort needs him on the Great Western Railway.


Last fall it had been chaos in town, children everywhere
until it felt like he was being punished for every sweet face he’d ever
lingered on too long, a sea of solemn expressions and little smears of jam from
some homemade sandwich their mothers had pressed into their sticky hands as
they boarded a train for countryside destinations unknown. They were all
polite, so there was no reason it should have made him uneasy—they were so
terrified they would have been grateful for any sort of kindness—but there were
so many of them, and some looked out from under the brims of their caps like
their eyes soaked up the shadows, and his Brighton rock sat in his suitcase
untouched.


There are no more posters for tourism—sometimes you see a
sliver of one underneath a poster of handsome young soldiers running for glory,
or beatific families standing amid the garden of English pride. The daughters
are almost always golden-haired, and he never really looks at them for long;
his eyes sting, or something passes by behind him and he glances over, and by
the time he’s settled his mind about whatever the matter is, the train’s moved
on and there’s nothing outside the window but open hills and the thickets of
green.


 


###


 


He has a flat in London, but it’s never looked like much
besides a hotel room without the service, and the bombs have hardly made it
more appealing, so there’s little reason for him to take the holidays when the
office suggests it. There’s nothing much to stay in London for—he doesn’t care
for theatre, even the ones that are still standing—and the idea of getting on a
train for pleasure makes him slightly ill, by now.


But eventually the office begins to insist, and so he agrees
to take a long weekend and leave on his next circuit two days later than
planned. The city’s as awful as he remembers, but at least he gets to walk the
path to his mother’s house mostly free of rubble, which fills him with some
small amount of personal satisfaction he chooses not to examine; the war bonds
pay for street cleaning as much as they pay for bombers, he’s certain. Every
little bit helps.


It startles him to read the news about the accident near
Taunton, the day he should have been there. Out that way, the best way to get a
housewife to listen to you is to let your vowels drop a little longer and lower
than they do in London, to offer up a little Brighton rock to the little girls
that crowd the doorway and doff your cap respectfully to older boys. He knows
just what it looks like there, when the train pulls away from Taunton station
and starts the curve toward Western Somerset, where he’s never seen the beaches
for the spreads and spreads of green.


But he’s always been a man of circumspection, and it doesn’t
escape him, when he opens his eyes in the pitch black to the wail of the air
raid siren, that a man from the War Bonds office being bombed to death on one
of the three days a month he spends at home is something that the papers will
talk about.


Still, he doesn’t have long to worry about it.


 


3.


 


The girl in the train car is all alone, except for the doll.
She looks tired—shadows under the eyes—but it seems as if she’s fighting it,
sitting back against the seat as tall as she can. Her doll’s standing, too,
though when her hands slip lower on its waist, it bows forward like it’s
sinking to sleep.


The train pushes out past Plymouth, clacking west through
far-off villages into places where the greenery can barely hide the rock
underneath, a layer of glossy enamel brushed just over the stone, ridged and
rolling toward the water, and you hope that sooner or later you’ll be able to
mark the sea.


It’s a terribly old-fashioned train car, with the seats so
worn they’re more springs than padding. It didn’t look quite so shabby from the
outside, but that’s Great Western Rail for you.


Why you sit across from the girl who’s alone instead of
looking for another car, you can’t say. You aren’t fond of children. The seat
across from her looks wider, though, more open. And it’s the only one left
that’s facing front—you can’t sit backwards in trains. You say it makes you
sick. Really it’s something about only seeing things once they’ve slipped past
you that gives you the shivers, but that wouldn’t get you anything but strange
looks. No point explaining. Better to admit to a weak stomach than sound like
the sentimental sort.


It’s raining out, leaching everything of colour, and as the
train rolls in and out from under dark clouds it casts everyone into melancholy
greys.


You smile at the girl to reassure her, say, “I don’t like
the rain either,” just in case she’s frightened more than she is tired. Why
she’d be frightened of a light rain you don’t know, but the oddest things used
to frighten you, so it can’t hurt.


As the train picks up momentum, it rocks back and forth at
that magic speed that always used to put you right to sleep all the way to
Newbury—and sometimes past it, if you weren’t careful. The conductors were
always very sweet about it, but three felt like the ceiling for times you could
trudge across to the return-journey platform with a ticket and bleary eyes and
trust the conductor to let you back on with nothing but a warning. You’ve been
more careful since, and if you’re too tired to stay awake under your own power
(which is almost always), you try to do something that will make you too uneasy
to go to sleep. Sitting across from a child, for example.


Still, it’s exciting to be on board the train, farther west
than you’ve ever tried before. Not that you expect to be happy—this train car’s
not changing your circumstances, just the geography—but maybe a change in
geography is enough.


The girl’s watching you. She looks uncertain, still weighing
something, but you’ve probably been found wanting; that’s how it usually goes.


“Are you all right? Can I help?”


She shakes her head, barely, not even enough to disrupt her
fresh-curled hair. The doll in her lap shifts backwards an inch or two, and for
a moment it startles you into thinking something that gives you the shivers,
but it’s just the girl reaching out to cage the doll’s arms in her fingers and
pull it back tight to her chest.


You weren’t going to take it. You’re sorry that’s what she
thinks of you. Still, she wouldn’t be the first person to assume the worst of
you; you must just have one of those faces.


The land here shouldn’t be as different as it is, only a
handful of miles to the west, but somehow it is, like the nearness of the sea
has settled over everything and made it seem closer, better.


“Where are you going?” asks the little girl, with a voice
that sounds long disused. You wonder if she’s been on this train all the way
from London, with no food or drink. Oh God, maybe she’s run away, and you’ll
look like a kidnapper.


“My ticket’s for Penzance,” you say, glancing down the aisle
for a conductor, but even as you say it you get the feeling she already knows
exactly where you’re going, and that she’ll be going all that way with you.


It feels too far west, suddenly. Horribly far west, for no
gain—there are other places close to the sea, without being quite so far beyond
the reach of home. (Strange thought; you haven’t considered that factory-choked
Northeast town home in a long time. Must be the rain.)


When the conductor calls for Truro, the girl shifts in her
seat. Under her hands, the doll looks as if it’s trying to get footing. The
girl grips it tighter.


You reach for your traveling case.


“Safe journey,” you say as you stand, and she glances at you
sidelong, unsurprised you’re getting off early. That’s all right; you’re not
surprised she looks like she expected to have the seat to herself the rest of
the way.


The clasp on your suitcase breaks just as you head for the
station exit, and by the time you’ve packed it again and wrapped it shut in
your nicest scarf (the only one long enough to hold the damn thing together), a
train’s arriving from the Falmouth line. A little girl steps off the train
between her parents. Her dress is the blue of a robin’s egg; the bow at the end
of her braid is white.


You get on the train.


Penryn isn’t a bad place to live. You spent the next forty
years making sure. The seasons are fine, even if your knee aches a little with
the damp, and work is all right so long as you don’t mind the blisters and the
skimping pay.


The only thing that really grates—besides your landlady, who
occasionally bangs on your door before dawn and accuses you of making noise
when it’s just the owls that live in the kitchen eaves—is the toy store. It has
a pile of dolls in the window, a halfhearted jumble set out next to the trains.
It looks disrespectful, somehow, but that’s the sort of thing you know better
than to say. You’re not the shopkeeper, and you’re not about to buy one of
them, and what other reason would you have?


You never go a step farther west; the thought of getting on
the Western Rail makes you uneasy, though you try not to think about why. No
point in sounding like the sentimental sort.


 


4.


 


The girl in the train car is all alone, except for the doll.


The train stops at Penzance, only a handful of steps from
the shore. At high tide, it looks as though the water’s trying to suck at the
wheels of the train and drag it under. If there were ever a storm strong
enough, a whole train might disappear under the waves some night with no one
the wiser.


There’s service here, for anyone who wants to make it all
the way to Land’s End. The Great Western Railway has left no track unturned; it
wants to see the whole thing through, right to the end of the line.


When the conductor walks through the train to make sure all
passengers have disembarked, he leaves her be; he glances up at the luggage
rack and down at the floor and never lingers on her.


The girl with the doll doesn’t move for a long while. She
doesn’t turn to look at the afternoon sun scattered in pieces over the waves,
doesn’t glance out the window where the shoreline curves toward the entrance to
the quay. They put flowers out in summer, if you were lucky enough to see it,
flowers tumbling everywhere. (“Only six and a half hours express to the most
beautiful coast in the world!” the advertisements promise, under a watercolour
of a village always empty of people, or a beach spotted with a handful of the
fashionable sort.)


Eventually, the train will sigh and squeal and lurch forward
again, heading slowly back for London, past the sea and the cities and the
moors.


The little girl won’t be there. She’ll be walking down the
quay in a school dress of serviceable blue the colour of the sea just after the
sun goes down, before it’s really night. A secondhand doll of the old-fashioned
kind will be tucked in the curve of her arm, her elbow gently squashing the
rosettes. She’s already scratched its eyes off with her charcoal, because green
eyes looked too much like the eyes of a headmistress she’d quarreled with.


The quay is dotted with couples walking arm in arm, and one
or two families, and one old man with a dog that looks like the old man,
somehow.


The girl sits on a bench facing the bay, where the water
level sinks inch by inch as you watch it, until some of the ships hit bottom
and tilt over. It always makes her grandfather smile and tell a joke about the
old drunk sailor, a joke she’s promised never to tell her mother and father.


He’ll be here soon. She sets the doll in her lap, and
smooths the deep red skirt, and settles in to wait.


 









Reggie Oliver


THE ROOMS ARE HIGH


A man that looks on glass


On it may stay his eye;


Or if he pleaseth, through it pass


And then the heav’n espy


— GEORGE HERBERT


 


 


“You could always stay at old Ma Carsett’s, I suppose,” said
Lockwood. “Never went there myself, but I heard good things. But of course you
must always remember ‘the rooms are high.’”


“What do you mean ‘the rooms are high’?” Savernake asked. “I
thought you said this place was inexpensive. Do you mean the prices are high?”


“No, no. Just ‘the rooms are high.’”


“You mean the rooms have high ceilings, or that they’re high
up? Or what?”


“No. This is just what several chaps who’d been there told
me: ‘the rooms are high.’”


“Didn’t you ask what it meant?”


“There seemed no point since I wasn’t going to stay there.”


“Then why are you telling me?”


“Just passing it on, old chap, since you are going
there, or might be. ‘The rooms are high.’”


Lockwood gave him what Savernake assumed was meant to be an
enigmatic smile. Savernake had known Lockwood since they shared a set of rooms
in their first year at Oxford nearly forty years ago and was both amused and
irritated by him. They had kept up this rather odd friendship, and at least
once a year they would have lunch at Savernake’s club and at his expense.
Savernake had become a solicitor and Lockwood an actor.


Lockwood was no fool but he had the actor’s tendency to
vagueness and imprecision where facts and figures were concerned. This
inability to impart an exact meaning concerning Mrs Carsett’s rooms at Norgate
was a typically annoying example.


It was not long after the death of his wife that Savernake
felt the need to get away. None of the familiar reasons seemed quite to
correspond with his feelings. His wife’s last illness had been too protracted
for him to feel anything but relief when she finally went. At the same time,
though childless, it had not been an unhappy marriage and Savernake sensed the
loss of a valuable part of himself without being able to define precisely what
it was. For several years while he had been looking after his wife Savernake
had taken no holidays, despite the advice of friends that he must have “a
break.” Now it was all over the need suddenly asserted itself, so that it
became almost an obsession; and the fact that he could not define a precise
reason for the need made it no less urgent. All the same this ignorance annoyed
him: his solicitor’s professional deformity clamoured for unambiguous causes.


Abroad seemed the obvious place to go—a cruise perhaps?—but
this did not appeal. On a cruise he would be thrown into contact with people
whom he neither knew nor wanted to know; abroad and alone he would be too much
a stranger. It had to be somewhere in England where his isolation would be
unremarked: he wanted a place of stillness and solitude with which he had a
modicum of familiarity. Norgate came into his mind, the old resort on the Kent
Coast. He had been there as a child; in fact he had gone to a school not far
away from Norgate near the North Head, a promontory of chalk cliff that jutted
into the English Channel.


Savernake was not nostalgic about any aspect of his past,
but he liked the idea that he had existed in another world, before his
professional life, his marriage and all that went with it existed. It was a
world without the embarrassments and obligations that he had come to associate
with adult life. Now, wifeless and semi-retired, he felt ready to return to
another kind of being. It was in search of this rather nebulous ideal, that he
decided to go to Norgate.


He could have afforded to stay at The Cleveland, the
most expensive hotel in Norgate, but that would not have suited him. He liked
the idea of being obscure, anonymous, part of the landscape. During the annual
lunch with Lockwood at his club, Brummel’s, the subject came up, and that was
when his friend suggested Happydene, Mrs Carsett’s Bed and Breakfast
establishment. Lockwood had recently been on tour with a thriller and the
Victoria Theatre, Norgate had been one of the venues, so he pronounced himself
an expert on cheap digs in Norgate.


A brief trawl of the Internet yielded the details of Happydene
which was in a little side street just off the sea front. This too recommended
itself to Savernake’s reclusive frame of mind. He rang up and booked a room for
the following week. Mrs Carsett, to whom he spoke on the phone, seemed pleasant
and businesslike, but not very forthcoming. Perhaps, that was just as well, he
did not want to explain why he was coming to Norgate for a week in early April.


An ambitious tourist, in search of the stupendous, might have
chosen Venice or Samarkand, but Norgate seemed to suit Savernake. He
congratulated himself on having chosen the right place. The South Coast of
England was enjoying a warm spring and Norgate’s modest charms were to be seen
at their best. It pleased Savernake to think that the little seaside town
fostered tranquil lives—long, featureless, passionless existences—because that
was what he craved himself. The slow decline of his wife into sickness and
dementia had been, in its sordid way, full of drama, but not of the ennobling
kind. It had been relentless: he had felt both grief and anger. Now that final
line of Milton’s:


“...and calm of mind, all passion spent.”—seemed to him most
beautiful.


He arrived by train and took a taxi to Happydene. He
had not been back to Norgate for almost half a century and he wondered how much
it had changed. The short drive down to the sea front from the station told him
that it had not, at all. There was the same air of worn respectability about
the houses; the touch of flamboyance in the pier and the Victoria Theatre.
There were the ice-cream parlours, the amusement arcades, the beach of coarse
sand divided by military rows of breakwaters. The extent to which it had
remained the same made him uneasy. He was not suffused by a glow of nostalgia.
Had it been a mistake after all? He tried to suppress his disquiet because he
could not explain it.


Happydene was a Victorian terraced house in a street
of Victorian terraced houses. Nothing distinguished it except for the sign Happydene
in flowing script on a plaque and a small NO VACANCIES sign in the window.
Savernake thought he should be reassured by its air of respectability, but he
was not. Expectation of the unknown robbed him of all comfort. Here he was, at
last a free man and the freedom, even in these dainty surroundings, daunted
him.


The door was opened by a woman, perhaps in her thirties with
mousy, lustreless hair. She wore an overall.


“Mrs Carsett?” Asked Savernake, even though he knew
instinctively that it was not she.


“I’m her daughter Alice. Mr Savernake isn’t it? We were
expecting you. Come in.”


Savernake noted that Alice had the pale, shapeless look of
someone who had never married, and was probably under the dominion of her
mother. Though he was a widower and approaching sixty Savernake had not quite
rid himself of the habit of assessing every woman he met for their sexual
possibilities. Alice had few it would seem, but this very lack gave Savernake
an odd frisson. Elderly and judging himself to be no longer very physically
appealing, Savernake recognised that he would have to set his sights
conventionally low if he ever wanted another woman. Besides, he had heard from
Lockwood about the acronym LDO that actors would put in the visitor’s books of
lodging houses. It stood for Landlady’s Daughter Obliges. He would
inspect that book later.


 


###


 


The room to which he was shown by Alice who insisted, very
much against Savernake’s gentlemanly instinct, on carrying one of his bags, was
on the third floor and faced onto the back of the house. From the window he
could make out a band of blue sea across and between the slate roofs of other
houses.


“We thought you would like a sea view,” said Alice. She was
staring at Savernake, awaiting his reaction. He obliged with a nod.


“Is there anyone else staying here?”


“Just Mr. Milson,” said Alice. “He’s our regular.”


“No-one else?”


Alice shook her head and smiled.


“But there’s a No Vacancies sign in the window.”


“Mum’s very particular about who comes to Happydene.”
There was again that smile, as if Alice wholly approved of her mother’s actions
and had joined her in a secret conspiracy against the world. For a fleeting
moment she looked up at the ceiling and Savernake followed suit. It was not
particularly high, but the plaster ceiling rose was of a peculiar design. It
was shaped like a classical head of indeterminate sex, surrounded by wavy
hair—or were they tiny serpents? From the open mouth came the stem of the
chandelier which lit the room.


“Unusual design,” said Savernake. Alice suppressed a giggle.


“Will you be having your evening meal here tonight?”


“Yes. Thank you. I think I shall.”


“The evening meal is at six thirty. We like to offer our
guests a complimentary glass of sherry in the lounge at six beforehand. I’ll
leave you now to settle in. Here is your front door key and the key to the
room.” These she handed to him while turning away her face. Savernake thought
she was hiding a smile, but why? Had he become, for some reason, an object of
mockery? Alice left the room quickly. Savernake thought he heard a choke of
repressed laughter outside his door.


Unpacking restored, to some extent, his poise and
self-regard. The air in his room was cool and refreshing in an unaccustomed
way. Savernake realised that it was a contrast to the stale, overheated
atmosphere of his home during his wife’s last illness, and the sterile warmth
of the hospice where she died. The air would do him good, he told himself, but
without much conviction.


Having settled himself Savernake found that there was over
an hour before he could enjoy his “complimentary glass of sherry” in the
lounge. Probably some awful supermarket “pale cream”, thought Savernake
who could be a wine snob. He would go out to explore the town.


Once out of Happydene, Savernake turned to his left
and walked the hundred or so yards to the sea front. It was a clear evening.
Clouds were scarce, high and tinged with yellow. A cool wind fumbled with him
and made him tighten the scarf about his neck. The houses along the front were
white stucco, the sea pale blue; the whole suggested the delicate, light tones
and meticulous detail of a Victorian watercolour. Little or nothing seemed to
have changed in half a century.


Savernake expected to be invaded by a flood of memories, but
it was not so. It was curiously like the first time he had seen the dead body
of his wife. She had died in the night at the Hospice and he was summoned over
the following morning. It was expected of him that he should want to see the
body and be alone with it, and he complied with the expectation, but it was not
a significant experience. He looked at the familiar features, now robbed of all
sense and meaning. He held his breath, half believing that a movement from her
would return all to normality, but no movement came and he felt shamefully
relieved that it was so. Now here he was in Norgate, enduring a pale reflection
of that event. It was all familiar; it was all meaningless.


Nevertheless Norgate was a pleasant place, and in April free
of the noisy crowds he would have detested. Savernake was beginning to find the
wind that buffeted him with its faint, sticky smell of sea, bracing. Or that
was what he told himself: such a hearty, old fashioned, private school word,
“bracing.” He turned left again along the broad sea front esplanade and made
towards the North Head promontory, behind which and a little further inland had
been his old school, Stone Court.


Walking ahead of him was an elderly man in a grey tweed
overcoat, his back to him, slightly hunched so that only the very top of his
white head was visible. He used a walking stick and his manner of walking,
though brisk, was curiously jerky, as if one leg were shorter than the other.
It was a characteristic movement, and suddenly, unpleasantly, familiar.


Good God, could it be Hoppy?


Hoppy, as he had been universally known, in fact a Mr.
Twells, had been a master at Stone Court. Already then, half a century ago,
Hoppy had seemed to Savernake’s admittedly young eyes to have lapsed into a
tweedy, seedy middle age. He was unmarried and taught Geography, French, and,
to a select few, Greek. The strange hopping movement as he walked which had
earned him the sobriquet, had been acquired in the war when he had lost his
right foot and had it replaced with an artificial extremity. Heroic reasons had
been attributed, and not denied by Hoppy himself, but it was subsequently found
to have been caused by a fragment of falling masonry in the London Blitz where
Hoppy had been fire watching.


But this man on the esplanade couldn’t be Hoppy, could he?
He would have to be at least ninety, and he seemed, despite the limp, to be so
spry. Savernake did not want to find out, so he turned round and began to walk
in the opposite direction towards the pier. It was all nonsense; it was a
coincidence. Nevertheless, Savernake found himself trembling uncontrollably.


Shortly after six Savernake entered the lounge of Happydene.
A short stout man whom Savernake guessed to be in his seventies, was seated in
the corner of the room. He wore fawn slacks, a beige cardigan, a check shirt
and a striped tie, all of them crisp and clean. Savernake thought he detected
the drab, unfashionable neatness of a former military man: the tie looked
regimental.


“Ah, you must be Savernake,” he said. “Jack Milson.” Milson
rose and they shook hands. “Help yourself to a sherry. Ma Carsett always likes
us to help ourselves.”


He indicated a sideboard on which stood a small sherry glass
and a half empty bottle of supermarket Pale Cream Sherry. Savernake poured
himself an exiguous mouthful.


“First time here, isn’t it? How did you find out about us?”


Savernake explained that he had been recommended Happydene
by an actor.


“The actors, eh? I don’t go in for all that theatre stuff.
Not an actor yourself, are you?” Savernake shook his head. “Don’t go in for all
that argy bargy and bum tickling nonsense. I like to keep regular. I expect
you’ve gathered, I’m a permanent fixture here. Not a bad sort of billet, Happydene.
The grub’s okay. Keeps you regular. That’s the secret, you know. I have a good
big breakfast; go out for a constitutional. Lunchtime, I might have a pint or
two in the local, have a read of the paper. I don’t socialise much; don’t go in
for all these clubs and things. To me it’s a waste of time, all these cliques
and talking shops. Keep yourself to yourself and keep regular. People ask me:
‘Jack, what’s your secret?’ They ask me, you see. I tell them. I say: ‘strong
drink, weak women and regular bowel movements.’ That always gets them!”


Milson laughed heartily at his maxim and Savernake felt it
impolite not to join in.


“I could tell you a thing or two about life. I’ve seen it
all. I was at Dunkirk, you know, Normandy Landings, the lot. Sergeant in the
Fusiliers. Became a fitness instructor after the war.”


“You were in the war? But you must be -?”


“Want to know how old I am? Have a guess. Go on, have a
guess.”


“Well, I suppose you must be -”


“Ninety three! That’s what I am! Ninety three! And I’ll tell
you something for nothing: I’ve a few good years yet before I hand my papers
in. Oh, yes! If you want to know a thing or two about life, Jack Milson’s your
man. I can tell them.” There was a faint clanging sound. “Hold your horses!
That’s the gong for grub. Mustn’t keep Ma Carsett waiting. This way. Follow
me!”


Two separate tables for one were laid out in the dining
room. The tablecloths and napery were white and crisp. Milson sat down and
tucked his napkin neatly into the top of his shirt. Alice brought in two plates
of greyish coloured soup. She was wearing a frilly white blouse and a tight
black skirt which seemed only to accentuate her dowdiness.


The soup was followed by some sort of fish in bread crumbs
with vegetables. Like the soup it was bland but edible. During the meal Milson
appeared to concentrate all his energies on eating, barely looking up from his food.
Towards the end of the main course Savernake asked him if Mrs Carsett was
likely to put in an appearance.


“Don’t see her much, to tell the truth,” said Milson
briskly. “She likes to keep herself in the background, if you know what I
mean.” And he winked at him.


Before Savernake could ask Milson what he did mean, Alice
entered to clear the plates. She carried a leather-bound book under her arm.


“I wonder if you could sign our register,” she said,
addressing Savernake and placing it open on the table where the remains of his
fish had been a moment before. “Just put your name and address,” she added, as
if Savernake might otherwise have included a résumé of his life, or a short
poem. Savernake complied, noting that there was a column in the register headed
“Remarks”. There were some entries in this section made by previous guests, but
all had been heavily blacked out with a marker pen. He flipped back through
previous pages, guiltily searching for the acronym LDO. All the entries under
“Remarks” had been crossed out, some more effectively than others. On one page
Savernake thought he could detect the initial letters LD, but the third letter
was not clearly decipherable: a K perhaps or an N? Just then the book was
snatched from him and in its place was put a bowl of apple crumble and custard.


“Thank you, Mr Savernake.” He looked up at her. Alice’s
usually pale, indeterminate features had a harder look to them. A hint of
menace and sexual allure showed itself and then vanished. Alice was best seen
from below: it suited her.


When the meal was over Milson rose, folding his napkin as he
did so.


“Well, I’m off to the lounge to watch the news. Never miss
the news. Care to join me?”


“Not tonight,” said Savernake. “I think I’ll go to my room
and read.”


“Ah, yes,” said Milson. “I like a good book myself, but none
of this fiction malarkey. I like a good book of facts. Guinness Book of
Records, that sort of thing.”


Savernake said goodnight and went upstairs to his room. On
the landing he met Alice. She seemed a little agitated.


“I’ve just been turning down your bed, Mr Savernake,” she
said. “Is there anything further you wanted?”


Savernake shook his head and thanked her.


“All right. Sleep well, then, Mr Savernake.” She seemed to
take pleasure in uttering his name. She was about to go, then halted. “Oh, Mr
Savernake, do you like a Continental or a Full English in the morning?”


For a moment Savernake was utterly baffled by her question.
Then his brain began to work once more.


“Ah. Breakfast, you mean?”


Alice’s pale lips were visited by the suggestion of a smile.
“That’s right, Mr Savernake.”


“Er... Full English, then.”


“Full English it is, Mr Savernake. Good night, Mr
Savernake.” As she passed him to go down stairs she brushed her body against
his which she needn’t have done, or so it seemed to Savernake. It was strange
that during the whole of his wife’s illness the thought of sex never entered
his head, now he couldn’t stop thinking of it. And Alice Carsett was not an
attractive woman.


In his room Savernake went to the window and looked out. It
was dark now and he could see fragments of the necklace of lights threaded
along the promenade. He opened the window. Norgate was quiet. There was no
sound except the gentle rush of the sea, but it was bitter cold. He shut the
window and stared out again, but his eyes could not focus on anything beyond
the glass. They stubbornly refused to see anything but the grey ghost of his
own reflection on the window. A semitransparent old man stared back at him, a
stranger and afraid.


For a while he sat in the armchair in his room and tried to
read the poems of George Herbert, a writer he and his wife had once enjoyed,
but he could not concentrate enough. He tried a novel, but that failed too.
Eventually he gave up and went to bed. Suddenly he was very tired.


As so often when Savernake went to bed thoroughly exhausted,
he slept heavily for three or four hours and then woke up abruptly. It was
shortly after midnight when he was aroused. Because the window was closed and
the heating, as so often in small hotels, could not be turned off, he found
himself in a stuffy atmosphere with a headache. The heaviness of his limbs made
him reluctant to get up and fetch himself a glass of water and an aspirin. He
lay on his back, hoping that his headache would disappear if he kept himself as
still as possible. He stared at the ceiling in the dim light that filtered in
from the window whose curtains he had forgotten to draw. It did look higher
than he had remembered it, though, curiously, the Gorgon’s head ceiling rose
had expanded to cover almost the whole space above him. Savernake felt giddy
and blinked several times to rid himself of these unpleasant impressions, but
they had not adjusted themselves to normality when he looked again.


A cool part of Savernake’s mind understood that he was
suffering from some kind of hallucination. He looked at the head which appeared
to him at once vast and extremely far away. The curved metal tendrils of the
chandelier vomited from the Gorgon’s mouth had elongated themselves into tentacles,
at the end of which bristled tiny and insignificant light bulbs like buds. He
should get out of bed and turn on the light but now he found he could not move.


The head appeared to quiver although he knew it could not,
like the head of his wife after she had died. The spaces above him remained
grey but stretched further into the distance and the little buds at the ends of
the chandelier fittings seemed to shiver for a moment before they formed
themselves into hands. The hands stretched down towards him and he felt them
smoothing their cold hard fingers against his thighs and torso. Once more he
jerked himself convulsively awake and lay there staring at an infinitely high
grey ceiling.


In the dining room the following morning, Savernake was the
only breakfaster. Mr Milson was not only absent, but no place had been laid for
him. Savernake made enquiries about this when Alice came in with his eggs and
bacon.


“I’m afraid Mr Milson was taken poorly in the night,” Said
Alice.


“What happened? I didn’t hear anything. Where is he?”


“He was taken away in an ambulance, for treatment.”


“I’m very sorry to hear that. Perhaps I should visit him in
hospital.”


“There’s no need for that, Mr Savernake. Mum’s calling in on
him.”


“I have yet to meet your mother.”


“Oh, she’s out at the moment, seeing Mr Milson. Tea or
coffee, Mr Savernake?”


Further questions when Alice brought Savernake’s tea yielded
no more information. Alice was unsure of what had ailed Milson, how he was
doing, or even quite where he was at the moment. Savernake lost interest in
Milson, but was intrigued by Alice’s obscurantism. He decided to put it from
his mind and go for what Milson would have called a “constitutional”: it was a
fine day.


Norgate was livelier than it had been the previous
afternoon. A few cloudlets were high in the sun’s blue dungeon. Savernake
thought he would walk as far as the North Head and see what had become of his
old school. Research on the Internet told him it had been sold and transformed
into an exclusive housing estate. Curling avenues of carefully individualised
dwellings now covered the former playing fields, while the old school
building—a Regency house of white stucco—had been divided into luxury
apartments. Savernake had vague thoughts of moving down here into one of them,
perhaps to make something neat and circular out of his existence.


Savernake was striding along the promenade with the North
Head in sight when he saw the man with the distinctive walk again. Could it be
Hoppy? Since his encounter with Milson the night before, it had become a
possibility, even a probability. He was coming towards Savernake.


The features were undoubtedly those of Hoppy but ancient and
in ruins. White stubble frosted his cheeks and the pendulous jowls that fell
from his face and made it gaunt. The eyes were rheumy but alive with anger and,
despite his impediment, he moved rapidly with the aid of a stick. He wore a
heavy dark overcoat over the back of which curled locks of yellowish white
hair; a grimy black and white check scarf was knotted around his neck.
Savernake was quite sure that the man would not recognise him, but he felt
somehow obliged to make the encounter.


“It’s Hoppy, isn’t it?”


Hoppy halted and struck a pose, as an actor might have done
in similar circumstances.


“Good God! I haven’t been called that in many a long year.
And who might you be? A former alumnus of Stone Court, perchance?” The flowery
mode of address was familiar to Savernake: it brought back memories. In Stone
Court days it had been much imitated, and sometimes admired.


“Savernake,” he said.


Hoppy came up and peered at him, so close that Savernake
could smell the Guinness and old age on his breath. “Ah, yes. Savernake minor,
unless I am much mistaken. Savernake major was the good looking one.” It
gave Savernake a shock to have his older brother mentioned. “How do you do?”
Hoppy held out his hand and Savernake reluctantly shook it. It felt remarkably
like the hand he had known long ago only too well, smooth and hard and cold, a
polished marble hand.


“And what brings you to this well-nightingaled vicinity?”
said Hoppy.


Savernake muttered something vague about needing a break.
There was a pause, awkward and full of stifled recollections, then Savernake on
impulse said: “would you care for a coffee or something?”


“Thank you, Savernake. I know of an establishment on the
pier which serves a very passable cup of coffee and a not entirely contemptible
toasted teacake. Let us repair thither.”


They walked to the pier without exchanging many words.
Savernake noticed that Hoppy was breathing hard and devoting all his attention
to movement. The burst of florid language, he guessed, had been something of an
act and had, temporarily, exhausted his mental faculties.


When they were settled in the pier café, Hoppy ordered from
the young waitress not only coffee and teacake but, as he put it, “a slice of
your very excellent chocolate gateau.” If he was attempting to charm the girl
in question he signally failed. When she was gone Hoppy turned his attention to
Savernake.


“And now, Savernake Minor, tell me all about your beautiful
and extraordinary life.”


Savernake gave him the curtest possible résumé of his career
that was consistent with politeness. As he had expected, Hoppy was not
particularly interested. When the coffee and cake came his attention became
almost exclusively devoted to the victuals. Once he had devoured a slice of
teacake, he said.


“And what of your brother, Savernake ma?”


Savernake told him that he had died four years ago. He did
not inform him that his brother had, for no known reason, committed suicide.
That would have been to open an old wound, and with Hoppy of all people. He did
not even know what he was doing here, feeding cake to this dreadful old man.


“Have you been living here all the time?” Savernake asked.


“More or less. Shortly after you left Stone Court I was—what
is the euphemism?—‘asked to leave.’ Some nonsense over one of the boys. He
wrote to his parents about me. Such rubbish. Sorry. One has to be very
politically correct these days and take all that cant about ‘abuse’ seriously,
doesn’t one?”


He looked at Savernake, searching for some kind of approval.
None was given.


“It was a difficult time for me. The worst of it was I
became so short of cash I had to sell the old Alvis. Do you remember the Alvis?
A thing of beauty, but not, as it turned out, a joy forever?”


Savernake remembered the Alvis, the raffish second-hand
sports coupé in which Hoppy would take out groups of boys for a drive round the
North Head. There was fierce competition over who would not get to sit
in the front seat beside him. Savernake had once lost out. He shivered at the
memory.


“Somehow I stayed on in Norgate. It caused great irksomeness
to that worthy old hypocrite Beresford, the head master. Perhaps that’s why I
did it. Got a job clettering dishes at a greasy spoon down by the beach. Then I
started pulling pints at the Captain Digby: you remember, the pub where
all the Stone Court masters used to drink. That caused much alarm and
despondency, I’m happy to say. And so I have lived on. Now I am a venerable
burden on the State, and I still get my little war pension for the old foot.
All I asked for was occasionally to put my hand inside your little short
trousers, or to get you to put your soft hand inside my not so short ones.
Perhaps a little more than that on occasion. The Greeks would have thought
nothing of it, you know. After all, it was part of their education. Am I
shocking you? I do hope so.”


Savernake looked into those ancient rheumy eyes and saw a
glimmer of malice. He himself felt nothing; he was frozen.


“Nowadays, I and a few like-minded companions have to make
do with the technical wizardry of what they call ‘The Inter Net’. It’s wax
fruit after the real thing, you know.”


Hoppy leaned forward, once more hoping for a reaction. Savernake
found himself paralysed, unable to move either physically or emotionally. He
was remembering something his brother had said to him shortly before he died.


“And so I have gone on. I thought I would be dead long
before this, and so, no doubt would you, had you given it any thought, but, as
you see, I didn’t die. Somehow I have failed in that endeavour. It must be this
bracing Norgate air. Or perhaps simply the thing I am has made me live. Now I
am an ancient, a struldbrugg; I sometimes wonder if I shall ever die. I
often long for it, but I am consoled by the thought that at least I have
outlived all my persecutors. It is my revenge.”


“Or your punishment.”


Hoppy stared at him through narrowed eyes. “Fuck off,
Savernake Minor,” he said quietly. “And now, I must be on my wicked way. Thank
you for the sustenance. You won’t try a little of this gateau? I can’t finish
it, I’m afraid, but it really is ‘to die for’, as the modern argot has
it. Where are you staying incidentally?”


“Happydene.”


“Ah, Happydene! Spent a night there with a rent boy
once in earlier, more carefree days. Latvian, if I remember rightly. The rent
boy, that is. Couldn’t understand a word he said, but pneumatic bliss. Happydene:
I remember it well. The rooms are high.”


“What the hell does that mean?”


“Mean? If you don’t know now, you’ll never understand.
Farewell, Savernake Minor. You wouldn’t like to lend me a tenner, would you?”


“No, Hoppy.”


“I thought not. Adieu. Parting is such sweet sorrow.” He
lurched up from his seat and hobbled off.


That evening Savernake felt somehow obliged to dine in at Happydene.
He would be dining alone anyway and might as well be doing it here. When Alice
entered with the greyish soup Savernake asked after Milson.


“He’ll be right as rain soon,” said Alice. “They’re treating
him at the moment.”


“Will he be coming back here?”


“Oh, I expect so.”


“Is your mother here at the moment?”


“She’s just gone out.”


As Alice bent over to put the soup before him, almost
involuntarily Savernake stroked her behind. She was once more wearing the tight
black skirt, but Alice did not recognise the action by so much as a flicker.
When she had left the room he was amazed at himself and guilty. It had been a
moment’s aberration, but he could not explain it. The malign influence of his
meeting with Hoppy was a poor excuse. Alice’s next entrance (with steak and
kidney pudding) found him rather rigidly holding a book in both hands and
pretending to read.


After supper he sat in the lounge watching the news on
television, but the events of the outside world meant nothing to him. Bombs had
exploded; aircraft had been torn from the skies; yet another popular television
personality had been found guilty of sexual molestation: not even the last item
aroused him. Very soon he tired of it all and made his way up to his bedroom.
On the landing, in the same place as the night before, he met Alice.


“I’ve just been turning down your bed, Mr Savernake,” she
said. “Is it the Full English you wanted in the morning?”


“That’s right, Alice. Good night.”


“Good night, Mr Savernake. I hope you sleep well.”


As she passed him to go down stairs she once again brushed
her body against his. Savernake watched her ample retreating form with
increasing bewilderment. For a moment he was almost overwhelmed with desire; he
wanted to rush down the stairs after her and seize her, but the madness abated.
He went to his room.


It was unbearably stuffy there. Had Alice deliberately
turned up the heating? He opened the window, but it was raining heavily outside
and the rain blew in at him venemously. He shut the window and stared at it. A
thousand evanescent droplets dashed themselves against the window pane,
obscuring all vision of Norgate beyond. Savernake propped his door open to cool
the room a little, then turned off the light and lay on his bed fully clothed.


He closed his eyes, trying to organise his thoughts around
the day’s proceedings but he could not concentrate. Even straightforward moral
censure seemed meaningless. He heard a roll of thunder. It was coming from
directly above his head. He did not open his eyes; he wanted only to sleep, but
the thunder persisted. It sounded almost as if someone was clambering about on
the roof above him, and the sound of the rain was no longer a rattle, but more
like stertorous breathing. He opened his eyes and was sickened to find himself
in the world of the night before.


Above him a great grey expanse stretched up into infinity
from which little silver droplets fell occasionally, stinging his face. There
was the white Gorgon’s head from which came the budded metal tendrils which
became hands as they stretched downwards. Now the hands, cold, smooth and hard,
were touching him and he knew them from memory. He closed his eyes to shut it
out, to struggle from nightmare into the light, but a huge weight was holding
him down.


He managed to open his eyes, heavy though they were, and saw
the white face again, but it was not the Gorgon in the ceiling rose but the
face of Alice towering above him. Her mouth was open and her face full of
madness. She was straddling Savernake, her black skirt tucked up around her
bulbous waist, great expanses of soft white thigh on either side of him. Her
white blouse was torn open and his hands were grasping at her pendulous
breasts. He heard her breath come and go in frenzied gasps, and her spittle
stung his cheeks, as she rode him. Above all he felt her weight bearing down on
his loins, his stomach, his chest. Beyond her the infinitely high room went
black.


 


###


 


As they wheeled him out of Happydene and into the
waiting ambulance Savernake opened his eyes again. It was morning. The sky was
a cloudless icy blue, faultless and infinite, washed clean after the rain. He
feared it might fall on him; he would be glad of another death.


 









Tim Lebbon


STRANGE CURRENTS


Stephan didn’t think he could sleep, not when to close his
eyes might mean death. But he was startled awake when two sea birds dropped
into the boat, landing heavily, slumping to the fibreglass deck, displaying all
the signs of exhaustion and on the verge of death themselves. He thought back
to the dreams he’d had during the sleep he should have never let claim him.
Dark dreams, where the sea rose up in vast towering shadows, and the hidden
depths were crowded. His eyes hurt. His skin was rough and sore, as if burnt
beneath alien eyes. Perhaps he hadn’t slept at all.


The two seagulls hobbled around the bow of the lifeboat. But
their exhaustion was feigned, and when Stephan moved to catch them, they took
flight. One of them flapped away across the waves and was soon lost to sight.
The other circled a few times, caw-cawing laughter or a warning. Then it
followed its cousin, and Stephan thought, They must have come from land.


The realisation should have galvanised him. But he found it
hard to move, to summon enthusiasm, even hope. Seven days ago the lifeboat’s
entire encasing structure—support posts and rods, tarpaulin, fixing ropes—had
been torn away when the craft capsized. It had been pure luck that Stephan’s
foot had caught in a trailing cord, the twine twisting around his ankle while
he’d been buffeted and spun in the raging water. When the boat righted itself
again he had gone with it, tearing the muscles in his calf and injuring his
knee, but saving his life. He’d been left draped over the boat’s side, staring
down into the water at the dark, massive shape that seemed to fade away beneath
him.


There had been no storm. Something had capsized the boat and
caused the maelstrom, and he still thanked whatever luck had saved him that he
had not been cast into the sea. The boat was tiny compared to what he had seen—


—A whale, that’s what it was, surfacing to breathe and
finding him in the way, or perhaps simply curious—


—but he was smaller. Baling water with a plastic container
he’d managed to save, he had kept the cord wrapped around his lower leg for
another day before finally freeing himself.


Fifteen days exposed to the whims of the North Atlantic
weather. Luckily it was summer, otherwise he would have frozen to death long
before the impending starvation, dehydration and sunburn would take him. Yet
though the winds in the daytime scorched his skin, night breezes blew in
cutting and cold. Stephan’s will to survive was strong, but the reality of
survival had been growing weaker.


Those birds came from somewhere.


Carefully, painfully, he knelt up and crawled the length of
the boat. It was small, designed for a dozen people, and six inches of water
swilled in the bottom. He’d stopped baling days ago. Most of the fixtures and
fitting had been ripped away during the capsize, including his supply of
drinking water, flares, and the small bag containing food he’d been clinging to
his side. He often wondered where that bag was now. He thought it would
probably float, as the knot he’d tied in the neck had been strong, the
drawstring tight. The food was all in packets, not tins, and there was little
in there to give enough weight to counteract the air caught in the bag.


Maybe it would float forever. Caught on the tides, nudged by
the violent winds, his food bag would likely survive him, drifting across the
North Atlantic past Greenland, Iceland, back towards Europe where most of its
contents had originated. A ship might run it down and thrash it to pieces
beneath its propellor. A sea creature might take it, swallowed whole and
unnoticed by a whale or chewed apart by a shark.


Perhaps it would float out here until the world came to an
end and humanity was no more. A lonely voyage lasting forever.


“Wake up, Stephan!” he shouted. Tried, at least. But his
throat was dry and swollen, his lips split from sun and salt spray, and his cry
consisted mostly of blood spat into the bottom of the boat, and a groan of
pain.


One of the boat’s four paddles was still clipped to the
side, the metal fastenings bent by the force of the coverings being ripped off.
He’d tried to loosen it soon after the capsize, found the task difficult, and
left it. Now he needed the paddle more than ever. To follow the birds. To find
land.


Perhaps he might even survive.


“Don’t think about it,” he whispered, and the high and
lonesome sound of the constantly moving sea tried to swallow his words.


His hands were cracked and swollen, but he plucked at the
oar’s fastenings for an hour, until his fingernails were split and the tips
bleeding. At last the paddle sprung free and he cried out in delight.


It was cold and heavy in his hands, but it felt like taking
action.


The birds were long gone, but he had taken a bearing from
the sun when they flew away. Allowing for the time since they had flown, he
took another visual bearing, sat on one of the raised seats at the side of the
boat, and started paddling.


After fifteen days every action hurt, every movement denied
the stillness and supplication his body demanded of him. He had never been so
hungry and thirsty, and several times over the past few days he thought he was
going to die. Sitting there, leaning against one of the seats cast into the
structure of the vessel, he’d felt darkness closing in.


Something always pulled him through. Sometimes it was his
wife’s voice, sweet Mandy beseeching him to survive. Once it was a memory of
building a bonfire with the man who had adopted him and become his father, a
time from his childhood long-since forgotten until now. And once it was
something he could not identify. A strange sensation, a feeling of need and
craving that reminded him of dreams he used to have when he was sick. He could
not adequately describe them then, though they had been terrifying and made him
scream himself awake. And he could not explain that feeling now. Only that it
had saved him.


It was as if someone or something else wanted him to
survive, and once he had surfaced from the darkness, that someone or something
drew back once again, observing rather than intruding.


He shook his head. Foolish thoughts. He’d run the gamut of
emotions since the ship had gone down, but now that he was taking action he
promised never to be tempted by death again. Life was too precious. That
preciousness had brought him here, in his attempt to discover where he had come
from, who his true parents had been. His adoptive father had told him nothing
of them, had refused to even speak of family. Only that they had brought him
across the sea, abandoned him, and returned to some strange place.


He slapped the paddle into the water and pulled, slap and
pull, and though he could not tell whether he was moving, or even in which
direction, it felt like he was doing something positive at last.


The seascape was vast and unforgiving, the great swell
bringing the horizon near and then drawing it out again, as if teasing him. The
steady breeze sprayed salt water across his face and exposed arms and hands,
making his raw wounds worse and offering a tantalising taste of water that
would only make him sick. Sometimes he thought he saw land across the heads of
the swells, but the next sight would reveal it to be simply another wave in the
distance. He heard the echoing hiss of the waves’ laughter as his hopes were
dashed once again.


He pulled on the paddle. The boat was too big for him to
move on his own, he knew that, it would have taken six people rowing to even
hope to take charge of the vessel’s direction. But he had to try. Mandy’s voice
convinced him of that. His father’s face seen through the haze of bonfire
smoke, the spit of knots in wood, the rich, sweet smell of burning branches
from the evergreens growing around his grandparents’ garden.


“The birds came from somewhere,” he said again and again as
he paddled. The words formed a chant, a song that the waves and wind sang along
with him.


Something passed beneath the boat.


Stephan felt a pull on the oar as if a sudden, violent
current was attempting to tug it from his hand. He held on tight and hauled the
oar back into the boat. The sense of something huge passing beneath him was
powerful, and he feared he was about to capsize again. The boat seemed gripped
in a strong wake, drawing it up the face of an oncoming wave and down into the
trough beyond. Stephan was powerless, and he waited for the moment when the
thing below would rise up, break surface, show him secrets that had been hidden
since the moment the ship had sunk.


But nothing happened, and the casual swell of the sea guided
the boat once more.


Nothing had gripped the boat. Just the strange currents
swirling here, flows of warm and cold water starting as a splash at the equator
and taking on energy beyond measure by the time they made it this far north.
Such was the way with the sea. Most people thought it was a silent mass, still
and calm but for the waves texturing its surface. In reality the sea was a
living thing, clasping the fixed continents in its smooth embrace and curling,
twisting, abrading them over eons too vast for the human mind to contemplate.


Stephan had just gained a glimpse at that vastness. Rather
than feeling awed, he was only scared.


He picked up the paddle to follow the birds once more.


If a distress signal had been sent, it had not been acted
upon quickly enough to save him. If the lifeboat had a homing beacon, it had
either failed or been washed overboard. He had seen plane trails several times
since the sinking, but they were high in the stratosphere, passenger jets
taking people across the wide ocean upon which they could not imagine such a
story being played out.


He could remember little from that awful night, only that he
had found himself in the lifeboat, darkness pressing heavy all around and the
sea roaring and convulsing in a violence that terrified him to the core. Sea
sickness had crippled him, curling him in a ball beneath the boat’s flapping
covering. Fear refused to let him go. It grasped him in its wet, salty grip,
squeezing hard forcing more puke when there was nothing left to bring up.


He was only a passenger out here.


“The birds came from somewhere!” he said again, but
already he was doubting his knowledge. Were such birds native to the sea, or
the land? Had he really read somewhere that seagulls were land based? Or could
the species he had seen cruise above oceans for weeks on end, landing on boats
or debris for a brief rest, sleeping on the wing?


He didn’t know for sure, and such uncertainty angered him.
He was an ignorant, thrown into an alien environment with no clue how to
survive.


Yet survive he had, and his wife’s voice called him onward,
and his father’s face glimpsed through smoke.


An hour later, with Stephan still paddling, a shadow passed
beneath the boat.


This time he was sure there was something there. He snatched
the oar back on board and the surface of the sea rose, smoothing out as if an
unimaginable bulk forced water up from the depths below. The surge was gentle
rather than violent, carrying the lifeboat forwards and easing the way.


Against all instincts, Stephan leaned over the side of the
boat and looked down. He saw only water, the surface now so smooth that his
reflection looked back up at him, broken by ripples from the boat. He could not
see any deeper.


Heart hammering with fear and a keen excitement, he had to
fight against the urge to lean out further and plunge his face beneath the
surface.


The surge ended as quickly as it had begun, dropping the
boat into another valley between swelling waves, and he picked up the oar
again. Just as he scrambled onto the plastic seat once more, he glimpsed
something across the tips of the waves.


Land?


He gasped and dug the paddle in, trying to drive the boat
towards the faint shadow he had seen. He feared he was hallucinating again, and
that next time the boat was picked out of a trough he’d see a bank of dark
clouds low to the horizon. But after splashing for what felt like eternity the
boat rose again, bow first, until he was resting atop a giant swell.


“Yes!” he shouted. It was definitely land, a wide band of
hills and beach on the horizon, lit by the afternoon sun and speckled with
breakers. He must have been even closer than he realised if he could see breakers!


Stephan started paddling again, harder than before. He
ignored the pain from his damaged hands, gritting his teeth against the sting
of split lips and sunburn, and he started to believe he was going in the right
direction. He had to believe that. No other outcome would be fair.


Mandy had died when the ship went down. She had still been
in their cabin, miserable from sea sickness, and Stephan had gone on deck to
smoke a cigarette. A jarring thud, a series of dull, inexplicable impacts below
the waterline, and he had been flung over the handrail and into the sea,
swimming frantically as the boat quickly sank beneath the waves. The only
survivor.


Maybe the cabin had remained watertight for a while. Long
enough for her to really think about what was happening and believe him dead.
He hoped not.


Keep paddling, she said, her voice soft and
imploring, though he could not see her face.


“I am,” he said, tears blurring his vision. “I’m paddling as
hard...”


From the corner of his eye he saw something break surface to
starboard, emerging like the smooth grey remnants of an ancient wave unspent.
By the time he’d turned to look it had vanished, leaving behind a curious
speckling luminescence that rose and fell with the swell.


“Keep paddling, keep paddling,” he said, hearing Mandy’s
voice whispering the words beneath his own.


As the sun dipped towards the land in the distance, so he
drew closer. The sea’s majestic swell lessened and the waves became rougher,
breaking into white-tops and splashing into the boat. He should be baling, but
then he would not be able to paddle. But if he kept paddling for too long, and
the waves grew even worse, the boat would be swamped.


He was close enough now to start making out some detail.
There was a small seaside town slouched along the dark strip of land, shadows
striving for the sea from huddled rooftops, winding roads leading up from the
shore and towards the hills much farther back. The hills were low, heavily
wooded, seemingly immune to sunlight.


Something troubled him. Something about the town. He silently
berated himself, concentrating on driving the paddle in, pulling, and again.


But the tide was taking him in anyway, so soon he stopped
paddling and took a closer look.


A few lights had been lit in buildings close to the shore.
They looked like beach huts of some kind, perhaps fishermen’s huts, and the
lights pulsed like oil lamps. Down the beach, closer to the breaking waves, a
dark line of seaweed seemed to mark the dividing line between ocean and land.


“I’ll cross that line,” Stephan said. He’d been talking to
himself for days, keeping himself company, and he suddenly started crying at
the uncertainty of his situation. More unfair than his wife, drowning slowly in
their cabin. More unfair than his adoptive father, taken by cancer. He did not
feel saved.


A heavy weight passed beneath the boat once again, drawing
it more rapidly towards shore. He squinted in the dusky light. There was
something strange about the little town. Something darker than the dusk,
because although the sun was still in the sky it seemed to avoid the buildings
and streets of that place.


The dark line of seaweed on the sand was moving. It quivered
and flexed like a giant snake, but then Stephan made out what it really was.
Not seaweed at all. People. Hundreds of people, standing in line along the
beach that fronted their little town, not quite far enough forward to let the
foaming water touch their feet.


Hundreds of people, waiting for him.


You’re going to be saved, Mandy said from somewhere
deep in the ocean’s depths, where perhaps even after all this time her cabin
had yet to flood. The man who had adopted him, dead for years, nodded in
agreement, his old face lost behind a veil of smoke that wasn’t smoke at all,
but salty spray thrown up by the strengthening wind blowing Stephan towards
shore.


He reversed the paddle and started pushed it the other way.
His lacerated hands bled into the water. His split lips pouted fiery pain at
the sky. His paddling became more frantic as the town grew closer, and with
that closeness came the unbearable, sickening realisation that after days
adrift on the cruel ocean, this was the last place on Earth he wanted to be.


The sea carried him landward. Another mass passed beneath
the boat and it lurched on, and the paddle was suddenly ripped from his hands,
disappearing beneath the waves even though it was made of hollow plastic and
designed to float.


Stephan knelt in the middle of the lifeboat, helpless in the
face of his own fate. He suddenly had no wish to be saved. As he felt the
boat’s hull grinding against the first sandbank that signified the approach of
land, he finally made out the staring, strange faces of those who waited. They
had been expecting him, and he wondered whether he’d ever been on a ship at
all. Perhaps he had always been out here being drawn, steadily and
relentlessly, towards this terrible shore. Maybe he was being brought home.
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Do you know the story about the girl who walked into the
sea?


Did she drown?


No, she didn’t drown. They pulled her out.


That’s good.


No it’s not. It was the worst thing in the world they
could have done.


I want to begin this story in this way: I have always loved
the sea. But then I stop and I think: which sea? There are so many of them.
There is the sea of my childhood: the flat blue glass of Florida’s Gulf Coast,
the dirty ocean off Galveston Island in Texas. There are the seas of my later
years, the freezing Atlantic smashing against the shores of western Ireland,
the windswept grey waters of the Oregon coast outside my home right now. And
there are the seas of my imagination, the seas I read about in books and never
saw, or saw and was disappointed by so that the sea remains forever extant only
in my memory. There is the sea of the Greek isles, a sea I somehow always
thought would indeed be wine-dark, and it was not. There is what I think
of as the Gothic sea: it is somewhere off an English coast, surrounded by
cliffs and moors and castles with family secrets and brooding men lurking
about. This sea, too, does not exist except in my mind.


Then we have the metaphorical sea: we can be all at sea,
which is bad, or in a sea of love, which is good, I guess.


But my story is about the sea, and about love, and it is not
a good story at all. Or rather, the story itself is a good one, I suppose, if
you are not in the story, because the things that happen in it are very bad
indeed.


Because I am old, and because tonight I feel old, and
because it is forty years to the day from another, terrible night, I am going
to set down here the story of myself and the sea, and all that it took from me.


Every thing and every person that I ever loved taken from
me.
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Do you know the story about the girl who walked into the
sea?


Women and men have been throwing themselves at death on
account of love for as long as there have been humans and some concept of love,
or maybe for longer: when I was a child, I had a dog who mourned the passing of
its mate by refusing food for so long it nearly died itself. Before our
not-yet-human ancestors were capable of the kind of planning that hastening
death requires, they probably still starved themselves, or lay out in the
elements, or let themselves get eaten by sabre-toothed tigers rather than
bother trying to carry on.


Anyone who isn’t terrified of love is either a fool or has
no idea what it means. For myself, I’d sooner be flayed alive than fall in love
again. You might say there is little chance of either of those things
happening. At four score and five I am supposed to be preparing to die, but not
from love, and certainly not from la petite mort—just from ordinary
decay. At my age, the capacity for that quickening of the heart and the spirit
and the loins is supposed to be long gone. And yet it happens. It happens to
those my age and even those older than me, the ninety-year-olds, the
hundred-year-olds. The human heart is never too old for passion. It is the very
young who believe otherwise, but then, the very young believe everything is for
them and them alone. There is the old, true adage that every generation believes
it has discovered sex for the first time: and yet there is no act, no position,
no method of penetration or manner of stimulation or path to ecstasy or
perversion that men and women have not been doing to one another in various
combinations for at least as long as they have been dying for love.


I find this extraordinarily heartening. I wonder how
different humans might be if we wrote history as a chronicle of significant
orgasms rather than political intrigues, poisonings, betrayals, battles won and
lost. I take a wicked pleasure in saying this sometimes to people because it
shocks them. “Abigail!” they tut, or “Mrs. Brennan!” if they are
on less familiar terms with me, clearly believing I am one of those elderly
people who has taken leave of my senses and is now just saying any old thing
that pops into my head. And none are ever so shocked as the young. For all
their posturing, the young really are terribly conservative, because they are
so young, and so hopeful, and so they’ve yet to figure out that nothing at all
ever really matters much in the end.


But where was I? I am old, you see, and I digress so
readily. Ah, yes. The sea. The ghost story. Lost love. And the girl who walked
into the sea, the girl they pulled back out again.


You may or may not have surmised by now that the girl was
me, and if so, you are correct. Had they not pulled me out again, I
might have been the ghost in this story. And a terrifying, vengeful ghost I
would have been as well. I’d have smashed ships against rocks, rent sailors limb
to limb, drowned swimming lovers. I was so consumed with sorrow and pain on
that day that I walked into the sea. Those things would have felt almost like
an act of mercy to me, as though I were doing those people a favour, showing
them the true face of the world, and that at the end of it all there is only
suffering and fear. Sparing them one more single agonising second of living.


Despite all this, it would, as I said, have been better had
they left me there to drown.


I am certain as well that you do not need to be told why
I walked into the sea that day: for love, of course. For the sake of a man. I
was twenty-five years old, a late bloomer, as they say, but then I was
possessed of a lethal combination of being both intelligent and
unattractive. These days a woman can buy permission to be smart or talented or
successful with good looks for as long as she remains young, at least; in my
day, being pretty meant you couldn’t possibly be bright while plainness was
just an affront to everyone. By everyone, of course, I mean men.


I must have been almost unfathomably easy prey for Philip,
the married man at the office where I worked who set his sights on me. (Philip,
how funny to think of him now! He is either very old or, more likely, very
dead. I cannot imagine encountering him now, doddering and senile.) In those
days, for me, both virginal and naïve, he was the height of dashing
sophistication. I had never even kissed a man, had presumed I would be a
spinster my entire life, and as for sex, that was something I gave little
thought to, and never in connection with myself. The result of all this was
that a man I later came to understand was very ordinary was able to seduce me
and convince me that without him, my life was worthless. After two months of
surreptitious rendezvous in his car, twice in the office, once in a hotel room
(I told myself then he must really love me), he informed me that he had
no intention of leaving his wife; two weeks later it was clear he’d taken up
with the nineteen-year-old secretary hired a week before he dumped me.


I was, as I said, naïve. I had imagined that there was
something extraordinary in what passed between us, in the pleasures of sex,
that anything that seemed so intimate must surely be intimate. I was in
love, though not with him—people say in love with love, and that’s wrong
too. I was in love with the man I thought he was, and in those short two
months, I believed I was the best version of myself I have ever been although
in fact I was alternately neurotic, terrified, giddy, hopeless, and consumed.
Love can do that to you. And then it ends.


When it became clear to me that I had been no more than a
passing fancy that he quickly tired of, I resolved to kill myself, both to send
him a message and because I truly did feel that I would not be able to live
with my pain. Better that he had cut me open and literally torn my heart from
my body than this agony of drawing breath after breath. I did not yet
understand how the most appalling pain can recede over time even if it never goes
away. Time doesn’t heal, but enough of it and it begins to tell us lies that
let us live in the present, if we allow it.


If the past does not come to you. Did you hear about the
girl who walked into the sea? Did you hear what became of her children?


The story of my suicide that wasn’t is routine and not very
interesting. I did very little planning. In those days, I lived in Savannah,
Georgia, where my family had moved to in my teens, and so I drove to Tybee
Island, and found what I mistakenly believed to be a deserted bit of shoreline.
Fully clothed in a skirt and a sweater and heavy shoes, I walked out into the
ocean. Had I put more thought into it, I would have chosen a more reliably
empty beach; I would have weighted my pockets to ensure I did not bob to the
surface. I would have forced myself to drink the salt water into my lungs. That
I did none of those things, however, was no indication that my suicide attempt
was merely a cry for help. I was serious; but with suicide as with sex, I was a
complete novice.


Novice that I was, I was spotted, and saved by a nearby
fisherman. I spent two nights in the hospital, and I believed that Philip would
come to me there, having seen the error of his ways. When he did not, I
understood at last that I had been a very silly girl, and that I was no
different from many very silly girls who had come before me. I quit my job and
found a new one and resolved to stay far away from men for the rest of my days.


I told myself that I had survived not because of my rescuer,
but because as I loved the sea, the sea loved me back.


I have, you understand, been mistaken about love throughout
my life.


Do you hear that? Some would say it is only the howling of
the wind and the crashing of the waves, but I know the sound of my children’s
cries. I must move along and finish my story for you before they come for me.
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I had sworn to stay away from men, but the revolving door of
dull office jobs that were available to no-longer-so-young women in the 1950s
eventually brought me into the path of an even duller man named Bernard. He was
everything Philip had not been; where Philip had been charming and smooth,
Bernard was awkward and fastidious. But he had other qualities. He was steady
and dependable. And we did have one thing in common: Bernard loved the sea as
well. The first time he took me sailing, I thought this was a man who would
never betray me as Philip had, because there was no room in his life for
another love.


And so it was that almost five years to the day after they
pulled me from the sea, I walked down the aisle with Bernard. No one could say
that I had not done well for myself. In those days, I was considered an old
bride, and fortunate to snag such a reliable man. Bernard’s boring nature
extended to the bedroom. I told myself I didn’t care; with Philip, I had seen
what passion got you. Having said that, it seems surprising to me to this day
that we managed to conceive three children. I told myself I was content, and I
settled into an unremarkable domestic life that was exactly the same as the
content and unremarkable domestic life that most of my peers had as well. I no
longer had to work or worry about the future.


But appearances deceive, do they not? Of all the dull,
content, settled people around us, I would have said that Clive was the dullest
of them all. Not that I am making myself out to have been a remarkable specimen
myself: my oldest child, Deborah, was twelve, and I had long since passed from
young and unattractive into aging and matronly, or so I felt. Clive said that was
not the case; he said I kept myself trim enough to pass for at least ten years
younger and that any man who could not see the unkindled fires banked in me
must be blind. But he would say that, wouldn’t he? He said a lot of other
things, too, things married men say in affairs, but I believed they were true:
that Stella, his wife, was frigid and moreover didn’t love him. I couldn’t have
been more different from her, he said, and what he meant was there was almost
nothing I wouldn’t do for him, and he was right.


He even begged me to leave Bernard. And I might have; I told
myself that Bernard, preoccupied with sailing and his accounting work, would
hardly notice my absence. We no longer lived as husband and wife; we hadn’t
slept together since before our third child, Joann, now six, had been born. We
even had separate bedrooms. Because I had long ago proved myself to be a poor
first mate, too dreamy by far, he hadn’t taken me sailing with him in years. It
was just as well. I was content to sit on the shore or wade into the shallows
with the children. The truth is, I liked the sea less with the children along.
There seemed so many more hazards with these tiny, vulnerable people at my
side: stinging things, and big waves, and tropical storms and hurricanes, and the
sea itself, always pulling away from shore, too eager to take everything with
it. The idea of its unfathomable depths, which had once exhilarated me, had
come to terrify me instead. I suppose you could say that motherhood made me
dull but I would argue instead that motherhood made me aware. The world
was so full of danger. It was a wonder any of us managed to navigate it for any
time at all.


And the sea is terrible in other ways, haunted as well—by
millennia of drowned sailors. By pirates and their prey. By captains and their
passengers and their crew, by mercenaries and soldiers and lost explorers, by
unwary fishermen and swimmers and beachcombers and people who did not notice
the tide drawing in. The sea is heaving with corpses and dead souls. It is a stew
of old bones and rotten flesh.


It is my single consolation: that wherever they are out
there, my children are not alone.


But still they need their mother. All children need their
mother, do they not?


I know what you are thinking. That they are going to be
horrors when they come in from the sea. That the loving embraces I imagine will
be grips of death. That they will be foul, decayed, mad creatures, that they
will fall on me with salt-puckered eyes and mouths and suck the life out of me.
Or that I am mad myself: old, and mad, delusional, that I ought to have been
put into a home long ago, and that I need help. Help you, hang you, burn
you. You are ugly, female, and old: three strikes and you’re out, but you are
worse, you are alone, you are reclusive, you are not kind and grandmotherly and
comforting. Your eyes do not twinkle. We are too enlightened to call you a witch
but we will steal your life away from you anyway and lock you away and feed you
drugs and call it a mercy.


So, you see, this is a risk I am willing to take. And what
mother would not willingly give up her own life for her children’s?


I would have, you know. What happened to them was not my
fault. I couldn’t have saved them. No matter what anyone says. I loved them and
I lost them but I did not kill my babies.
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They say that you never really know a person, and they are
correct. Case in point: my Bernard. I thought him incapable of passion, save
for his love of the sea. I thought the children and I were little more than
props in his dull life. I even thought he might be the kind of man to turn a
blind eye to the fact that his wife had a lover. What did he care? He didn’t
seem to want me.


I was wrong. Bernard found out about us, not in a dramatic
fashion. He didn’t stumble upon the two of us in bed together or anything so
crass. He saw a look here, a touch there, noticed an absence or two that could
not be explained. He is an accountant, after all, and he added it all up, and
he knew.


He need not have done anything. Ours was a business
arrangement, I had explained to Clive, but a business arrangement with children
involved, and as such, I couldn’t think of leaving him, at least not until
little Joann was off to college. It wasn’t fair to either Bernard or me or to
the children, who adored their father.


Why could that not have been enough for Bernard? Why could
he not have allowed us to go on living with a small lie within the much larger
lie that we were all living, the one that said we were a happy, contented
family?


Even now, I do not believe what Bernard discovered inside
himself was a passion for me, or for his family. There is a certain type of man
who has a passion for the things he believes to be his. His own feelings for
the things are not the issue; his ownership of the things is.


I do not know how long he was aware before he took action,
but he did not give me any indication that he had noticed anything. One
late-spring day, I went to pick up the children at school, only to find that
none of them were there. Their father had come and taken them out of class in
the middle of the day.


From the moment they told me, an icy lump of fear settled in
my belly. He knows. I told myself it was something else, something
innocent, but I knew better. And yet even then, the worst-case scenario that I
could imagine was that he would divorce me and be able to keep the children,
because what judge would leave children with an adulterous mother? And then
Clive would abandon me as well, and there I would be, middle-aged, alone,
unskilled, unemployed, a pariah among all who knew me and with no resources to
seek out a new community. My parents were dead, and I had no family left. Where
would I go? How would I live? Why would I live? What would be the point
of anything at all?


I phoned Bernard’s office; his secretary told me he was not
in. I couldn’t bring myself to speak to Clive. It was as though if I did not
say anything to anyone, whatever was happening would not be happening, would
not be true.


I sat there in our home and I waited. I didn’t know what
else to do. I didn’t eat or drink anything. I didn’t read, or watch television.
I couldn’t. I smoked, compulsively, one cigarette after another. It grew dark.
And then I heard the sound of Bernard’s car in the driveway, the doors
slamming—and the children’s voices. I almost sobbed with relief. I had
half-convinced myself I would never see them again.


They came tumbling in ahead of him, and immediately it was
clear to me that they knew nothing was amiss; moreover, they’d had a fantastic
day. All of them were sunburned and windswept, having spent the day on their
father’s boat, a rare treat, and they were all talking to me at once, and I
started to think that perhaps I had been wrong. Perhaps Bernard had had a
single unpredictable moment out of his entire life and decided that he and the
children would enjoy spending a day sailing, with no ulterior motives or secret
knowledge behind it all.


Then he walked in, and I looked at him, and I knew.


He said quietly, “Joann, Kevin, Deborah—go brush your teeth
and go to bed. Your mother and I need to talk.”


They all stopped short at the sound of his voice, and I
remember thinking how much like wild animals children are. Their emotions are
one with their bodies, and they had been so excited as they all jabbered to be
heard above the others that they were contorting themselves, jumping up and
down, making hilarious faces, all long brown limbs and sun-bleached hair and
laughter. But at the moment their father spoke, everything changed. They were
suddenly as wary and watchful as a deer who has sensed a hunter in a nearby
stand. They froze; their eyes twitched; their mouths closed. They knew that of
all the moments there had ever been, this was not one to argue.


They hugged and kissed me in a perfunctory way and left the
room. At any other time, I’d have scolded Bernard for speaking to them so
sharply and cutting off their joy. But I had no speech left in me. I had
nothing in me.


Or so I thought. Until Bernard spoke, and of all the
terrible things I had imagined in the hours leading up to this moment, I never
imagined anything as terrible as what he said to me:


“I took the children sailing today so that I could murder
them.”


He let that sentence hang between us for a few moments
before he continued. And as he did so, I thought some part of him was loving
this. Meek, inadequate Bernard had the floor in a way he never had before in
his life, in a way he’d never dreamed. I was as captive an audience as anyone
could ever hope for.


“I thought it would be the best way to hurt you most. And
it’s still what I want to do to you—hurt you, as badly as I can, in as many
ways as I can. I was going to go through with it, and I actually had Joann in
my arms, ready to toss her over the side, and do you know what stopped me? It
wasn’t love of the children. I don’t love them and have never loved them, and I
want you to be very, very certain of that, because one of the things I want you
to know is that your beloved children are going to grow up with a man who does
not love them at all. I know how much that is going to hurt you. I think it
might hurt you even more than if they were dead, knowing I am going to bring
them up, poison them with lies against you, and loathe them because they are
the spawn of such a filthy, deceptive creature as you.”


He went on in that vein for a very long time. I do not
remember for how long, or what all the things he said were, because it was
impossible for me to move past that first point. He was going to kill the
children. He was going to kill the children. And he had not done it today,
but what was there to stop him changing his mind in the morning, or in a week
or a month or a year? And what was this reservoir of pain and anger and hate
that I had never seen in Bernard, who had never so much as raised his voice to
any of us? Who was the man I had married?


Looking back, I suppose he was thinking something similar
about me.


He kept on like that, haranguing me, and sometimes he would
require me to respond, and I would, as best I could. I remember thinking that I
had to keep him there, keep him talking, and morning would come and he would
have to go to work—because surely he would not allow his routine to be
disrupted for a second day in a row—and then I could do something. I didn’t
know what, but I had to do something. He didn’t shout at me; didn’t raise a
hand to me; in a way he was still my mild-mannered, soft-spoken Bernard, and
that was what made it all the more terrible.


Even the most awful things come to an end, and that night
did at last as well. Bernard went to shower and dress for work and I went to
wake the children for school. Their tired, drawn faces, so different from the
elated ones that had greeted me when they burst into the house the previous
night, told me all I needed to know about how much they may have overheard and understood.
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My plan—I did not have a plan, or not much of one. I told the
children we were taking a vacation and that Daddy would be joining us later. I
do not think they believed me, but they knew something was wrong and they were
too frightened to put up a fuss although Joann did timidly ask me once if I was
going to tell her teacher why she had missed school. She was only in first
grade, and was still very excited about it all. I snapped at her, which I will
always regret, and she retreated miserably into herself.


I left Deborah to oversee their packing while I went to the
bank. I was terrified that Bernard would make or had made this stop before me,
and so as soon as possible after they opened I was there to draw as much money
as I could out of our joint account. I remember how troubled the teller, a lady
named Mrs. Cook, looked as she counted bills out to me, like she knew that
something was wrong. Of course it was; married ladies did not turn up alone and
make enormous withdrawals like that without some cause.


I do not like to include this part, but I am trying to be as
honest as possible here—I knew there was a chance that shortly after I visited
the bank, Bernard might stop in as well, in the interest of vigilance, and find
out what I had done. For all I knew, they might phone him and tell him
themselves. And I knew that if such a thing happened, he would immediately go
home, and all would be lost. This was my one chance, the only chance I would
ever have for a decent escape. And so when I returned home, the first thing I
did was to make sure that Bernard’s car was nowhere in sight; the second thing
I did was park my own some blocks away, and walk home from there. And the third
thing I did was position myself near the window while the children finished
gathering their things so that if Bernard did come home, I would have some
warning; I would be able to flee, I would be out the back door and away up the
street to my own car before he even realized I was there. I would make my
getaway, alone. It was not what I wanted, but it was what I would do if it came
to that.


I told myself this was the next best thing. I told myself
this was better than being trapped here with the children, that the children
would be fine without me, so what if they were taught to hate me, that my
presence would make him more volatile and they’d be safer with him and they
would be okay. They would grow up okay. They would never know how he felt, or
didn’t feel, about them. These are the lies I told myself to make it okay for
me to abandon my children with their insane father if it came down to it, a
choice between them or me.


Other women are not like this, are they? It’s
documented—it’s why women stay in terrible marriages, in deadly situations, in
order to protect their young or just to avoid being separated from them. I
loved my children more than anything in the world; I loved them so much I found
that love almost unbearable; and yet surely there is something wrong with me,
that I could do this cold mental arithmetic that would permit me to leave them
behind if I had to. But I am not a monster. I said it forty years ago and I say
it here, again, I did not hurt my children. I would never hurt my children.


It was the sea; the ghosts; the dead things. The seventh
wave.
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I didn’t know what to do, so I just drove. The children were
subdued. They knew everything I’d told them was lies. There was no vacation,
there was no Daddy joining us later, and something was terribly, terribly
wrong. That first day, I was so afraid that I drove for eighteen hours
straight, keeping on back roads. I was sure that he would have reported us
missing and that law enforcement everywhere would be combing the highways in
search of a car of my description with my license plate number. But I was so
exhausted that I began hallucinating—imagining people stepping out in front of
us on the road—and I finally pulled off and paid cash for a motel room, pulled
the car round the back, and piled us all inside where we slept.


We lived like that for a week or more—me, driving until I
couldn’t any longer and then a motel. I kept heading west. Isn’t that where
people go to reinvent themselves? I’d never been west of Texas or north of the
Mason-Dixon line. I imagined the entire West Coast as a glittering paradise
where we would be safe.


I bought spray paint to inexpertly disguise the colour of
our car, and somewhere out in the desert, at one of the many low-end,
no-questions-asked types of places where we’d spend a night or two to rest up,
I asked a shifty-looking desk clerk if there was some way I could get a
different license plate for my car. I could barely get the words out; it was
such an alien thing for me to do, but he reacted as though customers asked him
for things like that all the time, and they probably did. He told me he’d have
something for me when I checked out in the morning. After that I relaxed a lot
more. Not only were we thousands of miles away from Bernard, but we could not
be casually identified either.


Yet I still didn’t feel safe. We got to southern California
and I couldn’t stop; it was as though movement had become a compulsion. I
turned north, and we went up through the state and then crossed into Oregon and
the Cascade Range. And then we were out of the mountains and by the coast, and
it was a sea like I had never seen before. The sea I was used to was on the
edge of hot white sands, and it was warm for swimming. This sea was icy,
washing up on pebbled beaches or crashing against rocks and cliffs. It was grey
and roiling. In comparison to the sea I was accustomed to, it felt wild and
untamed.


And I finally felt safe.


Those days were such a blur that I don’t know how long we
were on the run for. Ten days, two weeks, three weeks? I have never known. But
I thought, we can do this, we have done this, I have done this. We can
disappear. We have disappeared. And I think for the first time ever in
my adult life I felt a sense of exhilaration and possibility, that the life
that had been written for me was not the one I had to live.


True; the children were disoriented and traumatised; they
missed their father, and cried for him and for their lost home. But children
are resilient. I would find us a place to live, get them enrolled in school in
the fall, and things would be better. I still wasn’t sure how I would find work
or support us, but I had enough cash to at least buy myself a few weeks, and
surely in one of these resort towns on the coast I could at worst get a job
cleaning hotel rooms.


It was in that exhilarated spirit that we’d had an evening
picnic on the beach. It had been windy, and a little on the cool side for our
Southern bones, but the sun sinking into the ocean had been beautiful, and the
children seemed almost happy for the first time since that evening they had
come in from sailing with their father. They had begun to run about and play on
the rocks jutting up from the water. The tide was actually on its way out, and
the waves were choppy but not nearly of a size to alarm.


I didn’t actually see the moment it happened. I had turned
away and was tidying up the remnants of our picnic, was thinking idly rather
than in a panicky way for a change about what I would do the following day,
that I would start to look for work, when I heard a piercing shriek—


And all of my children were in the water, and were being
carried out to sea.


I ran in after them. I tried to save them.


You must believe me.


They must believe me.
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People tell a story in these parts about the seventh wave. It
is not something I ever heard of in my childhood growing up along the southeast
coast. The dangerous sneaker waves that snatch people to their death here do
not exist where I come from.


Here, though, the ocean is crueller. These waves come out of
nowhere, out of a placid sea. They say that every seventh wave is the one to
watch out for, that it is the unexpectedly large and dangerous one.


I read about the seventh wave, all those years ago. I even
called an oceanographer at a university here and talked to him about it. I was
so distraught for so many years, and I felt that if I could only understand why
it had happened, it would lessen my pain. What I learned was that science and
superstition do converge, that patterns do exist in which roughly the seventh
wave or thereabouts will be the largest. But sneaker waves lie statistically
outside even this estimation. They cannot be explained. No one can say when one
will rise like a great hand out of the sea and pluck people from dry land and
drown them. No one can say why.


I do not know when, but I understand why. The gods and the
demons and the ghosts that live in the sea demand human sacrifices. What could
be lonelier than being dead? And down there in the ocean depths where pale
eyeless things swim, beasts that are nothing but tubes and mouths lurk, where
monsters that have thrived since the planet was young and all of evolution’s
nightmares converge under cover of darkness and deep, deep water, down, down,
down they dragged my three babies, creatures of sun and light.


It is so late here. It is as late as the ocean is deep, as
dark as the depths of the ocean and the blackness of space.


But, you say to me, you say you love the sea. How
can you love such a terrible thing?


Have you not been reading the story I am telling you? Have I
not always loved terrible things? My love has been nothing if not misguided and
unwise. And how could I not love the sea, when my children are a part of it? No
matter where I go in the world, I can touch the sea and touch some part of
them, the atoms of their being.


On that day, twenty years after I walked into the sea in my
attempt to die there, I ran screaming into the sea demanding that it bring back
my babies. Ancient and implacable, it did not reply. And it was so calm. You’d
have never guessed that such an act of inexplicable violence had just occurred.


Everything came out after that, of course: my flight with
the children, and accusations from Bernard that I was unhinged and had killed
them. Because of him, they investigated, but they said they found no reason to
think that what had happened was anything but a tragic accident. Bernard said
he would never believe that. I think it is because he had a guilty conscience.
I would never have hurt them. What kind of a mother, what kind of a person
would that make me? I am not that kind of person.


All of the publicity was strangely advantageous for me. A
local innkeeper took pity on me and did give me a job cleaning rooms. From
there, I worked my way up to supervising the maids, and then over to the front
desk, and at the end of it all, I was running the inn myself. Somehow, from all
that horror and despair, I made a good life for myself. I could never have
imagined such a life.


And I travelled the world, and I visited the sea everywhere
I went, and every year, on the night of my children’s death, I walk down to the
shore where it happened and I talk to them. I tell them what the last year of
my life has been like and I tell them stories about how their lives would be
now. The first few years it was easy, but the older they get the harder it is;
I cannot imagine my babies, even little Joann, in their forties and fifties
now! They would have families of their own, of course. Their lives would be
blessed. I would have seen to it. I would have given them good lives. I would
have.


This is the first year I am not able to go down to the beach
and talk to them. The weather is too bad, and I have done something to my right
foot that makes it difficult for me to walk. I am hesitant to see a doctor
about it. I have remained what people call “surprisingly spry” throughout my
older years, and I know how they are, these medical people, how they take one
look at you and diagnose you with “old,” and everything that comes after that
is secondary to the disease of “old,” and the next thing you know they are
poking you and prodding you and trying to put you away, and you with nothing to
say about any of it.


But I have a little house that is right on the coast, on the
edge of a cliff with a path leading down to the shore, and I can hobble out
onto my front porch and see the sea smashing against the rocks below. I don’t
dare go any further than that. This storm is very violent; it feels as though
the wind itself could pick me up and toss me into the ocean. They would
collude in that way, the elements, to get me back to the sea, to do away with
me like that.


I have not gone out just yet, though. For some time now the
wind has been howling in a way that sounds like the children crying. They are
calling for me over and over: “Mother! Mother! Mother!” Children get so angry,
and they must be disciplined. They must not be allowed to run wild and do
whatever they like, don’t you think? It spoils them, and above all, children
must not be spoiled.


It was better for them this way. We saved them from love,
saved them from passion, the sea and I. My only lover, my one true love, vast
and unfathomable and savage, subject to the whims of the moon and the vagaries
of the wind, oh my darling brutal sea.


Something thumps on the front porch. A single thin line of
seawater has trickled from under the front door and across my floor to stop now
at my foot. Their voices on the wind are so loud now, shrieking for me, and
their little fists are beating at my door. My children have come home.
Suddenly, for the first time, I feel afraid. I never meant any harm to come
to them.


Can you believe that?


Will they believe that?


 









Sadie Bruce


LITTLE GIRLS IN BONE MUSEUMS


The exhibit was housed in a nondescript building with sliding
glass doors. The block letters on the doors read: BONE MUSEUM.


In the back of the museum, beyond the more popular bones of
the mastodon and the saber-tooth, there were three twisted human skeletons
posed in elegant and writhen shapes. The first skeleton curled like the inner
parts of a rose, twisting at the ribcage and wrapping her arms with the twist
in a frozen hug; the femurs and tibias of each leg were crossed and lifted over
the head. Another bent backward with her skull near her pelvis and her left
hand reaching its thin, knobby finger bones toward the glass. The skeleton on
the far right was from a slightly earlier time than the other two. Her right
femur pointed downward, as if she were kneeling, and the other leg stuck
arrow-straight out to her left. She bent sideways at the waist, arm slung over
her head to grip the arch of the outstretched foot. The left arm had once been
used for balance but now dangled uselessly. They hung together, shellacked in
the display, suspended lifeless and lifelike by fishing wire. Their bones
wavered in the flow of temperature-controlled air. The display’s plaque
detailed the lives of the women who tied themselves and drifted among the
regular population like dandelions carried on a breeze, delightful, fragile,
and seasonal.


 


###


 


In the beginning of the atrophy, the pain was unrecognizable,
a twinge, a moment of eye-widening gasps dissolving away, leaving Piedra
wondering if the shock had actually happened or if she’d imagined it. She had
heard stories about the anticipation of the torment arriving days before the
real thing and torturing the prospective knot with anxiety. The agony started
in her foot, which curved like a sickle moon. She was surprised to find it
there, having assumed it would begin in a larger muscle set like the thighs or
the back. Her arch spasmed and she almost lost her balance, her concentration.
Using every ounce of strength she had, she kept her pose with only a small cry
escaping. Her instructor, a small dragonfly of a woman, frowned. She had
invested more than a year in Piedra. You are worth this extra time, the
instructor assured her. Piedra could not fail. Piedra raised one eyebrow, the
only movement she was allowed, to communicate she was fine. She could continue.


The atrophy was a delicate time. One slip and she would be
finished and left crippled for life. The cramping sensation radiated out of her
foot, up her ankle, and along her leg.


Piedra had been bound in an intricate knot months earlier.
Her right leg stretched upward and bent back over her spine, where the big toe
perched on her shoulder. Her left arm reached over her head for the right toes
but instead of grabbing her foot, she kept her fingers in a delicate extension,
as if waiting for a bird to perch. The right arm crossed behind her back and
she twisted her wrist in order to clutch her right calf. Her left leg was bent
at an angle to the front and lifted so her left toes kissed the right. Now all
she had to do was wait until her muscles lost their definition and hardened in
place. Once that happened, the ties could be undone and she would remain
forever locked in position.


And so, the pain. The staff fed her intravenously and
encouraged her to blink. An apprentice wiped the sweat from Piedra’s armpits
while another one changed the bag and catheter attached to her hip. Piedra
could smell her waste but, thankfully, wasn’t able to see anything. Another bag
was clipped in and as Piedra bore the uncomfortable sensation of draining
fluids without relief, she tried to remind herself that soon enough she
wouldn’t need the catheter. At some point, her body would consume every last
drop of her feedings. She would be as pristine as a mounted sculpture, free of
dampness and stench.


The instructor gave Piedra techniques for coping: breath,
call on a memory, focus on the future, but all Piedra could experience was the
lightning-hot hurt of her muscles collapsing and hardening. She was sure she
glimpsed madness at the far reaches of her mind, beckoning her to tumble down
and live out her life in the peaceful prison of a disabled body and twisted
sanity. That prospect was more terrifying than the atrophy, and so she forced
herself to ride the pain until her exhausted body couldn’t take any more and
she passed out.


As she descended into the blessed blackout, she heard her
instructor’s voice pushing through the fog. “It will end, some day. It will
end.”


Piedra didn’t believe her.


 


###


 


The girl with the braids took in the twisted skeletons. She
sat cross-legged on the floor with her gaze unbroken and her mouth slack. Her
grandmother bent down, touched her shoulder, and the girl rose out of her
thoughts.


“You’ve been here for hours, sweetheart. It’s time to go
home.”


“Grandma, I want to do that,” the girl said, pointing to the
bone-knot skeletons.


The grandmother ignored her aching hips and knelt beside her
granddaughter. “It is painful.”


“But it’s gorgeous.”


 


###


 


The sparse room was bright and filled with sunlight. Piedra
was placed on a pillow but she couldn’t feel the fabric or the stuffing. She
couldn’t feel her body, either, not beyond a dull ache. A small happiness
tugged at her and flew into joy when her instructor entered the room. Piedra
opened her mouth to speak but all she managed was a strangled gargle.


“Hush now. Your voice will return soon enough. Be gentle.
The atrophy is over.” The instructor clapped and a flurry of women burst
through the door, ready to attend to the new knot. The instructor untied the
ropes helping keep Piedra in her contortion. The women bathed her, brushed her
hair, and fed her melted chocolate, poking their plump fingers into her dry
mouth and rubbing the sweetness along her gums.


The anguish and trauma of the atrophy faded with time.
Piedra practiced her poetry. She read books and composed essays on topics of
interest, like butterfly migration. It was important to be well rounded.


The rest of the month blurred into costume stitching, hair
braiding, makeup application, and bleaching Piedra’s roots until her scalp
burned. They dressed her in the debut costume, a green sequined sheath covering
her body with slits leaving her breasts and thighs exposed when the fabric
shifted. Crystal leaves adorned her hair and gold twigs were tucked into the
crook of her thumb. Piedra was confident she would have no trouble finding a
suitable Baron. The Baron would give her a home, take care of her, and there
would be parties.


The evening before her debut, she rested on her pillow,
twisted, frozen, impossible, and complete.


A bone knot.


 


###


 


“I think I would enjoy being a bone knot,” the girl said. “I
imagine I would be good at it and I would love it.”


“I imagine you are partly right,” her grandmother said.


The girl sighed in exasperation. “Grandma, what does that
mean?”


 


###


 


The Baron lived in a round mansion five stories tall. He
filled the lower ballroom with his friends, their wives, and their knots. He
did this every other weekend, feeling a party every weekend was too gaudy and
Piedra needed time to rest. Piedra disagreed. She would invite a party every
night if she could. Without a party, the house was empty and the Baron was
dull.


At Piedra’s fourth party with the Baron, they strung her
along the silk strands of a swing hanging from the ceiling. When the wind
rushed through the French doors, she swung, and the movement was intoxicating.
It had been so long since she moved without the help of the Baron’s thick
hands, she’d forgotten how nice it felt. Her voice had returned some time
before and she opened up, talking to the men below, the curve of their ears all
seemingly hungry for what she had to say. The men laughed in unison. Their
furry mustaches twisted up at the ends and their white teeth sparkled in her
direction. No one ever stopped looking at her, not at the parties, anyway. Even
the women would stare. The party spun madly. A woman tried to get her dance
partner to tear his gaze away from Piedra. When he refused, Piedra’s delicate
insides fluttered. She couldn’t imagine ever being unhappy.


For Piedra, the attention was a drug, though she wouldn’t
describe it that way. She would simply say, “What a night. What fun.”


The Baron called up to her. He beamed and she blinked. She
willed the breeze to blow harder and let the joy sweep her away. As is the way
of short-lived moments, Piedra was sure it would last forever.


 


###


 


“It means you have no idea what you’re talking about,” the
grandmother said, somewhat harshly and more sharply than she meant to. But she
couldn’t help it. What was with the young? Making all the same mistakes their
parents did?


The girl pouted. “Yes, I do. I’ve studied them.”


“Then you know they don’t live very long.”


“They live well,” the child countered.


“What is well?” asked her grandmother.


“Parties. Pictures. Money.” The girl counted the luxuries
off on her fingers, sure her grandmother could see the point. She was a plain
schoolgirl and wasn’t destined for anything—at least, that was how she saw it.
Becoming a bone knot would offer her a path.


 


###


 


A local magazine requested an interview. The Baron laid
Piedra against the couch. He dressed her in a flowing chenille gown that
buttoned up the back and gathered at her ankles. He swept her hair away from
her cheeks, brushing his lips across them. She was glad she couldn’t shudder.
Instead, revulsion rippled through her silently. She couldn’t quite remember
when the Baron had become unattractive. Somewhere around the tenth party,
perhaps. When she had seen others with his same status and less girth. But he
owned her. She was his and she had to remind herself to be grateful. Still,
perhaps this interview would give her opportunities she’d heard offered to
other knots. A chance to travel or meet other people. She could never leave her
Baron, of course, but perhaps she could…expand her reach.


“Are you ready, darling?” he asked.


“Of course I’m ready,” she said.


The interview was brief. A while later, the Baron brought
her the magazine and she pored over the picture. He tipped wine down her
throat.


“You are breathtaking,” he told her.


“I am powerful,” she explained.


“Like I said, breathtaking.” He traced his finger along her
arm.


 


###


 


The girl stretched her legs out in front of her. Her patent
leather shoes were scuffed from playtime and her knees stuck out like oranges.
Her grandmother took note of these things, finding a lot of beauty in
childhood, but she knew, having been a child, that the only beauty the girl
could focus on was the future and growing up.


“So,” the grandmother continued, talking to the girl like
the adult she wanted to be, “it’s about power? What kind of power?”


“Oh Granny, not power. It’s about being beautiful.”


“And what about being beautiful appeals to you? Will you
look at yourself in the mirror all the time?”


The girl laughed. “No, silly. But I would like other people
to look at me.”


The girl flushed. Her grandmother took note of that as well.
She thought the child was too young for these feelings and yet there they were,
and of course she remembered them herself, the quick rush of being noticed and
how good a gaze could feel. Almost a physical sensation of being touched,
gently and everywhere. The right look used to send shivers along her back.


We all want to be the prettiest thing in the room,
the grandmother thought, but it wasn’t something she could say aloud. No one
said it aloud, not even the bone knots, whose entire lives were spent on
display.


Instead she said, “The bone knot isn’t sustainable. She’s
locked in her body. She can’t change.”


“Why would she want to?” the little girl asked.


 


###


 


Piedra sat on a bench with the Baron at her side. An emerald
carpet rolled out along the narrow street. Ribbons were flung from rooftops,
flapping to the ground and getting caught in Piedra’s twisted limbs. Normally,
the Baron would remove the ribbons or weave them into her hair. Today, he
ignored them, leaning forward on his elbows and watching the end of the street,
one leg jiggling in anticipation. Piedra felt anxious, too, though he would
never know by looking at her. Her body, elegant and delicate, was the same as
it ever had been and he wasn’t paying attention anyway. She told herself to
calm down, admonishing her inner thoughts for being so flighty. She’d been to
several of these events and this was the first time she’d felt so nervous.


People in cafes sipped wine and cheered. A new knot was
ready for her debut and Piedra willed it not to happen.


Men in suits paraded the new knot down the line. She was
borne aloft on a slab of ice carved to resemble a hummingbird in flight. Piedra
had to admit the knot’s pose was breathtaking. The new knot held herself up on
her forearms, her head and neck craned at a near-breaking angle to look up into
the eyes of whomever looked down at her. Her back curved like a swan’s neck and
her legs curled over until her toes nipped her chin.


And there it was—panic like a madman gnawing Piedra’s pulse,
her trapped mind whirling away, chasing the thought, I’m not enough anymore
and there’s nothing I can do. Tell the Baron. Get him to look at me. No
yelling. No betrayal of your feelings, just…get him to look.


Piedra glanced over at the Baron. He stroked his right ear
and tugged on the lobe. She said his name but his hooked nose stayed pointing
straight ahead. The new knot drew closer, the applause grew louder, and
Piedra’s anxiety peaked. The Baron stood up and cheered while Piedra’s mind did
what her body could not and thrashed about, bumping up against raw fear and
sadness. As the new knot passed by, drops of ice water landed on Piedra’s forehead,
but she barely felt them.


 


###


 


A week after Piedra went mad on the street, the sunlight
filtered through the curtains. A china teacup balanced on the edge of a table.
The Baron stepped outside to get some fresh air and bring up his friends.
Piedra sat on the couch, happy for a change of scenery. He’d been leaving her
in her room for days at a time. She began to wonder what was in the other rooms
of his mansion. More than one knot wasn’t legally allowed, and yet… To keep
herself from going crazy one more time, because it wasn’t a sensation she
particularly enjoyed, she ignored her intuition. Instead, she focused on what
fun a visit from his friends would be. She focused on being charming.


She heard them in the hall and the door opened. The Baron’s
friend, a man she couldn’t ever remember meeting, trailed behind a woman and
the Baron. Piedra focused her gaze on the friend. The Baron had described him
as intelligent and flexible, and this intrigued her. She had never seen a man
be flexible, wasn’t even sure it was possible. She wondered if he could put his
foot underneath his chin or tuck it behind his large ear. He pulled a cart upon
which his knot rested against a high-backed chair. Her pose was lovely. Wound
up like a ball of yarn, her arms and legs appeared to stretch around her
several times. From beneath a smooth armpit, one sky-blue eye blinked out.


Piedra felt an unusual jolt of surprise as she realized, in
order to make the pose, some of the knot’s bones must have been broken first.
She reminded herself that it was none of her concern and lapsed back into
apathy. Her mouth twitched into a small smile. The effort of the simple
movement hurt. She was beginning to deteriorate. The Baron, his friend, and the
woman admired the knots. The woman asked Piedra what music she liked and the
Baron’s friend asked if she preferred silk to satin.


The afternoon sun peaked and dragged across the remainder of
the day like an anchor on the seafloor. As the Baron’s friend stood up to
leave, bracing himself on the other knot, Piedra summoned her courage to ask,
“Baron tells me you’re flexible. Can you put your leg behind your head?”


The room erupted. The Baron turned red even as he laughed.
His embarrassment translated to Piedra’s embarrassment.


“I’m sorry,” she said, “did I say something wrong?”


“Not at all, my dear,” the Baron’s friend replied. “I
believe what the Baron meant when describing me as flexible was that I am an
easy man to get along with.”


“Oh, I see.”


They left, pulling their knot behind them. The sun set. The teacup
was cleared away by a maid in a small white hat. The curtains settled against
the window sash and Piedra stayed awake. Men are flexible in different ways
from me, she thought.


 


###


 


On a Thursday afternoon in April, Piedra decided she didn’t
feel like talking. Not that the Baron asked her many questions, especially
these days, but when he did, she stayed tight-lipped and sullen.


“No one likes a woman who pouts,” he told her, stomping out
of the room with angry red cheeks, his dissatisfaction and irritation on full
display like a toddler having a tantrum.


Piedra stayed silent. Anyone who bothered to look in on her
would see a serene knot enjoying the breeze through the open window.


Piedra quit counting the number of days since she’d last
seen the Baron. He left her in her room. Some evenings, she could make out his
shadow underneath the doorframe but he never came in. His company had never
been a requirement for her happiness, so why did she crave it so badly now? Her
body kept disintegrating. Maids bustled in and out, carefully scrubbing her
bends and creases. To amuse herself, she dictated her memoirs to the empty
room. She held her breath until her lungs forced her to exhale and take
another.


She watched the blossoms of an apple tree blow past the window
and finally let the howling wind in her head take control.


 


###


 


The child was stubborn. She refused to get off the floor.


“We need to leave,” her grandmother said.


“No.”


“Now.”


“Not ready.” The girl’s voice threatened to carry across
into the next room.


The grandmother had to tread carefully or she risked having
to listen to a full-blown tantrum. “You know, I once served as a nurse to a
bone knot.”


The girl’s eyes widened and she gasped in delight, her mood
switching from anger to wonder in blink. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“It was a long time ago and I didn’t care for her. She
seemed very unhappy, at least when I knew her.” The grandmother crossed her
arms.


“Hmph. Maybe she just didn’t feel like talking to you? I
mean, being a nurse—” The girl stopped, catching her grandmother’s glare. “I
really don’t see how she could be sad. Look at them.”


She turned away from her grandmother, captivated once again
by the skeletons in the display.


 


###


 


The Baron delivered the news on a Tuesday while the sunlight
slanted through the shutters. Piedra would spend the rest of her days, and
there weren’t many left, in a museum. She tried to frame the Baron in the
doorway. Her vision was blurry. She was vaguely aware of what he was saying and
how happy she was supposed to be at the news. She thought she might have
managed a smile but couldn’t be sure. She couldn’t be sure of anything.


Men skirted around him. They lifted her off her chair. They
were gentle even though they didn’t need to be. She hadn’t felt any physical
sensation in a long time.


The museum director set her up on a wide pillow propped
against a backdrop of photos of her life, scenes she could barely remember and
one image she was sure came from some other knot’s debut.


Were we all the same? she wondered, before settling
down to wither away.


Faces passed by the glass. Some peered in, others gazed
through her, too bored to focus. Most gave her a second of half-smiling
bemusement before moving on to whatever piece of biology was stored in the case
next to hers.


They stopped feeding her when she insisted she was no longer
hungry. Instead they gave her shots to help her sleep. Her skin sagged. A small
child pressed his cotton-candy fingers to the display window, leaving tiny
whirls right where Piedra’s eyeline hit, if she were bothering to look. Her
skin tightened.


The crowds grew and thinned depending on the weather
outside. Piedra’s heart stopped. No one noticed for three days. A worker
tenderly boiled her bones and rubbed her skin away. Her skeleton was moved to a
different part of the museum and added to the weekly rotation of bone-knot
displays. The crowd there was tiny, perhaps couldn’t be called a crowd at all.


 


###


 


The girl with the braids took in the twisted skeletons one
last time before standing up, brushing off her skirt, and declaring with the
petulant insistence of youth that she was going to be a bone knot whether her
grandmother liked it or not.


Her grandmother sighed. “I couldn’t stop you if I tried,”
the old woman said.
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