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DARK STAGE. Then a spotlight hits a papier-mache gl obe,

spinning all by itself in the mddle of darkness. Little by little, the
stage lights COME UP, and we see a bare-stage representation of a
living room an easy chair with a table beside it (there's an open
bottle of beer on the table), and a console TV across the room

There's a picnic cooler-full of beer under the table. Al so, a great
many enpties. GOD is feeling pretty good. At stage left, there's a
door.

GOD a big guy with a white beard is sitting in the chair,

alternately readi ng a book (Wen Bad Thi ngs Happen to Good

Peopl e) and watching the tube. He has to crane whenever he wants

to look at the set, because the floating globe (actually hung on a
length of string, | imagine) is in his line of vision. There's a sitcom
on TV. Every now and then GOD chuckl es al ong with the I augh-

track.

There is a knock at the door.

GOD (big amplified voice)

Cone in! Verily, it is open unto you!

The door opens. In comes ST. PETER, dressed in a snazzy white

robe. He's also carrying a briefcase.

GoD

Peter! | thought you were on vacation!

ST. PETER

Leaving in half an hour, but | thought 1'd bring the papers for you
to sign.

How are you, GOD?

GOoD

Better. | should know better than to eat those chili peppers. They
burn ne at both ends. Are those the letters of transnission from
hel | ?

ST. PETER

Yes, finally. Thank GOD. Excuse the pun.

He renbves sone papers fromhis briefcase. GOD scans them

then hol ds out his hand inpatiently, ST PETER has been | ooki ng

at the floating globe. He | ooks back, sees GOD is waiting, and puts
a pen in his out-stretched hand. GOD scribbles his signature. As he
does, ST. PETER goes back to gazing at the gl obe.

ST. PETER

So Earth's still there, Huh? After Al these years.

GOD hands the papers back and | ooks up at it. H's gaze is rather
irritated.

GCoD

Yes, the housekeeper is the nost forgetful bitch in the universe.
An EXPLOSI ON OF LAUGHTER fromthe TV. GOD cranes to

see. Too | ate.

GoD

Damm was that Al an Al da?

ST. PETER

It may have been, sir | really couldn't see.
GOoD

Me, either.



He | eans forward and crushes the floating gl obe to powder.

GOD (i nnensely satisfied)

There. Been neaning to do that for a long tinme. Now | can see the
TV..

ST. PETER | ooks sadly at the crushed remains of the earth.

ST. PETER

Um.. | believe that was Alan Alda's world, GOD.

GoD

So? (Chuckles at the TV) Robin WIlianms! | LOVE Robin

WIliamns!

ST. PETER

| believe both Alda and WIllianms were on it when

you..unmm .. passed Judgenent, sir.

GOoD

Ch, I've got all the videotapes. No problem Want a beer?

As ST. PETER takes one, the stage-lights begin to dim A spotlight
cone up on the renmains on the gl obe.

ST. PETER

| actually sort of liked that one, GOD Earth, | nmean.

GOoD

It wasn't bad, but there's nore where that cane from Now let's
Drink to your vacati on!

They are just shadows in the dimess now, although it's a little
easier to see GOD, because there's a faint ninbus of |ight around
his head. They clink bottles. A roar of laughter fromthe TV.

GoD

Look! It's Richard Pryor! That guy kills me! | suppose he was...
ST. PETER

Umm .. yessir.

GoD

Shit. (Pause) Maybe | better cut Down on ny drinking. (Pause)
Still... It WAS in the way.

Fade to bl ack, except for the spotlight on the ruins of the floating
gl obe.

ST. PETER

Yessir.

GOD (muttering)

My son got back, didn't he?

ST. PETER
Yessir, sone tinme ago.
GOoD

Good. Everything' s hunky-dory, then.
THE SPOTLI GHT GOES QUT.
(Author's note: GOD S VO CE should be as |oud as possible.)

Bef ore The Pl ay
St ephen Ki ng
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A BEDROOM I N THE WEE HOURS OF THE MORNI NG

Com ng here had been a m stake, and Lottie Kilgallon didn't like to
admt her m stakes.

And | won't admit this one, she thought with deternination as she
stared up at the ceiling that glimrered overhead

Her husband of 10 days sl unbered beside hen Sl eeping the sleep

of the just was how sone m ght have put it. Ot hers, nore honest,

m ght have called it the sleep of the monumental ly stupid. He was
WIlliamPillsbury of the Westchester Pillsburys, only son and heir
of Harold M Pillsbury, old and confortable nmoney. Publishing

was what they liked to talk about because publishing was a

gentl eman's profession, but there was also a chain of New Engl and
textile mlls, a foundry in Onhio, and extensive agricultural hol dings
in the South - cotton and citrus and fruit. A d noney was al ways

better than nouveau riche, but either way they had noney falling

out of their assholes. If she ever said that aloud to Bill, he would
undoubtedly go pale and m ght even faint dead away No fear, Bill.
Profanation of the Pillsbury family shall never cross ny |ips.

It had been her idea to honeynobon at the Overlook in Col orado,

and there had been two reasons for this. First, although it was
tremendously expensive (as the best resorts were), it was not a
"hep" place to go, and Lottie did not Iike to go to the hep pl aces.
Where did you go on your honeynoon. Lottie? Ch, this perfectly,
wonderful resort hotel in Colorado - the Overl ook. Lovely place.
Quite out of the way but so romantic. And her friends - whose
stupidity was exceeded in nost cases only by that of WIIliam
Pillsbury- hinself - would look at her in dunb - literally! - wonder
Lottie had done it again.

Her second reason had been of nore personal inportance. She had
wanted to honeynmoon at the Overl ook because Bill wanted to go to
Rone. It was inperative to find out certain things as soon as
possi bl e. Wuld she be able to have her own way i medi atel y?

And if not, how long would it take to grind himdown? He was

stupid, and he had followed her around like a dog with its tongue
hangi ng out since her debutante ball, but would he be as nall eable
after the ring was slipped on as he had been before?

Lottie smled a little in the dark despite her lack of sleep and the
bad dreans she had had since they arrived here. Arrived here, that
was the key phrase. "Here" was not the Anerican Hotel in Rone

but the Overl ook in Col orado. She was going to be able to manage
himjust fine, and that was the inportant thing. She would only
make hi m stay another four days (she had originally planned on

t hree weeks, but the bad dreanms had changed that), and then they
could go back to New York. After all, that was where the action



was in this August of 1929. The stock market was going crazy, the
sky was the linmt, and Lottie expected to be an heiress to
multimllions instead of just one or two mllion by this time next

year. O course there were sone weak sisters who clained the

market was riding for a fall, but no one had ever called Lottie
Kilgallon a weak sister.

Lottie Kilgallon. Pillsbury now at least that's the way |I'Il have to
sign my checks, of course. But inside I'll always be Lottie

Kil gal | on. Because he's never going to touch me Not inside where

it counts.

The nost tiresone thing about this first contest of her nmarriage
was that Bill actually liked the Overlook. He was up even, day at
two mnutes past the crack of dawn, disturbing what ragged bits of
sl eep she had nanaged after the restless nights, staring eagerly out
at the sunrise like sone sort of disgusting G eek nature boy. He
had been hiking two or three tines, he had gone on several nature
rides with other guests, and bored her alnpbst to the point of
screaming with stories about the horse he rode on these jaunts, a
bay mare named Tessie. He had tried to get her to go on these
outings with him but Lottie refused. Riding nmeant slacks, and her
posterior was just a trifle too-wide for slacks. The idiot had al so
suggested that she go hiking with himand sone of the others - the
caretaker's son doubled as a guide, Bill enthused, and he knew a
hundred trails. The ampunt of game you saw, Bill said, would

make you think it was 1829, instead of a hundred years later. Lottie
had dunped cold water on this idea too.

"I believe, darling, that all hikes should be one-way, you see."
"One-way?" His wi de Angl o- Saxon brow cri ppl ed and croggl ed

into its usual expression of befuddl ement. "How can you have a
one-way hi ke, Lottie?"

"By hailing a taxi to take you hone when your feet begin to hurt,”
she replied coldly,

The barb was wasted. He went without her, and canme back

gl owi ng. The stupid bastard was getting a tan.

She had not even enjoyed their evenings of bridge in the
downstairs recreation room and that was nost unlike her. She was
sonet hing of a barracuda at bridge, and if it had been ladylike to
play for stakes in mxed conpany, she could have brought a cash
dowy to her marriage (not that she woul d have, of course). Bil

was a good bridge partner, too; he had both qualifications: He
under st ood the basic rules and he allowed Lottie to dom nate him
She thought it was poetic justice that her new husband spent nopst
of their bridge evenings as the dunmmy.

Their partners at the Overl ook were the Conpsons occasionally,

the Vereckers nore frequently. Dr. Verecker was in his early 70s, a
surgeon who had retired after a near-fatal heart attack. Hs wife
smled a lot, spoke softly, and had eyes |ike shiny nickels. They
pl ayed only adequate bridge, but they kept beating Lottie and Bill.
On the occasions when the nmen pl ayed agai nst the wonen, the



nmen ended up trouncing Lottie and Mal vi na Verecker. Wen

Lottie and Dr. Verecker played Bill and Malvina, she and the

doctor usually won, but there was no pleasure in it because Bil

was a dullard and Malvina, could not see the gane of bridge as
anyt hi ng but a social tool.

Two nights before, after the doctor and his wife had nade a bid of
four clubs that, they had absolutely no right to nmake, Lottie had
nmussed the cards in a sudden flash of pique that was very unlike
her. She usually kept her feelings under much better control

"You could have led into ny spades on that third trick!" she rattled

at Bill. "That would have put a stop to it right there!"
"But dear," said Bill, flustered , "I thought you were thin in
spades. "

"I'f I had been thin in spades, | shouldn't have bid two of them
should 1? Wiy | continue to play this gane with you | don't.
know "

The Vereckers blinked at themin mld surprise. Later that evening
M's. Verecker, she of the nickel-bright eyes, would tell her
husband t hat she had t hought them such a nice couple, so |oving,

but when she runpled the cards |ike that she had | ooked just like a
shrew.

Bill was staring at her with jaws agape.

"I"'mvery sorry," said Lottie, gathering up the reins of her contro
and giving theman i nward shake. "lI'moff nmy feed a little, |
suppose. | haven't been sleeping well."

"That's a pity," said the doctor. "Usually this mountain air-we're
al nost 12,000 feet above sea level, you know is very conducive to
good rest. Less oxygen, you know. The body doesn't-"

"I"ve had bad dreams,"” Lottie told himshortly.

And so she had. Not just bad dreans but nightnmares. She had

never been nmuch of one to dream (which said sonething

di sgusting and Freudi an about, her psyche, no doubt), even as a
child. Ch, yes, there had been sone pretty hunmdrum affairs, nostly
he only one she could remenber that, cane even close to being a

ni ght mare was one in which she had been delivering a Good
Citizenship speech at the school assenbly and had | ooked down to
di scover she had forgotten to put on her dress. Later sonmeone had
told her alnpbst everyone had a dream|i ke that at some point or
anot her .

The dreams she had had at the Overl ook were rmuch worse. It was

not a case of one dreamor two repeating thenselves with
variations; they were all different. Only the setting of each was
simlar: In each one she found herself in a different part of the
Overl ook Hotel. Each dream woul d begin with an awareness on

her part that she was dreaning and that sonething terrible and
frightening was going to happen to her in the course of the dream
There was an inevitability about it that was particularly awf ul

In one of them she had been hurrying for the el evator because she
was late for dinner, so late that Bill had al ready gone down before



her in a tenper.

She rang for the el evator, which cane pronptly and was enpty
except for the operator. She thought too late that it was odd; at
nmeal ti mes you could barely wedge yourself in. The stupid hote

was only half full, but the elevator had a ridicul ously snal
capacity. Her unease hei ghtened as the el evator descended and
continued to descend ... for far too long a tine. Surely they nust
have reached the | obby or even the basenent by now, and still the
operator did not open the doors, and still the sensation of
downward notion continued. She tapped himon the shoul der with

m xed feelings of indignation and panic, aware too |ate of how
spongy he felt, how strange, |like a scarecrow stuffed with rotten
straw. And as he turned his head and grinned at her she saw t hat
the el evator was being piloted by a dead man, his face a greenish-
white corpselike hue, Ms eyes sunken, his hair under his cap
lifeless and sere. The fingers wapped around the switch were
fallen away to bones.

Even as she filled her lungs to shriek, the corpse threw the switch
over and uttered, "Your floor, madam" in a husky, enpty voice.
The door drew open to reveal flanes and basalt plateaus and the
stench of brinmstone. The el evator operator had taken her to hell
In another dreamit was near the end of the afternoon and she was
on the playground. The Iight was curiously gol den, although the
sky overhead was black with thunderheads. Menbranes of shower
danced between two of the sawtoothed peaks further west. It was
like a Brueghel, a nonent of sunshine and | ow pressure. And she
felt sonmething beside her. Myving. Sonething in the topiary. And
she turned to see with frozen horror that it was the topiary: The
hedge animals had left their places and were creeping toward her
the lions, the buffalo, even the rabbit that usually | ooked so comc
and friendly. Their horrid hedge features were bent on her as they

noved slowy toward the playground on their hedge paws, green

and silent and deadly under the black thunderheads.

In the one she had just awakened from the hotel had been on fire.
She had awakened in their roomto find Bill gone and snoke
drifting slowy through the apartnent. She fled in her ni ghtgown
but lost her direction in the narrow halls, which were obscured by
snoke. All the nunbers seened to be gone fromthe doors, and

there was no way to tell if you were running toward the stairwell
and el evator or away fromthem She rounded a corner and saw
Bill standing outside the wi ndow at the end, notioning her

forward. Sonehow she had run all the way to the back of the hotel
he was standing out there on the fire escape | anding. Now there
was heat baking into her back through the thin, filmy stuff of her
ni ght gown. The pl ace nust be in flames behind her, she thought.
Perhaps it had been the boiler. You had to keep an. eye on the
boil er, because if you didn't, she would creep on you. Lottie
started forward and suddenly sonethi ng wapped around her arm
like a python, holding her back. It was one of the fire hoses she had
seen along the corridor walls, white canvas hose in a bright red
frame. It had conme alive somehow, and it withed and coil ed
around her, now securing a |l eg, now her other arm She was held
fast and it was getting hotter, hotter. She could hear the angry



crackl e of the flames now only feet behind her. The wal | paper was
peeling and blistering. Bill was gone fromthe fire-escape | anding.
And then she had been-

She had been awake in the big double bed, no snell of smoke, with

Bill Pillsbury sleeping the sleep of the justly stupid beside her. She
was running sweat, and if it, weren't so late she would get up to
shower. It was quarter past three in the norning.

Dr. Verecker had offered to give her a sleeping medicine, but

Lottie had refused. She distrusted any concoction you put in your

body to knock out your mnd. It was |ike giving up conmand of

your ship voluntarily, and she had sworn to herself that she woul d
never do that.

But what woul d she do for the next four clays? Well, Verecker

pl ayed shuffl eboard in the nornings with his nickel eyed wife.

Per haps she woul d | ook himup and get the prescription after all
Lottie | ooked up at the white ceiling high above her, glinmering
ghostli ke, and adm tted again that the Overl ook had been a very
bad m stake. None of the ads for the Overl ook in the New Yorker

or The American Mercury nmentioned that the place's real specialty
seened to be giving people the whi mmhanms. Four nore days, and

that was plenty. It had been a mistake, all right, but a m stake she
woul d never admit, or have to adnmit. In fact, she was sure she
coul d.

You had to keep an eye on the boiler, because if you didn't., she
woul d creep up on you. What did that nean, anyway? O was it

just one of those nonsensical things that sonetinmes cane to you in
dreans, so much gi bberish? O course, there was undoubtedly a
boiler in the basenent or sonewhere to heat the place; even

sumer resorts had to have heat, sonetines, didn't they? If only to
supply hot water. But creep? Wuld a boiler creep?

You had to keep an, eye on, the boiler

It was |ike one of those crazy riddles:

Wiy is a nouse when it runs, when is a raven like a witing desk,
what is a creeping boiler? Was it, |ike the hedges, maybe? She'd
had a dream where the hedges crept. And the fire hose that had
what - what? - slithered?

A chill touched her. It was not good to think nmuch about the
dreans in the night, in the dark. You could ... well, you could
bot her yourself. It was better to think about the things you would
be doi ng when you got back to New York, about how you were

going to convince Bill that a baby was a bad idea for a while, unti

he got firmy settled in the vice presidency his father had awarded
hi m as a weddi ng present -

She' || creep on you.

- and how you were going to encourage himto bring his work

hone so he would get used to the idea that she was going to be

i nvolved with it, very nuch invol ved

O did the whole hotel, creep? Was that the answer?

["lI'l make hima good wife, Lottie thought frantically. W'll work at



it the same way we al ways worked at being bridge partners. He

knows the rules of the game and he knows enough to let ne run

him It will be just Iike the bridge, just like that, and if we've been
of f our ganme up here that, doesn't mean anything, it's just the hotel
t he dreans-

An affirm ng voice: That's it. The whole place. It... creeps.

"Ch, shit," Lottie Kilgallon whispered in the dark. It was

di smaying for her to realize just how badly her nerves were shot.

As on the other nights, there would be no nore sleep for her now.

She would Iie here in bed until the sun started to conme up and then
she woul d get an uneasy hour or so.

Smoking in bed was a bad habit, a terrible habit., but she had

begun to | eave her cigarettes in an ashtray on the floor by the bed
in case of the dreans. Sonetimes it cal ned her. She reached down

to get the ashtray and the thought burst on her like a revelation

It does creep, the whole place - like it's alive!
And that was when the hand reached out unseen from under the
bed and gripped her wist firmy ... alnpbst |echerously. A

fingerlike canvas scratched suggestively agai nst her pal mand
sonet hi ng was under there, sonething had been under there the
whole tine, and Lottie began to scream She screamed until her

throat was raw and hoarse and her eyes were bul ging fromher face
and Bill was awake and pallid with terror beside her

VWhen he put on the [anp she |l eaped fromthe bed, retreated into
the farthest corner of the roomand curled up with her thunb in her
nout h.

Both Bill and Dr. Verecker tried to find out what was wong; she
told them but she was still sucking her thunb, so it was sone tine
before they realized she was saying, "It crept under the bed. It

crept under the bed."

And even though they flipped up the coverlet and Bill actually

lifted up the whole bed by its foot off the floor to show her there
was not hing under there, not even a litter of dust kitties, she would
not come out of the corner. \Wen the sun came up, she did at |ast
cone out of the corner. She took her thumb out of her noputh. She
stayed away fromthe bed. She stared at, Bill Pillsbury from her

cl own-white face.

"We're going back to New York," she said. "This norning."

"Of course," Bill muttered. "Of course, dear."
Bill Pillsbury's father died of a heart attack two weeks after the
stock-market crash. Bill and Lottie could not keep the conpany's

head above water. Things went frombad to worse. In the years that
foll oned she thought often of their honeynoon at the Overl ook
Hotel, and the dreanms, and the canvas hand that had crept out from
under the bed to squeeze her own. She thought about those things
nore and nmore. She committed suicide in a Yonkers notel roomin
1949, a wonan who was prematurely gray and prematurely |ined.

It had been 20 years and the hand that had gripped her wist when
she reached down to get her cigarettes had never really let go. She
left a one-sentence suicide note witten on Holiday Inn stationery.
The note said: "I wi sh we had gone to Rone."

AND NOW THI' S WORD FROM NEW HAMPSHI RE



In that |ong, hot sumer of 1953, the summrer Jacky Torrance

turned 6, his father cane hone one night fromthe hospital and
broke Jacky's arm He alnpst killed the boy. He was drunk

Jacky was sitting on the front porch reading a Conbat Casey

conm ¢ book when his father came down the street, listing to one

si de, torpedoed by beer somewhere down the line. As he al ways

did, the boy felt a nmixture of |ove-hate-fear rise in his chest at the
sight of the old nan, who | ooked Iike a giant, mal evolent ghost in
his hospital whites. Jacky's father was an orderly at the Berlin
Conmunity Hospital. He was |like God, |ike Nature-sonetimnmes

| ovabl e, sometines terrible. You never knew which it would be.
Jacky's mother feared and served him Jacky's brothers hated him
Only Jacky, of all of them still loved himin spite of the fear and
the hate, and sonetinmes the volatile mxture of enotions made him
want to cry out at the sight of his father conming, to sinply cry out:
"I love you, Daddy! Go away! Hug ne! 1'Il kill you! I'mso afraid
of you! | need you!" And his father seenmed to sense in his stupid
way-he was a stupid man, and selfish - that all of them had gone
beyond hi m but Jacky, the youngest, knew that the only way he

could touch the others was to bludgeon themto attention. But with
Jacky there was still love, and there had been tinmes when he had
cuffed the boy's nouth into running blood and then hugged him

with a frightful force, the killing force just, barely held back by
sone other thing, and Jackie would | et hinself be hugged deep into
t he atnosphere of malt and hops that hung around his old man
forever, quailing, loving, fearing.

He | eaped off the step and ran hal fway down the path before
sonet hi ng stopped him

"Daddy?" he said. "Where's the car?"

Torrance cane toward him and Jacky saw how very drunk he was.
"Wecked it up," he said thickly.

"Ch..." Careful now Careful what you say. For your life, be
careful. "That's too bad"

Hi s father stopped and regarded Jacky fromhis stupid pig eyes.
Jacky held his breath. Somewhere behind his father's brow, under

t he | awn- nowered brush of his crew cut, the scales were turning.
The hot, afternoon stood still while Jacky waited, staring up
anxiously into his father's face to see if his father would throw a
rough bear arm around his shoul der, grinding Jacky's cheek agai nst
t he rough, cracked |eather of the belt that held up his white pants
and say, "Walk with ne into the house, big boy." in the hard and
contenpt uous way that was the only way he coul d even approach

| ove without destroying hinself - or if it would be sonething else.
Toni ght it was sonething el se.

The t hunder heads appeared on his father's brow. "Wat do you

mean, 'That's too bad' ? What kind of shit is that?"

"Just...too bad, Daddy. That's all | nmeant. it's-"

Torrance's hand swept out at the end of his arm huge hand,

hamhock arm but speedy, yes, very speedy, and Jacky went down

with church bells in his head and a split |ip.



"Shutup" his father said, giving it a broad A

Jacky sai d nothing. Nothing would do any good now. The bal ance
had swung the wong way.

"You ain't gonna sass ne," said Torrance. "You won't sass your
daddy. Get up here and take your nedicine."

There was sonmething in his face this time, sone dark and bl azi ng
thing. And Jacky suddenly knew that this tinme there mght be no
hug at the end of the blows, and if there was he m ght, be
unconsci ous and unknowi ng ... maybe even dead.

He ran.

Behind him his father |et out a bellow of rage and chased him, a
flapping specter in hospital whites, a juggernaut of doom foll ow ng
his son fromthe front yard to the back

Jacky ran for his life. The tree house, he was thinking. He can't get
up there; the ladder nailed to the tree won't hold him ['Il get up
there, talk to him maybe he'll go to sleep - Oh, God, please let him
go to sleep - he was weeping in terror as he ran

"Conme back here, goddammt!" His father was roaring behind him
"Come back here and take your nedicine! Take it like a man!"

Jacky flashed past the back steps. H's nother, that thin and

def eat ed worman, scrawny in a faded housedress, had cone out

t hrough the screen door fromthe kitchen, just as Jacky ran past
with his father in pursuit. She opened her nouth as if to speak or
cry out, but her hand came up in a fist and stopped whatever she

m ght have said, kept it safely behind her teeth. She was afraid for
her son, but nore afraid that her husband would turn on her

"No, you don't! Come back here!"

Jacky reached the large elmin the backyard, the el mwhere | ast

year his father had snoke-drugged a col ony of wasps then burned
their nest with gasoline. The boy went up the haphazardly hung
nai |l ed-on rungs |ike greased lightning, and still he was nearly not
fast enough. His father's clutching, enraged hand grasped the boy's
ankle in a grip like flexed steel, then slipped a little and succeeded
only in pulling off Jacky's loafer. Jacky went up the last, three
rungs and crouched on the floor of the tree house, 12 feet above the
ground, panting and crying on his hands and knees.

His father seened to go crazy. He danced around the tree |ike an

I ndi an, Bellowi ng his rage. He slamed his fists into the tree,
maki ng bark fly and bringing lattices of blood to his knuckles. He
kicked it. H s huge noon face was white with frustration and red

wi th anger.

"Pl ease, Daddy," Jacky npaned. "Whatever | said ... |I'msorry |

said it..."

"Conme down! You come down out of there take your fucking

nmedi cine, you little cur! Ri ght now"

"I WIl ... I will If you promise not to ... to hit nme too hard ... not
hurt ne... just spank ne but not hurt nme..."

"Get out of that tree!" his father screaned.

Jacky | ooked toward the house but that was hopel ess. Hi s nother



had retreated somewhere far away, to neutral ground.

"GET OUT RI GHT NOw "

"Ch, Daddy, | don't dare!" Jacky cried out, and that was the truth.
Because now his father mght kill him

There was a period of stalemate. A minute, perhaps, or perhaps

two. His father circled the tree, puffing and blowing |ike a whale.
Jacky turned around and around on his hands and knees, follow ng

t he novenments. They were |like parts of a visible clock

The second or third tine he cane back to the | adder nailed to the
tree, Torrance stopped. He | ooked specul atively at the | adder. And
laid his hands on the rung before his eyes. He began to clinb.

"No, Daddy, it won't hold you," Jacky whi spered.

But his father came on relentlessly, like fate, like death, Iike doom
Up and up, closer to the tree house. One rung snapped off under

hi s hands and he al nost fell but caught the next one with a grunt
and a lunge. Another one of the rungs tw sted around fromthe

hori zontal to the perpendi cul ar under his weight with a rasping
screamof pulling nails, but it did not give way, and then the
wor ki ng, congested face was visible over the edge of the tree-
house floor, and for that one monent of his childhood Jack
Torrance had his father at bay; if he could have kicked that face

with the foot that still wore its |loafer, kicked it where the nose
term nated between the piggy eyes, he could have driven his father
backward of f the | adder, perhaps killed him (If he had killed him
woul d anyone have said anything but Thanks, Jacky"?) But it was

| ove that stopped him and love that, let himjust his face in his
hands and give up as first one of his father's pudgy, short-fingered
hands appeared on the boards and then the other

"Now, by God," his father breathed. He stood above his huddl ed

son like a giant.

"Ch, Daddy," Jacky mourned for both of them And for a nonent

his father paused, his face sagged into lines of uncertainty, and
Jacky felt a thread of hope.

Then the face drew up. Jacky could snell the beer, and his father
said, "I'll teach you to sass ne," and all hope was gone as the foot
swung out, burying itself in Jacky's belly, driving the wind from
his belly in a whoosh. as he flew fromthe tree-house platform and
fell to the ground, turning over once and | anding on the point of his
left el bow, which snapped with a greenstick crack. He didn't even
have breath enough to scream The last thing he saw before he

bl acked out was his father's face, which seened to be at the end of

a long, dark tunnel. It, seened to be filling with surprise, the way a
vessel may fill with sone pale |iquid.

He's just starting to know what he did, Jacky thought incoherently.
And on the heels of that, a thought with no neaning at all, coherent

or otherw se, a thought, that chased himinto the bl ackness as he
fell back on the chewed and tattered grass of the back lawn in a
faint:

VWhat you see is what you'll be, what YOU see is what you'll be,
what you-

The break in his armwas cleanly healed in six nmonths. The

ni ght nares went, on nuch longer. In a way, they never stopped.



THE OVERLOOK HOTEL, THI RD FLOOR, 1958

The murderers cane up the stairs in their stocking feet.

The two men posted outside the door of the Presidential Suite

never heard them They were young, dressed in |vy League suits

with the cut of the jackets a little wider than the fashion of the day
decreed. You couldn't wear a .357 Magnum concealed in a

shoul der hol ster and be quite in fashion. They were discussing

whet her or not the Yankees coul d take yet another pennant. It was

| acki ng two days of Septenber, and as usual, the pinstripers | ooked
form dabl e. Just tal ki ng about the Yankees nade themfeel a little
better. They were New York boys, on |loan fromWlt Abruzzi, and
they were a | ong way from hone.

The man inside was a big wheel in the O ganization. That was al
they knew all they wanted to know. "You do your job, we all get
wel | ," Abruzzi had told them "What's to know?"

They had heard things,, of course. That there was a place in

Col orado that was conpletely neutral ground. A place where even

a crazy little West Coast hood |ike Tony Gorgio could sit down

and have a fancy brandy in a balloon glass with the Gay dd Mn
who saw himas some sort of homicidal stinging insect to be
crushed. A place where guys from Boston who had been used to
putting each other in the trunks of cars behind bowing alleys in
Mal den or into garbage cans in Roxbury could get together and

play gin and tell jokes about the Pol acks. A place where hatchets
could be buried or unearthed, pacts made, plans laid. A place

wher e war m peopl e coul d sonetinmes cool off.

Well, here they were, and it wasn't so nuch - in fact, both of them
were honesi ck for New York, which was why they were talking

about the Yankees. But they never saw New York or the Yankees

agai n.

Their voices reached down the hall to the stairwell where the
murderers stood six risers down, with their stocking-covered heads
just below |line of sight, if you happened to be | ooking down the
hall fromthe door of the Presidential Suite. There were three of
themon the stairs, dressed in dark pants and coats, carrying
shotguns with the barrels sawed off to six inches. The shotguns
were | oaded with expandi ng buckshot .

One of the three notioned and they wal ked up the stairs to the hall
The two outside the door never even saw themuntil the murderers
were al nost on top of them One of them was saying ani natedly,
"Now you take Ford. Who's better in the Anerican League than
VWitey Ford? No, | want to ask you that sincerely, because when it
cones to the stretch he just

The speaker | ooked up and saw three bl ack shapes with no

di scernabl e faces standing not 10 paces away. For a nonent he
could not believe it. They were just standing there. He shook his
head, fully expecting themto go away like the floating bl ack
specks you sonetinmes saw in the darkness. They didn't. Then he
knew.

"What's the nmatter?" his buddy said.



The young nman who had been speaki ng about Whitey Ford cl awed

under his jacket for his gun. One of the nurderers placed the butt
of his shotgun against a | eather pad strapped to his belly beneath
his dark turtleneck. And pulled both triggers. The blast in the
narrow hal | wvay was deafening. The nuzzle flash was |ike sunmer
lightning, purple inits brilliance. A stink of cordite. The young
man was bl own backward down the hall in a disintegrating cloud

of lvy League jacket, blood, and hair. H's arm | ooped over
backward, spilling the Magnum from his dying fingers, and the

pi stol thunped harm essly to the carpet with the safety still on.

The second young nan did not even make an effort to go for his

gun. He stuck his hands high in the air and wet his pants at the
sane time.

"I give up, don't shoot me, it's OK-!"'

"Say hello to Al bert Anastasia when you get down there, punk",

one of the murderers said, and placed the butt of his shotgun

agai nst his belly.

"I ain't a. problem | ain't a problem " the young nman screanmed in a
thi ck Bronx accent, and then the blast of the shotgun lifted himout
of his shoes and he sl anmed back against the silk wall paper with
its delicate raised pattern. He actually stuck for a nonent before
collapsing to the hall floor

The three of them wal ked to the door of the suite. One of them
tried the knob. "Locked."

"OK "

The third man, who hadn't shot yet, stood in front of the door

| evel ed his weapon slightly above the knob, and pulled both
triggers. A jagged hol e appeared in the door, and |ight rayed

t hrough. The third man reached through the hole and grasped the
deadbolt on the other side. There was a pistol shot, then two nore.
None of the three flinched.

There was a snap as the deadbolt gave, and then the third nan

ki cked the door open. Standing in the wide sitting roomin front of
the picture wi ndow, which now showed a view only of darkness,

was a man of about 35 wearing only jockey shorts. He held a pisto
in each hand and as the murderers wal ked in he began to fire at
them spraying bullets wildly. Slugs peeled splinters fromthe door
frame, dug furrows in the rug, dusted plaster down fromthe
ceiling. He fired five tines, and the cl osest he cane to any of his
assassins was a bullet that twitched the pants of the second man at
the left knee.

They raised their shotguns with alnmpst military precision

The man in the sitting room screanmed, threw both guns on the
floor, and ran for the bedroom The triple blast caught himjust
out side the door and a wet fan of blood, brains, and bits of flesh
spl ashed across the cherrystriped wall paper. He fell through the
open bedroom doorway, half in and half out.

"Watch the door," the first nan said, and dropped his snoking
shotgun to the rug. He reached into his coat pocket, brought out a



bone- handl ed swi tchbl ade, and thunbed the chrome button. He
approached the dead nan, who was lying in the doorway on his

side. He squatted beside the corpse and yanked down the front of
the man's jockey shorts.

Down the hall the door to one of the other suites opened and a
pallid face peered out. The third nan rai sed his shotgun and the
face jerked back in. The door slamred. A bolt rattled frantically.
The first man rejoi ned them

"Al'l right," he said. "Down the stairs and out the back door. Let's
go."

They were outside and clinbing into the parked car three mnutes
|ater. They left the Overl ook behind them standing gilded in
nmount ai n moonl i ght, white as bone under high stars. The hote

woul d stand long after the three of themwere as dead as the three
they had | eft behind.

The Overl ook was at hone with the dead.

The Bl ue Air Conpressor
St ephen Ki ng

first appeared in
Onan, 1971

The house was tall, with an incredible slope of shingled roof. As he
wal ked up toward it fromthe shore road, CGerald Nately thought it
was al nost a country in itself, geography in mcrocosm The roof

di pped and rose at varying angl es above the main building and two
strangel y-angl ed wings; a widow s wal k skirted a nushroom

shaped cupol a which | ooked toward the sea; the porch, facing the
dunes and lusterless Septenber scrubgrass was |onger than a

Pul | man car and screened in. The high slope of roof nade the

house seemto beetle its brows and | oom above him A Bapti st
grandf at her of a house.

He went to the porch and after a noment of hesitation, through the
screen door to the fanlighted one beyond. There was only a w cker
chair, a rusty porch swing, and an ol d discarded knitting basket to
wat ch him go. Spiders had spun silk in the shadow upper corners.
He knocked.

There was silence, inhabited silence. He was about to knock again
when a chair somepl ace inside wheezed deeply in its throat. It was
atired sound. Silence. Then the slow, dreadfully patient sound of
ol d, overburdened feet finding their way up the hall. Counterpoint
of cane: Wock... whock... whock..

The fl oorboards creaked and whi ned. A shadow, huge and

unforned in the pearled glass, bloomed on the fanlight. Endl ess



sound of fingers | aboriously solving the riddle of chain, bolt, and
hasp | ock. The door opened. "Hello," the nasal voice said flatly.
"You're M. Nately. You've rented the cottage. My husband's

cottage."

"Yes." Gerald said, his tongue swelling in his throat. "That's right.
And you're-"

"Ms. Leighton," the nasal voice said, pleased with either his

qui ckness or her name, though neither was remarkable. "I'm Ms.

Lei ghton."

* *x %

this woman is so goddam fucki ng big and ol d she | ooks |ike oh
jesus christ print dress she nmust be six-six and fat my god Shes fat
as a hog can't snell her white hair long white hair her |egs those
redwood trees ill that novie a Lank she could be a tank she coul d
kill ne her voice is out of any context |ike a kazoo jesus if i |augh
can't |laugh can she be seventy god how does she wal k and t he cane
her hands are bigger than ny feet |ike a goddamtank she could go
t hrough oak oak for christs sake.

* k%
"You wite." She hadn't offered himin.
"That's about the size of it," he said, and | aughed to cover his own
sudden shrinking fromthat netaphor

"WIl you show ne sone after you get settled?" she asked. Her
eyes seemed perpetually |um nous and wistful. They were not
touched by the age that had run riot in the rest of her

* *x %

wait get that witten down

i mge: "age had run riot in her with luxuriant fleshiness: she was
like a wild sow let loose in a great and dignified house to shit on
the carpet, gore at the wel sh dresser and send the crystal goblets
and wi ne-gl asses all crash-atunble, to tranple the wi ne col ored
divans to lunatic puffs of springs and stuffing, to spike the
mrrorbright finish of the great hall floor with barbarian hoofprints
and flying puddl es of urine"

okay Shes there its a story i feel her

body, nmeking it sag and bill ow

"I'f you like," he said. "I didn't even see the cottage fromthe Shore
Road, Ms. Leighton. Could you tell ne where--"

"Did you drive in?"

"Yes. | left my car over there.
toward the road

A snile, oddly one-dinensional, touched her lips. "That's why.

You can only see a blink fromthe road: unless you' re wal ki ng, you
mss it." She pointed west at a slight angle away fromthe dunes

and the house. "There. Right over that little hill."

"Al'l right," he said, then stood there smling. He really had no idea
how to termi nate the interview

"Wuld you like to come in for sone coffee? O a Coca- Col a?"

He poi nted beyond the dunes,



"Yes," he said instantly.
She seened a little taken back by his instant agreenent. He had,
after 211, been her husband's friend, not her own. The face | oomed
above Ceral d, noonlike, disconnected, undecided. Then she |ed
himinto the elderly, waiting house.
She had tea. He had Coke, MIlions of eyes seened to watch them
He felt like a burglar, stealing around the hidden fiction he could
Make of her, carrying only his own youthful w nsoneness and a
psychic flashlight.
* * *

My own name, of course, is Steve King, and you'll pardon ny
i ntrusion on your mnd-or | hope you will. | could argue that the
drawi ng-asi de of the curtain of presunption between reader and
aut hor is permissible because | amthe witer; i.e., since it's ny
story I'll do any goddamthing | please with it-but since that |eaves
the reader out of it conpletely, that is not valid. Rule One for al
witers is that the teller is not worth a tin tinker's fart when
conpared to the listener. Let us drop the matter, if we may. | am
intruding for the sanme reason that the Pope defecates: we both
have to
You shoul d know that Gerald Nately was never brought to the
dock; his crime was not discovered. He paid all the sane. After
witing four tw sted, monunental, m sunderstood novels, he cut
his own head off with an ivory-figured guillotine purchased in
Kow oon.
I invented himfirst during a nonent of eight o' clock boredomin a
class taught by Carroll F. Terrell of the University of Mine
English faculty. Dr. Terrell was speaking of Edgar A. Poe, and
t hought

ivory guillotine Kow oon

twi sted woman of shadows, like a pig
sone bi g house
The blue air compressor did not come until later. It is desperately
i mportant that the reader be made cogni zant of these facts.
* k%

He did show her sone of his witing. Not the inmportant part, the
story he was witing about her, but fragnents of poetry, the spine
of a novel that had ached in his nmnd for a year |ike enbedded
shrapnel, four essays. She was a perceptive critic, and addicted to
margi nal notations with her black felt-tip pen. Because she
sonetines dropped in when lie was gone to the village, he kept the
story hidden in the back shed.

Septenber nelted into cool COctober, and the story was conpl et ed,
mailed to a friend, returned with suggestions (bad ones), rewitten.
He felt it was good, but not quite right. Sone indefinable was

m ssing. The focus was a shade fuzzy. He began to toy, with the

idea of giving it to her for Criticism rejected it, toyed with it again
After all. the story was her; he never doubted she could supply the
final vector.

His attitude concerning her becane increasing])- unhealthy; he was
fascinated by her huge, aninmalistic bulk, by the slow, tortoise-Ilike
way she trekked across the space between the house and the



cottage.

i mge: "manmot h shadow of decay swaying across the

shadow ess sand, cane held in one twi sted hand, feet clad in huge
canvas shoes which punp and push at the coarse grains, face like a
serving platter, puffy dough arnms, breasts like drunins, a

geography in herself, a country of tissue"
* * %

by her reedy, vapid voice; but at the same time he | oathed her
could not stand her touch. lie began to feel like the young man in
"The Tell-Tale Heart, " by Edgar A Poe. He felt lie could stand at
her bedroom door for endl ess m dnights, shining one Tay of |ight

on her sleeping eye, ready to pounce and rip the instant it flashed
open.

The urge to show her the story itched at hi m naddeni ngly. He had
deci ded, by the first day of Decenber, that he would do it. The
deci sion-nmaking did not relieve him as it is supposed to do in the
novels, but it did leave himwith a feeling of antiseptic pleasure. It
was right that it should be so-an omega that quite dovetailed with
he al pha. And it was omega; he was vacating the cottage on he

fifth of December. On this day he had just returned fromthe Stowe
Travel Agency in Portland, where he had booked passage for the

Far East. He had done this al nbst on the spur of the nonent: the
decision to go and the decision to show his manuscript to Ms.

Lei ghton had cone together, alnmost as if he had been gui ded by an

i nvoi si bl e hand.

* x %

In truth, he was guide; by an invisible hand-m ne

* *x %
The day was white with overcast and the pronise of snow | urked
inits throat. The dunes seened to foreshadow the w nter already,
as Cerald crossed them between the sl ate-roofed house of her
dom ni on and the | ow stone cottage of his. The sea, sullen and
gray, curled on the shingle of beach. Gulls rode the slow swells
i ke buoys.
He Crossed the top of the last dune and knew she it-as there-her
cane, with its white bicycle handgrip at the base, stood agai nst the
side of the door. Snoke rifted fromthe toy chi mey.

Gerald went up the board steps, kicked sand from his high-topped
shoes to nake her aware of his presence, and then went in.

"Hi, Ms. Leighton!"

But the tiny living roomand the kitchen both stood enpty. The
ship's clock on the mantle ticked only for itself and for Geral d. Her
gigantic fur coat |ay draped over the rocker |ike Sonme animal sail
A small fire had been laid in the fireplace, and it gl owed and
crackl ed busily. The teapot was on the gas range in the kitchen,
and one teacup stood on the counter, still waiting for water. He
peered into the narrow hall which led to the bedroom

"Ms. Leighton?"



Hal | and bedroom both enpty.
He was about to turn back to the kitchen when the manmoth
chuckl es began. They were | arge, hel pl ess shakings of |aughter, the
kind that stays hidden for years and ages like wine. (There is also
an Edgar A. Poe story about wi ne.)
The chuckl es evolved into |arge bell ows of |aughter. They cane
from behind the door to the right of Gerald' s bed, the last door in
the cottage. Fromthe tool-shed.

* x %
ny balls are crawming like in grammar school the old bitch shes
| aughi ng she found it the old fat shebitch goddam her goddam her
goddam her you ol d whore youre doing that cause i mout here you
ol d she bitch whore you piece of shit

* *x %
He went to the door in one step and pulled it open. She was sitting
next to the snall space-heater in the sh ed, her dress pulled up over
oak-stunp knees to allow her to sit cross-1egged, and his
manuscri pt was held, dwarfed, in her bloated hands.

Her laughter roared and racketed around him Gerald Nately saw
bursting colors in front of his eyes. She it-as a slug, a maggot, a
gigantic crawling thing evolved in the cellar of the shadowy house
by the sea. a dark bug that had swaddled itself in grotesque human
form

In the flat light fromthe one cobwebbed w ndow her face becane

a hangi ng graveyard noon, pocked by the Sterile craters of her

eyes and the Tagged earthquake rift of her nouth.

"Don't you laugh," Gerald said stiffly.

"Ch Cerald," she said, laughing all the sanme. "This is such a bad
story. | don't blame you for using a pennane. it's-" she w ped tears
of laughter from her eyes"it's abom nable!"

He began to wal k toward her stiffly.

"You haven't nmmde me big enough, Gerald. That's the trouble. I'm
too big for you. Perhaps Poe, or Dosteyevsky, or Melville. . . but
not you, CGerald. Not even under your royal pen-nane. Not you.

Not you.

She began to | augh agai n, huge racki ng expl osi ons of sound.

"Don't you laugh," Gerald said stiffly.

The tool -shed, after the manner of Zol a:

Whoden wal | s, which showed occasi onal chinks of |ight,

surrounded rabbit-traps hung and slung in corners; a pair of dusty,
unstrung snow shoes: a rusty spaceheater showi ng flickers of
yellow flame |ike cat's eyes; Tales; 2 shovel; hedgeclippers; an
anci ent green hose coiled |like a garter-snake; four bald tires
stacked |i ke doughnuts; a rust), Wnchester rifle with no bolt; a
t wohanded saw, a dusty work-bench covered with nails, screws,
bolts, washers, two hammers, a plane, a broken level, a dismantled

carburetor which one sat inside a 1949 Packard convertible; a 4 hp
air-conpressor painted electric blue, plugged into an extension



cord running back into the house.

* * %
"Don't you laugh," Cerald said again, but she continued to rock
back and forth, holding her stonmach and fl appi ng the manuscri pt
wi th her wheezing breath like a white bird.
Hi s hand found the rusty Wnchester rifle and he pol e-axed her
with it.

* x %
Most horror stories are sexual in nature.
I"msorry to break in with this information, but feel | must in order
to make the way clear for the grisly conclusion of this piece, which
is (at |east psychologically) a clear nmetaphor for fears of sexua
i mpotence on in), part. Ms. Leighton's large nouth is synbolic of
t he vagi na; the hose of the conpressor is a penis. Her fermale bu Ik
huge and overpowering, is a nythic representation of the sexua
fear that lives in every male, to a greater or |esser degree: that the
worman, with her opening, is a devouter

* x %
In the works of Edgar A. Poe, Stephen King, CGerald Nately, and
others who practice this particular literary form we are apt to find
| ocked roons, dungeons. enpty mansions (all symbols of the
wormb) ; scenes of living burial (sexual inpotence); the dead
returned fromthe grave (necrophilia); grotesque nonsters or
human be ings (externalized fear of the sexual act itself); torture
and/ or nurder (a viable alternativ e to the sexual act).
These possibilities are not always valid, but the postfreild reader
and witer nmust take theminto consideration when attenpting the
genre.

Abnor mal psychol ogy has become a part of the human experience.

* *x %
She made thick, unconscious noises in her throat as he whirled
around nadly, |ooking for an instrument; her head | olled brokenly
on the thick stalk of her neck

* *x %
He seized the hose of the air-conpressor
"Al'l right," he said thickly. "All right, now. Al Tight."
bitch fat old bitch youve had yours not big enough is that right wel
youl | be bigger youll be bigger stil

* *x %
He ripped her head back by the hair and ranmed the hose into her
nouth, into her gullet. She screaned around it, a scund like a cat.
Part of the inspiration for this story cane froman old E. C. horror
conmi ¢ boo), which | bought in a Lisbon Falls drugstore. In one
particul ar story, a husband and wi fe nmurdered each ot her
simul taneous))- in nutually ironic (and brilliant) fashion. He was
very fat; she was very thin. He shoved the hose of an
ai rconmpressor down her throat and blew her up to dirigible size.
On his way downstairs a booby-trap she had rigged fell on him and
squashed himto a shadow.
Any aut hor who tells you he has never plagiarized is 2 liar. A good
aut hor begins with bad ideas and inprobabilities and fashions them



into coments on the human condition
In a horror story, it is inperative that the grotesque be elevated to
the status of the abnormal.

* k%

The conpressor turned on with a whoosh and a chug. The hose

flew out of Ms. Leighton's nmouth. G ggling and gi bbering, Gerald
stuffed it back in. Her feet drumred and thunped on the floor. The
fl esh of her checks and di aphragm began to swell rhythmcally.

Her eyes bul ged, and becane gl ass marbles. Her torso began to
expand.

here it is here it is you lousy |ouse are you big enough yet are you
bi g enough

* *x %
The conpressor wheezed and racketed. Ms. Leighton swelled Iike
a beachball. Her |ungs becane Straining blowfish.

Fi ends! Devils' Dissenble no norel Here! Here! It is the beating of
hi s hi deous heart!
* *x %

She seened to explode all at once.

* * *
Sitting in a boilin hotel roomin Bonbay, Gerald re-wote the story
he had begun at the cottage on the other side of the world. The
original title had been "The Hog." After sone deliberation he
retitled it "The Blue Air Conpressor."
He had resolved it to his own satisfaction. There was a certain |ack
of notivation concerning the final scene where the fat ol d woman
was murdered, but he did not see that as a fault. In "The Tell-Tale
Heart," Edgar A. Poe's finest story, there is no real notivation for

the nmurder of the old nan, and that was as it should be. The notive
is not the point.

* * %
She got very big just before the end: even her |egs swelled up to
twice their normal size. At the very end, her tongue popped out of
her mouth |ike a party-favor.

* * %
After |eaving Bonbay, Gerald Nately went on to Hong Kong, then
to Kowl oon. The ivory guillotine caught his fancy inmredi ately.

* *x %
As the author, | can see only one correct omega to this story, and
that is to tell you how Gerald Nately got rid of the body. He tore up
the floor boards of the shed, disnmenbered Ms. Leighton, and
buried the sections in the sand beneath.
VWen he notified the police that she had been rnissing for a week,
the I ocal constable and a State Policeman came at once. Cerald
entertained themquite naturally, even offering them coffee. He
heard no beating heart, but then--the interview was conducted in
the bi g house.



On the foll owi ng day he flew away, toward Bonbay, Hong Kong,
and Kow oon.

The Cat from Hel
By STEPHEN
KI NG

First appeared in
Caval i er Magazi ne, 1971

Hal ston thought the old man in the wheel chair | ooked sick

terrified, and ready to die. He had experience in seeing such things.
Death was Hal ston's business; he had brought it to eighteen nen

and six wonmen in his career as an i ndependent hitter. He knew the
deat h | ook.

The house - mansion, actually - was cold and quiet. The only

sounds were the |low snap of the fire on the big stone hearth and the
| ow whi ne of the Novenber w nd outside.

"I want you to nake a kill," the old man said. H's voice was

quavery and hi gh, peevish. "I understand that is what you do."

"Who did you talk to?" Hal ston asked.

"Wth a man named Saul Loggia. He says you know him™"

Hal ston nodded. If Loggia was the go-between, it was all right.

And if there was a bug in the room anything the old man - Drogan

- said was entrapnent.

"Who do you want hit?"

Drogan pressed a button on the console built into the armof his
wheel chair and it buzzed forward. C oseup, Halston could snell

the yell ow odors of fear, age, and urine all m xed.

They di sgusted him but he nade no sign. H's face was still and
snooth. "Your victimis right behind you," Drogan said softly.

Hal ston noved quickly. Hs reflexes were his life and they were

al ways set on a filed pin. He was off the couch, falling to one knee,
turning, hand inside his specially tailored sport coat, gripping the
handl e of the short-barreled .45 hybrid that hung bel ow his arnpit
in a spring-loaded holster that laid it in his palmat a touch. A
nmonent later it was out and pointed at ... a cat.

For a nmonment Hal ston and the cat stared at each other. It was a
strange nmonent for Hal ston, who was an uni magi native nan with

no superstitions. For that one nonent as he knelt on the floor with
the gun pointed, he felt that he knew this cat, although if he had
ever seen one with such unusual markings he surely would have

r enenber ed

Its face was an even split: half black, half white. The dividing line
ran fromthe top of its flat skull and down its nose to its nouth,
straight-arrow. Its eyes were huge in the gloom and caught in each



nearly circular black pupil was a prismof firelight, like a sullen
coal of hate

And the thought echoed back to Hal ston: We know each ot her, you

and |I. Then it passed. He put the gun away and stood up. "I ought
to kill you for that, old man. | don't take a joke."

"And | don't nmake them" Drogan said. "Sit down. Look in here."

He had taken a fat envel ope out from beneath the bl anket that
covered his | egs.

Hal ston sat. The cat, which had been crouched on the back of the
sofa, junmped lightly down into his lap. It |ooked up at Hal ston for a
nonent with those huge dark eyes, the pupils surrounded by thin
green-gold rings, and then it settled down and began to purr

Hal ston | ooked at Drogan questioningly.

"He's very friendly," Drogan said. "At first. Nice friendly pussy
has killed three people in this household. That |eaves only ne. | am
old, | amsick ... but | prefer to diein my own tine."

"I can't believe this," Halston said. "You hired me to hit a cat?"
"Look in the envel ope, please.”

Hal ston did. It was filled with hundreds and fifties, all of them old.
"How much is it?"

"Si x thousand dollars. There will be another six when you bring

nme proof that the cat is dead. M. Loggia said twelve thousand was
your usual fee?"

Hal st on nodded, his hand automatically stroking the cat in his |lap
It was asleep, still purring. Halston liked cats. They were the only
animals he did like, as a matter of fact. They got along on their
own. God - if there was one - had nade theminto perfect, aloof
killing machines. Cats were the hitters of the aninmal world, and

Hal ston gave them his respect.

"I need not explain anything, but I will," Drogan said. "Forewarned
is forearmed, they say, and | would not want you to go into this
lightly. And | seemto need to justify nyself. So you'll not think

' minsane."

Hal st on nodded again. He had al ready decided to make this

peculiar hit, and no further tal k was needed. But if Drogan wanted
to talk, he would listen. "First of all, you know who | an? Where

t he noney cones fronP"

"Drogan Pharnaceuticals."

"Yes. One of the biggest drug conpanies in the world. And the
cornerstone of our financial success has been this." Fromthe

pocket of his robe he handed Hal ston a small, unmarked vial of

pills. "Tri-Dormal - phenobarbin, conpound G Prescribed al nost
exclusively for the termnally ill. It's extrenely habit-form ng, you
see. It's a conbination painkiller, tranquilizer, and mld

hal | uci nogen. It is remarkably hel pful in helping the termnally il
face their conditions and adjust to them"™

"Do you take it?" Hal ston asked.

Drogan ignored the question. "It is wi dely prescribed throughout

the world. It's a synthetic, was developed in the fifties at our New



Jersey labs. Qur testing was confined alnobst solely to cats, because
of the unique quality of the feline nervous system"

"How many did you w pe out?"

Drogan stiffened. "That is an unfair and prejudicial way to put it.
Hal st on shrugged.

"In the four-year testing period which |l ed to FDA approval of Tri-
Dormal -G about fifteen thousand cats ... uh, expired."

Hal st on whistled. About four thousand cats a year. "And now you
think this one's back to get you, huh?"

"I don't feel guilty in the slightest," Drogan said, but that
quavering, petulant note was back in his voice. "Fifteen thousand
test animals died so that hundreds of thousands of hunan beings -

"Never mind that," Halston said. Justifications bored him

"That cat cane here seven nmonths ago. |'ve never |liked cats. Nasty,
di sease-bearing animals ... always out in the fields ... crawming
around in barns ... picking up God knows what gerns in their fur

al ways trying to bring sonething with its insides falling out into
the house for you to look at ... it was ny sister who wanted to take
it in. She found out. She paid." He | ooked at the cat sl eeping on
Hal ston's lap with dead hate.

"You said the cat killed three people.”

Drogan began to speak. The cat dozed and purred on Hal ston's |ap
under the soft, scratching strokes of Halston's strong and expert
killer's fingers.

Cccasionally a pine knot woul d expl ode on the hearth, naking it
tense |like a series of steel springs covered with hide and nuscl e.
Qut side the wi nd whined around the big stone house far out in the
Connecticut countryside. There was winter in that wind s throat.
The old man's voi ce droned on and on.

Seven nmonths ago there had been four of them here-Drogan, his
sister Amanda, who at seventy-four was two years Drogan's el der
her lifelong friend Carol yn Broadmoor ("of the Westchester

Br oadnoors, " Drogan.said), who was badly afflicted with

enphysema, and Di ck Gage, a hired man who had been with the

Drogan famly for twenty years. Gage, who was past sixty hinself,
drove the big Lincoln Mark |V, cooked, served the evening sherry.
A day maid cane in. The four of themhad lived this way for

nearly two years, a dull collection of old people and their fanmly
retainer. Their only pleasures were The Hol | ywood Squares and
waiting to see who woul d outlive whom

Then the cat had cone.

"I't was Gage who saw it first, whining and skul ki ng around t he
house. He tried to drive it away He threw sticks and small rocks at

it, and hit it several times. But it wouldn't go. It snelled the food,
of course. It was little nore than a bag of bones. People put them
out beside the road to die at the end of the sunmer season, you

know. A terrible, inhumane thing."

"Better to fry their nerves?" Hal ston asked.



Drogan ignored that and went on. He hated cats. He al ways had.

When the cat refused to be driven away, he had instructed Gage to
put out poisoned food. Large, tenmpting dishes of Calo cat food
spiked with Tri-Dormal -G as a matter of fact. The cat ignored the
food. At that point Amanda Drogan had noticed the cat and had
insisted they take it in. Drogan had protested vehenently, but
Amanda - had gotten her way. She al ways did, apparently.

"But she found out," Drogan said. "She brought it inside herself, in
her arms. It was purring, just as it is now But it wouldn't cone
near ne. It never has ... yet. She poured it a saucer of mlk. 'Ch,
| ook at the poor thing, it's starving,' she cooed. She and Carol yn
both cooed over it. Disgusting. It was their way of getting back at
me, of course. They knew the way |'ve felt about felines ever since
the Tri-Dormal -G testing programtwenty years ago. They enjoyed
teasing nme, baiting me with it." He | ooked at Hal ston grimy. "But
they paid."

In md-Muy, Gage had gotten up to set breakfast and found

Amanda Drogan lying at the foot of the main stairs in a litter of
broken crockery and Little Friskies. Her eyes bul ged sightlessly up
at the ceiling. She had bled a great deal fromthe nouth and nose.
Her back was broken, both [ egs were broken, and her neck had

been literally shattered |ike gl ass.

"It slept in her room" Drogan said. "She treated it |like a baby ...
oo hungwy, darwi ng? Does oo need to go out and do poopoos!'’

obscene, coming froman old baffle-ax like ny sister. | think it
woke her up, neowi ng. She got his dish. She used to say that Sam
didn't really like his Friskies unless they were wetted down with a

little mlk. So she was planning to go downstairs. The cat was
rubbi ng agai nst her |egs. She was old, not too steady on her feet.
Hal f asl eep. They got to the head of the stairs and the cat got in
front of her ... tripped her "

Yes, it could have happened that way, Hal ston thought. In his
mnd' s eye he saw the old wonman falling forward and outward, too
shocked to scream The Friskies spraying out as she tunbl ed head
over heels to the bottom the bow smashing. At |ast she cones to
rest at the bottom the old bones shattered, the eyes glaring, the
nose and ears trickling blood. And the purring cat begins to work
its way down the stairs, contentedly munching Little Friskies ...
"What did the coroner say?" he asked Drogan. "Death by accident,

of course. But | knew "

"Why didn't you get rid of the cat then? Wth Anmanda gone?"
Because Carol yn Broadnoor had threatened to | eave if he did,
apparently. She was hysterical, obsessed with the subject. She was
a sick woman, and she was nutty on the subject of spiritualism A
Hartford medium had told her (for a nere twenty dollars) that
Amanda' s soul had entered Samis feline body. Sam had been
Amanda's, she told Drogan, and if Sam went, she went.

Hal ston, who had becone sonething of an expert at reading

between the lines of hunman |lives, suspected that Drogan and the
ol d Broadnoor bird had been I overs |long ago, and the ol d dude

was reluctant to let her go over a cat.

"I't would have been the sane as suicide," Drogan said. "In her

m nd she was still a wealthy wonan, perfectly capable of packing



up that cat and going to New York or London or even Mnte Carlo
withit. In fact she was the last of a great famly, living on a
pittance as a result of a nunber of bad investnents in the sixties.
She lived on the second floor here in a specially controll ed,
superhum di fi ed room The woman was seventy, M. Hal ston. She

was a heavy snoker until the last two years of her life, and the
enphysena was very bad. | wanted her here, and if the cat had to
stay ..."

Hal st on nodded and then gl anced meaningfully at his watch.

"Near the end of June, she died in the night. The doctor seenmed to
take it as a matter of course ... just cane and wote out the death
certificate and that was the end of it. But the cat was in the room
Gage told ne.”

"W all have to go sonetine, man," Hal ston said.

"Of course. That's what the doctor said. But | knew. | renenbered.
Cats like to get babies and ol d people when they're asleep. And
steal their breath."”

"An old wives' tale."

"Based on fact, like nost so-called old wives' tales," Drogan
replied.

"Cats like to knead soft things with their paws, you see. Apillow, a
thick shag rug... or a blanket. A crib blanket or an old person's

bl anket. The extra wei ght on a person who's weak to start with ..
Drogan trailed off, and Hal ston thought about it. Carolyn

Br oadnoor asl eep in her bedroom the breath rasping in and out of
her danmamged |ungs, the sound nearly lost in the whisper of specia
hum difiers and air conditioners. The cat with the queer bl ack-and-
white markings |leaps silently onto her spinster's bed and stares at

her old and winkl e-grooved face with those | ambent, bl ack-and-

green eyes. It creeps onto her thin chest and settles its weight there,
purring.., and the breathing slows ... slows ... and the cat purrs as
the old woman sl oWy snothers beneath its weight on her chest.

He was not an inmginative nan, but Hal ston shivered a little.

"Drogan,"” he said, continuing to stroke the purring cat. "Wy don't
you just have it put away? A vet would give it the gas for twenty
dollars."

Drogan said, "The funeral was on the first day of July, | had
Carolyn buried in our cenetery plot next to ny sister. The way she
woul d have wanted it. On July third | called Gage to this room and
handed hima w cker basket.., a picnic hanper sort of thing. Do

you know what | nean?"

Hal st on nodded.

"I told himto put the cat init and take it to a vet in MIford and
have it put to sleep. He said, 'Yes, sir,' took the basket, and went
out. Very like him | never saw him alive again. There was an
accident on the turnpike. The Lincoln was driven into a bridge
abutnent at better than sixty mles an hour. Dick Gage was killed
instantly. Wen they found himthere were scratches on his face."
Hal ston was silent as the picture of howit m ght have been forned



in his brain again. No sound in the roombut the peaceful crackle of
the fire and the peaceful purr of the cat in his lap. He and the cat

t oget her before the fire would make a good illustration for that
Edgar CGuest poem the one that goes: "The cat on ny lap, the
hearth's good fire/ ... A happy man, should you enquire."

Di ck Gage noving the Lincoln down the turnpike toward M| ford,
beating the speed Iimt by maybe five mles an hour. The wi cker
basket beside him- a picnic hanper sort of thing. The chauffeur is
wat ching traffic, maybe he's passing a big cab-over Jimy and he
doesn't notice the peculiar black-on-one-side, white-on-the-other
face that pokes out of one side of the basket. Qut of the driver's
side. He doesn't notice because he's passing the big trailer truck
and that's when the cat junps onto his face, spitting and cl awi ng,
its talons raking into one eye, puncturing it, deflating it, blinding it.
Sixty and the humof the Lincoln's big notor and the other pawis
hooked over the bridge of the nose, digging in with exquisite,

damming pain - nmaybe the Lincoln starts to veer right, into the path
of the Jimry, and its airhorn blares ear-shatteringly, but Gage can't
hear it because the cat is yowing, the cat is spread-eagled over his
face like some huge furry black spider, ears |aid back, green eyes
glaring like spotlights fromhell, back legs jittering and di ggi ng
into the soft flesh of the old nan's neck. The car veers wildly back
the other way. The bridge abutnent |oons. The cat junps down

and the Lincoln, a shiny black torpedo, hits the cenent and goes up
like a bomb.

Hal ston swal | oned hard and heard a dry click in his throat. "And

the cat cane back?"

Drogan nodded. "A week later. On the day Dick Gage was buri ed,

as a matter of fact. Just like the old song says. The cat came back."
"It survived a car crash at sixty? Hard to believe."

"They say each one has nine lives. Wen it conmes back ... that's

when | started to wonder if it mght not be a...a..."
"Hel | cat ?" Hal ston suggested softly.

"For want of a better word, yes. A sort of denon sent
"To punish you."

“l don't know. But I'mafraid of it. | feed it, or rather, the woman
who comes in to do for nme feeds it. She doesn't like it either. She
says that face is a curse of God. O course, she's local." The old

man tried to smile and failed. "I want you to kill it. I've lived with
it for the last four nonths. It skulks around in the shadows. It | ooks
at ne. It seens to be ... waiting. | lock nmyself in ny roomevery
night and still | wonder if I'mgoing to wake up one early and find

it ... curled up on ny chest ... and purring."

The wi nd whi ned | onesonely outside and made a strange hooting
noi se in the stone chi mey.

"At last | got in touch with Saul Loggia. He reconmended you. He
called you a stick, | believe."

"A one-stick. That nmeans | work on ny own."

"Yes. He said you'd never been busted, or even suspected. He said



you al ways seemto | and on your feet.... like a cat."

Hal ston | ooked at the old nan in the wheelchair. And his | ong-

fingered, muscul ar hands were |ingering above the cat's neck

“I'"ll doit now, if you want me to," he said softly. "I'lIl snap its neck
It won't even know"

"No!" Drogan cried. He drew in a |long, shuddering breath. Color

had cone up in his sallow cheeks. "Not... not here. Take it away."

Hal ston smiled hunorl essly. He began to stroke the sleeping cat's

head and shoul ders and back very gently again. "All right," he said.
"I accept the contract. Do you want the body?"

"No. Kill it. Bury it." He paused. He hunched forward in the

wheel chair |ike sone ancient buzzard. "Bring ne the tail," he said.

"So | can throw it in the fire and watch it burn."

Hal ston drove a 1973 Plymouth with a custom Cycl one Spoil er

engi ne. The car was jacked and bl ocked, and rode with the hood
pointing down at the road at a twenty degree angle. He had rebuilt
the differential and the rear end hinself. The shift was a Pensy, the
i nkage was Hearst. It sat on huge Bobby Unser Wde Oval s and

had a top end of a little past one-sixty.

He |l eft the Drogan house at a little past 9:30. A cold rind of
crescent noon rode overhead through the tattering Novenber

clouds. He rode with all the w ndows open, because that yell ow
stench of age and terror seemed to have settled into his clothes and
he didn't like it. The cold was hard and sharp, eventually numnbi ng,
but it was good. It was blow ng that yell ow stench away. He got

of f the turnpike at Placer's G en and drove through the silent town,

whi ch was guarded by a single yellow blinker at the intersection, at
a thoroughly respectable thirty-five. Qut of town, noving up S.R

35, he opened the Plynmouth up a little, letting her wal k. The tuned
Spoil er engine purred |like the cat had purred on his lap earlier this
eveni ng. Hal ston grinned at the sinmle. They noved between frost-
white Novenmber fields full of skeleton cornstalks at a little over
seventy.

The cat was in a doubl e-thickness shopping bag, tied at the top

wi th heavy twi ne. The bag was in the passenger bucket seat. The

cat had been sl eepy and purring when Hal ston put it in, and it had
purred through the entire ride. It sensed, perhaps, that Hal ston
liked it and felt at home with it. Like hinmself, the cat was a one-
sti ck.

Strange hit, Hal ston thought, and was surprised to find that he was
taking it seriously as a hit. Maybe the strangest thing about it was
that he actually liked the cat, felt a kinship with it. If it had
managed to get rid of those three old crocks, nore power to it

especi ally Gage, who had been taking it to MIford for a termna
date with a crew cut veterinarian who woul d have been nore than
happy to bundle it into a ceramc-lined gas chanber the size of a

nm crowave oven. He felt a kinship but no urge to renege on the hit.
He would do it the courtesy of killing it quickly and well. He

woul d park off the road besi de one of those Novenber-barren

fields and take it out of the bag and stroke it and then snap its neck
and sever its tail with his pocketknife. And, he thought, the body
I"I'l bury honorably, saving it fromthe scavengers. | can't save it
fromthe wornms, but | can save it fromthe naggots.



He was thinking these things as the car noved through the night

like a dark blue ghost and that was when the cat wal ked in front of
his eyes, up on the dashboard, tail raised arrogantly, its black-and-
white face turned toward him its nouth seeming to grin at him
"Ssssshhhh-" Hal ston hissed. He glanced to his right and caught a

gli npse of the doubl e-thickness shopping bag, a hole chewed - or

clawed - in its side. Looked ahead again..,and the cat lifted a paw
and batted playfully at him The paw ski dded across Hal ston's
forehead. He jerked away fromit and the Plynmouth's big tires
wai l ed on the road as it swung erratically fromone side of the
narrow bl acktop to the other.

Hal ston batted at the cat on the dashboard with his fist. It was

bl ocking his field of vision. It spat at him arching its back, but it
didn't nobve. Hal ston swung again, and instead of shrinking away,

it |eaped at him

Gage, he thought. Just |ike Gage -

He stanped the brake. The cat was on his head, blocking his vision
with its furry belly, clawing at him gouging at him Hal ston held
the wheel grimy. He struck the cat once, twice, a third tine. And
suddenly the road was gone, the Plynouth was running down into

the ditch, thudding up and down on its shocks. Then, inpact,
throwing himforward against his seat belt, and the |ast sound he
heard was the cat yowl ing inhumanly, the voice of a wonman in

pain or in the throes of sexual climax.

He struck it with his closed fists and felt only the springy, vyielding
flex of its muscles.

Then, second inpact. And darkness.

The noon was down. It was an hour before dawn.

The Plymouth lay in a ravine curdled with groundm st. Tangled in
its grille was a snarled length of barbed wire. The hood had cone
unl atched, and tendrils of steamfromthe breached radiator drifted
out of the opening to mingle with the m st.

No feeling in his |egs.

He | ooked down and saw that the Plymouth's firewall had caved in
with the inmpact. The back of that big Cyclone Spoiler engine bl ock
had snashed into his legs, pinning them

Qutside, in the distance, the predatory squawk of an ow dropping
onto sone small, scurrying aninal.

I nside, close, the steady purr of the cat.

It seened to be grinning, like Alice's Cheshire had in Wnderl and.
As Hal ston watched it stood up, arched its back, and stretched. In a
sudden |inber novenent like rippled silk, it |eaped to his shoul der
Hal ston tried to lift his hands to push it off.

His arms woul dn't nove.

Spi nal shock, he thought. Paralyzed. Maybe tenporary. Mre

likely pernmanent.

The cat purred in his ear |ike thunder.

"CGet off ne," Halston said. His voice was hoarse and dry. The cat



tensed for a monent and then settled back. Suddenly its paw batted
Hal ston's cheek, and the claws were out this tine. Hot |ines of pain
down to his throat.

And the warmtrickl e of bl ood.

Pai n.

Feel i ng.

He ordered his head to nove to the right, and it conplied. For a
nmonent his face was buried in snpooth, dry fur. Hal ston snapped at

the cat. It made a startled, disgruntled sound in its throat - yowk! -
and | eaped onto the seat. It stared up at himangrily, ears |aid back
"Wasn't supposed to do that, was |?" Hal ston croaked. The cat

opened its mouth and hissed at him Looking at that strange,

schi zophrenic face, Hal ston could understand how Drogan m ght

have thought it was a hellcat. It-

Hi s thoughts broke off as he becanme aware of a dull, tingling
feeling in both hands and forearns.

Feel ing. Comi ng back. Pins and needl es.

The cat |eaped at his face, claws out, spitting.

Hal ston shut his eyes and opened his mouth. He bit at the cat's

belly and got nothing but fur. The cat's front claws were cl asped on
his ears, digging in. The pain was enornous, brightly excruciating.
Hal ston tried to raise his hands.

They twi tched but would not quite conme out of his lap

He bent his head forward and began to shake it back and forth, Iike
a man shaki ng soap out of his eyes. Hi ssing and squalling, the cat
hel d on. Hal ston could feel blood trickling down his cheeks. It was
hard to get his breath. The cat's chest was pressed over his nose. It
was possible to get some air in by nouth, but not nuch. Wat he

did get came through fur. Hs ears felt as if they had been doused
with lighter fluid and then set on fire.

He snapped his head back and cried out in agony - he nust have

sustai ned a whi pl ash when the Plynmouth hit. But the cat hadn't

been expecting the reverse and it flew off. Hal ston heard it thud
down in the back seat.

A trickle of blood ran in his eye. He tried again to nove his hands,
to raise one of themand w pe the bl ood away.

They trenbled in his lap, but he was still unable to actually nove
them He thought of the .45 special in its holster under his left arm
If | can get to ny piece, kitty, the rest of your nine lives are going
ina lunp sum

More tingles now Dull throbs of pain fromhis feet, buried and
surely shattered under the engine block, zips and tingles fromhis
legs - it felt exactly the way a linb that you' ve slept on does when
it's starting to wake up. At that nonent Hal ston didn't care about
his feet. It was enough to know that his spine wasn't severed, that
he wasn't going to finish out his Iife as a dead |unmp of body
attached to a tal ki ng head.

Maybe | had a few lives left nyself.

Take care of the cat. That was the first thing. Then get out of the



wreck - nmaybe soneone woul d conme al ong, that would solve both
problens at once. Not likely at 4:30 in the norning on a back road
like this one, but barely possible. And-

And what was the cat doing back there?

He didn't |ike having it on his face, but he didn't |ike having it
behi nd hi mand out of sight, either. He tried the rearview mrror
but that was usel ess. The crash had knocked it awy and all it

refl ected was the grassy ravine he had finished up in.

A sound from behind him like low, ripping cloth.

Purri ng.

Hell cat my ass. It's gone to sleep back there.

And even if it hadn't, even if it was sonehow pl anni ng nurder,

what could it do? It was a skinny little thing, probably weighed al
of four pounds soaking wet. And soon ... soon he would be able to
nove his hands enough to get his gun. He was sure of it.

Hal ston sat and waited. Feeling continued to flood back into his
body in a series of pins-and-needles incursions. Absurdly (or
maybe in instinctive reaction to his close brush with death) he got
an erection for a mnute or so. Be kind of hard to beat off under
present circunstances, he thought.

A dawn-1ine was appearing in the eastern sky. Sonewhere a bird
sang.

Hal ston tried his hands again and got themto nove an eighth of an
i nch before they fell back

Not yet. But soon.

A soft thud on the seatback beside him Hal ston turned his head
and | ooked into the black-white face, the glowing eyes with their
huge dark pupils.

Hal st on spoke to it.

"I have never blown a hit once | took it on, kitty. This could be a
first. 1'"'mgetting ny hands back. Five minutes, ten at nobst. You
want ny advice? Go out the window. They're all open. Go out and
take your tail with you."

The cat stared at him

Hal ston tried his hands again. They came up, trenbling wldly.

Hal f an inch. An inch. He et themfall back linply. They slipped
off his lap and thudded to the Plynouth's seat. They gli mrered
there palely, like large tropical spiders.

The cat was grinning at him

Did | make a nistake?, he wondered confusedly. He was a creature
of hunch, and the feeling that he had nade one was suddenly
overwhel mi ng. Then the cat's body tensed, and even as it | eaped,
Hal ston knew what it was going to do and he opened his nouth to
scream

The cat | anded on Hal ston's crotch, claws out, digging.

At that nonment, Hal ston wi shed he had been paral yzed. The pain

was gigantic, terrible. He had never suspected that there could be
such pain in the world. The cat was a spitting coiled spring of fury,
clawi ng at his balls.



Hal ston did scream his nouth yawni ng open, and that was when

the cat changed direction and | eaped at his face, |eaped at his
mout h. And at that nmonent Hal ston knew that it was somet hing

nore than a cat. It was sonething possessed of a malign,

mur der ous intent.

He caught one last glinpse of that black-and-white face bel ow the
flattened ears, its eyes enormous and filled with lunatic hate. It had
gotten rid of the three old people and now it was going to get rid of
John Hal st on.

It rammed into his nouth, a furry projectile. He gagged on it. Its
front claws pinwheeled, tattering his tongue |like a piece of liver.
H s stomach recoil ed and he vonited. The vomit ran down into his

wi ndpi pe, clogging it, and he began to choke.

In this extremity, his will to survive overcane the |last of the

i npact paralysis. He brought his hands up slowy to grasp the cat.
Ch nmy God, he thought.

The cat was forcing its way into his nouth, flattening its body,
squirmng, working itself farther and farther in. He could feel his
jaws creaking wider and wider to admit it.

He reached to grab it, yank it out, destroy it ...and his hands
clasped only the cat's tail

Sonehow it had gotten its entire body into his nmouth. Its strange,
bl ack-and-white face nust be cramred into his very throat.

A terrible thick gagging sound came from Hal ston's throat, which
was swelling like a flexible I ength of garden hose.

Hi s body twitched. H's hands fell back into his lap and the fingers
drummed sensel essly on his thighs. H s eyes sheened over, then

gl azed. They stared out through the Plymouth's w ndshield bl ankly
at the com ng dawn.

Protruding fromhis open mouth was two i nches of bushy t ai

hal f black, half white. It switched lazily back and forth.

I't di sappeared.

A bird cried somewhere again. Dawn cane in breathless silence
then, over the frost-rimed fields of rural Connecticut.

The farmer's name was WII Reuss.

He was on his way to Placer's Gen to get the inspection sticker
renewed on his farmtruck when he saw the | ate-norning sun

twi nkle on sonmething in the ravine beside the road. He pull ed over
and saw the Plynmouth lying at a drunken, canted angle in the ditch
barbed wire tangled inits grille Iike a snarl of steel knitting.
He worked his way down and then sucked in his breath sharply.
"Holy moley," he nuttered to the bright Novenber day. There was

a guy sitting bolt upright behind the wheel, eyes open and gl aring
enptily into eternity. The Roper organization was never going to
include himin its presidential poll again. H s face was sneared
with blood. He was still wearing his seat belt.

The driver's door had been crinped shut, but Reuss nanaged to get
it open by yanking with both hands. He | eaned in and unstrapped
the seat belt, planning to check for ID. He was reaching for the
coat when he noticed that the dead guy's shirt was rippling, just
above the belt buckle. Rippling ... and bul ging. Splotches of bl ood
began to bloomthere |ike sinister roses.

"What the Christ?" He reached out, grasped the dead man's shirt,



and pulled it up.

W Il Reuss |ooked - and screaned.

Above Hal ston's navel, a ragged hole had been clawed in his flesh.
Looki ng out was the gore-streaked bl ack-and-white face of a cat,
its eyes huge and gl aring.

Reuss staggered back, shrieking, hands clapped to his face. A score
of crows took cawing wing froma nearby field.

The cat forced its body out and stretched in obscene | anguor

Then it | eaped out the open wi ndow. Reuss caught sight of it

nmovi ng through the high dead grass and then it was gone.

It seened to be in a hurry, he later told a reporter fromthe | oca
paper.

As if it had unfinished business.

The Dark Man
St ephen Ki ng

Publ i shed in
"Ubris", 1969 and later in Mth, 1970.

| have stridden the funm ng way

of sun-hamered tracks and

smashed ci nders;

| have ridden rails

and bumed sterno in the

gantry silence of hob jungles:

I am a dark nan.

I have ridden rails

and passed the smuggery

of desperate houses with counterfeit chi meys
and heard fromthe outside

the inside clink of cocktail ice
whi |l e cl osed doors broke the world -



and over it all a savage sickle nmoon

that bumred ny eyes with bones of |ight.

| have slept in glaring swanps

where nusk-reek rose

to mx with the sex snmell of rotting cypress stunps
where witch fire clung in sunken

psycho spheres of baptism -

and heard the suck of shadows

where a gutted col ummed house

| eeched with vines

speaks to an over hung nushroom sky

| have fed dines to cold nachines

inall night filling stations

while traffic in a mad and flow ng fl ame
streaked red in six |lanes of darkness,
and breathed the cl eaver hitchhike w nd
within the breakdown [ ane with thunmb [evelled
and saw shadowed faces nmade conpl acent

wi th heaters behind safety gl ass

faces that rose |like conmplacent noons

in riven nonster orbits.

and in a sudden jugular flash

cold as the center af a sun

| forced a girl in a field of wheat

and left her sprawied with the virgin bread
a savage sacrifice

and a sign to those who creep in

fixed ways:

| am a dark man.

Donovan's Brain
St ephen Ki ng
Publ i shed in "Mth", 1970

Shratt cane on |inping

obsessed

he tried to run down a little girl
and there was a drag of pain

in his |eft
ki dney
*kkhkkkhkkkkkkk
horr or

kkhkkkkhkkkkk*k

he signed checks with Donovan's nane

and made nad | ove with Donovan's woman.
poor Shratt!

war ped and sucked by desert wine

raped by the brain of that nonstrous man
shadowed by his | egl ess shadow



Shratt, driven by a thing

(you know about that Thing, don't you?)
in an electric tank:

( AMPS- AMPS- AMPS- AMPS- )

denent ed paranoi a

from "BEYOND THE GRAVE! !"

but the tragedy

was Shratt -oh,

| could weep for Shratt.

For The Birds
St ephen Ki ng
From

" Bred Any Good Rooks Lately? "

kay, this is a science fiction joke.

It seens like in 1995 or so the pollution in the atnosphere of
London has started to kill off all the rooks. And the city
government is very concerned because the rooks roosting on the
cornices and the odd little crannies of the public buildings are a big
attraction. The Yanks with their Kodaks, if you get it. So they say,
" What are we going to do? "

They get a lot of brochures fromplaces with clinmates sinilar to
London's so they can raise the rooks until the pollution problemis
finally licked. One place with a sinmlar climte, but |ow pollution
count, turns to be Bangor, Maine. So they put an ad in the paper
soliciting bird fanciers and talk to a bunch of guys in the trade.
Finally, they engage this one guy at the rate of $50,000 a year to
rai se rooks. They send an ornithol ogi st over on the concord with
two cases of rook eggs packed in these shatterproof cases - they
keep the shipping conpartnment constantly heated and all that stuff.
So this guy has a new business - North American Rook Farns, |nc.

He goes to work right off incubating new rooks so London will not
becorme a rookless city. The only thing is, the London Gty Counci
is really inpatient, and every day they send hima tel egramthat
says: " Bred Any Good Rooks lately? "

THE
HARDCASE
SPEAKS

STEPHEN KI NG



From
Cont r aband #2

In fields and christless allies the psalter is handed
greedily around with purple bottles of cheap port
punctuated by the sodiumlightness glare of freights

ri sing past hobo cinder gantries and pitless branble
hol | ows:

Dukane, Grand Rapids, Cedar Forks, Harlow, Dover-
Foxcroft,

nanes fromthe back platformof the A-train

so don't gimme that shit don't gimre that crap

"1l put the hoodoo on you, | can do it, it comes in a can
in 1954 in a back alley behind a bar they

found a lady cut in four pieces and witten in her juice on
the bricks above

he had scrawl ed PLEASE STOP ME BEFORE | KILL

AGAIN in letters that |eaned and

draggl ed so they called him The C evel and Torso Mirderer
and never caught him

it figures

all these liberals are brainless

if you want to see jeans just peak into any al abaster
gravel pit in Mestalinas

all these liberals have hairy shirts

Real life is in the back row of a 2nd run npvie house in
Utica, have you been
t here

this guy with his hair greased back was drunk

and getting drunker when | sat down and his face kept
twisting; he cried I'ma

goddamm st upi d sonofabitch but doan choo try to tell ne
nothin | didn't he



m ght have cone from C evel and

if the stars are right I can witch you I can make your hair
fall out

You don't need hairy jeans to stand outside a Saf eway
store in Smalls Falls and watch a cloud under the high
blue sky ripple the | ast shadows of sumer over the asphalt
parking | ot two

acres wde

A real hack believes bl ackboards are true

for nmyself |I would turn themall soft |ike custard scoop
them feed themto bl ackbirds save corn for nurderers

i n huge and anci ent Buicks sperm grows on seatcovers

and fl ows upstreamtoward the sound of Chuck Berry

once | saw a drunk in Redcliff and he had stuffed a
newspaper in his nmouth he

jigged jubilantly

around a two shadowed |ight pole

I could gun you down with nmagic nose bullets

There are still drugstore saints

Still virgins pedalling bikes with playing cards affixed to
t he rear spokes

wi t h cl ot hespins

The students have nmade things up

The liberals have shit thensel ves and produced a satchel -

| oad of snelly

nunber s
Radi cal s scratch secret sores and pore over back nunbers
bore a little hole in your head sez | insert a candle

light a light for Charlie Starkweather and |et

your little light shine shine shine

pl ay bebop

buy styrofoam dice on 42nd street

eat sno-cones and read Lois Lane

Learn to do magic like ne and we will drive to Princeton

in an old Ford with four retread skins and a | oose manifold
that boils up the

graphite stink of freshcooked

exhaust we will do hexes with Budwei ser pentagrans and
ol d

Di amond mat chboxes

chew sone Red Man and let the juice down your chin when
you spit

sprinkl e sawdust on weird nesses

buy sone plastic puke at Atlantic City

t hrow away your tape player and gobbl e Baby Ruths

Go now. | think you are ready.



Harri son State Park ' 68
St ephen Ki ng

Publ i shed in "Ubris", 1968

"Al'l mental disorders are sinply detective strategies
for handling difficult life situations.'
---Thomas Szasz

""And | feel |ike honemade shit.''
---Ed Sanders

- Can you do it ?
She asked shrewdly
Fromthe grass where her nylon | egs
in gartered spl endor
made noti ons.
- Can you do it ?
Ah!

VWhat do | say?

What are the cool s?
Ji my Dean?

Robert Mt chunf®?
Soupy Sal es?

Modern Screen Romances is a tent on the grass
Over a dozen condonms in a quiet box

and the | ady used to say

(before she passed away)

- If you can't be an athlete,

be an athletic supporter.

The noon is set.
A cl oud scum has covered the stars.



A man with a gun has passed
this way

BUT -

we do not need your poets.
Progressed beyond themto
Sony

West i nghouse

Cousin Brucie

t he Doors

and do | dare

nmention Sonny and Cher ?

| remenber M ckey Rooney

as Pretty Boy Floyd

and he was the shortest Pretty Boy Fl oyd
on record

coughi ng his enthusiastic

guts out in the |ast

reel

We have not spilt the bl ood.
They have spilt the bl ood.

Alittle girl lies dead
On the hopscotch grid
No matter

- Can you do it?

She asked shrewdly

Wth her Playtex living bra

cuddl i ng breasts

softer than a handful of wet Fig Newt ons.

A d enough to bl eed

A d enough to sl aughter
The old farnmer said

And grinned at the white
Hayst ack sky

Wth sweaty teeth

(radi ation radiation

your grandchildren will be nonsters)

I renmenber a skel eton

In Death Vall ey

A cow in the sunbl eached throes of antiseptic death

and someone said:

- Soneday there will be skel etons

on the nedian strip of the Holl ywood Freeway
staring up at exhaust-sooty pigeons

am dst the flapping ruins of



Bot any 500

call nme |shnael.

I am a senen.

- Can you do it?

She asked shrewdly

When the worns begin

their m dni ght creep

and the dew has sunk white to
mlk the grass..

And the bitter tears

Have no ducts

The eyes have fleshed in.
Only the nose knows that

A loser is always the sane.

There is a sharp report.

It slices the night cleanly

And thunmps hone with a tincan spannnng!

Agai nst the Speed Limt sign down the road.
Laught er

The cl ean cl ear sound of a bolt |evered back..
Si | ence. .

Spannng!

"Aileen, if poachers poached peaches, would the
poachers peel the peaches to eat with poached eggs
poached before peaches?"

oh don't

don't

pl ease touch ne

but don't

don't

and | reach for your hand

but touch only the radiating live pencils
of your bones:

-- Can you do it?

IN A HALF WORLD
OF TERROR

St ephen Ki ng



First appeared in
Stories O Suspense, a.k.a.
| Was A Teenage Graverobber 1966

It was like a nightmare. Like some unreal dreamthat you wake up
fromthe next norning. Only this nightmare was happeni ng. Ahead
of me | could see Rankin's flashlight; a large yellow eye in the
sultry sunmer darkness. | tripped over a gravestone and al nost
went sprawling. Rankin whirled on ne with a hissed oath.
"Do you want to wake up the caretaker, you fool ?"
| muttered a reply and we crept forward. Finally, Rankin stopped
and shone the flashlight's beamon a freshly chisel ed gravestone.
Onit, it read:

DANI LE WHEATHERBY

1899 1962
He has joined his beloved wife in a better |and.

| felt a shovel thrust into nmy hands and suddenly | was sure that |
couldn't go through with it. But | remenbered the bursar shaking

his head and saying, "lI'mafraid we can't give you any nore tineg,

Dan. You'll have to |eave today. If I could help in any way, |

woul d, believe me ..."

| dug into the still soft earth and lifted it over my shoul der. Perhaps

fifteen mnutes later ny shovel canme in contact with wood. The
two of us quickly excavated the hole until the coffin stood reveal ed
under Rankin's flashlight. W junped down and heaved the coffin

up.
Nunbed, | watched Rankin swi ng the spade at the | ocks and seals.
After a few blows it gave and we lifted the lid. The body of Danie
Wheat her by | ooked up at us with glazed eyes. | felt horror gently
wash over nme. | had always thought that the eyes cl osed when one

di ed.

"Don't just stand there," Rankin whispered, "it's al nost four

W' ve got to get out of here!”

We wrapped the body in a sheet and | owered the coffin back into

the earth. W shoveled rapidly and carefully replaced the sod. The
dirt we had m ssed was scattered

By the time we picked up the white-sheeted body, the first traces

of dawn were beginning to lighten the sky in the east. W went

t hrough the hedge that skirted the cemetery and entered the woods
that fronted it on the west. Rankin expertly picked his way through
it for a quarter of a mle until we canme to the car, parked where we
had left it on an overgrown and unused wagon track that had once



been a road. The body was put into the trunk. Shortly thereafter

we joined the stream of commuters hurrying for the 6.00 train

| looked at my hands as if | had never seen them before. The dirt
under my fingernails had been piled up on top of a man's fina
resting place not twenty-four hours ago. It felt unclean

Rankin's attention was directed entirely on his driving. | |ooked at
himand realized that he didn't mind the repul sive act that we had
just performed. To himit was just another job. W turned off the
mai n road and began to clinb the twisting, narrow dirt road. And
then we cane out into the open and | could see it, the huge
ranbling Victorian nmansion that sat on the sunmit of the steep
grade. Rankin drove around back and wordlessly up to the steep

rock face of a bluff that rose another forty feet upward, slightly to
the right of the house.

There was a hi deous grinding noise and a portion of the hill |arge
enough to carve an entrance for the car slid open. Rankin drove in
and killed the engine. W were in a small, cube-like roomthat

served as a hidden garage. Just then, a door at the far end slid open
and a tall, rigid man approached us.

Steffen Wei nbaumis face was nuch like a skull; his eyes were

deep-set and the skin was stretched so tautly over his cheekbones
that his flesh was al nost transparent.

"Where is it?" His voice was deep, omn nous.

Wordl essly, Rankin got out and I followed his | ead. Rankin opened
the trunk and we pulled the sheet-swaddl ed figure out.

Wei nbaum nodded sl ow .

"Good, very good. Bring himinto the lab."

CHAPTER TWO

Wien | was thirteen, ny parents were killed in an autonobile

crash. It left me an orphan and shoul d have | anded ne in an

orphan's home. But ny father's will disclosed the fact that he had
left me a substantial sum of nmoney and | was self-reliant. The
wel f are peopl e never came around and | was left in the sonewhat

bi zarre role as the sole tenant of my own house at thirteen. | paid

t he nortgage out of the bank account and tried to stretch a dollar as
far as possible.

By the time | was ei ghteen and was out of school, the nobney was

low, but | wanted to go to college. | sold the house for $10,000.00
through a real estate buyer. In early Septenber, the roof fell in.
received a very nice letter fromErwin, Erwin and Bradstreet,
attorneys at law. To put it in layman's |language, it said that the
department store at which my father had been enpl oyed had j ust

got around to a general audit of their books. It seened that there
was $15, 000. 00 ni ssing and that they had proof that ny father had
stolen it. The rest of the letter nmerely stated that if | didn't pay up
t he $15, 000.00 we'd got to court and they would try to get double

t he anount.



It shook me up and a few questions that should have stood out in
ny mnd just didn't register as a result. Wiy didn't they uncover
the error earlier? Wiy were they offering to settle out of court?
I went down to the office of Erwin, Erwin, & Bradstreet and tal ked

the matter over. To make a long story short, | paid the sumthere
were asking, | had no nore noney.

The next day | | ooked up the firmof Erwin, Erwin & Bradstreet in

t he phone book. It wasn't listed. | went down to their office and
found a For Rent sign on the door. It was then that | realized that |
had been conned like gullible kid which, | reflected mserably

was what | was.

| bluffed my way through the first for nonths of college but finally
they discovered that | hadn't been properly registered.

That same day | met Rankin at a bar. It was my first experience in
a tavern. | had a forged driver's license and | bough enough

whi skey to get drunk. | figured that it would take about two

strai ght whi skeys since | had never had anything but a bottle of
beer now and then prior to that night.

One felt good, two made ny trouble seemrather inconsequential.
was nursing my third when Rankin entered the bar

He sat on the stool next to ne and | ooked attentively at ne.

"You got troubles?" | asked rudely.
Rankin smled. "Yes, I'"'mout to find a hel per."”
"Ch, yeah?" | asked, beconming interested. "You nmean you want to
hire sonebody?"
"Yes."
""Well, |I'myour nan."

He started to say sonething and then changed his m nd.

"Let's go over to a booth and talk it over, shall we?"

We wal ked over to a booth and | realized that | was listing slightly.
Rankin pulled the curtain

"That's better. Now, you want a job?"

| nodded.

"Do you care what it is?"

"No. Just how much does it pay?"

"Five hundred a job."

| lost alittle bit of the rosy fog that encased nme. Sonethi ng was

wong here. | didn't |ike the way he used the word "job".

"Who do | have to kill?" | asked with a hunorless snile.

"You don't'. But before | can tell you what it is, you'll have to talk
with Mster Winbaum"

“"Who's he?"

"A scientist."

More fog evaporated. | got up

"Uh-uh. No maki ng a human gui nea pig out of yours truly. Get
yoursel f anot her boy."

"Don't be silly," he said, "No harmwi |l conme to you."

Agai nst ny better judgenent, | said, "Ckay, let's go."



CHAPTER 3

Wei nbaum approached the subject of nmy duties after a tour of the
house, including the | aboratory. He wore a white snock and there
was sonet hi ng about himthat nade ne crawl inside. He sat down

in the living roomand notioned me into a seat. Rankin had

di sappeared. Wi nbaum stared at me with fixed eyes and once

again | felt a blast of icy coldness sweep over ne.

"Il put it to you bluntly," he said, "ny experinments are too
conplicated to explain in any detail, but they concern human fl esh.
Dead human flesh."

I was becoming intensely aware that his eyes burnt with flickering
fires. He looked Iike a spider ready to engulf a fly, and this whole
house was his web. The sun was striking fire to the west and deep
pool s of shadows were spreadi ng across the room hiding his face,
but leaving the glittering eyes as they shifted in the creeping

dar kness.

He was still speaking. "Oten, people bequeath their bodies to
scientific institutes for study. Unfortunately, I'monly one nan, so
| have to resort to other nethods."

Horror |eapt grinning fromthe shadows and across nmy mind there
flitted the black picture of two nmen digging by the light of an
uncertain noon. A shovel struck wood the noise chilled ny soul

| rose quickly.

“I think I can find ny own way out, M. Winbaum"

He | aughed softly. "Did Rankin tell you how nmuch this job pays?"
“I"'mnot interested."

"Too bad. | was hoping you could see it ny way. It wouldn't take a
year before you woul d make enough noney to return to coll ege.”

| started, and got the uncanny feeling that this man was searching
nmy soul .

"How much do you know about ne? How did you find out?"

"I have nmy ways." He chuckl ed again. "WII| you reconsider?"

| hesitated.

"Shall we put it on a trial basis?" he asked softly. "I'mquite sure
that we can both reach a mutual satisfaction.”

| got the eerie feeling that | was talking to the devil hinself, that
sonehow | had been tricked into selling ny soul

"Be here at 8.00 sharp, the night after next," he said.

That was how it started.

As Rankin and | laid the sheeted body of Daniel Wetherby on the

lab table, lights flashed on behind sheeted obl ongs that |ooked like
gl ass tanks.

"Wei nbaum " | had dropped the title, Mster, w thout thinking, "
think "

"Did you say sonethi ng?" he asked, his eyes boring into mne. The

| aboratory seenmed far away. There were only the two of us, sliding
through a half-world peopled with horrors beyond the inmagi nation
Rankin entered in a white snock coat and broke the spell by

saying, "All ready, professor."



At the door, Rankin stopped ne. "Friday, at eight."

A shudder, cold and terrible raced up nmy spine as | | ooked back

Wei nbaum had produced a scal pel and the body was unsheet ed.

They | ooked at me strangely and | hurried out.

| took the car and quickly drove down the narrow dirt road. | didn't
| ook back. The air was fresh and warmwith a proni se of budding

summer. The sky was blue with fluffy white clouds fleeting al ong
in the warm summer breeze. The night before seened like a

ni ght mare, a vague dream that, as all nightmares, is unreal and
transparent when the bright |ight of day shines upon it. But as |
drove past the wought iron gates of the Crestwood Cenetery |
realized that this was no dream Four hours ago ny shovel had
renoved the dirt that covered the grave of Dani el Weat herby.

For the first time a new thought occurred to nme. \Wat was the
body of Dani el Wheat herby being used for at that nmonment? |

shoved the thought into a deep corner of nmy mind and | et out onto
t he go-pedal. The care screaned ahead | put nmy thoughts into
driving, glad to put the terrible thing | had done out of my mnd,
for a short tine, anyway.

CHAPTER FOUR

The California countryside blurred by as | tried for the maxi num
speed. The tyres sang on the curve and, as | came out of it, severa
t hi ngs happened in rapid succession.

| saw a panel truck crazily parked right on the broken white line, a
girl of about eighteen running right toward ny car, an ol der man
running after her. | slamred on the brakes and they expl oded |ike
bonbs. | jockeyed the wheel and the California sky was suddenly
under me. Then everything was right-side up and | realized that |
had flipped right over and up. For a nonent | was dazed, then a
scream shrill and high, piercing, slit ny head.

| opened the door and sprinted toward the road. The man had the
girl and was yanking her toward the panel truck. He was stronger
than her and wi nning, but she was taking an inch of skin for every
f oot he made.

He saw ne.

"You stay out of this, buddy. I'mher |egal guardian."

| halted and shook the cobwebs out of my brain. It was exactly
what he had been waiting for. He let go with a haynaker that got
me on the corner of the chin and knocked nme spraw ing. He
grabbed the girl and practically threw her into the cab

By the time that | was on ne feet he was around to the driver's
side and peeling out. | took a flying | eap and made the roof just as
he took off. | was al nost thrown off, but | clawed through about
five layers of paint to stay on. Then | reached through the open
wi ndow and got him by the neck. He cursed and grabbed nmy hand

He yanked, the truck spun crazily off the | edge of a steep
embanknment .



The last thing | renenber is the nose of the truck pointing straight
down. Then nmy eneny saved ny life by viciously yanking ny

arm | tunbled off just as the truck plunged over the cliff.
| landed hard, but the rock |I |anded on was harder. Everything slid
away.

Sonet hi ng cool touched my brow as | camto. The first thing | saw
was the flashing red |ight on top of the official |ooking car parked
by the enmbanknent. | sat bolt upright and soft hands pushed ne

down. Nice hands, the hands of the girl who had | anded nme into

this ness.

Then there was a Hi ghway Patrol man over ne and an officia

voi ce said, "The anbul ance is coning. How do you feel ?"

"Bruised,"” | said and sat up again. "But tell the anbul ance to go
away. I'mall right."

| tried to sound flippant. The last thing | needed after |ast nights
“job'" was the police.

"How about telling me about it?" the policenman said, producing a

not ebook. Before | answered, | wal ked over to the enbanknent.

My stomach flipped over backwards. The panel truck was nose-

deep in California dirt and ny sparring partner was turning that
good California soil into a reddish mud with his own bl ood. He |ay
grotesquely, sprawled half in, half out of the cab. The

phot ographers were getting their pictures. He was dead.

| turned back. The patrol man | ooked at ne as if he expected ne to
throw up, but, after nmy new job, my stomach was admrably

strong.

"I was driving out of the Belwood district,"l said, "I came around
that curve ..."

| told the rest of the story with the girl's help. Just as | finished the
anmbul ance cane to a halt. Despite my protestations and those of

ny still-unnaned girl friend, we were hustled into the back

Two hours later we had a clean bill of health fromthe patrol nan

and the doctors and we were requested to be w tnesses at the

i nquest set for the next week.

| saw nmy car at the curb. It was a little worse for wear, but the flats
had been replaced. There was a witnessed bill on the dash for a
wrecker, tires, and clean-up squad! It came to about $250.00 half
of the last night's pay-check

"You | ook preoccupied,” the girl said.

| turned to her. "Um yeah. Well, we alnpst got killed together this
norni ng, how about telling nme your name and having |unch

t oget her ?"
"COkay," she said. "The nane's Vicki Pickford. Yours?"
"Danny," | said unenmotionally as we pulled away fromthe curb. |

swi tched the subject rapidly. "Wat was going on this norning?
Did | hear that guy say that he was your |egal guardian?"

"Yes" she replied.
| laughed. "The nane is Danny Gerad. You'll get that out of the
aft ernoon papers."



She smled gravely. "All right. He was ny guardi an. He was al so a
drunkard and an all-around crunb."

Her cheeks flamed red. The smile was gone. "I hated himand |I'm
gl ad he's dead."

She gave ne a sharp glance and for a nonment | saw fear shine

wetly in her eyes; then she recovered her self-control. W parked
and ate | unch.

Forty minutes later | paid the check out of ny newly acquired cash
and wal ked back out to the car.

"Where to?" | asked
"Bonaventure Motel," she said. "That's where |'m staying."
She saw curiosity junp into ny eyes and sighed, "All right, | was

runni ng away. My Uncle David caught up with ne and tried to

drag me back to the house. When | told himI| wouldn't go, he
dragged ne out to the truck. We were going around that curve
when | wenched the wheel out of his hands. Then you cane

al ong. "

She closed up like a clamand | didn't try to get any nore out of

her. There was somet hing wong about her story. | didn't press her
| drove her into the parking lot and killed the engine.

"When can | see you agai n?" | asked. "A novie tonorrow?"

"Sure ," she replied.

“I'"1l pick you up at 7.30," | said and drove out, thoughtfully

pondering the events that had befallen ne in the |ast twenty-four
hour s.

CHAPTER FI VE

When | entered the apartnent the phone was ringing. | picked it up
and Vi cki, accident and the bright workaday world of suburban
California faded into the half-world of phantom peopl e shadows.
The voice that whispered coldly out of the receiver was

Wei nbaum s

"Troubl es?" He spoke softly, but there was an ominous tone in his
voi ce.

"I had an accident," | replied.

"I read about it in the paper Wei nbaum s voice trailed off.
Si | ence hung between us for a nonment and then | said, "Does this
nmean you' re canni ng nme?"

| hoped that he would say yes; | didn't have the guts to resign
"No," he said softly, "I just wanted to make sure that you didn't
reveal anything about the work you're doing for ne."

"Well, | didn'"t" | told himecurtly.

"The night after this," he rem nded ne, "At eight."

There was a click and then the dial tone. | shivered and hung up
the receiver. | had the oddest feeling that | had just broken

connection with the grave.

The next norning at 7.30 sharp, | picked up Vicki at the
Bonaventure Mdtel. She was all decked out in an outfit that nade
her 1 ook stunning. | nmade a | ow whistle; she flushed prettily. W
didn't tal k about the accident.

The novi e was good and we held hands part of the tinme, ate
popcorn part of the tinme and kissed once or twice. All inall, a
pl easant eveni ng.



The second feature was just drawing to the clinmx when an usher
cane down the aisle.

He was stopping at every row and | ooked peeved. Finally, he

stopped at ours. He swept the flashlight down the row and asked*
"M . Gerad? Daniel Gerad?"

"Yes" | asked, feeling guilt and fear run through me. "There's a
gentl eman on the phone, sir. He says it's a matter of life or death."
Vicki gave ne a startled look and | followed the usher hurriedly.
That let out the police. | nentally took stock of ny only remaining
relatives. Aunt Polly, G andma Phi bbs and ny great-uncle Charlie.
They were all healthy as far as | knew.

You coul d have knocked nme over with a feather when | picked up

t he tel ephone and heard Rankin's voice.

He spoke rapidly and a raw note of fear was in his voice. "Get out
here, right now W need "

There were sounds of a a scuffle, a muffled scream then a click
and the enpty dial tone.

| hung, up and hurried back for Vicki. "Cone on," | said.

She foll owed w t hout questioning ne. At first | wanted to drive her
back to the motel but the nuffled scream nade nme decide that this

was an energency. | didn't like either Rankin or Winbaum but |
knew | woul d have to help them
W took off.

"What is it?" Vicki asked anxiously as | stanped on the go-peda
and l et the car unw nd.

"Look," | said, "sonmething tells ne that you've got your secrets
about your guardian. |'ve got some of ny own. Please, don't ask."
She didn't say another word.

| took possession of the passing |ane. The speedoneter clinbed
fromseventy-five to eighty-five, kept rising and trenbled on the

verge of ninety. | pulled into the turnoff on two wheels and the car
bounced, clung and expl oded up the road.

Gri mand gaunt agai nst the overcast sky, | could see the house.
pull ed the car to a stop and was out in a second.

"Wait here," | cried over my shoulder to Vicki

There was a light on in the |aboratory and | flung the door open. It
was enpty but ransacked. The place was a ness of broken test

t ubes, smashed apparatus, and, yes, bloodstains that trailed through

t he hal f-open door that |led to the darkened garage. Then | noticed

the green liquid that was flowi ng over the floor in sticky rivulets.
For the first time | noticed that one of the several sheeted tanks had
been broken. | wal ked over to the other three. The lights inside

them were of f and the sheets that draped themlet by no hint of

what m ght have been under them- or, for that natter, what was

under them

| had no tine to see. | didn't like the | ooks of blood, still fresh and
uncoagul ated, that |ed out of the front door into the garage. |

swung open the door and entered the garage. It was dark and

didn't know where the light switch was. | cursed nyself for not



bringing the flashlight that was in the glove conmpartnent. |
advanced a few steps and realized that there was a cold draft

bl owi ng agai nst my face. | advanced toward it.

The light fromthe |ab threw a gol den shaft of |ight along the
garage floor, but it was next to nothing, in the Styngan bl ackness
of the garage. All nmy childish fears of the dark returned. Once
again | entered the realns of terror that only a child can know. |
realized that the shadow that |leered at me fromout of the dark

m ght not be dispelled by bright |ight.

Suddenly, my right foot went down. | realized that the draft was
coming froma stairway | had al nost fallen down. For a noment |
debat ed, then turned and hurried back through the lab and out to
t he car.

Chapter Six

Vi cki pounced on ne as soon as | opened the door. "Danny, what
are you doi ng here?"

Her tone of voice nade ne ook at her. In the sickly yellow gl ow
of the light her face was terrified.

“I'"mworking here," | said shortly.

"*At first | didn't realize where we were," she said softly. | was only
here once before.

"You' ve been here?" | exclained. "Wen? '"Wy?"

"One night," she said quietly "I brought Uncle David his lunch. He
forgot it."

The nane rang a bell. She saw ne grasping for it. "My guardian,”

she said. "Perhaps |I'd better tell you the whole story. Probably,
you know that people don't get appointed guardi ans when they
drink. Well, Uncle David didn't always do those things. Wen ny
not her and father were killed in a train-weck four years ago, ny
Uncl e David was the kindest person you could ingine. The court

appoi nted himny guardian until | came of ago, with my conplete
support."
For a noment she was quiet, living in nmenories and the expression

that flitted rapidly through her eyes was not pretty. Then she went
on.

"Two years ago the conpany be was working for as a night

wat chman fol ded up and ny uncle was out of a job. He was out of
work for alnobst half a year. W were getting desperate, wth

only unenpl oynent checks to feed us and col |l ege | oonming up for

me. Then he got a job. It was a good paying one and it brought in
fabul ous suns. | used to joke with himabout the banks be robbed.
One night he | ooked at me and said, 'Not banks.'"

| felt fear and guilt tap nme on the shoulder with cold fingers. Vick
went on.

"He started to get mean. He started bringi ng home whi sky and
getting drunk. The times | asked hi mabout his job he evaded ne.
One night he told nme point-blank to mnd ny own business."

"I watched himdecay before ny very eyes. Then one night he let a
nane slip - Winbaum Steffen Winbaum A couple of weeks



| ater he forgot his midnight lunch. | |ooked up the nane in the

t el ephone book and took it out to him He flewinto the nost
terrible rage | have ever seen."

"I'n the weeks that followed he was away nore and nore at this
terrible house. One night, when he cane honme he beat ne. |
decided to run away. To nme, the Uncle David |I knew was dead. He
caught ne - and you cane along." She fell silent.

| was shaken right down to my boots. | had a very good idea what
Vicki's uncle did for a living. The tinme Rankin had signed me up
coincided with the tinme Vicki's guardi an woul d have been cracking

up. | alnost drove away then, despite the wild shanmbles the |ab
was in, despite the secret stairway, despite the blood trail on the
floor. But then a faraway, thin screamreached us. | thunbed the

gl ove conpartment button, and reached in, funbled around and got
the flashlight.

Vicki's hand went to ny arm "No, Danny. Please, Don't. | know

that there's sonething terrible going on here. Drive away fromit!"
The scream sounded again, this time fainter, and | made up ny

mnd. | grabbed the flashlight. Vicki saw my intention. "All right,
I"'mcomng with you."

"Uh-uh," | said. "You stay here. |I've got a feeling that there's
sonething ... loose out there. You stay here."
She unwi Il lingly sat back. | shut the door and ran back to the lab. |

didn't pause, but went back into the garage. The flashlight

illum nated the dark hole where the wall had slid away to revea

the staircase. My blood pounding thickly in nmy tenples, | ventured
down into it. | counted the steps, shining the flashlight at the
featurel ess walls, at the inpenetrable darkness bel ow. "Twenty,
twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three "

At thirty, the stairway suddenly becane a short passage. | started
cautiously along it, wishing that | had a revolver, or even a knife to
make me feel a little | ess naked and vul nerabl e.

Suddenly a scream terrible and thick with fear soon sounded in the
dar kness ahead of me. It was the sound of terror, the sound of a

man confronted with something out of the deepest pits of horror.
broke into arun. As | ran | realized that the draft was bl ow ng
coldly against ny face. | reasoned that the tunnel nust come out in
t he outdoors. | stunbled over sonething.

It was Rankin, lying in a pool of his own blood, his eyes staring in
gl azed horror at the ceiling. The back of his head was bashed in.
Ahead of nme | heard a pistol shot, a curse, and another scream |
ran on and alnost fell on ny face as | stunbled over nore stairs. |
clinmbed and saw stairs franmed vaguely in an opening screened

wi t h under brush above me. | pushed it aside and cane upon a
startling tableau: a tall figure silhouetted against the sky that could
only be Weinbaum a revolver hanging in his hand, |ooking down

at the shadowed ground. Even the starlight was blotted out as the
hangi ng cl ouds that had parted briefly, closed together again

He heard me and wheel ed quickly, his eyes glazing like red

lanterns in the dark.

"Ch, it you Gerad."



"Rankin's dead." | told him

"I know." he said, "You could have prevented it if you had cone a
little quicker"

"Now just hold on," | said, becoming angry. "I hurried
I was cut off by a sound that has hounded ne through ni ghtnares

ever since, a hideous new ng sound, |like that of sone gigantic rat

in pain. | saw calculation, fear, and finally decision flicker across
Wei nbaumi s face in a matter of seconds. | fell back in terror

"What is it?" | choked.

He casually shone the light down into the pit, for all his affected
casual ness, | noticed that his eyes were averted by sonething.

The thing mewed again and | felt another spasmof fear. | craned to
see what horror lay in that pit, the horror that namde even

Wei nbaum screamin abject terror. And just before | saw, a

horrible wall of terror rose and fell fromthe vague outline of the
house.

Wei nbaum j erked his flashlight fromthe pit and shone it in ny

face.

"Who was that? Whom did you bring up here?"

But | had ny own flashlight trained as | ran through the passage

way, Wei nbaum cl ose behind. | had recogni zed the scream | had

heard it before, when a frightened girl alnmpst ran into nmy car as

she fled her mani ac of a guardian

Vi cki !

CHAPTER SEVEN

| heard Wi nbaum gasp as we entered the | ab. The place was
swiming in the green, liquid. The other two cases were broken!.
didn't pause, but ran past the shattered, enpty cases and out the
door. Wi nbaum did not foll ow ne.

The car was enpty, the door on the passengers side open. | shone
ny |ight over the ground. Here and there were footprints of a gir
wearing high heels, a girl who had to be Vicki. The rest of the
tracks were blotted out by a nonstrous sonmething | hesitate to
call it atrack. It was nore as if something huge had dragged itself
into the woods. Its hugeness was testified, too, as | noticed the
br oken saplings and crushed underbrush.

I ran back into the |ab where Wi nbaumwas sitting, face pale and
drawn, regarding the three shattered enpty tanks. The revol ver was
on the table and | grabbed it and made for the door

"Where do you think you're going with that?" he demanded, ri sing.

"Qut to hunt for Vicki," | snarled. "And if she's hurt or " | didn't
finish.

| hurried out into the velvet darkness of the night. Gun in hand,
flashlight in the other, | plunged into the woods, followi ng the trai

bl azed by sonething that | didn't want to think about. The vita
qguestion that burned in my mnd was whether it had Vicki or was
still trailing her. If it had her..



My question was answered by a piercing screamnot too far away

from ne.

Faster now, | ran and suddenly burst into a clearing.

Perhaps it is because | want to forget, or perhaps it is only because
t he nigh was dark and begi nning to beconme foggy, but | can only

remenmber how Vi cki caught sight of my flashlight, ran to ne,

buri ed her head agai nst nmy shoul der and sobbed.

A huge shadow noved toward nme, new ng horribly, driving ne

almost mad with terror. Stunblingly, we fled fromthe horror in the
dark, back toward the conforting lights of the |ab, away fromthe
unseen terror that lurked in the dark. My fear-crazed brain was
putting two and two together and coming up with five.

The three cases had contained three sonmething fromthe darkest

pits of a twisted m nd. One had broken | oose. Rankin and

Wei nbaum had been after it. It had killed Rankin, but Wi nbaum

had trapped it in the concealed pit. The second one was

floundering in the woods now and | suddenly renenbered that

what ever-it-was, was huge and that it had a hard tinme lifting itself
along. Then | realized that it had trapped Vicki in a gully. It had
started down easy enough! But getting up? | was al nbost positive
that it couldn't.

Two were out of comm ssion. But where was the third? Wy

guesti on was answered very suddenly but a screamfromthe |ab

And ... new ng.

CHAPTER EI GHT
We ran up to the | ab door and threw it open. It was enpty. The
screans and the terrible mewi ng sounds cane fromthe garage. |
ran through, and ever since have been glad that Vicki stayed in the
| ab and was spared the sight that had wakened ne from a thousand
awf ul ni ght mar es.
The | ab was darkened and all that | could make out was a huge
shadow novi ng sl uggi shly. And the screans! Screans of terror
the screans of a man faced with a nonster fromthe pits of hell. It
mewed horribly and seemed to pant in delight.

My hand noved around for a light switch. There, | found it! Light
flooded the room illuninating a tableau of horror that was the
result of the grave thing | had performed, | and the dead uncle.
A huge, white maggot tw sted on the garage floor, holding

Wei nbaum wit h | ong suckers, raising himtowards its dripping,
pi nk nouth from which horrid mewi ng sounds canme. Veins, red

and pul sating, showed under its sliny flesh and mllions of

squirmng tiny nmaggots - in the bl ood vessels, in the skin, even
form ng a huge eye that stared out at me. A huge nmggot, nmde up
of hundreds of millions of maggots, the feasters on the dead fl esh

t hat Wei nbaum had used so freely.

In a half-world of terror |I fired the revolver again and again. It
mewed and twitched.

Wei nbaum screanmed sonet hing as he was dragged inexorably



toward the waiting nouth. Incredibly, | nade it out over the

hi deous sound that the creature was naking.

"Fire it! In the name of heaven, fire it!"

Then | saw the sticky pools of green liquid which had trickled over
the floor fromthe |aboratory. | funbled for ny lighter, got it and
frantically thunbed it. Suddenly | renenbered that | had forgotten

to put a flint in. |I reached for matches, got one and fired the others.
| threw the pack just as Wei nbaum screaned his last. | saw his

body t hrough the translucent skin of the creature, still twtching as
t housands of maggots | eeched onto it. Retching, | threw the now
flaring matches into the green ooze. It was flamuable, just as |I had
thought. It burst into bright flames. The creature was twisted into a
horrid ball of pulsing, putrid flesh.

| turned and stunbl ed out to where Vicki stood, shaking and white
faced.

"Come on!" | said, "Let's get out of here! The whole place is going
to go up!"

We ran out to the car and drove away rapidly.

CHAPTER NI NE
There isn't too nmuch left to say. |'msure that you have all read
about the fire that swept the residential Belwood District of
California, leveling fifteen square mles of woods and residentia

hones. | couldn't feel too badly about that fire. | realize that
hundreds m ght have been killed by the gi gantic maggot -t hi ngs
t hat Wei nbaum and Rankin were breeding. | drove out there after

the fire. The whol e place was snol dering ruins. There was no
di scernabl e remai ns of the horror that we had battled that fina

ni ght, and, after some searching, | found a netal cabinet. |nside
there were three | edgers.
Once of them was Weinbaums diary. | clears up a lot. It reveal ed

that they were experinmenting on dead flesh, exposing it to gamm
rays. One day they observed a strange thing. The few naggots that
had crawl ed over the flesh were grow ng, becom ng a group
Eventual ly they grew together, form ng three separate |arge
maggot s. Perhaps the radi oacti ve bomb had speed up the evol ution

| don't know.

Furthernmore, | don't want to know.

In a way, | suppose, | assisted in Rankin's death; the flesh of the
body whose grave | had robbed had fed perhaps the very creature
that had killed him

I live with that thought. But | believe that there can be forgiveness.
I"'mworking for it. O, rather, we're working for it

Vicki and |. Toget her

THE END

IN THE KEY CHORD OF
DAVWN



STEPHEN KI NG

first appeared in
Cont raband#2 Onan 1971

In the key-chords of dawn

all waters are depthl ess.

The fish flash recalls

tinberline clefts where water

pours between the rocks of frost.

We [ive the night and wait

for the day dream

(we fished the M ssissippi with

Norville as children

catching nostly crawdaddi es from

the brown silk water)

when we say "love is responsibility";

our poles are adrift in a sea of conplinents.

Now you fish for me and | for you.

The Iine, the red bobber, the wormon the hook: the fishing nore
t han t he

eating: bones and scal es and gutting knife make a | oom of
conplexity so we are

forced to say "fishing is responsibility"

and put away our poles.

Jhonat han and the Wtches
St ephen Ki ng

From
First Words 1993, King wote this 1956

Once upon a tinme there was a boy naned Jhonat han. He was smart,



handsone, and very brave. But, Jhonathan was cobbl ers son

One days his father said, "Jhonathan, you nust go and seek your
fortune. You are old enough.™

Jhonat han, being a smart boy knew he better ask the king for work.
So, he set out.

On the way, he net a rabbit who was a fairy in disguise. The
scared thing was being pursued by hunters and junped into

Jhonat hans arms. Wen the hunters came up Jhonat han pointed
excitedly and shouts, "That way, that way !"

After the hunters had gone, the rabbit turned into a fairy and said,
"you have helped ne. | will give you three wi shes. Wat are they?"
But Jhonat han could not think of anything, so the fairy agreed to
gi ve hi m when he needed them

So Jhonat han kept wal ki ng until he nmade the ki ngdom wi t hout

i nci dent .

So he went to the king and asked for work.

But, as luck would have it, the king was in a very bad npod that
day. So he vented his npbod on Jhonat han

"Yes there is sonmething you can do. On yonder Muntain there are

three witches. If you can kill them | will give you 5,000 crowns. |f
you cannot do it | will have your head! You have 20 days." Wth

this he dism ssed Jhonat han

"Now what am | to do?", thought Jhonathan. Well | shall try.

The he renenbered the three wi shes granted himand set out door
t he nount ai n.

* * *
Now Jhonat han was at the mountain and was just going to w sh for
a knife to kill the witch, when he heard a voice in his ear, "The first

wi tch cannot be pierced."

The second witch cannot be pierced or snothered.

The third cannot be pierced, snothered and is invisible.
Wth this know edge Jhonat han | ooked about and saw no one.
Then he renenbered the fairy, and snmle.

He then went in search of the first witch

At last he found her. She was in a cave near the foot of the
nount ai n, and was a nmean | ooki ng hag.

He renenbered the fairy words, and before the witch could do
anything but give himan ugly | ook, he w shed she shoul d be
snot hered. And Lo! It was done.

Now he went higher in search of the second witch. There was a
second cave higher up. There he found the second witch. He was
about to wi sh her snothered when he renenbered she could not be
snot hered. And the before the witch could do anything but give
himan ugly | ook, he had wi shed her crushed. And Lo! It was done
Now he had only to kill the third witch and he woul d have the
5,000 crowns. But on the way up, he was plagued with thoughts of
how?

Then he it upon a wonderful plan.

The, he saw the |last cave. He waited outside the entrance until he



heard the witches footsteps. He then picked up a couple of big
rocks and w shes.
He the wi shed the witch a normal wonen and Lo! She became
vi si bl e and then Jhonat han struck her head with the rocks he had.
Jhonat han col l ected his 5,000 crowns and he and his father |ived
happi ly ever after.

The End

STEPHEN
Kl NG
Keyhol es

The
Lepr echaun

by
St ephen Ki ng

I nconpl ete novel King was witing for his son Oxen in 1983. King
had witten several pages of the story in |Ionghand in a notebook
and then transcribed them While on a trip to California, he wote
about 30 nore pages of the story in the same notebook, which was

| ost off the back of his nmotorcycle (sonewhere in coastal New
Hanpshire) on a trip from Boston to Bangor. He nentioned that he
could reconstruct what was |ost, but had not gotten around to it (as
of June, 1983). The only part that still exists today is the 5
typescript pages that had been transcribed. The 5 pages, plus a 3-
page cover letter to a senior editor at Viking are now owned by a
King col |l ector.

Once upon a tinme--which is how all the best stories start-- a little



boy naned Omnen was pl aying outside his big red house. He was

pretty bored because his big brother and big sister, who could

al ways think of things to do, were in school. H s daddy was
wor ki ng, and his mom was sl eepi ng upstairs. She asked himif he
would I'ike a nap, but Onen didn't really like naps. He thought they
wer e boring.

He played with his G 1. Joe nen for awhile, and then he went

around to the back and swung on the swing for awhile. He gave the
tetherball a big hit with his first--ka-banmp!--and watched the rope
wind up as the ball went around and around the pole. He saw his

big sister's softball bat lying in the grass and wi shed Chris, the big
boy who sonetines cane to play with him was there to throw him

a few pitches. But Chris was in school too. Onen wal ked around

t he house again. He thought he would pick some flowers for his

not her. She liked flowers pretty well

He got around to the front of the house and that was when he saw
Springsteen in the grass. Springsteen was his big sister's new cat.
Onen |iked nmost cats, but he didn't Iike Springsteen much. Hie

was big and bl ack, with deep green eyes that seenmed to see
everything. Every day owen had to make sure that Springsteen
wasn't trying to eat Butler. Butler was Onen's gui nea pig. Wen
Springsteen t hought no one was around, he would junmp up on the
shel f' where Butler's big glass cage was and stare in through the
screen on top with his hungry green eyes. Springsteen wild sit
there, all crouched down, and hardly nove at all. Springsteen's tai
woul d wag back and forth a little, and sonmetines one of his ears
would flick a bit, but that was all. 1'lIl get in there pretty soon, you
cruddy little guinea pig, Springsteen seened to say. And when |

get you, I'Il eat you! Better believe it! |If guinea pigs say prayers,
you better say yours!

Whenever Ownen saw Springsteen the cat up on Butler's shelf, he
woul d make hi m get down. Sonetinmes Springsteen put his claws

out (although he knew better than to try to put themin Oaen) and
Ownen i magi ned the bl ack cat saying, You caught me this tine, but
so what? Big deal! Someday you won't! And then, yum yun

dinner is served! Onen tried to tell people that Springsteen wanted
to eat Butler, but nobody believed him

"Don't worry, Owen," Daddy said, and went off to work on a

novel that's what he did for work.

"Don't worry, Oaen," Momy said, and went off to work on a

noi vel - because that was what she did for work, too.

"Don't worry, Oaen" Big Brother said, and went off to watch The
Tonorrow People on TV.

"You just hate ny cat!" Big sister said, and went off to play The
Entertai ner on the piano.

But no matter what they said, Onen knew he'd better keep a good
ol d eye on Springsteen, because Springsteen certainly did like to
kill things. Wrse, he liked to play with them before he killed
them Sometimes Oaen woul d open the door in the norning and



there would be a dead bird on the doorsteo. Then he woul d | ook
further, and there would be Springsteen crouched on the porch rail
the tip of his tail switching slightly and his big green eyes | ooking
at Onen, as if to say: Ha! | got another one... and you couldn't stop
me, could you? Then Oaen woul d ask perm ssion to bury the dead

bird. Sometinmes his nomy or daddy would help him

So when Owen saw Springsteen on the grass of the front |awn, al
crouched down with his tail tw rching, he thought right away that
the cat mght be playing with sone poor, hurt little aninmal. Oaen
forgot about picking flowers for his nomand ran over to see what
Springst een had caught.

At first he thought Springsteen didn't have anything at all. Then
the cat | eaped, and Onen heard a very tiny screamfromthe grass.

He saw somet hing green and bl ue between Springsteen had was
shrieking and trying to get away. And now Oaen saw sonet hi ng

el se-little spots of blood on the grass.

"No!" Owaen shouted. "Get away, Springsteen!" The cat flattened

his ears back and turned towards the sound of Oamen's voice. H s

big green eyes glared. The green and bl ue thing between

Springst een paws squi ggled and wi ggl ed and got away. | started to
run and Oven saw it was a person, a little tiny nman wearing a

green hat made out of a leaf. The little man | ooked back over his
shoul der, and Omen saw how scared the little guy was. He was no

bi gger than the mice Springsteen sonmetines killed in their big dark
cellar. The little man had a cut down one of his cheeks from one of
Springsteen's cl aws.

Springsteen hissed at Omen and Onen coul d al nost hear hi m say:
"Leave ne alone, he's mine and |'mgoing to have him"

Then Springsteen junped for the little man again, just as quick as a
cat can junp-and if you have a cat of your own, you'll know that

is very fast. The little man in the grass tried to dodge away, but he
didn't quite nmake it, Omen saw the back of the little man's shirt

tear open as Springsteen's claws ripped it apart. And, | amsorry to
say, he saw nore bl ood and heard the little man cry out in pain. He
went tunmbling in the grass. His little |l eaf hat went flying.
Springsteen got ready to junp again

"No, Springsteen, no!" Omen cried. "Bad cat!"

He grabbed Springsteen. Springsteen hissed again, and his needl e-
sharp teeth sank into one of Oaen's hands. It hurt worse than a
doctor's shot. "OM" Owen yelled, tears conming to his eyes. But he
didn't et go of Springsteen. Now Springsteen started cl awi ng at
Ownen, but Omen would not let go. He ran all the way to the

driveway with Springsteen in his hands. Then he put Springsteen
down. "Leave him al one, Springsteen!"™ Omen said, and, trying to
think of the very worst thing he could, he added: "Leave hi m al one
or I'll put you in the Oven and bake you like a pizzal"

Springsteen hissed, showing his teeth. His tail sw tched back and
forth-not just the tip now but the whol e thing.

"I don't care if you are nad!" Onen yelled at him He was stil
crying a little, because his hands hurt as if he had put themin the
fire. They were both bl eeding, one from Springsteen biting him

and one from Springsteen clawing him "You can't kill people on

our lawn even if they are little!"



Springsteen hised again and backed away. Ckay, his nean green

eyes seened to say. Ckay for this tinme. Next tine... we'll see!

Then he turned and ran away. Oaen hurried back to see it the little

man was all right.

At first he thought the little man was gone. Then he saw t he bl ood

on the grass, and the little leaf hat. The little man was nearby, |ying
on his side. The reason Omen hadn't been able to see himat first

was the little man's shirt was the exact color of the grass. Ownen
touched himgently with his finger. He was terribly afraid the little

man was dead. But when Omen touched him the little nan

groaned and sat up.

"Are you all right?" Onen asked.

The fellowin the grass made a face and cl apped his hands to his
ears. For a nonment Oaen thought Springsteen must have hurt the
little guy's head as well as his back, and then he realized that his
voi ce must sound |like thunder to such a small person. The little

man in the grass was not much |onger than Osen's thunb. This

was Ownen's first good | ook at the little fellow he had rescued, and
he saw right away why the little man had been so hard to find

again. His green shirt was not just the color of grass; it was grass.
Careful ly woven bl ades of green grass. Owen wondered how cone

they didn't turn brown.
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The following story was witten froma contest wi th Doubl eday
books to prompte the 1982 "Do it Yourself Bestseller" book edited
by Tom Sil berkleit and Jerry Bi eder man.

There were many authors featured in the book, including Belva
Plain and | saac Asinobv. Each witer provided the beginning and
ending to a story.

It was up to the reader to provide the m ddl e, hence the name "Do
It Yourself Bestseller."

As part of the pronotion, Doubl eday books held a national contest
to see who could wite the best mddle portion

Each wi nner was chosen by the individual witer - in this case,
Stephen King. Brian Hartz was 18 at the time it was witten.

This story contains strong | anguage and material that may be
unsui tabl e for younger readers.

There were twelve of us when we went in that night, but only two

of us came out - ny friend Kirby and me. And Kirby was insane.

Al of the things I'"'mgoing to tell you about happened twelve years
ago. | was eleven then, in the sixth grade. Kirby was ten and in the
fifth. In those days, before gas shot up to $1.40 a gallon or nore
(as | recall the best deal in town was at Dewey's Sunoco, where

you could get hi-test for 31.9 cents, plus double S&H G een

stanps), Skybar Anmuserment Park was still a growing concern; its
great double Ferris wheel turned endl essly against a summer sky,

and you could hear the great, grinding nechanical |augh of the fun-
house cl own even at ny house, five nmiles inland, when the w nd

was right

Yeah, Skybar was the place to go, all right - you could blast away
with the .22 of your choice at Pop Dupree's Dead Eye Shootin'

Gal lery, you could ride the Wiip until you puked, wander into the
Mrror Labyrinth, or ook at the Adults Only freak tent and wonder
what was in there...you especially wondered when the people cane
out, white-faced, sone of the wonmen crying, or hysterical. Brant
Callahan said it was all just a fake, whatever it was, but sonetines
| saw the doubt even in Brant's tough gray eyes.

Then, of course, the nmurders started, and eventually Skybar was

shut down. The double Ferris stood frozen agai nst the sky, and the
only sound the nechanical clown's nouth produced was the lunatic
hooti ng of the sea breeze. W went in, the twelve of us, and. . .but
I"mgetting ahead of nyself. It began just after school |et out that
June; it began when Randy Stayner, a seventh-grader fromthe

junior high school, was thrown fromthe highest point of the
SkyCoaster. | was there that day - Kirby was with me, in fact - and
we both heard his scream as he cane down.

It was one of the strangest ways for a person to die - the shadowed
Ferris wheel turned in the sunlight, the bunper cars honked and



sparked the roof and walls of Spunky's Dodge 'Em the carouse

spun wildly to the rise and fall of horses and lions, and the steady
beat of its repeating tune echoed throughout the park. A nan

bal anci ng his screamnmi ng son in one hand, ice creamcones in the
other, little kids with cotton candy racing to see who's first to get
on Sandee's Spi nning Sonbrero, and in the mdst of all the

peaceful confusion, Randy Stayner performng a one-tinme solo

swan dive 100 feet into the solid steel tracks of the SkyCoaster
For a while, | wasn't all too sure the people around nme weren't
thinking it was just an act - a Saturday afternoon performance by a
skilled diver. Wen bl ood and bone hit, however, it was clear the
act was over. And then, as if to clear the whole thing up with a
final attenpt to achieve his original goal, he rolled lazily over the
bottomrails of the SkyCoaster into the brown nurky water of

Skybar Pond, swirls of red and grey foll ow ng him

The SkyCoaster was shut down the day of Randy's dive, and

despite weeks of dragging the pond's bottom his body was never
found. Authorities concluded that his remains had drifted under a
sandbar or some unmarked passageway, and all search ceased after
four weeks.

Skybar lost a lot of custoners after that. Mst people were afraid
to go there, and other businesses in the town began to boom

because of it. In fact, Starboard C nema, which showed horror
novi es to an audi ence of four or five during the parks better days
now showed repeats of "I was a Teen Age Werewol f" to sell-out
crowds. More and nore, people drifted away from Skybar until it

was shut down for good.

It was during those |ast few weeks that the worst accidents started
happeni ng. A norni ng worker, reaching under a car on the Wip

for a paper cup, caught his armon the supporting bar between two
clanmps just as a faulty circuit started the machine. He was crushed
bet ween two cars. Another worker was fixing a bottomrail on the
Ferris wheel when a 500 pound car dropped off the top and

sneared himonto the asphalt bel ow. These and several other rides

were shut down, and when the only thing | eft open was Pop

Dupree's .22 gallery and the Adults Only freak tent, the spark ran
out of Skybar's anusenent, and it was forced to shut down after its
third year in operation.

It had only been closed for two nonths when Brant Cal |l ahan cane

up with his plan that night. W were in a group of five canmping in
back of John W1l kenson's dad's workshop, in a single five-man
Sportsman pup tent illum nated by four flashlights shining on back
i ssues of Fampus Detective Stories, when he stood up (or rather
scufffled on his knees, due to the height of the tent) and proposed
we all do sonmething to separate the pussies fromthe men.

| tossed aside nmy Mystery of the Haunted Hearse, |eaned teach in

t he gl ow of Dewey Howardson's light, and squinted hal fway at the
hul ki ng shadow crouchi ng by the doubl e-flap zi pper door. No one

el se appeared to pay any attention to him



"Conme on, lard-asses!" he shouted. "Are ya all just going to sit
around pl aying Di ck-fucking-Tracy all night?"
Kirby sl apped at the bugs attacking his gl owi ng arm and | ooked

fromBrant, to me, to the rest of the guys still gazing with mld
interest at their Alfred Hitchcock tal es of suspense, unaware of any
other activities going on in their presence. | gazed at ny watch. It
was 11: 30.

"What the hell are you raving about, Brant?" Hy s face came to life
now t hat he was being noticed, and he | ooked at me with great
excitenent, |ike some dunb little kid who was about to tell sone
terrible secret and was getting the great flood of details together to
forma top-confidential plan

"The SkyCoaster."

Dewey | ooked over the top of his magazi ne and shot Brant a | ook

of mild interest.

"Skybar's SkyCoaster?"

"'Course, ya damm idiot. What other roller coaster ya gonna find in
St arboard? Now the way | figger it, we could make it over the
barbed wire and inside to the SkyCoaster easy enough."

"What the fuck for?" | asked. Brant was always pulling stunts |ike
this, and it was no telling what the crazy bastard was up to this
time. | renmenber one year when we were out snmashing coins on

the BY&Wtracks by Harrow s Point, Brant got tired of watching
trains run over his pennies and dimes and dared us to take on a rea
chal | enge. Whenever Brant cane up with a real challenge, you

could al nost al ways count on calling up the You Asked For It or

Ri pl eys Believe It or Not crews for |ive coverage. Not that the
chal | enge was anything like that nan from Brazil who swal | owed
strips of razor blades, or that fat |ady from Chio who bal anced fire
sticks on her forehead - Brant's dares were far nore chall engi ng
than those. And, as young volunteers fromhis reluctant audience,

we were obligated to take part in themor kiss our reputation for
bravery goodbye.

Brant reached into his pants pocket that day and pulled out a small
cardboard box wapped tightly with a red rubber band.

Unwr apping it, he reveal ed four or five shiny copper bullets, the
kind | used to see on reruns of Mannix when M ke Conners woul d

stop blasting away at crime rings |long enough to load up his

revol ver again. They were different fromT.V., though. On the tube

t hey appeared to be no nore than tiny pieces of dull plastic

jamred into a Whanto Cap Pistol. In front of nme then, they sat
nystically in Brant's hand, the shells glittering bright rays of Iight
in the late afternoon sun, the tip of greyish lead heavily refusing to
reflect any light at all

Then Brant clapped themall together in a fist and headed up the
bank toward the tracks. | started after him half expecting himto
wheel out a gun for themat any minute, hoping he was just going

to relieve hinmself rather than starting to open fire on sonething, or

trying sone other dangerous stunt. It was dangerous, as it turned



out, but | didn'tsay anything. | just stood there by the rails, taking a
pl ug off the chew ngtobacco Dewey brought along, ny m nd

wat chi ng from sone faraway place as he set themup single file on

the left rail.

"The train wheels should set "emoff the second they hit," he smled
smugly, eagerly formng his plan. "All we have to do is stand here

by the rails until they do. How s that for a challenge, huh? Ch, and
the first one to junp is pussy of the year."

| didn't say anything. but | thought a |ot about it. About how stupid
it was, how dangerous it was, and how weird a persons brain had

to be to think things like that up. | thought about how I shoul d bug
out right then, just yell "Screw you, Brant!" and take off for hone.
But that would have made me green. And if it was one thing we all

had to show each ot her back then, it was that we were no cowards.

So there we were, Brant, John, Dewey, ne, and Kirby, although

Kirby wouldn't set foot near the tracks, bullets or no bullets, with a
train comng (he began to conveniently get sick on the tobacco and
had to lie down). We lined up next to the rails, determ nation in

our eyes as the bullets gleaned in front of us. John was the first
one to hear the train, and as we stepped closer to Brant's orders,
could hear himsoftly nuttering a short prayer over and over to

hi nsel f. Dewey stood on the far right side of me, the last person in
our Fearless Freddy Fan C ub

Then the first heavy runmbling of the cars came, John reeled as it

got |ouder, and | thought surely he was going to collapse over the
tracks, but he didn't, and we all stood still as the train cane on. The
churni ng squeak of the wheels hit our ears, and | stared blankly at
the bullets in front of us, thinking how small they seenmed under

t he wheel s of the 4:40. But the nore |I |ooked, the | arger they

began to appear, until it seemed they were al nbst the size of
cannonbal ls. | shut ny eyes and prayed with John

In the distance. the whistle rang out a terrifyingly | oud Hooooo-
HOO Hoooo, and | was sure it was on top of us, sure that | would
feel the cracks of |ead pounding in nmy ears any second, feel the hot
metal in my legs. Then the steady thud-thud-thud of its wheels
grinding closer bit into ny ears, and | screaned. turned, and fel
down the slope to where the black gravel ended and the high

meadowy grass began. | ran and didn't stop or | ook back until |
was what felt like at |least a nmile away, and then collapsed in the
stickery high grass, nmy hands and knees filling with sharp pain.

Behind ne, five or six bullets roared into the air consecutively, and
I wondered vaguely how M ke Conners could stand such a | oud

sound every tine he squeezed the trigger. My ears filled up with a

st eady EEEEEEEEEEE, and | lay back in the grass, my hair full of
stickers, my pride full of shane.

Then Kirby was in front of ne, telling me | was all right. | sat up in
the grass, and down the hm about ten or fifteen feet from ne,

Brant, Dewey, and John sat puffing |oudly, |aughing, out of breath.
The air filled with smoke and | col |l apsed again into the high sea of
shrub and stickers, feeling fine.

Brant admitted time after tine that we were all brave for going

along with himthat day, but he never brought up the fact that we

all had run away, he and Dewey in the | ead. Sonewhere in ny



m nd, the fact appeared to ne that sonmewhere in Brant, his ego
ended and his brains began. That's why | |istened along with the

ot hers, and why we all wound up going with himthat night when

he began scheni ng up another masterm nd stunt.

"First we make it over the fence. Wien we do, we head for the
SkyCoaster. Here's the trick: we'll all nmeet in the station and start
up the tracks - not the wooden beans - the tracks, and, in single
file, clinb to the King drop, then back down." "You're fuckin nuts,
Brant." "Maybe. But at |east |I'mnot fuckin' pussy." "Who's

pussy?" | asked, pulling nmy Converse All-Star tennis shoes on

"You i n?" asked Kirby, his |lower jaw shaking. It was al nost |ike

t hat shaking jaw and those gl assy, scared deer eves of his were
trying to pull nme back, to help ne forget about the dare and get
back to readi ng another chapter in Amazing Detective Stories - as
if that once shaking jaw were a sonar, bouncing off waves of
detection and coming up with the sane readi ng: Dangerous Barrier
Ahead.

"Don't be ridiculous, Kirb. '"Course I'mgoin"' | shot a glance at
John and Dewey, who both gave ne nods of bravery and

confidence, mxed highly with regrets of Brant's ever being with us
that night. We left the flashlights on in the tent in case John's dad
peeked out the back wi ndows of his house to check on us. It turned
out he never did.

Skybar can be pretty damm dark at night with no lights on. Few
peopl e know that like | do since nost have only seen it in the
daytime with sunlight bouncing off of the netal roofs of Pop
Dupree's and the Adults Only freak tent or at night with the

magi cal lights blazing lazily around on the Ferris wheel and bul bs
flashing crazily in single file, creating a racing form of neon

di splay up and down the hills of the 100 foot hi gh SkyCoaster

There were no |ights that night, however. No |ights, no noon, no
light clouds, zilchamundo. Brant had stopped on the way to pick

up a couple of his friends fromthe Wiite Dragons. The Dragons

were a street gang that held a high position in thc field of respect
with all w se kids back then, and luckily they brought spare
flashlights, matches for their cigarettes, and 5-inch steel Randel
swi tchbl ades (in case sone naniacal drunk or thug was claimng

the park space as a hone base for his operations).

Both of the White Dragon nenbers appeared to be gods in the

eyes of all of us that evening - their hair slicked back to their scal ps
Janmes Dean style, black |eather jackets with pale, fire breathing
dragons on them a general air of confidence and security beam ng
off themas if they were nore protective beacons for us than
general good conpany joining us in the daredevil fun

Five nore nenmbers of the Dragons were to neet us after a field
party they were having up on Grange's Point. Brant hadn't let us in
on that fact at first, but when | found out they were supposed to
neet us at the front gate at 12:30. nore confidence rose in ne, and
it began to feel nmore like we were heading toward a | ate ganme of



craps or penny ante poker instead of a 100 foot clinb on slick

pol es. What we didn't know was that they were practically carrying
the party with them each with a bottle of Jack Daniel's Bl ack

| abel , or Southern Confort, or Everclear, and each was singing in
rackety unison the agonizing 75th stanza to "99 Bottles of Beer."
Exci tenment heaved up ny chest to ny throat as we approached the
outer gate, and | can still renember how nystic and strange the
park | ooked in the dark night air. The chain fence stretched onward
in both directions to what seemed infinity, sealing us out fromits
unknown hi dden powers, and | recall that it alnobst seened that it
was shi el di ng Skybar inside, preventing it fromwelding its wath
on the innocent people living outside its domamin. Once you crossed
the barrier, however, there was no turning back. Here was where

the two worl ds divided, and the choice was nmade - pussy or man.
Everybody was anxious to get inside the park's gates to prove

where he stood. Wth the gang you felt cold and nervous while

awai ting the wath of whatever m ght be |urking inside-but outside,
t he chances of surviving any |urking danger al one made you even
nore nervous- jittery enough to craw up into a ball and piss your
pants at every crack of a tw g.

So, you see, it's not that we all wanted to go inside. But even if we
were scared to death of clinbing the cold rails of the SkyCoaster
staying al one while the rest of the bunch clinbed over and

ventured i nside was even worse than the original dare itself.
Surprisingly enough, Kirby was the first one up the fence to lay his
jacket across the barbed wire and hop to the soft asphalt of Skybar
on the other side. The rest of us followed, thud, sputt, thud
soundi ng t hrough the night air as we each dropped to the ground

on the other side. W were in now. Eddie Frachers, the shorter of
the two White Dragons, lit up a smoke, flicked on the flashlight,
and | ed the way with Brant.

The station was enpty when we got to the steel rails of the coaster
and clinbing the steps to the gate station was an unusua

experience in itself since there was no waiting in line for an hour
while an old man standing in front of you blew cigarette funmes in
your face in the riding hot sun as your stommch turned putred, your
facial skin pale. Now it was hone free between the coaster and us,
free space all the way.

Hurry hurry step right up

The netal floor thundered hundreds of beats under our feet as we
made our way across the vacant station to the term nal gates, and

| ooked several times over ny shoul der as we wal ked the deserted

| eadi ng board, ny senses ready for anything that m ght decide to

go nore than "bunmp" in the night. | was the first one to hear it, in
fact, and my body grew linp, nmy bowels linmp with it when | heard
the direction it was comng from- the coaster cars.

They all sat in front of us, grey and orange fromrust and age, their
silent features corrupting the night with an evil air, and | recal
standing there as the others began to hear it too, ny hands shaking,
| egs drooping, nouth hangi ng open stupidly as | attenpted to say
sonething - | don't know what - and not hing would cone out.

I don't know how |l ong we all stood there, waiting for sonething,
anything to happen. The cars seenmed nystic in their own way as



they stood their ground and refused to |l et us any nearer by chanting
sone evil spell anong thensel ves to keep us back. A spell is one
thing, but if you've ever thought you heard a car (or possibly sone
dangerous lunatic hiding behind a car) singing sonething, you'd
understand how we all felt that night. Even Brant and the two

Wi te Dragons appeared notionless in the soft glow fromthe

flashlight, but sonehow Eddi e brought the flashlight up to neet

what ever was occupying the first car

"Hey! Turn it off dammit!"

A surge of relief at its at |east being human swelled up in nme, but I
still stood there, notionless and quivering, even as Eddie and the
rest of the bunch, even Kirby, started toward the coaster. | nust
have still been in a daze, because | found nyself wanting to stop
them to pull themback to ne, to end it all, turn around and get the
hel | back over the fence. But | still stood there as fog rolled around
ny eyes and ny sight blurred, leaving only nmy ears to tell me the
horrible fate of our party.

"What the hell are you..."™ ". . are you sure that it's them. . ." "What
are they doing here like this..." A long, ear-piercing scream

foll owed, the kind wormen usually screamin those horror novies at

St arboard Ci nema when the vanpire waps his cape around his
victimand starts sucking the living blood out of her. It rose to

al nost unbelievable splitting levels then faded away with

suppressed | aughter followed by "59 bottles of beer on the wall, 59
bottl es of beer..."

A hand touched nmy shoulder and | reeled to find Kirby at ny feet,
telling me that the other guys had gone ahead without nme and |I'd
better hurry up. | ran and caught up with themby the main track
where they had al ready begun the clinmb. Brant was first, then the

VWi te Dragons, and then Dewey and John, clinging tightly to the

steel tracks behind them | ran the 20 feet to the final, highest 100
foot drop, and started up after them

The cold steel rails clapped clamily into ny skin as | started

shi nnyi ng up, looking to where Brant and the Dragons were

perched hi gh above. | couldn't weigh the anbunt of energy | had

left to figure how | was gonna clinb 100 fucking feet barehanded.
It's kind of like that joke about the little ant crawling up the

el ephant's hind leg with rape on its mnd. | probably woul dn't make
it, but I had high hopes.
Kirby never touched the rails. | couldn't blame himafter the train

event, maybe sonethi ng happened to hi m when he was younger, or
sonething. Kirby told ne a ot of things best |eft confidential, but
he never told nme anything about it either. He may not have want ed
to clinb, but to me he was no pussy.

A lot of things go through your mind when you're 45 feet off the
ground clinbing rail by rail on a |adder w thout rungs. One

hundred feet of sheer pole clinmbing with occasional crosspieces to
hang on to isn't much, and you begin to wonder, Wiat if Dewey

slips and falls into me? What if | lose ny grip and sail to the



botton? How will | get down once |I'mup there? Can drunk

Dragons fly? And then you | ook at the bottom and all of your fears
are sumed up in one phrase

Don't | ook down.

Hand over hand, pull over pull, | nade ny way upward, trusting

that the pace of those above ne wasn't too slow. | never really

| ooked up to where Brant and his friends were while | was

clinmbing. Even to this day | renmenber the bl ackness of the night

sky mixing well with my own bl ackout as | shut nmy eyes tightly to
the things around nme. | was clinbing to the top, and | just couldn't
stop. Hand over hand. That's when the screaning started, |oud and
forceful, over and over, with an occasional splashing behind it as if
someone bel ow were enjoying a | ate night swimand horseplay in

the murky pond. Ignoring my own rule, | shot a glance down.

God, how weird it | ooked. If you' ve ever been on a roller coaster
right as it goes down the steepest slope, you can understand the
feeling; the depth, the rails shooting together as they plumret

bel ow right as you drop over the top. Imagine yourself frozen in
that position. Below, the rails neet and your stomach assunes a

new position in your throat. And standing on those gleamng rails,

still holding Eddie's flashlight and stained with the dark was Kirby,
gazing back up at me, a | ook of confusion, horror and what to do
next? witten across his face. He scared the hell out of ne the way
he just stood there, arns at his side, staring at ne but saying
not hi ng.

"What the hell's the matter with you?" | shouted down with extra
force. No answer. "Kirby, what's wong?" By then | knew dam

wel | what was wong. The tracks had begun to drum under ny

hands, and the frane of the SkyCoaster itself had begun to sway
rhythmically fromside to side. Then the awful sound of the roar of
a coaster car spinning around sone distant bend, fading out, then
com ng back in, fading out again-and coning back wth

t hunderous racket that sent nmy stomach and ny heart both junping

on top of my tonsils.

Then Brant screaned. It was |like the screamof a woman's that |
descri bed earlier, but |ouder, blending in with the steady cl ack-

cl ack-clack of a chain-dragged coaster car on an electrified track. |
didn't ask any questions, but sinmply |ocked both hands together
swung both feet together and slid down the rail to the bottom

If you've ever been on a roller car as it plumets the final hill - the
Grandaddy drop - you'll probably know the feeling of fear that
builds up in you. There's always a chance that you may fly from
the car to the steel tracks below as the force presses your spine
agai nst the back cover and shakes you with head-splitting strength
to the bottom There was no car for me to ride in that night -no
seat, no belt, no safety bar to pull against ny slunped torso. And
as | sailed to the bottom ny mnd nade a different rule that | was
forced to follow - Don't | ook

The wi nd stopped suddenly in nmy hair, and | realized that | was
down on the bottomrails of the coaster, hanging dreadfully close
to the murky waters of Skybar Pond. And as | hung there

nonentarily | could picture Randy Stayner waiting below, a

nossy green hand beginning to energe to the surface, and as |



i magined this, | also visualized others like himin a sea of arns,
reaching for ny dangling shirt tail as | hung there, all of them
comng up to the surface to get me, or desperately reaching out as
they were dragged down. A splurge of violent bubbling water

popped to the surface, jolting ne back to Skybar and, getting to ny
feet, | pulled nyself to the shore and sonehow managed to pul

Kirby with me. He was still standing in a daze, eyes fixed on the
tracks where the coaster car was falling toward us.

And as we ran through the depot station past the enpty coaster
cars, | could hear the steady thud-thud-thud of the one car
advancing on us. | shot a glance over ny shoulder as we both ran
on, ny feet and eyes growing with every step

Then | let go of Kirby. I can't clearly remenber when, but |
renenmber all that ran through my mind was Run Like Hell! | flew

up the chain Iink fence behind Pop Dupree's, cutting my hands
severely on the barbed wire. After junping to the safe ground on
the other side, |I didn't stop running until | was alnost a nmile away
on Granges Point, where | could still hear the soft scream ng

| aught er of the seabreeze through the Funhouse cl own, and coul d
see the vague form of the SkyCoaster wi nding through the trees.
Sonmewher e behind one of the tents - | can still swear it was the
freak tent - a light glowed softly. | sat there, staring at it,
wondering if it was Kirby trying to find his way out of the dark
Then | heard the cracking grass of footsteps behind me and whirl ed
to find Kirby standing in front of ne. My | egs were shaking, and
ny teeth began to chatter softly, and he wal ked up to ne and put
hi s arm around ne.

"I't's okay. W nade it. W're pretty brave, huh? Right up and ri ght
down those rails. W're far away fromit now, though. W' re not
there now' | stared at himand wondered how the hell he got there.
| couldn't recall dragging himwith me. | couldn't believe how calm
he stood there-how he acted like it was all a scary novie at
Starboard Ci nema and we were wal king home in the dark trying to

cal m oursel ves down. Then he turned ne toward the park and
started to wal k away.

"Coming?" "Kirb, you' re headin' the wong way."

| turned toward hone and started to run again. After a while. Kirhby
cane running up to nme, and we didn't stop until we were five mles
away from Skybar and on my front porch. | can still see the horror
in poor Kirby's eyes as he saw his best friends and the Dragons
drop to death before him Even after seeing that smiling, rotting
freak clanbering from behind the safety bar of the coaster car that
had roll ed over Brant and the others, he stuck with me at the
bottomand didn't run. The only ones who acted as bravely as

Kirby were the drunk Dragons who junped at the first sight of the
coaster car coming toward them Maybe it was bravery, maybe it

was the liquor, but it doesn't matter because the 100 foot dive to
the pond was a mistake either way. Brant and the rest nmamy have
tried to slide, but they never nade it to safety and the authorities



still haven't pulled their bodies fromthe nurky pond waters to this
day.

And still, in my dreans, | feel Kirby taking ny hand and telling

me it was okay; we were safe, we were home free. And then

heard the thud-thud-thud of a single SkyCoaster car rolling toward
us. | want to tell Kirby not to |ook -"Don't | ook, man!" | scream
but the words won't conme out. He does |ook. And as the car rolls

up to the deserted station, we see Randy Stayner lolling behind the
safety bar, his head driven alnpst into his chest. The fun-house

cl own begins to scream | aught er sonewhere behind us, and Kirby
begins to screamwith it. | try to run, but ny feet tangle in each
other and | fall, sprawiing. Behind me | can see Randy's corpse
pushi ng the safety bar back and he begins to stunmble toward ne,

hi s dead, shredded fingers hooked into seeking claws. | see these
things in nmy dreans, and in the nonents before | wake,

screamng, in ny wife's arms, | know what the grown-ups nust

have seen that sumer in the freak tent that was for Adults Only. |

see these things in nmy dreans, yes, but when | visit Kirby in that
pl ace where he still lives, that place where all the w ndows are
cross-hatched with heavy nesh, | see themin his eyes. | take his
hand and his hand is cold, but | sit with himand sonetines | think
These things happened to me when | was young.

SLADE
St ephen Ki ng

"Slade." The Mai ne Canpus June- August 1970. "Slade" is in some
ways the npbst exciting of Kingls uncollected juvenalia, an
engagi ng explosion of off the wall hunor, literary pastiche, and
cultural criticism all masquerading as a Western - the adventures
of Slade and his quest for Mss Polly Peachtree of Paduka.
Publ i shed in several installnents in the UMO col |l ege newspaper
during the summer following King's graduation, the story is nost
i mportant in showing King reveling in the joy of witing.

-excerpt from"The Annotated Guide to Stephen King, p.45.

It was al nost dark when Slade rode into Dead Steer Springs. He

was tall in the saddle, a grimfaced nan dressed all in black. Even
the handl es of his two sinister .45s, which rode | ow on his hips,
were bl ack. Ever since the early 1870s, when the nanme of Sl ade

had begun to strike fear into the stoutest of Wstern hearts, there



had been many whi spered | egends about his dress. One story had it
that he wore black as a perpetual enblem of mourning for his
[Il1inois sweetheart, Mss Polly Peachtree of Paduka, who passed
tragically fromthis vale of tears when a flam ng Mntgol fer

bal | oon crashed into the Peachtree barn while Polly was mlking

the cows. But sonme said he wore bl ack because Sl ade was the

Gri m Reaper's agent in the Anerican Southwest - the devil's
handynman. And then there were some who t hought he was queerer

than a three-dollar bill. No one, however, advanced this last idea to
his face.

Now Sl ade halted his huge black stallion in front of the Brass

Cuspi dor Sal oon and clinbed down. He tied his horse and pull ed

one of his fampus Mexican cigars fromhis breast pocket. He lit it
and let the acrid snmoke drift out onto the twilight air. Frominside
t he bat-wi ng doors of the Brass Cuspi dor cane noi ses of drunken
revel ry. A honkytonk piano was beating out "Ch, Them CGol den

Sli ppers. "

A faint shuffling noise cane to Sl ade's keen ears, and he wheel ed
around, drawi ng both of his sinister.45s in a single blur of notion
"Watch it there, mister!"

Sl ade shovelled his pistols back into their holsters with a snarl of
contenpt. It was an old man in a battered Confederate cap, dusty
jeans and suspenders. Either the town drunk or the village idiot,

Sl ade surm sed. The ol d man cackl ed, sending a wave of bad

breath over to Slade. "Thought you wuz gonna hole nme fer sure,
Stranger. ™

Sl ade snoked and | ooked at him

"Yore Jack Sl ade, ain'tchee, Pard?" The old man showed his

toothl ess gunms in another snmile. "Reckon M ss Sandra of the Bar-

T hired you, that right? She's been havin' a passel of trouble with
Sam Col unbi ne since her daddy died an' |eft her to run the place."

Sl ade snoked and | ooked at him - The old nman suddenly rolled

his eyes. "Or nebbe yore workin' fer Sam Col unbi ne hisseif - that
it? | heer he's been hiring a lot of real hardcases to help pry Mss
Sandra off'n the Bar-T. |Is that-"

"dd man," Slade said, "I hope you run as fast as you tal k. Because
if you don't, you're gonna be takin' froma plot six feet |ong an'
three wide. "'

The ol d sourdough grimaced with sudden fear. "You-you wouldn't-

Sl ade drew one sinister. 45.

The ol d geezer started to run in grotesque flying hops. Slade
sighted carefully along the barrel of his sinister.45 and wi nged him
once for luck. Then he dropped his gun back into its holster, turned
and strode into the Brass Cuspidor, pushing the bat-w ng doors

wi de.

Every eye in the place turned to stare at him Faces went white.

The bartender dropped the knife he was using to cut off the foany
beer heads. The fancy dan ganbler at the back table dropped three
aces out of his sleeve - two of themwere clubs. The piano player
fell off his stool, scranbled up, and ran out the back door. The
bartender's dog, Ceneral Custer, whined and craw ed under the

card table. And standing at the bar, calmy downing a strai ght shot



of whi skey, was John "The Backshooter" Parki nan, one of Sam
Col unbi ne's top guns.

A horrified whisper ran through the crowd. "Slade!" "It's Jack
Slade!" "It's Sl ade!™

There was a sudden general rush for the doors. CQutside someone
ran down the street, scream ng

"Slade's in town! Lock yore doors! Jack Slade is in

town an' God hel p whoever he's after!”
"Parkman!" Sl ade gritted.
Parkman turned to face Slade. He was chewi ng a match between
his ugly snaggled teeth, and one hand hovered over the notched
butt of his sinister .41.
"What're you doin' in Dead Steer, Slade?"
"I'"'mworking fer a sweet | ady name of Sandra Dawson," Sl ade said
| aconically. "How about yoreself, 'Backshooter'?"
"Workin' fer Sam Col unbine, an' go to hell if you don't like the
sound of it, Pard."”
"I don't," Slade growl ed, and threw away his cigar. The bartender,
who was trying to dig a hole in the floor, npaned.
"They say yer fast, Slade.™
"Fast enough. "
Backshooter grinned evilly. "They al so say yore queerer'n a three
dol lar bill."
"Fill yore hand, you slimy, snaky son of a bitch!" Slade yelled
"The Backshooter' went for his gun, but before he had even
touched the handl e both of Slade's sinister .45s were out and
bel ching | ead. 'Backshooter' was thrown back agai nst the bar
where he crunpl ed
Sl ade re-hol stered his guns and wal ked over to Parkman, his spurs
jingling. He | ooked down at him Slade was a peace-|oving man at
heart, and what was nore peace-loving than a dead body? The

t hought filled himwith quiet joy and a sad yearning for his
chi | dhood sweetheart, Mss Polly Peachtree of Paduka, Illinois.

The bartender hurried around the bar and | ooked at the earthly
remai ns of John " The Backshooter' Parkman.

"It ain't possible!" He breathed. "Shot in the heart six tines and
you could cover all six holes with a twenty-dollar gold piece!"'

Sl ade pull ed one of his fanmpus Mexican cigars from his breast

pocket and lit up. "Better call the undertaker an' cart himout afore
he stinks."

The bartender gave Sl ade a nervous grin and rushed out through

t he bat-wi ngs. Sl ade went behind the bar, poured hinself a shot of
Digger's Rye(190 proof), and thought about the lonely life of a gun
for hire. Every man's hand turned agai nst you, never sure if the
deck was | oaded, always expecting a bullet in the back or the gal

bl adder, which was even worse. It was sure hard to do your

business with a bullet in the gall bladder. The batwi ng doors of the
Brass Cuspidor were thrown open, and Sl ade drew both of his
sinister.45s with a quick, flowing notion. But it was a girl - a



beautiful blonde with a shape whi ch woul d have nmade Ponce de

Leon forget about the fountain of youth - Hubba-hubba, Sl ade

t hought to himself. His lips twisted into a thin, lonely smle as he
re-hol stered his guns. Such a girl was not for him he was true - to
the menory of Polly Peachtree, his one true |ove.

"Are you Jack Sl ade?" The bl onde asked, parting her |lovely red

lips, which were the color of cherry blossonms in the nonth of My.
"Yes ma'am " Sl ade said, knocking off his shot of Digger's Rye

and pouring another.

"I''"'m Sandra Dawson," she said, com ng over to the bar

"I figgered," Slade said.

Sandra cane forward and | ooked down at the spraw ed body of

John "The Backshooter" Parknman with burning eyes. "This is one

of the nen that nmurdered ny father!" She cried "One of the | ow,

mur deri ng swi ne that Sam Col unbi ne hired!"

"l reckon," Slade said.

Sandra Dawson's bosom heaved. Sl ade was keeping an eye on it,

just for safety's sake. "Did you dispatch him M. Slade?"

"I shore did, ma'am And it was ny pleasure."

Sandra threw her arms around Sl ade's neck and ki ssed him her ful
lips burning against his own. "You're the nan |'ve been | ooking
for," she breathed, her heart racing. "Anything | can do to help
you, Slade, anything -"'

Sl ade shoved her away and drew deeply on his fanmous Mexican

cigar to regain his conposure. "Reckon you took me w ong,

m'am |'mbein" true to the menory of ny one true |love, Mss

Pol |y Peachtree of Paduka, Illinois. But anything | can do to help
you -"

"You can, you can!" She breathed. "That's why | wote you. Sam
Colunbine is trying to take over ny ranch, the Bar-T! He

nurdered nmy father, and now he's trying to scare ne off the |and
so he can buy it cheap and sell it dear when the G eat

Sout hwestern Railroad decides to put a branch |ine through here!
He's hired a ot of hardcases like this one-" she prodded "The
Backshooter” with the toe of of her shoe- "and he's trying to scare
nme out!" She | ooked at Sl ade pleadingly. "Can you hel p ne?"

"I reckon so," Slade said. "Just don't get yore bowels in an uproar
ma' am "

"Ch, Slade!" She whispered. She was just nelting into his armns
when the bartender rushed back into the saloon, with the
undertaker in tow. By this time the bartender's dog, Genera

Custer, had crawl ed out fromunder the card table and was eating
John "The Backshooter" Parkman's vest.

"M ss Dawson! M ss Dawson!" The bartender yelled. "Mse Hart,

yore top hand, just rode into town! He says the Bar-T bunkhouse is
on firel"

But before Sandra Dawson could reply, Slade was on his way.

Before a minute had passed, he was gall oping toward the fire at
Sandra Dawson's Bar-T ranch.



Sl ade' s huge bl ack stallion, Stokely, carried himrapidiy up

W ndi ng Bluff Road toward the sinister fire gl ow on the horizon.

As he rode, a grimdeternination settled over himlike warm

butter. To find Sam Col unbi ne and put a crinmp in his style!

When he arrived at Sandra Dawson's Bar-T ranch the bunkhouse

was a red ball of flanme. And standing in front of it, laughing evilly,
were three of Sam Col unbi ne' s gunnen--Sunrise Jackson, Shifty

Jack Mull oy, and Doc Logan. Doc Logan hinseif was runored to

have sent twelve sheep-ranchers to Boot Hill in the bl oody

Abel i ene range war. But at that tine Slade had been spending his
days in a beautiful daze with his one true |ove, Mss Polly
Peachtree of Paduka, Illinois. She had since been killed in a
dreadful accident, and now Sl ade was cold steel and hot bl ood -

not to nention his silk underwear with the pretty blue flowers.

He clinbed down fromhis stallion and pulled one of his fanpus

Mexi can cigars fromhis pocket. "What're you boys doin' here?"

He asked calmy

"Havin' a little clanbake!" Sunrise Jackson said, dropping one

hand to the butt of his sinister.50 caliber horse-pistoL "Maw, haw,
haw ",

A wounded cowpoke ran out of the red-flickering shadows. "They

put fire to the bunkhouse!" He said. "That one--" he pointed at Doc

Logan--"said they wuz doin'it on the orders of that nurderin' skunk

Sam Col unbi ne! "

Doc Logan pulled |l eather and blew three new holes in the

wounded cowpoke, who fl opped. "Thought he | ooked hot from al

that fire," Doc told Slade, "so | ventilated him Haw ,'haw, haw "

"You can always tell a | ow nurderin' puckerbelly by the way he

| aughs, " Sl ade sai d, dropping his hands over the butts of his

sini ster. 45s.

"I's that right?" Doe said. "How do they |augh?"

"Haw, haw, haw," Sl ade gritted.
"Pull |eather, you Republican skunk!" Shifty Jack Mill oy
yel l ed, and went for his gun, Slade yanked both of his
sinister.45s out in a snmooth sweep and bl asted Shifty Jack
before Miulloy's

pi ece had even cleared | eather. Sunrise Jackson was already

bl asting away, and Sl ade felt a bullet shave by his tenple. Slade hit

the dirt and let Jackson have it. He took two steps backward and

fell over, dead as a turtle with small pox.

But Doc Logan was running. He vaulted into the saddl e of an

Indian pony with a shifty eye and sl apped its flank. Slade squeezed

off two shots at him but the |ight was tricky, Logan's pony junped

t he shakepol e fence and was gone into the darkness - to report back

to Sam Col unbi ne, no doubt.

Sl ade wal ked over to Sunrise Jackson and rolled himover with his

boot. Jackson had a hole right between the eyes. Then he went over

to Shifty Jack Mulloy, who was gasping his |ast.

"You got ne, Pard!" Shifty Jack gasped. "I feel worse'n a turtle

with smal | pox"



"You never shoulda called nme a Republican." Slade snarled down

at him He showed Shifty Jack his Gene McCarthy button and then

bl asted him

Sl ade hol stered his sinister.45 and threw away the snol dering butt
of his fanpbus Mexican cigar. He started toward the darkened

ranch- house to nmake sure that no nore of Sam Col unmbi ne's men

were lurking within. He was al nost there when the front door was
ri pped open and soneone ran out.

Sl ade drew in one |ightning noverrent and bl asted away, the

gunfl ashes fromthe barrels of his sinister.45 lighting the dark with
bright flashes. Sl ade wal ked over and |it a natch. He had bagged
Si ng- Loo, the Chi nese cook.

"Well," Slade said sadly, holstering his gun and feeling a great
wave of longing for his one true |ove, Mss Polly Peachtree of
Paduka, "l guess you can't win themall."

He started to reach for another fanpbus Mexican cigar, changed his
mnd and rolled a joint. After he had begun to see all sorts of
interesting blue and green lights in the sky, he clinbed back on his
sinister black scallion and started towards Dead Steer Springs.
When he got back to the Brass Cuspidor sal oon, Mose Hart, the top
hand at the Bar-T rushed out, holding a bottle of Digger's Rye in
one hand, with which he had been soothing his jangled nerves.
"Slade!" He yelled. "M ss Dawson's been ki dnapped by Sam

Col umbi ne! "

Sl ade got down from his huge black stallion, Stokely, and lit up a
fanmous Mexican cigar. He was still brooding over Sing-Loo, the

Chi nese cook at the Bar-T, who he had drilled by nistake.

"Ain't you going after her?" Hart asked, his eyes rolling wildly.
"Sam Col unbine nay try to rape her - or even rob her! Ain't you
gonna get on their trail?"

"Right now," Slade snarled, "I'm gonna check into the Dead Steer
Springs Hotel and catch a good night's sleep. Since | got to this
damm town | have had to blast three gunslingers and one Chi nese
cook and I"'mmighty tired."

“Yeah," Hart said synpathetically, "It nust really nake you fee
turrible, havin' snuffed out four human lives in the space of six
hours. "

"That's right," Slade said, tying Stokely to the hitching rack, "And
| got blisters on ny trigger finger. Do you know where | coul d get
sone Sol arcai ne?"

Hart shook his head, and so Sl ade started down towards the hotel
his spurs jingling below the heels of his Bonanza cowboy boots
(they had elevator lifts inside the heels, Slade was very sensitive
about his height). When old nen and pregnant |adies saw him

conng they took to the other side of the street. One snall boy
cane up and asked for his autograph. Slade, who didn't want to
encourage that sort of thing, shot himin the | eg and wal ked on

At the hotel he asked for a room and the trenbling clerk said the
second floor suite was avail able, and Sl ade went up. He undressed,
then put his boots on again, and clinbed into bed. He was asleep in
nonment s.

Around one in the norning, while Sl ade was dream ng sweetly of



his chl |l dhood sweet heart M ss Polly Paduka of Peachtree, Illinois,
the wi ndow was eased up little by little, without even a squeak to
alert Slade's keen ears. The shape that crept in was frightful indeed
- for if Jack Slade was the npbst feared gunslinger in the Anerican
Sout hwest, the Hunchback Fred Agnew was the nobst detested

killer. He was a two foot three inch mdget with a hunp big

enough for a canel hal fway down his crooked back. In one hand

he held a three foot Arabian skinning knife (and alt hough

Hunchback Fred had never skinned an Arab with it, he was known

to have put it to work changing the faces of three U S. narshals,

two county sheriffs and an old |lady from Boston on the way to
Arizona to recuperate from Parki nson's disease). In the other hand
he held a | arge box nade of woven river reeds.

He slid across the floor in utter silence, holding his Arabian

ski nning knife ready, should Sl ade awake. Then he carefully put

the box down on the chair by the bed. Ginning fiendishly, he
opened the lid and pulled out a twelve-foot python naned Sadi e

Hawki ns. Sadi e had been Hunchback Fred's bosom conpani on for

the last twelve years, and had saved the terrifying little nman from
death many ti mes.

"Do your stuff, hon." Fred whispered affectionately. Sadie seened
to almost grin at himas Hunchback Fred ki ssed her on her dead

bl ack nmouth. The snake slid onto the bed and began to craw

towards Slade's head. G ggling fiendishly, Hunchback Fred

retreated to the corner to watch the fun.

Sadie wiggled in slow S-curves up the side of the bed, and drew
back to strike. In that instant, the faint hiss of scales on the sheet
cane to Sl ade's ears.

A worman was in bed with him That was his first thought as he
rolled off the bed and onto the floor, grabbing for the sinister
derringer that was always strapped to his right calf. Sadie struck at
the pillow where his head had been only a second before.

Hunchback Fred screaned wth di sappoi ntnent and threw his

t hree-foot Arabi an skinning knife, which nicked the corner of one
of Sl ade's earl obes and quivered in the floor

Sl ade fired the derringer and Hunchback Fred fell back agai nst the
wal I, knocking the picture Niagara Falls off the dresser. H s
sinister career was at an end.

Careful ly avoi ding the python (which seemed to have gone to sleep
on the bed), Slade got dressed. It was tine to go out to Sam

Col unbi ne's ranch and put an end to that slimy coyote once and
for all.

Strapping on the twin gunbelts of his sinister.45s, Slade went
downstairs. The desk clerk | ooked at himeven nore nervously

than before. "D-did | hear a shot?" He asked.

"Don't think so," Slade said, "But you better go up and cl ose the
wi ndow by the bed. | left it open -"

"Yessir, M. Slade. O course. O course."

And then Sl ade was off, grimy deterniined to find Sam Col unmbi ne



and put a crinp in his style once and for all

Sl ade shoved his way into the Brass Cuspi dor where the forenan

of Sandra Dawson's Bar-T, Mose Hart, was | eaning over the bar
with a bottle of Digger's Rye (206 proof) in one hand.

"COkay, you sliny drunkard,"” Slade gritted, pulling Hart around
and yanking the bottle out of his hand. "Were is Sam Col unbi ne's
ranch? I'mgoing to get that rotten liver-eater, he just sent
Hunchback Fred Agnew up agai nst me."

"Hunchback Fred?!" Hart gasped, going white as a sheet. "And
you're still alive?"

"I filled himfull of lead," Slade said grimy. "He should have
known that putting a snake in nmy bed was a no-no."

"Hunchback Fred Agnew," Hart whispered, still awed, "There was
talk that he m ght be the next Vice President of the American
Sout hwest . "

Sl ade let go of a grating |augh that even nmde the bartenders dog,
General Custer, cringe.

"Well | reckon that now he can be Vice President of Hell!" Slade
procl ai med. He notioned to the bartender, who was standing at the
far end of the bar reading a western novel.

"Bartender! What have you got for mxed drinks?"

The bartender approached cautiously, tucking the dog-eared copy
of Blood Brides of Sitting Bull into his back pocket. "

Wal, M. Slade, we got about the usual - The Geronino, The Fort
Bragg Backbreaker, Popskull Pete, Sourdough Arnpit -"

"How about a shot of Digger's Rye (206 proof)?" Mse Hart said
with a glassy grin

"Shut up," Slade growl ed. He turned to the bartender and drew one
of his sinister.45s.

"I'f you don't produce a drink that |I ain't never had before, friend,
you' re gonna be pushing up daisies before dawn."

The bartender went white, "Wwell, we do have drink of ny own
invention, M. Slade. But it's so potent that | done stopped serving
them | got plunmb tired of having people pass out on the roulette
wheel "

"What's it called?"

"We call it a zombie," the bartender said.

"Well mx me up three of themand nake it fast!" Sl ade
conmanded.

"Three zonbi es?" Mse Hart said with popping eyes. "M God, are
you crazy?"

Sl ade turned to himcoldly "Friend, snmile when you say that."'
Hart smiled and took another drink of Digger's Rye.

"Ckay," Sl ade said, when the three drinks had been placed in front

of him They cane in huge beer steins and snelled like the wath

of God. He drained the first one at a single draught, blew out his
breath, staggered a little, and Iit one of his fanpbus Mexican cigars.
Then he turned to Mse.

"Now j ust where is Sam Col unbi ne's ranch?" He asked.



"Three mles west and across the ford," Mse said. "It's called the
Rotten Vul ture Ranch"

"That figursh," Slade said, draining his second drink to the ice-
cubes. He was beginning to feel a trifle woozy. It probably had
sonething to do with the | ateness of the hour, he thought, and

began to work on his third drink

"Say " Mose Hart said timdly, "I don't really think you're in any
shape to go up agai nst Sam Col unbi ne, Slade. He's apt to put a

crinmp in your style.™

"Doan tell me w hat to do," Slade, swaggering over to pat Cenera
Custer. He breathed in the dog's face and General Custer pronptly
went to sleep. "If there' sh one thing that | can do, it's lick ny
hol der, | nean hold ny liquor. Ho get out of my way before I blon
you in tno."

"The door's out the other way," the bartender said cautiously.
"Coursh it is. You think | doan tinow where |I'm goin'?"

Sl ade staggered across the bar, stepping on General Custer's tai
(the dog didn't wake up) and managed to make his way out through

t he batw ng doors where he alnost fell off the sidewal k. Just then a
steely armcl anped his el bow. Slade | ooked around blearily.
"“I'"'m Deputy Marshall Hoagy Charm chael," the stranger said,
rmtaking yuh in-"

"On what charge?" Sl ade asked.

and

"Public intoxication. Now let's go."

Sl ade burped. "Everything happen' sh to nme," he groaned. The two

of themstarted off for the Dead Steer Springs jail.

After Slade was sprung fromthe pokey, Sandra Dawson's top

hand, Mose Hart, went his bail. Slade filled both Hart an Deputy
Mar shal | Hoagy Charmnichael full of lead (blane it on his terrible
hangover). Then, mounting his huge bl ack stallion, Stokely, Slade
made it out to the Rotten Vulture Ranch to have it out once an for
all wth Sam Col unbi ne.

But Col unbi ne was not there. He was off torturing ex border

guards, |eaving Sandra Dawson under the watch of three trusted
henchnen - Big Fran N xon, "Quick Draw' John Mtchell, and

Shifty Ron Ziegfeld. After a heated shootout, Slade dropped a

three of themin their slinmy tracks and freed the fair Sandra.

The acrid, choking snmell of gunsnoke filled the room where the

| ovel y Sandra Dawson had been held prisoner. As she saw Sl ade
standing tall and victorious, with a sinister.45 in each hand and a
Mexi can cigar clenched between his teeth, her eyes filled with | ove
and passi on.

"Slade!" she cried, junping to her feet and running to him "'I'm
saved! Thank heaven! When Sam Col unmbi ne got back from

torturing the Mexican border guards, he was going to feed ne to

his alligators! You cane just in tine!"

"Dam right," Slade gritted. "I always do. Steve King sees to that."
Her firm supple, silken fleshed body swooned into his arns, and
her lush lips sought Slade's nouth with ripe hum d passion. Slade
promptly clubbed her over the head with one sinister.45 and threw
his Mexican cigar away, a snarl pulling at his |ips.

"Watch it," he growed "nmy nmomtold ne about girls |ike you."

And he strode off to find Sam Col unbi ne.



Sl ade strode out of the bunk-room | eaving Sandra Dawson in the
snoke-filled chanber to rub the bunp on her head where he had
clouted her with the barrel of his sinister.45. He nounted his huge
bl ack stallion, Stokely, and headed for the border, where Sam
Col unbi ne was torturing Mexican customs nen with the help of
his A No.1 Top Gun - "Pinky" Lee. The only two nen in the
Ameri can Sout hwest that coul d ever approach "Pi nky" for pure,
dad-ratted evil were Hunchback Fred Agnew (who Sl ade gunned
down three weeks ago) and Sam Col unbi ne hi nsel f. "Pinky" had
gotten his infanmous nickname during the Gvil War when he rode
with Captain Quantrill and his Regul ators. Wile passed out in the
kitchen of a fancy bordello in Bl eeding Heart, Kansas, a Union
of fi cer named Randol ph P. Sorghum dropped a honemade bonb
down the kitchen chimey. "Pinky"' lost all his hair, his eyebrows,
and all the fingers on his left hand, except for the forth, and
snmal l est. Hi s hair and eyebrows grew back. His fingers did not. He
has, however, still faster than greased |ightning and neaner than
hell. He had sworn to find Randol ph P. Sorghum sone day and
stake himover the nearest anthill.
But Sl ade was not worried about Lee, because his heart was pure
and his strength was as ten.
In a short tine the agonized screans of the Mexican custons
officials told himhe was nearing the border. He di snounted, tied
Stokely to a parking-nmeter and advanced through the sagebrush as
noi sel essly as a cat. The night was dark and noonl ess.

"No More! am go!" The guard was screamng. "I

confess! | confess! | am- who am|[?"
"Fergetful bastid, ain't ye?" Pinky said. "Yore Randol ph P
Sorghum the sneakun' low life that blew off 90% 0" my hand
durin' the CGivil War."
"I admit it! | admit it!"

Sl ade had crept close enough now to see what was happeni ng. Lee
had the custons official tied to a straight-backed chair, with his
bare feet on a hassock. Both feet were coated with honey and Lee's
trai ned bear, Whonper, was licking it off with his | ong tongue.

"I can't stand it!" The guard screamed. "I amtheese

what yourracal | uma, Sor ghunl "

"Caught you at last!" Lee gloated. He pulled out his sinister
Buntline Special and prepared to blow the poor old fellow all the
way to Trinidad. Sam Col unmbi ne, who was standing far back in

t he shadows, was ready to bring in the next guard.

Sl ade stood up suddenly. "Ckay, you two skulkin' varmits! Hold it
right there!"

Pi nky Lee dropped to his chest, fanning the hamer of his sinister
Buntline Special. Slade felt bullets race all around him He fired
back twi ce, but curse it - the hamers of his two sinister .45s only
clicked on enpty chanbers. He had forgotten to | oad up after
downi ng the three badnen back at the Rotten Vulture.

Lee rolled to cover behind a barrel of taco chips. Col unbine was



al ready crouched behind a giant bottle of mayonnai se that had been
air-dropped a nonth before after the worst flood disaster in

Ameri can Sout hwest history (why drop mayonnai se after a

di saster? None of your damm busi ness).

"Who's that out there?" Lee yell ed.

Sl ade thought quickly. "It's Randol ph P. Sorghunmt Hh cried. "The
real McCoy, Lee! And this tine |I'mgunna bl ow off nore than

three fingers!"”

His crafty challenge had the desired effect. Pinky rushed rashly (or
rashly rushed if you preferred) fromcover, his sinister Buntline
Special blazing. "I'll blow ya apart!" he yelled "I"Il -"

But at that nmonent Sl ade carefully put a bullet through his head.
Pi nky Lee fl opped, his evil days done.

"Lee?" Sam Col unbine called. "Pinky: You out there:" A craven
cowardly note had crept into his voice. "lI just dropped him

Col unbi ne!'" Sl ade yelled. "And nowit's just you and nme...and I'm
conmn' to get you!"

Si nister.45s bl azing, a Mexican cigar clanped between his teeth,
Sl ade started down the hill after Sam Col unbi ne.

Hal f way down the slope, Sam Col unmbine let |oose such a volley of
shots that Slade had to duck behind a barrel cactus. He coul d not
get off a clear shot at Col unbine because the wily villain had

hi dden behind a convenient, giant bottle of nayonnai se.

"Slade!" Col unmbine yelled. "It's tinme we settled this Iike nen!
Hol ster yore gun and I'll holster mne! Then we'll come out an'
draw The better man will wal k away!"

"COkay, you | owdown sidew nder!" Sl ade yelled back. He hol stered
his sinister.45s and stepped out from behind the barrel cactus.
Col unbi ne stepped out from behind the bottle of mayonnai se. He
was a tall man with an olive conplexion and an evil grin. H's hand
hovered over the barrel of the sinister Smth & Wesson pistol that
hung on his hip

"Well, this is it, pard!" Slade sneered. There was a Mexi can cigar
cl anped between his teeth as he started to wal k toward Col unbi ne.
"Say hello to everyone in hell for ne, Colunbine!"

"W'll see," Colunbine sneered back, but his knees were knocki ng
as he halted, ready for the showdown.

"Ckay!" Slade called. "Go fer yore gun!"

"Wait," Sonmeone screanmed. "Wait, wait, WAITI"

They both stared. It was Sandra Dawson! She was runni ug toward

t hem br eat hl ess.

"Slade!" She cried. "Slade!"

"CGet down!" Sl ade grow ed. "Sam Col unbine is-"

"I had to tell you, Slade! | couldn't let you go off, naybe to get
killed! And you'd never know "

"Know what ?" Sl ade asked.

"That |'m Polly Peachtree!"

Sl ade gaped at her. "But you can't be Polly Peachtree! She was ny
one true |love and she was killed by a flam ng Montgol fer ball oon



while mlking the cows!"

"I escaped but | had amesia!" She cried. "It's all just cone back to
me toni ght. Look!" And she pulled off a blond wig she had been
weari ng. She was indeed the beautiful Polly Peachtree of Paduka,
returned fromthe dead

"POLLY!I!T"

"SLADE!'! 1"

Sl ade rushed to her and they enbraced, Sam Col unmbi ne forgotten

Sl ade was just about to ask her how things were goi ng when Sam

Col unbi ne, evil rat that he was, crept up behind himand shot

Slade in the back three tines.

"Thank God!" Polly whi spered as she and Sam enbraced "At | ast.

he's gone and we are free, my darling!"

Yeah," Sam growl ed "How are things going Polly?"

t You don't know how terrible it's been," she sobbed "Not only was
he killing everybody, but he was queerer than a three-dollar bill."
"Well it's over," Sam said.

"Like fun!" Slade said. He sat up and bl asted them both. " Good
thing I was wearing my bullet proof underwear," he said lighting a
new Mexi can cigar. He stared at the cooling bodies of Sam
Col unbi ne and Polly Peachtree, and a great wave of sadness swept
over him He threw away his cigar and lit a joint. Then he wal ked
over to where he had tethered Stokely, his black stallion. He
wr apped his arms around Stokely's neck and held himcl ose.
"At last, darling," Slade whispered. "W're alone."
After a long while, Slade and Stokely rode off into the sunset in
search of new adventures.

THE END

Squad D
St ephen Ki ng

Witten for
Danger ous Vi sions #3

Billy Cewson died all at once, with nine of the ten other menbers

of D Squad on April 8, 1974. It took his nother two years, but she
got started right away on the afternoon the tel egram announci ng

her son's death cane, in fact. Dale C ewson sinply sat on the

bench in the front hall for five mnutes, the sheet of yellow flinsy
paper dangling fromhis fingers, not sure if he was going to faint or
puke or scream or what. When he was able to get up, he went into

the living room He was in tinme to observe Andrea down the | ast
swal | ow of the first drink and pour the post-Billy era's second
drink. A good many nore drinks followed - it was really amazing,



how many drinks that small and seenmingly frail wonman had been

able to pack into a two-year period. The witten cause - that which
appeared on her death certificate - was liver dysfunction and rena

failure. Both Dale and the fam |y doctor knew that was fornmalistic

icing on an extrenely al coholic cake - baba au rum perhaps. But

only Dale knew there was a third | evel. The Viet Cons had killed
their son in a place called Ky Doe, and Billy's death had killed his
not her .

It was three years - three years alnpst to the day - after Billy's
death on the bridge that Dal e C ewson began to believe that he

nust be goi ng nad.

Ni ne, he thought. There were nine. There were always nine. Unti

NOw.

Were there? His mind replied to itself. Are you sure? Maybe you
really counted - the lieutenant's letter said there were nine, and
Bortman's letter said there were nine. So just how can you be so
sure? Maybe you just assuned.

But he hadn't just assuned, and he could be sure because he knew
how many nine was, and there had been nine boys in the D Squad

phot ograph which had cone in the mail, along wth Lieutenant
Anderson's letter.

You could be wong, his mnd insisted with an assurance that was
slightly hysterical. You're been through a |ot these |ast couple of
years, what with losing first Billy and then Andrea. You could be

wr ong.

It was really surprising, he thought, to what insane | engths the
human mind would go to protect its own sanity.

He put his finger down on the new figure - a boy of Billy's age, but
wi th bl onde crewcut hair, |ooking no nore than sixteen, surely too
young to be on the killing ground. He was sitting cross-1egged in
front of G bson, who had, according to Billy's letters, played the
guitar, and Kinberley, who told lots of dirty Jokes. The boy with
the blonde hair was squinting slightly into the sun - so were severa
of the others, but they had al ways been there before. The new boy's
fatigue shirt was open, his dog tags |ying against his hairless chest.

Dal e went into the kitchen, sorted through what he and Andrea had
al ways called "the junble drawers,"” and came up with an ol d,

scrat ched magni fying glass. He took it and the picture over the
living roomw ndow, tilted the picture so there was no glare, and
hel d the gl ass over the new boy's dog-tags. He couldn't read them
Thought, in fact, that the tags were both turned over and |lying face
down agai nst the skin

And yet, a suspicion had dawned in his mnd - it ticked there like
the clock on the mantle. He had been about to wi nd that clock

when he had noticed the change in the picture. Now he put the
picture back in its accustomed place, between a photograph of
Andrea and Billy's graduation picture, found the key to the cl ock
And wound it.

Li eutenant's Anderson's |l etter had been sinple enough. Now Dal e



found it in his study desk and read it again. Typed lines on Arny
stationary. The prescribed followup to the tel egram Dale had
supposed. First: Telegram Second: Letter of Condol ence from

Li eutenant. Third: Coffin, One Boy Encl osed. He had noticed then
and noticed again now that the typewiter Anderson used had a
Flying "o". C ewson kept coning out C ewson.

Andrea had wanted to tear the letter up. Dale insisted that they
keep it. Now he was gl ad.

Billy's squad and two ot hers had been involved in a flank sweep of
a jungl e quadrant of which Ky Doe was the only village. Eneny
contact had been anticipated, Anderson's letter said, but there
hadn't been any. The Cong which had been reliably reported to be
in the area had sinply nelted away into the jungle - it was a trick
wi th which the Anerican soldiers had beconme very familiar over

the previous ten years or so.

Dal e coul d i magi ne them headi ng back to their base at Homan

happy, relieved. Squads A and C had waded across the Ky River,

whi ch was al nost dry. Squad D used the bridge. Hal fway across, it

bl ew up. Perhaps it had been detonated from downstream More
likely, soneone - perhaps even Billy hinself - had stepped on the
wong board. Al nine of them had been killed. Not a single
survivor.

God - if there really is such a being - is usually kinder than that,
Dal e t hought. He put Lieutenant Anderson's letter back and took

out Josh Bortman's letter. It had been witten on blue-Ilined paper
fromwhat | ooked Iike a child's tablet. Bortnman's handwiting was
nearly illegible, the scrawml nmade worse by the witing inplenment -
a soft-lead pencil. Cbviously blunt to start with, it nust have been
no nmore than a nub by the tine Bortman signed his nane at the
bottom In several places Bortman had borne down hard enough

with his instrument to tear the paper

It had been Bortman, the tenth man, who sent Dal e and Andrea the
squad picture, already franed, the gl ass over the photo

m racul ously unbroken in its long trip fromHoman to Saigon to

San Francisco and finally to Bi nghant on, New YorKk.

Bortman's | etter was angui shed. He called the other nine "the best
friends | ever had in ny life, | loved themall |ike they was ny

br ot hers. "

Dal e held the blue-lined paper in his hand and | ooked bl ankly

t hrough his study door and toward the sound of the ticking clock
on the nantel pi eces. Wien the letter canme, in early May of 1974,

he had been too full of his own anguish to really consider
Bortman's. Now he supposed he could understand it - a little,
anyway. Bortnman had been feeling a deep and inarticulate guilt.
Nine letters fromhis hospital bed on the Honman base, all in that
pai ned scrawl, all probably witten with that sane soft-1ead pencil
The expense of having nine enlargenents of the Squad D

phot ograph made, and framed, and mailed off. Rites O atonenent
with a soft-lead pencil, Dale thought, folding the letter again and
putting it back In the drawer with Anderson's. As if he had killed
them by taking their picture. That's really what was between the



lines, wasn't it? "Please don't hate me, M. O ewson, please don't
think I killed your son and the other's by--"

In the other roomthe mantel pi ece clock softly began to chinme the
hour of five.

Dal e went back into the living room and took the picture down

agai n.

VWhat you're tal king about is nadness.

Looked at the boy with the short blonde hair again

| loved themall |ike they was nmy brothers.

Turned the picture over.

Pl ease don't think | killed your son - all of your sons - by taking
their picture. Please don't hate me because | was in the Homan

base hospital w th bl eeding haenorrhoids instead of on the Ky Doe
bridge with the best friends | ever had in nmy life. Please don't hate
ne, because | finally caught up, it took ne ten years of trying, but I
finally caught up.

Witten on the back, in the same soft-lead pencil, was this notation:
Jack Bradl ey Onaha, Neb.

Billy O ewson Bi nghant on, NY

Ri der Dot son Oneonta, NY

Charlie G bson Payson, ND

Bobby Kal e Henderson, |A

Jack Kinberley Truth or Consequences. NM

Andy Mul ton Faraday, LA Staff Sgt. |

Jimy 4 iphant Beson, Del

Asl ey St. Thonmas Anderson, |nd.

*Josh Bortman Castle Rock, Me.

He had put his own nanme | ast, Dale saw - he had seen all of this
before, or course, and had noticed it... but had never really noticed
it until now, perhaps. He had put his nane |ast, out of al phabetica
order, and with an asteri sk.

The asterisk means "still alive.' The asterisk means "don't hate

me."

Ah, but what you're thinking is nadness, and you damed wel

know it.

Nevert hel ess, he went to the tel ephone, dialled 0, and ascertai ned
that the area code for Maine was 207. He dialed Miine directory

assi stance, and ascertained that there was a single Bortman fanily
in Castle Rock.

He thanked the operator, wote the nunber down, and | ooked at

t he tel ephone.

You don't really intend to call those people, do you?

No answer - only the sound of the ticking clock. He had put the
picture on the sofa and now he | ooked at it - |ooked first at his own
son, his hair pulled back behind his head, a bravo little noustache
trying to grow on his upper lip, frozen forever at the age of twenty-
one, and then at the new boy in that old picture, the boy with the
short bl onds hair, the boy whose dog-tags were twi sted so they |ay
face-down and unreadabl e agai nst his chest. He thought of the way
Josh Bortnan had carefully segregated hinself fromthe others,

t hought of the asterisk, and suddenly his eyes filled with warm



tears.

| never hated you, son, he thought. Nor did Andrea, for all her
grief. Maybe | should have picked up a pen and dropped you a note
sayi ng so, but honest to Christ, the thought never crossed ny mnd.

He picked up the phone now and dialled the Bortman number in

Cast | e Rock, Maine.

Busy.

He hung up and sat for five mnutes, |ooking out at the street where
Billy had learned to ride first a trike, then a bike with trainer
wheel s, then a two-wheeler. At eighteen he had brought home the

final inprovenment - a Yamaha 500. For just a nmonent he could

see Billy with paralysing clarity, as if he might wal k through the
door and sit down.

He dialled the Bortman number again. This tine it rang. The voice

on the other end nmanaged to convey an unm stakabl e i npression of
wariness in just two syllables. "Hello?" At that sanme nonent,

Dale's eyes fell on the dial of his wistwatch and read the date - not
for the first time that day, but it was the first tinme it really sunk in
It was April 9th. Billy and the others had died el even years ago

yest erday. They -

"Hel | 0?" the voice repeated sharply. "Answer me, or |'m hanging

up! Which one are you?"

Wi ch one are you? He stood in the ticking |iving room cold,
listening to words croak out of him nouth.

"My name is Dale C ewson, M. Bortman. My son--"

"Clewson. Billy Cewson's father." Now the voice was flat,

i nflectionless.

"Yes, that's--"

"So you say."

Dale could find no reply. For the first time in his life, he really was
tongue-ti ed.

"And has your picture of Squad D changed, too?"

"Yes." It cane out in a strangled little gasp.

Bortman's voice remained inflectionless, but it was nonethel ess
filled with savagery. "You listen to ne, and tell the others. There's
going to be tracer equiprment on nmy phone by this afternoon. If it's
sone kind of joke, you fellows are going to be |laughing all the way
tojail, | can assure you."

"M . Bortman--"

"Shut up! First someone calling hinself Peter Multon calls,
supposedly from Loui siana, and tells ny wife that our boy has
suddenly showed up in a picture Josh sent them of Squad D. She's
still having hysterics over that when a wonman purporting to be
Bobby Kal e's nother calls with the sane insane story. Next,
Aiphant! Five mnutes ago, Rider Dotson's brother! He says. Now
you. "

"But M. Bortman--"

"My wife is Upstairs sedated, and if all of this is a case or 'Have
you got Prince Albert in a can,' | swear to God -"



"You know it isn't a joke," Dale whispered. His fingers felt cold
and numb - ice creamfingers. He | ooked across the roomat the
phot ograph. At the blonde boy. Smiling, squinting into the camera.
Silence fromthe other end.

"You know it isn't a joke, so what happened?"

"My son killed hinself yesterday evening," Bortnman said evenly.
"I'f you didn't know It."

"I didn't. | swear."

Bortman signed. "And you really are calling fromlong distance,
aren't you?"

"From Bi nghant on, New York."

"Yes. You can tell the difference--local fromlong distance, | mean.
Long di stance has a sound...a...a hum.."

Dal e realized, belatedly, that expression had finally crept into that
voi ce. Bortman was crying.

"He was depressed off and on, ever since he got back from Nam in

late 1974," Bortman said. "it always got worse in the spring, it
al ways peaked around the 8th of April when the other boys ... and
your son..."

"Yes," Dal e said.

"This year, it just didn't ... didn't peak."

There was a muffl ed honk-Bortman using his handkerchi ef.

"He hung hinmself in the garage, M. C ewson."

"Christ Jesus," Dale nmuttered. He shut his eyes very tightly, trying

to ward off the inmage. He got one which was arguably even worse

- that smling face, the open fatigue shirt, the tw sted dog-tags. "I'm
sorry."

"He didn't want people to know why he wasn't with the others that

day, but of course the story got out." A long, neditative pause
fromBortman's end. "Stories like that always do."

"Yes. | suppose they do."
"Joshua didn't have nany friends when he was growi ng up, M.
Clewson. | don't think he had any real friends until he got to Nam

He | oved your son, and the others."
Now it's him conforting me.
"I"'msorry for your loss;" Dale said. "And sorry to have bothered

you at a tine like this. But you'll understand ... | had to."
"Yes. Is he smling, M. Cewson? The others ... they said he was
smling."

Dal e | ooked toward the picture beside the ticking clock. "He's
smling."

"OfF course he is. Josh finally caught up with them"

Dal e | ooked out the wi ndow toward the sidewal k where Billy had
once ridden a bike with training wheels. He supposed he shoul d
say sonething, but he couldn't seemto think of a thing. His
stomach hurt. Hi's bones were cold.

"I ought to go, M. Clewson. In case ny wife wakes up." He
paused. "I think I'Il take the phone off the hook."

"That m ght not be a bad idea."



"Goodbye, M. dewson."

"Goodbye. Once again, ny synpathies.”

"And m ne, too."

dick.

Dal e crossed the room and pi cked up the photograph of Squad D

He | ooked at the sniling blonde boy, who was sitting cross-|egged
in front of Kinberley and G bson, sitting casually and confortably
on the ground as if he had never had a haenorrhoid in his life, as if
he had never stood atop a stepladder in a shadowy garage and

sl i pped a noose around his neck

Josh finally caught up with them

He stood | ooking fixedly at the photograph for a long tine before
realizing that the depth of silence In the room had deepened. The
cl ock had stopped.

THAT FEELING YQU
CAN ONLY SAY WHAT
IT IS I N FRENCH

STEPHEN Kl NG
From
The New Yor ker, 1998

A second honeymoon in the Florida Keys. Wat could be nore

rel axi ng?

FLOYD, what's that over there? Ch shit. The nans voi ce speaking

t hese words was vaguely famliar, but the words thensel ves were
just a disconnected snip of dialogue, the kind of thing you heard
when you were channel -surfing with the renote. There was no one
naned Floyd in her life. Still, that was the start. Even before she
saw the little girl in the red pinafore, there were those di sconnected
wor ds.

But it was the little girl who brought it on strong. "Ch-oh, |I'm
getting that feeling," Carol said.

The girl in the pinafore was in front of a country market called

Carson's "Beer, Wne, Goc, Fresh Bait, Lottery" - crouched down
with her butt between her ankles and the bright-red apron-dress
tucked between her thighs, playing with a doll. The doll was

yel lowhaired and dirty the kind that's round and stuffed and
bonel ess in the body.

"What feeling?" Bill asked.

"You know. The one you can only say what it is in French. Help
ne here."



"Deja vu," he said.

"That's it," she said, and turned to look at the little girl one nore
time. She'll have the doll by one leg, Carol thought. Holding it
upsi de down by one leg with its grimy yellow hair hangi ng down.

But the little girl had abandoned the doll on the store's splintery
gray steps and had gone over to |look at a dog caged up in the back

of a station wagon. Then Bill and Carol Shelton went around a

curve in the road and the store was out of sight.

"How much farther?" Carol asked.

Bill |ooked at her with one eyebrow rai sed and his nouth dinpled

at one corner - left eyebrow right dinple, always the sane. The

| ook that said, You think I'manused, but I"'mreally irritated For

the ninety-trillionth or so tine in the narriage, I'mreally irritated

You don't know that, though, because you can only see about two
inches into me and then your vision fails.

But she had better vision than he realized; it was one of the secrets
of the narriage. Probably he had a few secrets of his own. And

there were, of course, the ones they kept together

"I don't know' he said. "I've never been here."

"Once you get over the causeway and onto Sani bel |sland, there's

only one," he said. "It goes across to Captiva, and there it ends. But
before it does we'll cone to Palin House. That | pronise you."

The arch in his eyebrow began to flatten. The dinple began to fil
in. He was returning to what she thought of as the Great Level. She
had come to dislike the Great Level, too, but not as much as the
eyebrow and the dinple, or his sarcastic way of saying "Excuse

nme?" when you sai d sonething he considered stupid, or his habit

of pooching out his lower |ip when he wanted to appear thoughtfu
and deli berative.

"Bill?"

"Do you know anyone naned Fl oyd?"

"There was Floyd Denning. He and | ran the downstairs snack bar

at Christ the Redeenmer in our senior year. | told you about him
didn't 1? He stole the Coke npbney one Friday and spent the

weekend in New York with his girlfriend. They suspended hi m and
expel | ed her. What made you think of hinP"

"I don't know," she said. Easier than telling himthat the Floyd with
whom Bi || had gone to high school wasn't the Floyd the voice in

her head was speaking to. At |least, she didn't think it was.

Second honeynoon, that's what you call this, she thought, | ooking

at the palnms a that |ined H ghway 867, a white bird that stalked

al ong the shoul der like an angry preacher, and a sign that read
"Semnole Wldlife Park, Bring a Carfull for $10." Florida the

Sunshine State. Florida the Hospitality State. Not to nention

Fl orida the Second-Honeynmoon State. Florida, where Bill Shelton

and Carol Shelton, the former Carol O Neill, of Lynn,

Massachusetts, came on their first honeynoon twenty-five years

before. Only that was on the other side, the Atlantic side, at a little
cabin colony, and there were cockroaches in the bureau drawers.



He couldn't stop touching ne. That was all right, though, in those
days | wanted to be touched Hell | wanted to he torched like
Atlanta in "Gone with the wind," and he torched ne, rebuilt nme,
torched me again. Nowit's silver. Twenty-five is silver. And
sonetines | get that feeling.

They were approaching a curve, and she thought, Three crosses on
the right side of the road. Two small ones flanking a bigger one.
The smal |l ones are cl apped-toget her wood. The one in the mddle
is white birch with a picture onit, a tiny photograph of the
sevent een-year-ol d boy who |ost control of his car on this curve,
one drunk nght that was his last drunk night, and this is where his
girlfriend and her girlfriends marked the spot -

Bill drove around the curve. A pair of black crows, plunp and
shiny, lifted off from sonething pasted to the macadamin a spl at
of blood. They had eaten so well that Carol wasn't sure they were
going to get out of the way until they did. There were no crosses,
not on the left, not on the right. Just roadkill in the mddle, a
woodchuck or something, now passing beneath a |uxury car that

had never been north of the Mason-Di xon Line.

Fl oyd, what's that over there?

"What's wong?"

"Huh?" She | ooked at him bew |dered, feeling a little wld.

"You're sitting bolt upright. Got a cranp in your back?"

"Just a slight one." She settled back by degrees. "I had that feeling
again. The deja vu."

"I's it gone?"

"Yes," she said, but she was lying. It had retreated a little, but that
was all. She'd had this before, but never so continuously. It cane

up and went down, but it didn't go away. She'd been aware of it

ever since that thing about Floyd started knocki ng around in her

head - and then the little girl in the red pinafore.

But, really, hadn't she felt sonething before either of those things?
Hadn't it actually started when they cane down the steps of the

Lear 35 into the hamering heat of the Fort Myers sunshine? O

even before? En route from Boston?

They were coming to an intersection. Overhead was a flashing

yel low light, and she thought, To the right is a used-car lot and a
sign for the Sani bel Community Theatre.

Then she thought, No, it'll be like the crosses that weren't there. It's
a strong feeling but it's a false feeling.

Here was the intersection. On the right there was a used-car |ot-

Pal mdal e Motors. Carol felt a real junp at that, a stab of

sonet hi ng sharper than disquiet. She told herself to quit being
stupid. There had to be car lots all over Florida and if you

predi cted one at every intersection sooner or later the |aw of
averages nmade you a prophet. It was a trick nmediuns had been

using for hundreds of years.

Besi des, there's no theatre sign

But there was another sign. It was Mary the Mther of God, the

ghost of all her childhood days, hol ding out her hands the way she
did on the nmedallion Carol's grandnother had given her for her

tenth birthday. Her grandnother had pressed it into her hand and



| ooped the chain around her fingers, saying, "War her always as
you grow, because all the hard days are coming. " She had worn it,
all right. At Qur Lady of Angels grammar and m ddl e school she

had worn it, then at St. Vincent de Paul high. She wore the nedal
until breasts grew around it like ordinary mracles, and then
somepl ace, probably on the class trip to Hanpton Beach, she had
lost it. Coming hone on the bus she had tongue-kissed for the first
time. Butch Soucy had been the boy; and she had been able to taste
the cotton candy he'd eaten

Mary on that |ong-gone nedallion and Mary on this billboard had
exactly the same | ook, the one that nade you feel guilty of

t hi nki ng i mpure thoughts even when all you were thinking about

was a peanut-butter sandwi ch. Beneath Mary, the sign said

"Mt her of Mercy Charities Help the Florida Honel ess Wn't You
Hel p Us?"

Hey there, Mary, what's the story.

More than one voice this tinme; nmany voices, girls' voices, chanting
ghost voices. There were ordinary mracles; there were al so

ordi nary ghosts. You found these things out as you got ol der
"What's wong with you?" She knew that voice as well as she did

t he eyebrow and-dinple look. Bill's |I'monly-pretendi ng-to-be-

pi ssed tone of voice, the one that nmeant he really was pissed, at
least a little.

"Not hi ng." She gave himthe best snmile she could nanage.

"You really don't seemlike yourself Maybe you shouldn't have

sl ept on the plane.

"You're probably right," she said, and not just to be agreeabl e,
either. After all, how many wonen got a second honeynobon on
Captiva Island for their twenty-fifth anniversary? Round trip on a
chartered Learjet? Ten days at one of those places where your
noney was no good (at least until MasterCard coughed up the bil

at the end of the month) and if you wanted a nmassage a big

Swedi sh babe woul d cone and pummel you in your six-room

beach house?

Thi ngs had been different at the start. Bill, whomshe'd first net at
a crosstown hi gh-school dance and then met again at college three
years later (another ordinarv miracle), had begun their married life
working as a janitor, because there were no openings in the

conputer industry. It was 1973, and conputers were essentially

goi ng nowhere and they were living in a grotty place in Revere,

not on the beach but close to it, and all night people kept going up
the stairs to buy drugs fromthe two sallow creatures who lived in

t he apartnent above them and |istened endl essly to dopey records
fromthe sixties. Carol used to |ie awake waiting for the shouting to
start, thinking, W won't ever get out of here, we'll grow old and
die within earshot of Cream and Blue Cheer and the fucking

Dodgem cars down on the beach

Bill, exhausted at the end of his shift, would sleep through the

noi se, lying on his side, sonetines with one hand on her hip. And
when it wasn't there she often put it there, especially if the



creatures upstairs were arguing with their custoners. Bill was al
she had. Her parents had practically di sowned her when she

married him He was a Catholic, but the wong sort of Catholic.
Gram had asked why she wanted to go with that boy when anyone
could tell he was shanty; how could she fall for all his foolish talk,
why did she want to break her father's heart. And what coul d she
say?

It was a long distance fromthat place in Revere to a private jet
soaring at forty-one thousand feet; a long way to this rental car
which was a Crown Victoria-what the goodfellas in the gangster

novi es invariably called a Crown Vic heading for ten days in a

pl ace where the tab would probably be... well, she didn't even want
to think about it.

Fl oyd?... Ohshit.

"Carol ? What is it now?"

"Not hi ng," she said. Up ahead by the road was a little pink
bungal ow, the porch flanked by pal ns - seeing those trees with
their fringy heads |ifted agai nst the blue sky made her think of
Japanese Zeros coning in low their underw ng machi ne guns

firing, such an association clearly the result of a youth m sspent in
front of the TV - and as they passed a bl ack woman woul d cone

out. She woul d be drying her hands on a piece of pink towelling
and woul d wat ch them expressionl essly as they passed, rich fol ks
in a Crown Vic headed for Captiva, and she'd have no idea that
Carol Shelton once |lay awake in a ninety-dollar-a-nmonth

apartment, listening to the records and the drug deal s upstairs,
feeling sonething alive inside her, sonething that nade her think
of a cigarette that had fallen down behind the drapes at a party,
smal | and unseen but snol dering away next to the fabric.

" Hon?"

"Nothing, | said." They passed the house. There was no wonman

An old man - white, not black-sat in a rocking chair, watching

t hem pass. There were rinm ess glasses on his nose and a pi ece of
ragged pink towelling, the same shade as the house, across his |lap
"I"'mfine now Just anxious to get there and change into sone
shorts. "

Hi s hand touched her hip where he had so often touched her during
those first days - and then crept a little farther inland. She thought
about stopping him (Roman hands and Russian fingers, they used

to say) and didn't. They were, after all, on their second
honeynoon. Also, it would nake that expression go away.

"Maybe, " he said, "we could take a pause. You know, after the
dress cones off and before the shorts go on

"I think that's a lovely idea," she said, and put her hand over his,
pressed both nore tightly agai nst her. Ahead was a sign that would

read "Pal m House 3 M. on Left" when they got close enough to
see it.

The sign actually read "Palm House 2 M. on Left." Beyond it was
anot her sign, Mdther Mary again, with her hands outstretched and



that little electric shimmry that wasn't quite a hal o around her head.
This version read "Mdther of Mercy Charities Help the Florida

Sick - Wn't You Help Us?"

Bill said, "The next one ought to say 'Burma Shave."'

She didn't understand what he neant, but it was clearly a joke and
so she smiled. The next one would say "Mdther of Mercy Charities
Hel p the Florida Hungry;" but she couldn't tell himthat. Dear Bill.
Dear in spite of his sonetinmes stupid expressions and his

sometines unclear allusions. He'll nost likely |eave you, and you
know sonet hing? If you go through with it that's probably the best

l uck you can expect. This according to her father. Dear Bill, who
had proved that just once, just that one crucial time, her judgnment
had been far better than her father's. She was still married to the
man her Gram had called "the big boaster.” At a price, true, but
everyone paid a price.

Her head itched. She scratched at it absently, watching for the next
Mot her of Mercy bill board.

Horrible as it was to say, things had started turning around when
she I ost the baby. That was just before Bill got a job with Beach
Conputers, out on Route 128; that was when the first winds of
change in the industry began to bl ow.

Lost the baby, had a m scarriage - they all believed that except
maybe Bill. Certainly her famly had believed it: Dad, Mm

Gram "M scarriage" was the story they told, miscarriage was a
Catholic's story if ever there was one. Hey, Mary, what's the story,
t hey had sonetines sung when they skipped rope, feeling daring,
feeling sinful, the skirts of their uniforrns flipping up and down

over their scabby knees. That was at Qur Lady of Angels, where

Si ster Annunci ata woul d spank your knuckles with her ruler if she
caught you gazing out the w ndow during Sentence Tine, where
Sister Dormatilla would tell you that a mllion years was but the
first tick of eternity's endless clock (and you could spend eternity
in Hell, nost people did, it was easy). |In Hell you would Iive
forever with your skin on fire and your bones roasting. Now she
was in Florida, now she was in a Ctown Vic sitting next to her
husband, whose hand was still in her crotch; the dress would be
wrinkl ed but who cared if it got that |ook off his face, and why
woul dn't the feeling stop?

She thought of a mail box with "Raglan" painted on the side and an
Ameri can-fl ag decal on the front, and although the name turned

out to be "Reagan" and the flag a Grateful Dead sticker; the box
was there. She thought of a snmall black dog trotting briskly al ong
the other side of the road, its head down, sniffling, and the snal
bl ack dog was there. She thought again of the billboard and, yes,
there it was: "Mther of Mercy Charities Help the Florida Hungry -
won't You Help Us?"

Bill was pointing. "There-see? | think that's Pal m House. No, not
where the billboard is, the other side. Wiy do they | et people put
t hose things up out here, anyway?"

"I don't know. " Her head itched. She scratched, and bl ack dandruff
began falling past her eyes. She | ooked at her fingers and was
horrified to see dark snutches on the tips; it was as if sonmeone had
just taken her fingerprints.



"Bill ?" She raked her hand through her blond hair and this tine the
fl akes were bigger. She saw they were not flakes of skin but flakes
of paper. There was a face on one, peering out of the char like a
face peering out of a botched negative.

"Bill?"

"What ? Wh-" Then a total change in his voice, and that frightened
her more than the way the car swerved. "Christ, honey, what's in
your hair?"

The face appeared to be Mother Teresa's. Or was that just because
she' d been thinking about Qur Lady of Angels? Carol plucked it
fromher dress, nmeaning to showit to Bill, and it crunbl ed

bet ween her fingers before she could. She turned to himand saw

that his glasses were nelted to his cheeks. One of his eyes had
popped fromits socket and then split |like a grape punped full of

bl ood.

And | knew it, she thought. Even before | turned, | knew it. Because
| had that feeling.

A bird was crying in the trees. On the billboard, Mary held out her
hands. Carol tried to scream Tried to scream

" CAROL?"

It was Bill's voice, coming froma thousand mles away. Then his
hand - not pressing the folds of her dress into her crotch, but on her
shoul der.

"You O K., babe?"

She opened her eyes to brilliant sunlight and her ears to the steady
hum of the Learjet's engines. And sonething el se-pressure agai nst
her eardruns. She |ooked fromBill's mldly concerned face to the

di al below the tenperature gauge in the cabin and saw that it had
wound down to 28, 000.

"Landi ng?" she said, sounding nuzzy to herself "Already?"

"It's fast, huh?" Soundi ng pleased, as if he had flown it hinself

i nstead of only paying for it. "Pilot says we'll be on the ground in
Fort Myers in twenty mnutes. You took a hell of a junp, girl."

"I had a nightmare."

He | aughed-the plunmy ain't-you-the-silly-billy laugh she had

cone really to detest. "No nightmares all owed on your second
honeynoon, babe. What was it?"

"I don't remenber," she said, and it was the truth. There were only
fragments: Bill with his glasses nelted all over his face, and one of
the three or four forbidden skip rhymes they had sonetinmes

chanted back in fifth and sixth grade. This one had gone Hey there,
Mary, what's the story... and then sonet hi ng-sonet hi ng-

sonet hing. She couldn't come up with the rest. She could

remenber Jangle-tangle jingle-bingle, | saw your daddy's great

big dingle, but she couldn't renenmber the one about Mary-

Mary hel ps the Florida sick, she thought, with no i dea of what the

t hought meant, and just then there was a beep as the pilot turned
the seatbelt light on. They had started their final descent. Let the
wild runmpus start, she thought, and tightened her belt.



"You really don't renenber?" he asked, tightening his own. The

little jet ran through a cloud filled with bunps, one of the pilots in
the cockpit made a m nor adjustment, and the ride snoothed out

agai n. "Because usually, just after you wake up, you can stil

remenber. Even the bad ones."

"I remenber Sister Annunciata, from Qur Lady of Angels.

Sentence Tine."

"Now, that's a nightnare.

Ten minutes |ater the | anding gear came down with a whine and a

thunp. Five mnutes after that they |anded.

"They were supposed to bring the car right out to the plane,"” Bil

said, already starting up the Type A shit. This she didn't Iike, but at
| east she didn't detest it the way she detested the plummy | augh

and his repertoire of patronizing | ooks. "I hope there hasn't been a
hitch."

There hasn't been, she thought, and the feeling swept over her ful
force. 1'mgoing to see it out the window on ny side in just a

second or two. It's your total Florida vacation car, a great big white
goddam Cadi |l l ac, or nmaybe it's a Lincoln - And, yes, here it cane,

provi ng what? Well, she supposed, it proved that sometines when
you had deja vu what you thought was going to happen next really
di d happen next. It wasn't a Caddy or a Lincoln after all, but a

Crown Victoria - what the gangsters in a Martin Scorsese film

woul d no doubt call a Crown Vic.

"Whoo, " she said as he hel ped her down the steps and off the

pl ane. The hot sun nade her feel dizzy.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing, really. |I've got deja'" vu. Left over fromny dream |
guess. We've been here before, that kind of thing."

"It's being in a strange place, that's all," he said, and kissed her
cheek. "Come on, let the wild rumpus start."

They went to the car. Bill showed his driver's license to the young
woman who had driven it out. Carol saw himcheck out the hem of

her skirt, then sign the paper on her clipboard.

She's going to drop it, Carol thought. The feeling was now so
strong it was |ike being on an anusenent-park ride that goes just a
little too fast; all at once you realize you' re edging out of the Land
of Fun and into the Kingdom of Nausea. She'll drop it, and Bil

will say "Whoopsy-daisy" and pick it up for her, get an even cl oser
| ook at her 1egs.

But the Hertz woman didn't drop her clipboard. A white courtesy

van had appeared, to take her back to the Butler Aviation terni nal

She gave Bill a final smle-Carol she had i gnored conpl etely-and
opened the front passenger door. She stepped up, then slipped.
"Whoopsy-dai sy, don't be crazy," Bill said, and took her el bow,

st eadyi ng her. She gave hima snmile, he gave her well-turned legs a

goodbye | ook, and Carol stood by the growing pile of their |uggage
and thought, Hey there, Mary...
"Ms. Shelton?" It was the co-pilot. He had the |ast bag, the case



with Bill's laptop inside it, and he | ooked concerned. "Are you al
right? You're very pale.”

Bill heard and turned away fromthe departing white van, his face
worried. If her strongest feelings about Bill were her only feelings
about Bill, now that they were twenty-five years on, she would

have | eft hi mwhen she found out about the secretary, a Clairo

bl onde too young to renenber the Cairol slogan that went "If |

have only one life to live," etc., etc. But there were other feelings.
There was love, for instance. Still love. A kind that girls in

Cat hol i c-school uniforns didn't suspect, a weedy species too tough

to die.

Besides, it wasn't just |ove that held people together. Secrets held
them and comron history, and the price you paid.

"Carol ?" he asked her. "Babe? Al right?"

She thought about telling himno, she wasn't all right, she was

drowni ng, but then she nanaged to smile and said, "It's the heat,
that's all. | feel alittle groggy - Get ne in the car and crank up the
air-conditioning. I'll be fine."

Bill took her by the el bow (Bet you're not checking out ny |egs,

t hough, Carol thought. You know where they go, don't you?) and

led her toward the Crown Vic as if she were a very old |ady. By the
time the door was closed and cool air was punping over her face,
she actually had started to feel a little better

If the feeling comes back, I'll tell him Carol thought. I'Il have to
It's just too strong Not norma
Wel |, deja vu was never normal, she supposed - it was sonething

that was part dream part chem stry, and (she was sure she'd read

this, nmaybe in a doctor's office sonewhere while waiting for her
gynecol ogi st to go prospecting up her fifty-two-year-old twat) part
the result of an electrical misfire in the brain, causing new
experience to be identified as old data. A temporary hole in the

pi pes, hot water and cold water mingling. She closed her eyes and
prayed for it to go away.

Oh, Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to

t hee.

Pl ease ("Oh puh-lease," they used to say), not back to parochia
school. This was supposed to be a vacation, not - Floyd - what's
that over there? Ch shit!

Ch SHT!

VWho was Fl oyd? The only Floyd Bill knew was Fl oyd Dom ng (or

maybe it was Darling), the kid he'd run the snack bar with, the one
who'd run off to New York with his girlfriend. Carol couldn't
remenber when Bill had told her about that kid, but she knew he
had.

Jast quit it, girl. There's nothing here for you. Slamthe door on the
whol e train of thought.

And that worked. There was a final whisper - what's the story and
then she was just Carol Shelton, on her way to Captiva |sland, on
her way to Palin House with her husband the renowned software
designer, on their way to the beaches and those rumdrinks with the
little paper unbrellas sticking out of them

They passed a Publix market. They passed an ol d bl ack man

m nding a roadside fruit stand - he nade her think of actors from



the thirties and novies you saw on the Anerican Myvie Channel

an ol d yassuh-boss type of guy wearing bib overalls and a straw
hat with a round crown. Bill made small talk, and she made it right
back at him She was faintly amazed that the little girl who had
worn a Mary nedal lion every day fromten to sixteen had becone

this woman in the Donna Karan dress - that the desperate couple in
that Revere apartnent were these mddle-aged rich folks rolling
down a lush aisle of palnms - but she was and they were. Once in

t hose Revere days he had cone hone drunk and she had hit him

and drawn bl ood from bel ow his eye. Once she had been in fear of
Hell, had lain hal f-drugged in steel stirrups, thinking, |I'm damed,
I've come to damation. A mllion years, and that's only the first
tick of the clock.

They stopped at the causeway toll booth and Carol thought, The
toll-taker has a strawberry birthmark on the left side of his
forehead, all mixed in with his eyebrow

There was no mark-the toll-taker was just an ordinary guy in his
late forties or early fifties, iron-gray hair in a buzz cut, horn-
ri mmed specs, the kind of guy who says, "Y' all have a nahce tahm
okai ?"-but the feeling began to come back, and Carol realized that
now t he things she thought she knew were things she really did

know, at first not all of them but then, by the time they neared the
little market on the right side of Route 41, it was al npst

everyt hi ng.
The market's called Corson's and there's a little gid outfront, Caro
t hought. She's wearing a red pinafore. She's got a doll, a dirty old

yel low haired thing, that she's left on the store steps so she can
| ook at a dog in the back of a station wagon

The nane of the market turned out to be Carson's, not Corson's,

but everything el se was the same. As the white Crown Vic passed,
the little girl in the red dress turned her solemm face in Carol's
direction, a country girl's face, although what a girl fromthe
toolies could be doing here in rich folks' tourist country, her and
her dirty yell ow headed doll, Carol didn't know.

Here's where | ask Bill how nuch farther, only I won't do it.
Because | have to break out of this cycle, this groove. | have to.

"How much farther?" she asked him He says there's only one road,

we can't get lost. He says he promises ne we'll get to the Palm
House with no problem And, by the way, who's Floyd?
Bill's eyebrow went up. The dinmple beside his nouth appeared.

"Once you get over the causeway and onto Sani bel |sland, there's

only one road," he said. Carol barely heard him He was stil

tal ki ng about the road, her husband who had spent a dirty weekend

in bed with his secretary two years ago, risking all they had done
and all they had nade, Bill doing that with his other face on, being
the Bill Carol's nother had warned woul d break her heart. And

later Bill trying to tell her he hadn't been able to help hinself, her
wanting to scream | once nurdered a child for you, the potentia

of a child, anyway. How high is that price? And is this what | get



inreturn? To reach ny fifties and find out that ny husband had to
get into some Cairol girl's pants?

Tell him she shrieked. Make him pull over and stop, nake himdo
anything that will break you free-change one thing, change
everything! You can do it if you could put your feet up in those
stirrups, you can do anyt hi ng!

But she could do nothing, and it all began to tick by faster. The two
overfed crows lifted off fromtheir splatter of lunch. Her husband
asked why she was sitting that way, was it a cranp, her saying,

Yes, yes, a cranp in her back but it was easing. Her nouth

gquacked on about deja vu just as if she weren't drowning in it, and
the Crown Vic noved forward |ike one of those sadistic Dodgem

cars at Revere Beach. Here cane Pal ndale Motors on the right.

And on the lefr? Sonme kind of sign for the | ocal comunity

theatre, a production of "Naughty Marietta."

No, it's Mary, not Marietta. Mary, nother of Jesus, Mary, nother

of God, she's got her hands out....

Carol bent all her will toward telling her husband what was
happeni ng, because the right Bill was behind the wheel, the right

Bill could still hear her. Being heard was what married | ove was al
about .

Not hing cane out. In her mind Gamsaid, "All the hard days are
comng." In her mnd a voice asked Fl oyd what was over there,

then said, "Oh shit," then screaned "Ch shit!"
She | ooked at the speedonmeter and saw it was calibrated not in
nmles an hour but thousands of feet: they were at twenty-eight

thousand. Bill was telling her that she shouldn't have slept on the
pl ane and she was agreeing.
There was a pink house conming up, little nmore than a bungal ow,

fringed with palmtrees that | ooked like the ones you saw in the
Second World War novies, fronds fram ng incomng Learjets with

t hei r machi ne guns bl azi ng-

Bl azi ng. Burning hot. Al at once the magazi ne he's hol ding turns
into a torch. Holy Mary, nother of God, hey there, Mary, what's
the story-

They passed the house. The old man sat on the porch and watched
them go by. The lenses of his rimess glasses glinted in the sun
Bill's hand established a beachhead on her hip. He said sonething
about how they night pause to refresh thensel ves between the
doffing of her dress and the donning of her shorts and she agreed,
al t hough they were never going to get to Pal m House. They were
going to go down this road and down this road, they were for the
white Crown Vic and the white Crown Vic was for them forever

and ever amen.

The next billboard would say "Pal m House 2 M." Beyond it was

t he one saying that Mother of Mercy Charities hel ped the Florida
sick. Wuld they help her?

Now that it was too |ate she was be-ginning to understand.

Begi nning to see the light the way she coul d see the subtropica
sun sparkling off the water on their |left. Wnderi ng how many



wrongs she had done in her life, how nany sins if you liked that
word, God knew her parents and her Gramcertainly had, sin this
and sin that and wear the nedallion between those grow ng things
the boys look at. And years later she had lain in bed with her new
husband on hot summer nights, knowi ng a decision had to be

made, knowi ng the clock was ticking, the cigarette butt was

snol deri ng, and she renenbered maki ng the decision, not telling
hi m out | oud because about some things you could be silent.

Her head itched. She scratched it. Black flecks came swirling down
past her face. On the Crown Vic's instrunent panel the
speedoneter froze at sixteen thousand feet and then bl ew out, but
Bill appeared not to notice.

Here cane a mailbox with a Grateful Dead sticker pasted on the
front; here cane a little black dog with its head down, trotting
busily, and God how her head itched, black flakes drifting in the
air like fallout and Mdther Teresa's face |ooking out of one of

t hem

"Mt her of Mary Charities Help the Florida Hungry-Wn't You

Hel p Us?"

Fl oyd What's that over there? Ch shit

She has tinme to see sonething big. And to read the word "Delta."
"Bill? Bill?"

His reply, clear enough but neverthel ess coming from around the
rimof the universe: "Christ, honey, what's in your hair?"

She plucked the charred remmant of Mther Teresa's face from her
hair and held it out to him the older version of the man she had
married, the secretary fucking man she had married, the man who
had nonet hel ess rescued her from peopl e who thought that you
could live forever in paradise if you only lit enough candl es and
wore the blue blazer and stuck to the approved skipping rhynmes -

Lying there with this man one hot sumrer night while the drug
deal s went on upstairs and Iron Butterfly sang "I n-A- Gadda- Da-
Vida" for the nine-billionth time, she had asked what he thought
you got, you know, after. \Wen your part in the showis over. He
had taken her in his arns and held her, down the beach she had
heard the jangle-jingle of the nid-way and the bang of the Dodgem
cars and Bill - Bill's glasses were nelted to his face.

One eye bul ged out of its socket. H s nouth was a bl oodhole. In
the trees a bird was crying, a bird was scream ng, and Carol began
to screamwith it, holding out the charred fragment of paper with
Mot her Teresa's picture on it, scream ng, watching as his cheeks
turned bl ack and his forehead swarmed and his neck split open |ike
a poi soned goiter, scream ng, she was scream ng, sonewhere Iron
Butterfly was singing "In-A- Gadda- Da- Vi da" and she was

scream ng

" CAROL?"

It was Bill's voice, froma thousand niles away. Hi s hand was on
her, but it was concern in his touch rather than |ust.

She opened her eyes and | ooked around the sun-brilliant cabin of

the Lear 35, and for a nonment she understood everything in the
way one understands the tremendous inmport of a dream upon the
first noment of waking. She renmenbered aski ng hi mwhat he



bel i eved you got, you know, after, and he had said you probably

got what you'd always thought you would get, that if Jerry Lee

Lewi s thought he was going to Hell for playing boogi e-woogie,

that's exactly where he'd go. Heaven, Hell, or Grand Rapids, it was
your choice or the choice of those who had taught you what to
believe. It was the human nind's final great service: the perception
of eternity in the place where you'd al ways expected to spend it.
"Carol ? You O K., babe?" In one hand was the magazi ne he'd been
readi ng, a Newsweek with Mther Teresa on the cover.

" SAI NTHOOD NOWP" it said in white.

Looki ng around wildly at the cabin, she was thinking, it happens at
si xteen thousand feet | have to tell them | have to warn them

But it was fading, all of it, the way those feelings always did. They
went |ike dreams, or cotton candy turning into a sweet m st just
above your tongue.
"Landi ng? Al ready.
thick and nmuzzy.
"It's fast, huh?" he said, sounding pleased, as if he'd flown it

hi nsel f instead of paying for it. "Floyd says we'll be on the ground
in-"

"Who?" she asked. The cabin of the little plane was warm but her
fingers were cold. "Wo?"

"Fl oyd. You know, the pilot" He pointed his thunb toward the
cockpit's left-hand seat. They were descending into a scrim of

cl ouds. The pl ane began to shake. "He says we'll be on the ground
in Fort Myers in twenty mnutes. You took a hell of a junp, girl.
And before that you were noaning."

Carol opened her nouth to say it was that feeling, the one you
could only say what it was in French, sonmething vu or rous, but it
was fading and all she said was "I had a nightmare."

There was a beep as Floyd the pilot switched the seat-belt |ight on
Carol turned her head. Sonewhere bel ow, waiting for them now

and forever, was a white car fromHertz, a gangster car, the kind
the characters in a Martin Scorsese nmovie would probably call a
Crown Vic. She | ooked at the cover of the news mmgazi ne, at the
face of Mdther Teresa, and all at once she renenbered ski pping

rope behind Qur Lady of Angels, skipping to one of the forbidden
rhymes, skipping to the one that went Hey there, Mary, what's the
story, save nmy ass from Purgatory

She felt wi de awake, but her voice sounded

Al'l the hard days are coning, her Gram had said. She had pressed
the nedal into Carol's palm wapped the chain around her fingers.
The hard days are com ng

THE GLASS
FLOOR



STEPHEN KI NG
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"Weird Tales" Fall, 1990
Starlight Mystery Stories, 1967

| NTRODUCTI ON

In the novel Deliverance, by Janes Dickey, there is a scene where

a country fellow who Ilives way up in the back of beyond whangs

his hand with a tool while repairing a car. One of the city nen who
are looking for a couple of guys to drive their cars downriver asks
this fellow, Griner by name, if he's hurt hinself. Giner |ooks at his
bl oody hand, then nutters: "Naw - it ain't as bad as | thought."
That's the way | felt after re-reading "The G ass Floor," the first
story for which | was ever paid, after all these years. Darrel
Schweitzer, the editor of Weird Tales invited ne to nmake changes if

| wanted to, but | decided that woul d probably be a bad i dea.

Except for two or three word-changes and the addition of a

par agr aph break (which was probably a typographical error in the

first place), I've left the tale just as it was. If | really did start
maki ng changes, the result would be an entirely new story.

"The G ass Floor" was witten, to the best of ny recollection, in

t he sunmer of 1967, when | was about two nmonths shy of ny

twentieth birthday. | had been trying for about two years to sell a
story to Robert A W Lowndes, who edited two horror/fantasy

magazi nes for Health Know edge (The Magazi ne of Horror and

Startling Mystery Stories) as well as a vastly nore popul ar di gest
cal l ed Sexol ogy. He had rejected several submi ssions kindly (one

of them marginally better than "The d ass Floor," was finally
published in The Magazi ne of Fantasy and Science Fiction under

the title "Night of the Tiger"), then accepted this one when | finally
got around to submitting it. That first check was for thirty-five
dollars. I've cashed many bi gger ones since then, but none gave ne
nore satisfaction; soneone had finally paid ne sone real nobney

for sonething | had found in ny head!

The first few pages of the story are clunsy and badly witten -
clearly the product of an unformed story-teller's mnd - but the |ast

bit pays off better than | remenbered; there is a genuine frisson in
what M. Wiarton finds waiting for himin the East Room |

suppose that's at least part of the reason | agreed to allow this
nostly unremarkable work to be reprinted after all these years.

And there is at |least a token effort to create characters which are
nore than paper-doll cutouts; Wharton and Reynard are



ant agoni sts, but neither is "the good guy" or "the bad guy." The
real villain is behind that plastered-over door. And | al so see an
odd echo of "The G ass Floor" in a very recent work called "The

Li brary Policeman." That work, a short novel, will be published as
part of a collection of short novels called Four Past Mdnight this
fall, and if you read it, | think you'll see what | nean. It was

fascinating to see the same i mage coni ng around again after al
this tinme.

Mostly I"mallowing the story to be republished to send a nessage
to young writers who are out there right now, trying to be
publ i shed, and collecting rejection slips fromsuch nagazi nes as
F&SF M dnight Graffiti, and, of course, Wird Tales, which is the

granddaddy of themall. The nessage is sinple: you can |earn, you
can get better, and you can get published.
If that Little spark is there, sonmeone will probably see it sooner

orlater, gleamng faintly in the dark. And, if you tend the spark
nestled in the kindling, it really can growinto a large, blazing fire.
It happened to me, and it started here.

| remenber getting the idea for the story, and it just came as the

i deas cone now - casually, with no flourish of trunpets. | was

wal ki ng down a dirt road to see a friend, and for no reason at all
began to wonder what it would be like to stand in a room whose

floor was a mirror. The image was so intriguing that witing the
story becanme a necessity. It wasn't witten for noney; it was

witten so | could see better. O course | did not see it as well as |
had hoped; there is still that shortfall between what | hope | will
acconplish and what | actually manage. Still, | came away fromit

with two valuable things: a salable story after five years of
rejection slips, and a bit of experience. So here it is, and as that
fellow Griner says in Dickey's novel, it ain't really as bad as |

t hought .

- Stephen King



VWharton noved slowy up the wide steps, hat in hand, craning his
neck to get a better ook at the Victorian nonstrosity that his sister

had died in. It wasn't a house at all, he reflected, but a nmausol eum -
a huge, sprawling mausoleum It seened to grow out of the top of
the hill Iike an outsized, perverted toadstool, all ganbrels and

gabl es and jutting, blank-w ndowed cupol as. A brass weat her-vane
surmount ed the eighty degree slant of shake-shingled roof, the
tarnished effigy of a leering little boy with one hand shadi ng eyes
Wharton was just as glad he could not see.

Then he was on the porch, and the house as a whole was cut off
fromhim He twi sted the ol d-fashioned bell, and listened to it echo
holl oWy through the dimrecesses within. There was a rose-tinted
fanlight over the door, and Wharton could barely nake out the date
1770 chiseled into the glass. Tonb is right, he thought.

The door suddenly swung open. "Yes, sir?" The housekeeper

stared out at him She was old, hideously old. Her face hung |ike
[inp dough on her skull, and the hand on the door above the chain
was grotesquely twi sted by arthritis.

"I'"ve conme to see Anthony Reynard,"” Warton said. He fancied he
could even snell the sweetish odor of decay emanating fromthe
runpl ed silk of the shapel ess bl ack dress she wore.

"M Reynard isn't seein' anyone. He's nournin'."

"He'll see ne," Wharton said. "I'm Charles Warton. Janine's

br ot her. "

"Ch." Her eyes widened a little, and the | oose bow of her nouth
wor ked around the enpty ridges of her gums. "Just a mnute." She
di sappeared, |eaving the door ajar

Wharton stared into the di m mahogany shadows, neki ng out high-
backed easy chairs, horse-hair uphol stered divans, tall narrow
shel ved bookcases, curlicued, floridly carven wai nscoting.

Jani ne, he thought. Jani ne, Janine, Janine. How could you |ive
here? How in hell could you stand it?

A tall figure materialized suddenly out of the gl oom sl ope-
shoul dered, head thrust forward, eyes deeply sunken and downcast.
Ant hony Reynard reached out and unhooked the door-chain

"Conme in, M. Wharton, " he said heavily.

VWarton stepped into the vague di mess of the house, |ooking up
curiously at the nman who had married his sister. There were rings
beneat h the hollows of his eyes, blue and brui sed-|ooking. The suit
he wore was wrinkled and hung linp on him as if he had |lost a
great deal of weight. He |ooks tired, Warton thought. Tired and
ol d.

"My sister has already been buried?" Warton asked.

"Yes." He shut the door slowly, inprisoning Wharton in the
decayi ng gl oom of the house. "My deepest sorrow, sir. \Warton. |
| oved your sister dearly." He made a vague gesture. "l'msorry."
He seemed about to add nore, then shut his mouth with an abrupt
snhap. \Wen he spoke again, it was obvious he had bypassed

what ever had been on his lips. "Wuld you care to sit down? |I'm
sure you have questi ons.

"I do. Sonehow it cane out nore curtly than he had intended.



Reynard sighed and nodded slowy. He | ed the Way deeper into the
living roomand gestured at a chair. Warton sank deeply into it,
and it seened to gobble himup rather than give beneath him

Reynard sat next to the fireplace and dug for cigarettes. He offered
t hem wordl essly to Wharton, and he shook his head.

He waited until Reynard |lit his cigarette, then asked, "Just how did
she die? Your letter didn't say nuch.

Reynard bl ew out the match and threw it into the fireplace. It

| anded on one of the ebony iron fire-dogs, a carven gargoyl e that
stared at Wharton with toad' s eyes.

"She fell," he said. "She was dusting in one of the other roons, up
al ong the eaves. W were planning to paint, and she said it would
have to be well-dusted before we could begin. She had the | adder

It slipped. Her neck was broken." There was a clicking sound in
his throat as he swal | owed.

"She died - instantly?"

"Yes." He lowered his head and placed a hand agai nst his brow. "I
was heart br oken.

The gargoyle leered at him squat torso and fl attened, sooty head.
Its mouth was twisted upward in a weird, gleeful grin, and its eyes
seened turned inward at some private joke. Warton | ooked away
fromit with an effort. "I want to see where it happened.

Reynard stubbed out his cigarette hal f-snoked. "You can't.
"“I"'mafraid | nust,” Wiarton said coldly. "After all, she was ny ..
"It's not that," Reynard said. "The room has been partitioned off.
That shoul d have been done a long tine ago.

"If it's just a matter of prising a few boards off a door..

"You don't understand. The room has been plastered off

conpletely There's nothing but a wall there.

VWharton felt his gaze being pulled inexorably back to the fire-dog.
Dam the thing, what did it have to grin about?

"I can't help it. | want to see the room"
Reynard stood suddenly, towering over him "Inpossible."
VWharton al so stood. "I'm beginning to wonder if you don't have

sonmething to hide in there," he said quietly.

"Just what are you inplying?"

Wharton shook his head a little dazedly. What was he inplying?
That perhaps Anthony Reynard had nurdered his Sister in this
Revol uti onary War-vintage crypt? That there m ght be Sonething
nore sinister here than shadowy corners and hi deous iron fire-
dogs?

"I don't know what |'m i nplying, he said slowy, "except that
Jani ne was shovel ed under in a hell of a hurry, and that you're
acting dam strange now. "

For moment the anger blazed brighter, and then it di ed away,

| eavi ng only hopel essness and dunmb sorrow. "Leave nme al one," he
munbl ed. "Pl ease | eave nme al one, M. Warton."

"I can't. I've got to know .. ."

The aged housekeeper appeared, her face thrusting fromthe



shadowy cavern of the hall. "Supper's ready, M. Reynard."
"Thank you, Louise, but I'mnot hungry. Perhaps M. Warton ..
?" Wharton shook his head.

"Very well, then. Perhaps we'll have a bite later."

"As you say, sir." She turned to go. "Louise?" "Yes, sir?"

"Cone here a nonent.

Loui se shuffled slowy back into the room her | oose tongue
slopping wetly over her lips for a nonent and then di sappeari ng.
"Sir?"

"M. Wharton seens to have sone questions about his sister's
death. Wuld you tell himall you know about it?"

"Yes, sir." Her eyes glittered with alacrity. "She was dustin', she
was. Dustin' the East Room Hot on paintin' it, she was. M.
Reynard here, | guess he wasn't much interested, because ..

"Just get to the point, Louise," Reynard said inpatiently.

"No," Wharton said. "Wiy wasn't he nmuch interested?"

Loui se | ooked doubtfully fromone to the other.

"Go ahead," Reynard said tiredly. "He'll find out in the village if he
doesn't up here.

"Yes, sir." Again he sawthe glitter, caught the greedy purse of the

| oose flesh of her nouth as she prepared to inpart the precious

story. "M. Reynard didn't |ike no one goin' in the East Room Said

it was dangerous."

"Danger ous?"

"The floor," she said. "The floor's glass. It's a mirror. The whole
floor's a mrror. "

Wharton turned to Reynard, feeling dark bl ood suffuse his face.

"You nmean to tell me you let her go up on a ladder in a roomwth

a glass floor?"

"The | adder had rubber grips," Reynard began. "That wasn't why ..

"You dammed fool," Wharton whi spered. "You damed, bl oody

f ool

“I tell you that wasn't the reason!" Reynard shouted suddenly. "I

| oved your sister! No one is sorrier than | that she is dead! But |

war ned her! God knows | warned her about that floor!"

VWharton was dinmy aware of Louise staring greedily at them

storing up gossip like a squirrel stores up nuts. "Get her out of
here," he said thickly.

"Yes," Reynard said. "Go see to supper.
"Yes, sir." Louise nmoved reluctantly toward the hall, and the
shadows swal | owed her.

"Now, " Wharton said quietly. "It seens to ne that you have sone
explaining to do, Reynard. This whole thing sounds funny to ne.
Wasn't there even an inquest?"

"No," Reynard said. He slumped back into his chair suddenly, and

he | ooked blindly into the darkness of the vaulted overhead ceiling.
"They know around here about the - East Room"

"And just what is there to know?" Warton asked tightly

"The East Roomis bad |luck," Reynard said. "Sone people m ght



even say it's cursed.

"Now |isten," Wharton said, his ill tenper and unlaid grief building
up like steamin a teakettle, "I'mnot going to be put off, Reynard.
Every word that cones out of your mouth makes ne nore

determ ned to see that room Now are you going to agree to it or do
| have to go down to that village and ... ?"

"Pl ease." Sonething in the quiet hopel essness of the word made
VWharton | ook up. Reynard | ooked directly into his eyes for the first
time and they were haunted, haggard eyes. "Please, M. Wharton

Take my word that your sister died naturally and go away. | don't
want to see you die!" H's voice rose to a wail. "I didn't want to see
anybody die!"

VWharton felt a quiet chill steal over him H's gaze skipped fromthe

grinning fireplace gargoyle to the dusty, enpty-eyed bust of Cicero
in the corner to the strange wai nscoting carvings. And a voice

cane fromwithin him Go away fromhere. A thousand |living yet

i nsentient eyes seened to stare at himfromthe darkness, and again
t he voice spoke... "Go away from here."

Only this tine it was Reynard.

"Go away fromhere," he repeated. "Your sister is beyond caring

and beyond revenge. | give you ny word...
"Dam your word!" Wharton said harshly. "I'm going down to the
sheriff, Reynard. And if the sheriff won't help ne, I'll go to the

county conmi ssioner. And if the county conmi ssioner won't help

ne ...

"Very well." The words were like the faraway tolling of a
churchyard bell

" Cone. "

Reynard led the way into the hall, down past the kitchen, the enpty
dining roomw th the chandelier catching and reflecting the | ast
light of day, past the pantry, toward the blind plaster of the
corridor's end.

This is it, he thought, and suddenly there was a strange crawling in
the pit of his stomach.

"I..." he began involuntarily.

"What ?" Reynard asked, hope glittering in his eyes.

“Not hi ng. "

They stopped at the end of the hall, stopped in the twilight gl oom
There seened to be no electric light. On the floor Warton coul d
see the still-danp plasterer's trowel Reynard had used to wall up
t he doorway, and a straggling remant of Poe's "Black Cat"

cl anged through his mnd

"I had wall ed the nonster up within the tonb...

Reynard handed the trowel to himblindly. "Do whatever you have

to do, Wharton. | won't be party to it. | wash ny hands of it.
Whart on wat ched hi m nove of f down the hall with msgivings, his
hand openi ng and closing on the handle of the trowel. The faces of
the Littl e-boy weat hervane, the fire-dog gargoyle, the w zened
housemaid all seemed to mix and mingle before him all grinning

at somet hing he could not understand. Go away from here ..



Wth a sudden bitter curse he attacked the wall, hacking into the
soft, new plaster until the trowel scraped across the door of the
East Room He dug away plaster until he could reach the

doorknob. He twi sted, then yanked on it until the veins stood out in
his tenples .

The plaster cracked, schismed, and finally split. The door swung
ponder ously open, shedding plaster like a dead skin.

VWharton stared into the shinmering quicksilver pool

It seened to glowwith a light of its own in the darkness, etherea
and fairy-like. Wharton stepped in, half-expecting to sink into
warm pliant fluid.

But the floor was solid.

Hi s own reflection hung suspended bel ow him attached only by

the feet, seeming to stand on its head in thin air. It made himdizzy
just to look at it.

Slowy his gaze shifted around the room The |adder was stil

there, stretching up into the glimrering depths of the mrror. The
room was high, he saw. Hi gh enough for a fall to he winced - to
kill.

It was ringed with enpty bookcases, all seenming to | ean over him
on the very threshold of inbalance. They added to the room s
strange, distorting effect.

He went over to the | adder and stared down at the feet. They were
rubbershod, as Reynard had said, and seened solid enough. But if
the | adder had not slid, how had Janine fallen?

Sonehow he found hinmsel f staring through the floor again. No, he
corrected hinself. Not through the floor. At the mirror; into the
mrror

He wasn't standing on the floor at all he fancied. He Was poised in
thin air hal fway between the identical ceiling and floor, held up
only by the stupid idea that he was on the floor. That was silly, as
anyone coul d see, for there was the floor, way down there.

Snap out of it!" he yelled at hinmself suddenly. He was on the fl oor
and that was nothing but a harm ess reflection of the ceiling. It
woul d only be the floor if |I was standing on ny head, and |I'm not;
the other ne is the one standing on his head..

He began to feel vertigo, and a sudden |unp of nausea rose in his
throat. He tried to | ook away fromthe glittering quicksilver depths
of the mirror, but he couldn't.

The door.. where was the door? He suddenly wanted out very

badl y.

Wharton turned around clunsily, but there were only crazily-tilted
bookcases and the jutting | adder and the horrible chasm beneath

his feet.

"Reynard!" He screamed. "I'mfalling!
Reynard cane running, the sickness already a gray |lesion on his
heart. It was done; it had happened again

He stopped at the door's threshold, Staring in at the Sianese tw ns
staring at each other in the mddle of the two-roofed, no-floored
room

"Loui se," he croaked around the dry ball of sickness in his throat.
"Bring the pole."



Loui se canme shuffling out of the darkness and handed the hook-

ended pole to Reynard. He slid it out across the shining quicksilver
pond and caught the body sprawl ed on the glass. He dragged it

slowy toward the door, and when he could reach it, he pulled it

out. He stared down into the contorted face and gently shut the
staring eyes.

“I'"ll want the plaster,"
"Yes, sir."

She turned to go, and Reynard stared sonmberly into the room Not

for the first time he wondered if there was really a mirror there at
all. In the room a snmall pool of blood showed on the fl oor and
ceiling, seeming to neet in the center, blood which hung there
quietly and one could wait forever for it to drip

he said quietly.

The King Famly &
The W cked Wtch

STEPHEN KI NG

Illustrated by King's children
Flint Magazi ne

EDI TOR S NOTE

Stephen King and | went to college together. No, we were not the
best of friends, but we did share a few brews together at University
Motor Inn. We did work for the school newspaper at the sane

time. No, Steve and | are not best friends. But | sure amglad he
made it. He worked hard and believed in hinself. After eight
mllion book sales, it's hard to remenber himas a typically broke
student. We all knew he'd make it through.

Last January | wote of a visit with Steve over the holiday
vacation. W tal ked about his books, Carrie - Salenms Lot. The

Shi nni ng. and the soon to be rel eased, The Stand. W tal ked about
how St anl ey Kubrick wants to do the filmversions of his new
books. We didn't talk about the past nmuch though. We tal ked of the
future - his kids, FLINT ..

He gave ne a copy of a story he had witten for his children. W



alnmost ran it then, but there was much concern on the staff as to

how it would be received by our readers. W didn't run it. Well

we' ve debated | ong enough. It's too cute for you not to read it. W

made the final decision after spending in evening watching TV | ast

week. There were at |least 57 nore offensive things said, not to

nmention all the murders, rapes, and wars...we decided to | et you be

the judge. If sone of you parents mght be offended by the word

"fart', you'd better not read it - but don't stop your kids, they'll |ove
it!

On the Secret Road in the town of Bridgton, there lived a w cked
witch. Her nane was Wtch Hazel

How wi cked was Wtch Hazel ? Wl |, once she had changed a

Prince fromthe Kingdom of New Hanmpshire into a woodchuck

She turned a little kid's favorite kitty into whipped cream And she
liked to turn nmomm es' baby carriages into big piles of horse-turds
whil e the monmm es and their babies were shopping.

She was a nean old witch.

The King famly lived by Long Lake In Bridgton, Mine. They

wer e nice people.

There was a daddy who wrote books. There was a momy who

wr ot e poens and cooked food. There was a girl named Naom who

was six years old. She went to school. She was tall and strai ght and
brown. There was a boy naned Joe who was four years old. He

went to school too, although he only went two days a week. He

was short and bl onde with hazel eyes.

And Wtch Hazel hated the Kings nore than anyone else In

Bridgton. Wtch Hazel especially hated the Kings because they

were the happiest famly In Bridgton. She woul d peer out at their
bright red Cadillac when it passed her dirty, falling down haunted
house with mean hateful eyes. Wtch Hazel hated bright col ors.

She woul d see the nmonmy reading Joe a story on the bench

outside the drug store and her bony fingers would itch to cast a
spell. She would see the daddy tal king to Naom on their way

hone from school in the red Cadillac or the blue truck, and she
woul d want to reach out her awful arms and catch them and pop

into her w tches caul dron

And finally, she cast her spell

One day Wtch Hazel put on a nice dress. She went to the Bridgton
Beauty Parlor and had her hair pernmed. She put on a pair of

Rockers from Fayva (an East Coast shoe store chain). She | ooked
al nost pretty.

She bought sonme of daddy's books at the Bridgton Pharmacy. Then
she drove out to the Kings' house and pretended she wanted daddy
to sign his books. She drove in a car. She could have ridden her



broom but she didn't want the Kings to know she was a witch.

And in her handbag were four nagic cookies. Four evil. nagic

cooki es.

Four cookies! Four cookies full of black nagic!

The banana cookie, the mlk bottle cookie, and worst of all, two
crying cookies. Don't let her in Kings!' Ch please don't let her in
But she | ooked so nice. . . and she was smling. . . and she had the

daddy' s books. soooo....they let her in. Daddy signed her book,
nmomry of fered her tea. Naoni asked if she would like to see her
room

Joe asked if she would Iike to see himwite his name. Wtch Haze
smled and snmiled. It alnost broke her face to snile.

"You have been so nice to me that | would like to be nice to you."
said Wtch Hazel. "I have baked four cookies. A cookie for each
Ki ng. "

"Cooki es'" Shout ed Naom "Hooray!"

" Cooki es" Shouted Joe. "Cookies!"

That was awfully nice," laid nomy. "You shouldn't have.™

"But we're glad you did." said the daddy.

They took the cookies. Wtch Hazel smiled. And when she was in
her car she shrieked and cackled with |aughter. She | aughed so
hard that her cat Basta hissed and shrank away from her. Wtch
Hazel was happy when her wi cked pl an succeeded.

"I will like this banana cookie." Daddy said. He ate it and what a
terrible thing happened. H s nose turned into a banana and when he
went down to his office to work on his book nuch I ater that
terrible day the only word he could wite was banana.

It was Wtch Hazel's wi cked magi ¢ Banana Cooki e.

Poor Daddy!

"I will like this mlk-bottle cookie." Mnmy said. "Wat a funny
nane for a cookie. She ate it and (the evil cookie turned her hands
into m|k-bottles.

What an awful thing. Could she fix the food with MIk-bottles for
hands? Coul d she type? No! She could not even pick her nose.

Poor Monmmy!

"W will like these crying cookies." Naom and Joe said. Wat a
funny name for a cookie." They each ate one and they began to

cry! They cried and cried and could not stop! The tears streaned
out of their eyes. There were puddles on the rug. Their cl othes got
all wet. They couldn't eat good meal s because they were crying.
They even cried in their sleep.

It was all because of Wtch Hazel's evil crying cookies.

The Kings were not the happiest famly in Bridgton anynore. Now
they were the saddest family in Bridgton. Momy didn't want to

go shoppi ng because everybody | aughed at her mlk-bottle hands.
Daddy couldn't wite books because all the words canme out banana
and it was hard to see the typewiter anyway because his nose was
a banana. And Joe and Naom just cried and cried and cri ed.

Wtch Hazel was as happy as wicked witch ever gets. It was her
greatest spell.

One day, about a nonth after the horrible day of the four cookies
Momry was wal king in the woods. It was about the only thing she



liked to do with her milk-bottle hands. And in the woods she found

a woodchuck caught in a trap

Poor thing! It was al nbost dead fromfright and pain. There was

bl ood all over the trap

"Poor old thing," Monmy said. "I'Il get you out of that nasty trap."
But could she open the trap with mlk bottles for hands? No.

So she ran for Daddy and Naom and Joe. Fifteen mnutes |ater al

four Kings were standi ng around the poor bl oody woodchuck in

the trap. The Kings were not bloody, but what a strange, sad sight
they were! Daddy had a banana In the mddle of his face. Mmy

had m | k-bottle hands. And the two children could not stop crying.

"I think we can get himout." Daddy said. "Yes. " Mumy said. "I
think we can get himout if we all work together. And | wll start. |
will give the poor thing a drink of milk fromnm hands " And she

gave hima drink. She felt a little better. Naom and Joe were trying
to open the jaws of the cruel trap while the woodchuck | ooked at

t hem hopefully. But the trap would not open. It was an old trap

and its hinges and nmean sharp teeth were cloggled with rust.

"I't will not open."” Naom said and cried harder than ever. "No. it
will not open at all!"

"I can't open it." Joe said and cried his eyes. The tears streamed out
of his eyes and down his cheeks. "I can't open it either."

And Daddy said. "I know what to do. | think." Daddy bent over the
hinge of the trap with his funny banana nose. He squeezed the end

of it with both hands. Quch! It hurt! But out canme six drops of
banana oil. They felt onto the rusty hinge of the trap, one drop at a
tinme.

"Now try," said Daddy.

This time the trap opened easily.

"Hooray!" shouted Naonmi .

"He's out! He's out!" Shouted Joe.

"W have all worked together." said Monmy. "I gave the

woodchuck m |l k. Daddy oiled the trap with his banana nose. And
Naom and Joe opened the trap to let himout."

And then they all felt a little better, for the first tinme since Wtch
Hazel cast he w cked spell

And have you guessed yet? Ch, | bet you have. The woodchuck

was really not a woodchuck at all. He was the Prince of the

Ki ngdom of New Hanmpshire who had al so fallen under the spell of

W cked Wtch Hazel

VWen the trap was opened the spell was broken, and instead of a
woodchuck, a radiant Prince In a Brooks Brothers suit stood before
the King famly.

"You have been kind to nme even, in your own sadness." said the
Prince, "and that is the nmost difficult thing of all. And so through
the power vested in me, the spell of the wi cked witch is broken and
you are free!"

Ch, happy day.

Daddy' s banana nose di sappeared and was replaced with his own

nose, which was not too handsone but certainly better than a



slightly squeezed banana. Mommy's ml k-bottles were replaced

wi th her own pi nk hands.

Best of all, Naom and Joe stopped crying. They began to snile,
then they began to | augh! Then the Prince of New Hanpshire
began to | augh Then Daddy and Mommy began to | augh The

Prince danced with Momry and Naomi and carried Joe on his

shoul ders. He shook hands with Daddy and said he had admred
Daddy' s books before he had been turned into a woodchuck

Al five of themwent back to the nice house by the | ake, and
Momry made tea for everyone. They all sat at the table and drank
their tea.

"We ought to do sonmething about that witch,” Mommy said. "So

the can't do sonething w cked to soneone else." . -

"I think that is true." said the Prince. "And it so happens that |
know one spell nyself. It will get rid of her."

He whi spered to Daddy. Ha whispered to Momry. He whi spered

to Naom and Joe, and they nodded and gi ggl ed and | aughed.

That very afternoon they drove up to Wtch Hazel's haunted house
on the Secret Road. Basta, the cat, |ooked at themw th his big
yel | ow eyes, hissed, and ran away.

They did not drive up in the Kings' pretty red Cadillac, or in the
Prince's Mst Grey Mercedes 390SL. They drove up in an old, old
car that wheezed and bl ew oil.

They were wearing old clothes with fleas junping out of them

They wanted to | ook poor to fool Wtch Hazel

They went up and the Prince knocked on the door

Wtch Hazel ripped the door open. She was wearing a tall black
hat. There was a wart on the end of her nose. She snelled of frog's
bl ood and ow s' hearts and ant's eyeballs, because the had been
whi ppi ng up horrible brew to nake nore bl ack magi c cooki es.

"What do you want?" she rasped at them She didn't recognize
themin their old clothes. "Get out. |'m busy!"

"W are a poor family on our way to California to pick oranges."
the Prince said. "What has that to do with ne?" The witch
shrieked. "I ought to turn you into oranges for disturbing nme! Now
good day!"

She tried to close the door but the Prince put his foot in it. Naom
and Joe shoved it

back open.

"W have something to sell you." Daddy said. "It is the w ckedest
cookie in the world. If you eat it. It will make you the w ckedest
witch in the world, even wi ckeder than Wtch Indira in India. W
will sell it to you for one thousand dollars."

"I don't buy what | can steal!" Wtch Hazel shrieked. She snatched
t he cookie and gobbled it down "Now | will be the w ckedest witch
in the whole world!'" And she cackled so loudly that the shutters
fell off her house.

But the Prince wasn't sorry. He was glad. And Momy wasn't

sorry, because she had baked the cookie. And Daddy wasn't sorry,



because he had gone to New Hanpshire to get the 300 year-old

baked beans that went into the cookie.

Naom and Joe? They just |aughed and | aughed, because they

knew that it wasn't a Wcked Cookie that Wtch Hazel had just

eat en.

It was a Farting Cookie.

Wtch Hazel felt sonething funny.

She felt it building in her tumry and her behind. It felt like a of
gas. It felt like an explosion |ooking for a place to happen.

"What have you done to nme!" she shrieked. "W are you?'"

"I amthe Prince of New Hanpshire.'" The Prince cried, raising his
face to she could see it clearly for the first tine.

"And we are the Kings." Daddy said. "Shame on you for turning

nmy wife's hands into nilk bottles! Double shame on you for

turning nmy nose into a banana. Triple shane on you for naking

ny Naomi and ny Joe cry all day and all night. But we've fixed
you now, Wcked Wtch Hazel!"

"You won't be casting anynore spells.
are going to the noon!"

“I"'mnot going to the noon!" Wtch Hazel screeched so | oudly that

the chimey fell on the lawmm. "lI'mgoing to turn you all into cheap
antiques that not even tourists will buy!"

"No you're not." said Joe, "because you ate the magi c cookie. You

ate the magic farting cookie."

The wicked witch foamed and frothed. She tried to cast her spell

But it was too late: the Farting Cookie had done its work. She felt a
big fart com ng on. She squeezed her butt to keep it in until she
could cast her spell, but it was too late.

VWHONK! Went the fart. It blew all the fur off her cat, Basta. It

blew in the wi ndows. And Wtch Hazel went up in the air like a
rocket.

"Get me down!'' Wtch Hazel screanmed. Wtch Hazel came down

all right. She cane down on her fanny. And when the cane down,

she I et another fart.

DRRRRRRAPPP! Went the fart. It was so windy it knocked down

the witch's hone and the Bridgton Tradi ng Post. You could see

Dom Cardozl sitting on the toilet where he had been pooping. It

was all that was |left of the Tradi ng Post except for one bureau that
had been made in Grand Rapi ds

The witch went flying up into the sky. She flew up and up until she
was as snall as a speck of coal dust.

sai d Naom . "Because you

"Get me down. " Wtch Hazel called, sounding very snmall and far
away.
"You'll come down all right." Naonmi said.

Down canme Wtch Hazel

"Yeeeaaahhhh'" she screanmed falling out of the sky.

Just before the could hit the ground and be crushed (as naybe she
deserved), she cut another fart, the biggest one of all the snmell was
like two mllion egg sal ad sandwi ches. And the sound was KA-



HI ONK! !

Up she went again

"Goodbye, Wtch Hazel " yelled Monmy wavi ng. "Enjoy the

moon. "

"Hope you stay a long tine cal l ed Joe.

Up and up went Wtch Hazel until she was out of sight. During the
news that night the Kings and the Prince of New Hanpshire heard
Barbara Walters report that a UFWhad been seen by a 74 7

ai rplane over Bridgton. Maine - an unidentified flying witch

And that was the end of wicked Wtch Hazel. She is on the noon
now, and probably still farting.

And the Kings are the happiest famly in Bridgton again. They

of ten exchange visits with the Prince of New Hanpshire, who is
now now Ki ng. Daddy wites books and never uses the word

banana. Mommy uses her hands nore than ever. And Joe and

Naom King hardly ever cry.

As for Wtch Hazel, she was never seen again, and considering
those terrible farts she was letting when she left, that is probably a
good t hi ng!

THE END
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I NTRODUCTI ON

The @unslinger (1982)

The Drawi ng of the Three (1987)

The Waste Lands (1991)

W zard and d ass (1997)

These novel s, using thematic el enents from Robert Browning's
poem ' Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Cane'. tell the saga of

Rol and, | ast of the gunslingers, who enbarks on a quest to find the
Dark Tower for reasons that the author has yet to reveal. Al ong the
way, Rol and encounters the renains of what was once a thriving



soci ety, feudal in nature but technol ogically quite advanced, that
now has fallen into decay and ruin. King combines el enents of
fantasy with science fiction into a surreal blend of past and future.
The first book, The Gunslinger, introduces Rol and, who is chasing
the Dark Man, an enigmatic sorcerer figure, across a vast desert.
Thr ough fl ashbacks, the reader |earns that Roland was a nenber

of a noble famly in the Dark Tower world, and that that world

may or may not have been destroyed with help fromthe Dark Man

Al ong the way, Roland encounters strange inhabitants of this
unnarmed worl d, including Jake, a young boy who, even though he

is killed by the end of the first book, will figure promnently in
| ater volunes. Rol and does catch up with the Dark Man, and | earns
that he must seek out the Dark Tower to find the answers to the
guestions of why he nust enmbark on this quest and what is
contained in the Tower.

The next book, The Drawi ng of the Three, shows Rol and recruiting
three people frompresent-day Earth to join himon his way to the
Dark Tower. They are Eddie, a junkie 'mule'" working for the

Maf i a; Suzannah, a paraplegic with multiple personalities; and

Jake, whose arrival is startling to Roland, who sacrificed Jake in
his own world during his pursuit of the Dark Man. Rol and saves
Jake's life on Earth, but the resulting schismnearly drives him

i nsane. Rol and nust also help the other two battle their own

denons, Eddie's being his heroin addiction and guilt over not being
able to save his brother's life, and Suzannah's the war between her
di fferent personalities, one a kind and gentle woman, the other a
raci st psychopath. Each of the three deals with their problens wth
the help of the others, and together the quartet set out on the
journey to the Tower.

The third book, The Waste Lands, chronicles the first I eg of that

j ourney, exam ning the background of the three Earth-born

characters in detail. The book reaches its clinmax when Jake is

ki dnapped by a cult thriving in the ruins of a crunbling city, led by
a man known only as Flagg (a character who has appeared in

several of King's other novels as the enbodi ment of pure evil).

Rol and rescues Jake and the group escapes the city on a nonor ai
system whose artificial intelligence programhas achieved

sentience at the cost of its sanity. The nonorail challenges themto
a riddle-contest, with their lives as the prize if they can stunp the
machi ne, who clainms to know every riddl e ever created.

Wzard and G ass, the fourth volune in the series, finds Rol and,
Jake, Eddi e and Suzannah continuing their journey towards the

Dark Tower, moving through a deserted part of Md-Wrld that is
eerily rem niscent of twentieth-century Earth. During their travels
t hey encounter a thinny, a dangerous weakening of the barrier
between different tines and places. Rol and recognizes it and
realizes that his world is breaki ng down faster than he had thought.
The thinny pronpts himto recall the first tine he encountered it,
many years before on a trip out west with his friends Cuthbert and
Al ai n, when Rol and had just earned his gunslinger status. It is this
story - of the three boys uncovering a plot against the ruling
government and of Roland's first love, a girl named Susan Del gado

- that is the central focus of the book. Wiile the three nanage to



destroy the conspirators, Susan is killed during the fight by the

t ownspeopl e of Hanmbry. The story gives Jake, Eddie and

Suzannah new i nsight into Roland's background and why he may
sacrifice themto attain his ultimte goal of saving his world. The
book ends with the foursome noving onward once nore towards

t he Tower.

THE LI TTLE SI STERS OF ELURI A
BY STEPHEN KI NG

[Author's Note: The Dark Tower books begin with Rol and of

G lead, the last gunslinger in an exhausted world that has 'noved

on', pursuing a magician in a black robe. Roland has been chasing
Walter for a very long tinme. In the first book of the cycle, he finally
catches up. This story, however, takes place while Roland is stil
casting about for Walter's trail. A know edge of the books is

t herefore not necessary for you to understand - and hopefully enjoy
-the story which follows. S. K]

I. Full Earth. The Enpty Town. The Bells. The Dead Boy.

The Overturned Wagon. The Green Fol k

On a day in Full Earth so hot that it seened to suck the breath from
his chest before his body could use it, Roland of Glead came to
the gates of a village in the Desatoya Muntains. He was travelling
al one by then, and would soon be travelling afoot, as well. This
whol e | ast week he had been hoping for a horse-doctor, but

guessed such a fell ow would do himno good now, even if this

town had one. H's nmount, a two-year-old roan, was pretty well

done for.

The town gates, still decorated with flowers fromsone festival or
ot her, stood open and wel com ng, but the silence beyond t hem was
all wong. The gunslinger heard no clip-clop of horses, no runble



of wagon-wheel s, no nerchants' huckstering cries fromthe

mar ket pl ace. The only sounds were the | ow hum of crickets (sone

sort of bug, at any rate; they were a bit nore tuneful than crickets,
at that), a queer wooden knocki ng sound, and the faint, dreamny
tinkle of small bells.

Al so, the flowers twi ned through the wought-iron staves of the
ornanental gate were | ong dead.

Bet ween hi s knees, Topsy gave two great, holl ow sneezes -

K chow K chow - and staggered sideways. Rol and di snounted,

partly out of respect for the horse, partly out of respect for hinself
- he didn't want to break a | eg under Topsy if Topsy chose this
nonent to give up and canter into the clearing at the end of his
pat h.

The gunslinger stood in his dusty boots and faded jeans under the
beating sun, stroking the roan's matted neck, pausing every now

and then to yank his fingers through the tangles of Topsy's mane,
and stopping once to shoo off the tiny flies clustering at the corners
of Topsy's eyes. Let themlay their eggs and hatch their nmmggots
there after Topsy was dead, but not before.

Rol and t hus honoured his horse as best he could, listening to those
di stant, dreanmy bells and the strange wooden tocking sound as he
did. After a while he ceased his absent groonmi ng and | ooked

t houghtfully at the open gate.

The cross above its centre was a bit unusual, but otherw se the gate
was a typical exanple of its type, a western conmonpl ace which

was not useful but traditional - all the little towns he had cone to
in the last tennonth seenmed to have one such where you cane in
(grand) and one nore such where you went out (not so grand).

None had been built to exclude visitors, certainly not this one. It
stood between two walls of pink adobe that ran into the scree for a
di stance of about twenty feet on either side of the road and then
sinmply stopped. Close the gate, lock it with many | ocks, and al

that neant was a short wal k around one bit of adobe wall or the

ot her.

Beyond the gate, Roland could see what | ooked in nost respects

like a perfectly ordinary H gh Street - an inn, tw sal oons (one of
whi ch was called The Bustling Pig; the sign over the other was too

faded to read), a nmercantile, a smthy, a Gathering Hall. There was
also a small but rather |lovely wooden building with a nodest bell -
tower on top, a sturdy fieldstone foundation on bottom and a gol d-
pai nted cross on its double doors. The cross, |like the one over the
gate, marked this as a worshipping place for those who held to the
Jesus-nman. This wasn't a common religion in Md-Wrld, but far
from unknown; that sanme thing could have been said about nost

forms of worship in those days, including the worship of Baal
Asmodeus, and a hundred others. Faith, like everything else in the
worl d these days, had noved on. As far as Rol and was concer ned,

God o' the Cross was just another religion which taught that |ove
and nurder were inextricably bound together - that in the end, God



al ways drank bl ood.

Meanwhi | e, there was the singing humof insects which sounded

al nost like crickets. The dreamike tinkle of the bells. And that
gueer wooden thunping, like a fist on a door. Or on a coffin top
Sonet hing here's a long way fromright, the gunslinger thought.
Ware, Rol and; this place has a reddi sh odour

He | ed Topsy through the gate with its adornnents of dead flowers
and down the High Street. On the porch of the nercantile, where

the old men shoul d have congregated to discuss crops, politics, and
the follies of the younger generation, there stood only a |line of
enpty rockers. Lying beneath one, as if dropped froma carel ess
(and | ong-departed) hand, was a charred corncob pipe. The
hitching-rack in front of The Bustling Pig stood enpty; the

wi ndows of the saloon itself were dark. One of the batw ng doors
had been yanked of f and stood propped agai nst the side of the

buil ding; the other hung ajar, its faded green slats splattered with
maroon stuff that m ght have been paint but probably wasn't.

The shopfront of the livery stable stood intact, like the face of a
rui ned womman who has access to good cosnetics, but the double

barn behind it was a charred skeleton. That fire must have

happened on a rainy day, the gunslinger thought, or the whole

dammed town woul d have gone up in flanmes; a jolly spin and raree
for anyone around to see it.

To his right now, halfway up to where the street opened into the
town square, was the church. There were grassy borders on both

si des, one separating the church fromthe town's Gathering Hall
the other fromthe little house set aside for the preacher and his
famly (if this was one of the Jesus-sects which allowed its
shamans to have wives and fanilies, that was; sone of them
clearly administered by lunatics, denmanded at | east the appearance
of celibacy). There were flowers in these grassy strips, and while
t hey | ooked parched, nmost were still alive. So whatever had
happened here to enpty the place out had not happened | ong ago.

A week, perhaps. Two at the outside, given the heat.

Topsy sneezed again - K chow - and |owered his head wearily.

The gunslinger saw the source of the tinkling. Above the cross on
the church doors, a cord had been strung in a | ong, shallow arc.
Hung fromit were perhaps two dozen tiny silver bells. There was
hardly any breeze today, but enough so these small bells were
never quite still ... and if a real w nd should rise, Roland thought,
t he sound nade by the tintinnabulation of the bells would probably
be a good deal |ess pleasant; nore like the strident parley of
gossi ps' tongues.

"Hello!" Rol and called, |ooking across the street at what a | arge
fal sefronted sign proclained to be the Good Beds Hotel. 'Hello, the
town!'’

No answer but the bells, the tunesone insects, and that odd

wooden cl unking. No answer, no novenent ... but there were folk
here. Fol k or something. He was being watched. The tiny hairs on

t he nape of his neck had stiffened.

Rol and st epped onward, |eading Topsy towards the centre of town,
puffing up the unlaid High Street dust with each step. Forty paces



further along, he stopped in front of a low building narked with a
single curt word: LAW The Sheriffs office (if they had such this
far fromthe Inners) |ooked remarkably simlar to the church -
wooden boards stained a rather forbiddi ng shade of dark brown
above a stone foundation.
The bells behind himrustled and whi spered.
He left the roan standing in the mddle of the street and nounted
the steps to the LAWoffice. He was very aware of the bells, the
sun beating agai nst his neck, and of the sweat trickling down his
sides. The door was shut but unl ocked. He opened it, then wi nced
back, half-raising a hand as the heat trapped inside rushed out in a
soundl ess gasp. If all the closed buildings were this hot inside, he
nused, the livery barns woul d soon not be the only burned-out
hul ks. And with no rain to stop the flanes (and certainly no
vol unteer fire departnent, not any nore), the town would not be
long for the face of the earth.
He stepped inside, trying to sip at the stifling air rather than taking
deep breaths. He imredi ately heard the | ow drone of flies.
There was a single cell, commodi ous and enpty, its barred door
standi ng open. Filthy skin-shoes, one of the pair com ng unsewn,
| ay beneath a bunk sodden with the same dried maroon stuff which
had marked The Bustling Pig. Here was where the flies were,
craw i ng over the stain, feeding fromit.
On the desk was a | edger. Roland turned it towards him and read
what was enbossed upon its red cover:

REG STRY OF M SDEEDS & REDRESS

IN THE YEARS OF OUR LORD

ELURI A
So now he knew the nane of the town, at least - Eluria. Pretty, yet
somehow oni nous, as well. But any name woul d have seened

om nous, Rol and supposed, given these circunstances. He turned

to |l eave, and saw a cl osed door secured by a wooden bolt.

He went to it, stood before it for a nmonent, then drew one of the
big revolvers he carried |l ow on his hips. He stood a nonent

| onger, head down, thinking (Cuthbert, his old friend, |iked to say
that the wheels inside Roland' s head ground sl ow but exceedingly
fine), and then retracted the bolt. He opened the door and

i medi ately stood back, levelling his gun, expecting a body
(Eluria's Sheriff, mayhap) to conme tunbling into the roomwth his
throat cut and his eyes gouged out, victimof a M SDEED i n need

of REDRESS

Not hi ng.

Wel |, half a dozen stained junpers which |onger-termprisoners
probably required to wear, two bows, a quiver of arrows, an old,
dusty motor, a rifle that had probably | ast been fired a hundred
years agog and a mop ... but in the gunslinger's mnd, all that cane
down to nothing. Just a storage closet.

He went back to the desk, opened the register, and | eafed through
it. Even the pages were warm as if the book had been baked. In a
way, he supposed it had been. If the H gh Street |ayout had been



di fferent, he m ght have expected a | arge nunber of religious

of fences to be recorded, but he wasn't surprised to find none here -
if the Jesus-man church had coexisted with a couple of sal oons, the
churchfol k must have been fairly reasonabl e.

What Rol and found were the usual petty offences, and a few not so
petty - a nurder, a horse-thieving, the Distressal of a Lady (which
probably nmeant rape). The nurderer had been renoved to a pl ace

call ed Lexingworth to be hanged. Rol and had never heard of it.

One note towards the end read Green folk sent hence. It neant
nothing to Roland. The nbst recent entry was this: 12/ Fe/99. Chas.
Freeborn, cattle-theef to be tryed.

Rol and wasn't familiar with the notation 12/Fe/ 99, but as this was
a long stretch from February, he supposed Fe m ght stand for Ful
Earth. In any case, the ink | ooked about as fresh as the bl ood on the

bunk in the cell, and the gunslinger had a good idea that Chas.
Freeborn, cattle-theef, had reached the clearing at the end of his
pat h.

He went out into the heat and the | acy sound of bells. Topsy | ooked
at Roland dully, then lowered his head again, as if there were
something in the dust of the High Street which could be cropped.

As if he would ever want to crop again, for that matter.

The gunslinger gathered up the reins, slapped the dust off them
agai nst the faded no-col our of his jeans, and continued on up the
street. The wooden knocki ng sound grew steadily | ouder as he

wal ked (he had not hol stered his gun when | eaving LAW nor

cared to holster it now), and as he neared the town square, which
must have housed the Eluria market in nore normal tines, Roland

at | ast saw novenent.

On the far side of the square was a | ong watering trough, made of

i ron-wood fromthe | ook (what some called 'seequoi ah' out here),
apparently fed in happier tines froma rusty steel pipe which now
jutted waterl ess above the trough's south end. Lolling over one side
of this municipal oasis, about hal fway down its length, was a | eg
clad in faded grey pants and termnating in a well-chewed cowboy
boot .

The chewer was a | arge dog, perhaps two shades greyer than the
corduroy pants. Under other circunstances, Roland supposed the

nmutt woul d have had the boot off |ong since, but perhaps the foot
and lower calf inside it had swelled. In any case, the dog was well
on its way to sinply chewi ng the obstacle away. It would seize the
boot and shake it back and forth. Every now and then the boot's
heel would collide with the wooden side of the trough, producing
anot her hol |l ow knock. The gunslinger hadn't been so wong to

think of coffin tops after all, it seemned.

Why doesn't it just back off a few steps, jump into the trough, and
have at hi n? Rol and wondered. No water com ng out of the pipe,

so it can't be afraid of drowning.

Topsy uttered another of his hollow, tired sneezes, and when the
dog lurched around in response, Roland understood why it was



doi ng things the hard way. One of its front | egs had been badly
broken and crookedly mended. Wal ki ng would be a chore for it,

junping out of the question. On its chest was a patch of dirty white
fur. Growing out of this patch was black fur in a roughly cruciform
shape. A Jesus-dog, mayhap, hoping for a spot of afternoon

comuni on.

There was nothing very religious about the snarl which began to

wi nd out of its chest, however, or the roll of its rheuny eyes. It
lifted its upper lip in a trenbling sneer, revealing a goodi sh set of
t eet h.

"Light out,' Roland said. 'Wile you can.'

The dog backed up until its hindquarters were pressed agai nst the
chewed boot. It regarded the oncoming man fearfully, but clearly
meant to stand its ground. The revolver in Roland' s hand held no
significance for it. The gunslinger wasn't surprised - he guessed the
dog had never seen one, had no idea it was anything other than a
club of some kind, which could only be thrown once.

"Hie on with you, now,' Roland said, but still the dog woul dn't

nove.

He shoul d have shot it - it was no good to itself, and a dog that had
acquired a taste for human flesh could be no good to anyone el se -
but he sonmehow didn't like to. Killing the only thing still living in

this town (other than the singing bugs, that was) seened |like an
invitation to bad | uck.

He fired into the dust near the dog's good forepaw, the sound
crashing into the hot day and tenporarily silencing the insects. The

dog could run, it seened, although at a lurching trot that hurt
Roland's eyes ... and his heart, a little, too. It stopped at the far side
of the square, by an overturned fl atbed wagon (there | ooked to be
nore dried bl ood splashed on the freighter's side), and gl anced
back. It uttered a forlorn how that raised the hairs on the nape of
Rol and' s neck even further

Then it turned, skirted the wecked wagon, and |inped down a | ane
whi ch opened between two of the stalls. This way towards Eluria's
back gate, Rol and guessed.

Still leading his dying horse, the gunslinger crossed the square to
t he i ronwood trough and | ooked in.

The owner of the chewed boot wasn't a nman but a boy who had j ust
been beginning to get his man's growm h - and that woul d have been
quite a large growth indeed, Roland judged, even setting aside the
bl oating effects which had resulted frombeing i mersed for sone
unknown | ength of tine in nine inches of water sinmmering under a
sunmer sun.

The boy's eyes, now just milky balls, stared blindly up at the
gunslinger like the eyes of a statue. H s hair appeared to be the
white of old age, although that was the effect of the water; he had
likely been a towhead. Hi s clothes were those of a cowboy,

al t hough he couldn't have been much nore than fourteen or

si xteen. Around his neck, gleanming blearily in water that was
slowy turning into a skin stew under the sumer sun, was a gold
medal |i on.

Rol and reached into the water, not liking to but feeling a certain
obligation. He wapped his fingers around the nedallion and



pul | ed. The chain parted, and he lifted the thing, dripping, into the
air.

He rat her expected a Jesus-man sigil - what was called the crucifix
or the rood -but a small rectangle hung fromthe chain, instead. The
obj ect | ooked like pure gold. Engraved into it was this |egend:
Janmes

Loved of Fam |y, Loved of GOD

Rol and, who had been alnpbst too revolted to reach into the

pol luted water (as a younger man, he coul d never have brought
hinself to that), was now glad he'd done it. He might never run
into any of those who had | oved this boy, but he knew enough of

ka to think it mght be so. In any case, it was the right thing. So
was giving the kid a decent burial ... assum ng, that was, he could
get the body out of the trough w thout having it break apart inside
t he cl ot hes.

Rol and was considering this, trying to bal ance what night be his
duty in this circunstance against his growing desire to get out of
this town, when Topsy finally fell dead.

The roan went over with a creak of gear and a | ast whuffling groan
as it hit the ground. Roland turned and saw ei ght people in the
street, walking towards himin a line, |like beaters who hope to
flush out birds or drive small ganme. Their skin was waxy green

Fol k wearing such skin would Iikely glowin the dark |ike ghosts.

It was hard to tell their sex, and what could it matter - to them or
anyone el se? They were slow nutants, wal king with the hunched

del i beration of corpses reani mated by sonme arcane nmagic.

The dust had nmuffled their feet |ike carpet. Wth the dog bani shed,
they mght well have gotten within attacking distance if Topsy
hadn't done Rol and the favour of dying at such an opportune

nonent. No guns that Roland could see; they were armed with

clubs. These were chair-legs and table-1egs, for the nost part, but
Rol and saw one that | ooked made rather than seized - it had a

bristle of rusty nails sticking out of it, and he suspected it had once
- been the property of a sal oon bouncer, possibly

t he one who kept school in The Bustling Pig.

Rol and raised his pistol, aimng at the fellowin the centre of the
[ine. Now he could hear the shuffle of their feet, and the wet

snuffle of their breathing. As if they all had bad chest-col ds.

Cane out of the mines, nost likely, Roland thought. There are
radi um m nes sonewhere about. That woul d account for the skin.

wonder that the sun doesn't kill them
Then, as he watched, the one on the end - a creature with a face
like nelted candle-wax - did die ... or collapsed, at any rate. He

(Roland was quite sure it was a male) went to his knees with a | ow,
gobbling cry, groping for the hand of the thing wal king next to him
- sonething with a lunpy bald head and red sores sizzling on its
neck. This creature took no notice of its fallen companion, but kept
its dimeyes on Roland, lurching along in rough step with its
remai ni ng conpani ons.



'"Stop where you are!' Roland said. "Ware ne, if you'd |live to see
day's end! 'Ware ne very wel !’

He spoke nostly to the one in the centre, who wore ancient red
suspenders over rags of shirt, and a filthy bow er hat. This gent had
only one good eye, and it peered at the gunslinger with a greed as
horrible as it was unm st akabl e. The one besi de Bow er Hat

(Rol and believed this one night be a wonan, with the dangling
vestiges of breasts beneath the vest it wore) threw the chair-leg it
hel d. The arc was true, but the missile fell ten yards short.

Rol and t hunbed back the trigger of his revolver and fired again
This time the dirt displaced by the slug kicked up on the tattered
remai ns of Bowl er Hat's shoe instead of on a | ane dog's paw

The green folk didn't run as the dog had, but they stopped, staring

at himwth their dull greed. Had the m ssing folk of Eluria

finished up in these creatures' stomachs? Roland couldn't believe it
al t hough he knew perfectly well that such as these held no

scrupl e agai nst canni balism (And perhaps it wasn't canni balism

not really; how could such things as these be consi dered human

what ever they mi ght once have been?) They were too slow, too

stupid. If they had dared come back into town after the Sheriff had

run themout, they would have been burned or stoned to death.

W t hout thinking about what he was doing, wanting only to free

his other hand to draw his second gun if the apparitions didn't see

reason, Rol and stuffed the medal lion which he had taken fromthe

dead boy into the pocket of his jeans, pushing the broken fine-link

chain in after.

They stood staring at him their strangely tw sted shadows drawn

out behind them Wat next? Tell themto go back where they'd

cone fron? Roland didn't knowif they'd do it, and in any case had

deci ded he liked them best where he could see them And at | east

there was no question now about staying to bury the boy naned

Janes; that conundrum had been sol ved.

'Stand steady,' he said in the | ow speech, beginning to retreat. 'First

fell ow that moves -'

Bef ore he could finish, one of them- a thick-chested troll with a

pouty toad's nouth and what | ooked like gills on the sides of his

wattl ed neck - lunged forward, gibbering in a high-pitched and

peculiarly flabby voice.

It might have been a species of laughter. He was wavi ng what

| ooked |i ke a piano-Ieg.

Rol and fired. M Toad's chest caved in |ike a bad piece of roofing.

He ran backwards several steps, trying to catch his bal ance and

clawing at his chest with the hand not holding the piano-leg. H's

feet, clad in dirty red velvet slippers with curled-up toes, tangled in
each other and he fell over, making a queer and sormehow | onely

gargling sound. He let go of his club, rolled over on one side, tried
to rise, and then fell back into the dust. The brutal sun glared into
his open eyes, and as Rol and watched, white tendrils of steam

began to rise fromhis skin, which was rapidly losing its green



undertint. There was al so a hissing sound, |like a gob of spit on top
of a hot stove.

Saves expl ai ning, at |east, Roland thought, and swept his eyes over
the others. "All right; he was the first one to nove. Who wants to
be the second?

None did, it seemed. They only stood there, watching him not

comng at him... but not retreating, either. He thought (as he had
about the crucifix-dog) that he should kill them as they stood there,
just draw his other gun and now them down. |t would be the work

of seconds only, and child's play to his gifted hands, even if sone
ran. But he couldn't.

Not just cold, like that. He wasn't that kind of killer ... at |east,
yet.

Very slowy, he began to step backwards, first bending his course
around the watering trough, then putting it between himand them
When Bowl er Hat took a step forward, Roland didn't give the

others in the line a chance to copy him he put a bullet into the dust

of High Street an inch in advance of Bow er Hat's foot.

"That's your |last warning,' he said, still using the | ow speech. He
had no idea if they understood it, didn't really care. He guessed
they caught this tune's nusic well enough. '"Next bullet | fire eats
up soneone's heart. The way it works is, you stay and | go. You

get this one chance. Follow ne, and you all die. It's too hot to play

ganes and |'ve lost ny -

"Booh!' cried a rough, liquidy voice frombehind him There was
unm st akable glee in it. Roland saw a shadow grow fromthe
shadow of the overturned frei ght wagon, which he had now al nost
reached, and had just tinme to understand that another of the green
fol k had been hiding beneath it.

As he began to turn, a club crashed down on Rol and's shoul der
nunbing his right armall the way to the wist. He held on to the
gun and fired once, but the bullet went into one of the wagon-
wheel s, smashing a wooden spoke and turning the wheel on its hub
with a high screeching sound. Behind him he heard the green folk
in the street uttering hoarse, yapping cries as they charged forward.
The thing which had been hiding beneath the overturned wagon

was a nonster with two heads growi ng out of his neck, one wth

the vestigial, slack face of a corpse. The other, although just as
green, was nore lively. Broad |lips spread in a cheerful grin as he
raised his club to strike again.

Rol and drew with his |eft hand - the one that wasn't numbed and
distant. He had tinme to put one bullet through the bushwhacker's
grin, flinging himbackwards in a spray of blood and teeth, the

bl udgeon flying out of his relaxing fingers. Then the others were
on him cl ubbi ng and drubbi ng.

The gunslinger was able to slip the first couple of blows, and there
was one nonent when he thought he might be able to spin around

to the rear of the overturned wagon, spin and turn and go to work
with his guns. Surely he would be able to do that. Surely his quest
for the Dark Tower wasn't supposed to end on the sun-bl asted

not

street of alittle far-western town called Eluria, at the hands of half

a dozen green-skinned slow nutants. Surely ka could not be so
cruel .



But Bow er Hat caught himw th a vicious sidehand bl ow, and
Rol and crashed into the wagon's slowy spinning rear whee
i nstead of skirting around it. As he went to his hands and knees,

still scranmbling and trying to turn, trying to evade the bl ows which
rained down on him he saw there were now many nore than half a
dozen. Coming up the street towards the town square were at |east
thirty green men and wonen. This wasn't a clan but a damed tribe
of them And in broad, hot daylight! Slow nutants were, in his
experi ence, creatures that |oved the dark, alnmost |ike toadstools
wi th brains, and he had never seen any such as these before. They -
The one in the red vest was female. Her bare breasts sw nging
beneath the dirty red vest were the last things he saw clearly as

t hey gathered around and above him bashing away with their

clubs. The one with the nails studded in it cane down on his |ower
right calf, sinking its stupid rusty fangs in deep. He tried again to
rai se one of the big guns (his vision was fadi ng, now, but that
woul dn't help themif he got to shooting; he had al ways been the
nost hellishly talented of them Jam e DeCurry had once

procl ai med that Rol and coul d shoot blindfol ded, because he had
eyes in his fingers), and it was kicked out of his hand and into the
dust. Although he could still feel the smpoth sandal wood grip of
the other, he thought it was neverthel ess al ready gone.

He could snell them- the rich, rotted snell of decaying neat. O
was that only his hands, as he raised themin a feeble and usel ess
effort to protect his head? H s hands, which had been in the
pol | uted water where flecks and strips of the dead boy's skin

fl oat ed?

The cl ubs slamm ng down on him slanmi ng down all over him as

if the green folk wanted not just to beat himto death but to
tenderize himas they did so. And as he went down into the

dar kness of what he nbst certainly believed woul d be his death, he
heard the bugs singing, the dog he had spared barking, and the
bell's hung on the church door ringing. These sounds nerged

toget her into strangely sweet nusic. Then that was gone, too; the
darkness ate it all

Il. R sing. Hangi ng Suspended. Wite Beauty.

Two Ot hers. The Medal lion.

The gunslinger's return to the world wasn't |ike com ng back to
consci ousness after a blow, which he'd done several tines before,
and it wasn't l|ike waking fromsleep, either. It was like rising.

' m dead, he thought at sone point during this process ... when the
power to think had been at least partially restored to him Dead
and rising into whatever afterlife there is. That's what it nust be.
The singing | hear is the singing of dead soul s.

Total bl ackness gave way to the dark grey of rainclouds, then to
the Iighter grey of fog. This brightened to the uniformclarity of a
heavy mi st nonents before the sun breaks through. And through it

all was that sense of rising, as if he had been caught in sone mld



but powerful updraught.

As the sense of rising began to dimnish and the brightness behind
his eyelids grew, Roland at |ast began to believe he was still alive.
It was the singing that convinced him Not dead souls, not the
heavenly host of angels sonetinmes described by the Jesus-nan
preachers, but only those bugs. Alittle like crickets, but sweeter-
voi ced. The ones he had heard in Eluria.

On this thought, he opened his eyes.

His belief that he was still alive was severely tried, for Roland
found himsel f hangi ng suspended in a world of white beauty - his
first bew ldered thought was that he was in the sky, floating within
a fair-weather cloud. Al around himwas the reedy singing of the
bugs. Now he coul d hear the tinkling of bells, too.

He tried to turn his head and swayed in sone sort of harness. He
could hear it creaking. The soft singing of the bugs, |ike crickets in
the grass at the end of day back hone in Glead, hesitated and

broke rhythm Wen it did, what felt like a tree of pain grew up

Rol and' s back. He had no idea what its burning branches m ght be,
but the trunk was surely his spine. A far deadlier pain sank into one
of his lower legs ~ in his confusion, the gunslinger could not tel
whi ch one. That's where the club with the nails in it got me, he

t hought. And nmore pain in his head. Hs skull felt Iike a badly
cracked egg. He cried out, and could hardly believe that the harsh
crow s caw he heard canme fromhis own throat. He thought he

could also hear, very faintly, the barking of the cross-dog, but
surely that was his imgination

Am | dying? Have | awakened once nore at the very end?

A hand stroked his brow. He could feel it but not see it - fingers
trailing across his skin ' pausing here and there to nassage a knot
or aline. Delicious, like a drink of cool water on a hot day. He
began to close his eyes, and then a horrible idea cane to him
suppose that hand were green, its owner wearing a tattered red vest
over her hangi ng dugs?

VWhat if it is? What could you do?

"Hush, man,' a young woman's voice said ... or perhaps it was the
voice of a girl. Certainly the first person Roland thought of was
Susan, the girl from Mejis, she who had spoken to him as thee.
"Where ... where . . .'

"Hush, stir not. 'Tis far too soon.'

The pain in his back was subsiding now, but the imge of the pain
as a tree renained, for his very skin seened to be noving like

| eaves in a light breeze. How could that be?

He |l et the question go - let all questions go - and concentrated on
the small, cool hand stroking his brow

"Hush, pretty man, God's |ove be upon ye. Yet it's sore hurt ye are.
Be still. Heal.'

The dog had hushed its barking (if it had ever been there in the first
pl ace), and Rol and becane aware of that |ow, creaking sound
again. It rem nded himof horse-tethers, or sonething - hangropes -



he didn't like to think of. Now he believed he could feel pressure

beneath his thighs, his buttocks, and perhaps . . . yes ... his
shoul ders.
I"'mnot in a bed at all. | think |I'm above a bed. Can that be?

He supposed he could be in a sling. He seened to renmenber once,

as a boy, that sone fell ow had been suspended that way in the
horse-doctor's room behind the Great Hall. A stabl ehand who had

been burned too badly by kerosene to be laid in a bed. The man

had di ed, but not soon enough; for two nights, his shrieks had filled
the sweet sumrer air of the Gathering Fields.

Am | burned, then, nothing but a cinder with legs, hanging in a
sling?

The fingers touched the centre of his brow, rubbing away the

frown formng there. And it was as if the voice which went with

the hand had read his thoughts, picking themup with the tips of her
cl ever, soothing fingers.

"Ye'll be fine if God wills, sai,' the voice which went with the hand
said. 'But time belongs to God, not to you.'

No, he woul d have said, if he had been able. Tine belongs to the
Tower .

Then he slipped down again, descending as snoothly as he had

risen, going away fromthe hand and the dream i ke sounds of the
singing insects and chimng bells. There was an interval that mi ght
have been sl eep, or perhaps unconsci ousness, but he never went al

t he way back down.

At one point he thought he heard the girl's voice, although he
couldn't be sure, because this tine it was raised in fury, or fear, or

both. "No!' she cried. 'Ye can't have it off himand ye knowit! Go
your course and stop talking of it, do!’

VWen he rose back to consciousness the second tinme, he was no
stronger in body, but alittle nore hinself in mnd. Wat he saw
when he opened his eyes wasn't the inside of a cloud, but at first
that same phrase - white beauty - recurred to him It was in sone
ways the nost beautiful place Roland had ever been in his life ..
partially because he still had a life, of course, but nobstly because it
was so fey and peacef ul

It was a huge room high and |ong. Wen Roland at |ast turned his
head - cautiously, so cautiously - to take its neasure as well as he
could, he thought it must run at |east two hundred yards from end

to end. It was built narrow, but its height gave the place a feeling
of trenmendous airiness.

There were no walls or ceilings such as those he was famliar wth,
although it was a little |like being in a vast tent. Above him the sun
struck and diffused its light across billow panels of thin white
silk, turning theminto the bright swags which he had first m staken
for clouds. Beneath this silk canopy, the roomwas as grey as
twilight. The walls, also silk, rippled like sails in a faint breeze.
Hangi ng from each wal | - panel was a curved rope bearing snal

bells. These lay against the fabric and rang in | ow and charmni ng

uni son, |ike w nd-chines, when the walls rippled.

An aisle ran down the centre of the long room on either side of it
were scores of beds, each made up with clean white sheets and

headed with crisp white pillows. There were perhaps forty on the



far side of the aisle, all enpty, and another forty on Roland's side.
There were two ot her occupi ed beds here, one next to Roland on

his left. This fell ow

It's the boy. The one who was in the trough.

The idea ran goosebunps up Rol and's arms and gave him a nasty,
superstitious start. He peered nore closely at the sleeping boy.

Can't be. You're just dazed, that's all; it can't be.
Yet closer scrutiny refused to dispel the idea. It certainly seenmed to
be the boy fromthe trough, probably ill (why else would he be in a

pl ace like this?) but far from dead; Roland could see the slow rise
and fall of his chest, and the occasional twitch of the fingers which
dangl ed over the side of the bed.

You didn't get a good enough |look at himto be sure of anything,
and after a few days in that trough, his own nother coul dn't have
said for sure who it was.

But Rol and, who'd had a nother, knew better than that. He al so
knew t hat he'd seen the gold medal lion around the boy's neck. just
before the attack of the green folk, he had taken it fromthis lad's
corpse and put it in his pocket. Now someone - the proprietors of
this place, nost likely, they who had sorcerously restored the |ad
nanmed Janmes to his interrupted |life - had taken it back from Rol and
and put it around the boy's neck again

Had the girl with the wonderfully cool hand done that? Did she in
consequence think Roland a ghoul who would steal fromthe dead?

He didn't like to think so. In fact, the notion made hi m nore
unconfortabl e than the idea that the young cowboy's bl oated body
had been sonehow returned to its normal size and then reani nated.
Further down the aisle on this side, perhaps a dozen enpty beds
away fromthe boy and Rol and Deschain, the gunslinger saw a

third inmate of this queer infirmary. This fell ow | ooked at | east
four tinmes the age of the lad, twice the age of the gunslinger. He
had a | ong beard, nore grey than black, that hung to his upper
chest in two straggly forks. The face above it was sun-darkened,
heavily lined, and pouched beneath the eyes. Running fromhis |eft
cheek and across the bridge of his nose was a thick dark mark

whi ch Rol and took to be a scar. The bearded man was either asleep

or unconscious - Roland could hear himsnoring - and was

suspended three feet above his bed, held up by a conplex series of
white belts that glimered in the dimair. These crisscrossed each
other, nmaking a series of figure eights all the way around the man's
body. He | ooked like a bug in some exotic spider's web. He wore a
gauzy white bed-dress. One of the belts ran beneath his buttocks,
elevating his crotch in a way that seened to offer the bulge of his
privates to the grey and dream ng air. Further down his body,

Rol and coul d see the dark shadow shapes of his | egs. They

appeared to be twi sted |ike ancient dead trees. Roland didn't like to
think in how many places they nust have been broken to | ook like
that. And yet they appeared to be nmoving. How could they be, if

t he bearded man was unconscious? It was a trick of the light,



per haps, or of the shadows ... perhaps the gauzy singlet the man

was wearing was stirring in a light breeze, or .

Rol and | ooked away, up at the billow silk panels high above,

trying to control the accelerating beat of his heart. Wat he saw
hadn't been caused by the wind, or a shadow, or anything else. The
man's | egs were sonehow noving w thout noving ... as Rol and

had seened to feel his own back noving wi thout noving. He

didn't know what coul d cause such a phenonenon, and didn't want

to know, at |east not yet.

"I"'mnot ready,' he whispered. Hs lips felt very dry. He closed his
eyes again, wanting to sleep, wanting not to think about what the
bearded man's twi sted | egs mght indicate about his own condition
But

But you'd better get ready.

That was the voice that always seened to conme when he tried to

slack off, to scanp a job, or take the easy way around an obstacle.
It was the voice of Cort, his old teacher. The nman whose stick they
had all feared, as boys. They hadn't feared his stick as nuch as his

nmout h, however. Hi s jeers when they were weak, his contenpt

when they conpl ained or tried whining about their |ot.

Are you a gunslinger, Roland? If you are, you better get ready.

Rol and opened his eyes again and turned his head to the left again
As he did, he felt sonething shift against his chest.

Movi ng very slowy, he raised his right hand out of the sling that
held it. The pain in his back stirred and nuttered. He stopped
novi ng until he decided the pain was going to get no worse (if he
was careful, at least), then |ifted the hand the rest of the way to his
chest. It encountered finely-woven cloth. Cotton. He | owered his
chin to his breastbone and saw he was wearing a bed-dress like the
one draped on the body of the bearded nan.

Rol and reached beneath the neck of the gown and felt a fine chain
Alittle further down, his fingers encountered a rectangul ar netal
shape. He thought he knew what it was, but had to be sure. He

pulled it out, still nmobving with great care, trying not to engage any
of the nuscles in his back. A gold nedallion. He dared the pain,
lifting it until he could read what was engraved upon it:

Janmes

Loved of famly, Loved of GOD

He tucked it into the top of the bed-dress again and | ooked back at
the sl eeping boy in the next bed - in it, not suspended over it. The
sheet was only pulled up to the boy's ribcage, and the nmedal lion

lay on the pristine white breast of his bed-dress. The sane
nedal | i on Rol and now wore. Except

Rol and t hought he understood, and understanding was a relief.

He | ooked back at the bearded man, and saw an exceedingly

strange thing: the thick black line of scar across the bearded man's
cheek and nose was gone. Were it had been was the pinkish-red

mark of a healing wound ... a cut, or perhaps a sl ash.

| inmagined it.



No, gunslinger, Cort's voice returned. Such as you was not nade to

i magi ne. As you well know.

The little bit of novenent had tired himout again ... or perhaps it
was the thinking which had really tired himout. The singing bugs
and chinmng bells conbined and made sonething too nmuch like a
lullaby to resist. This tine when Roland cl osed his eyes, he slept.

I1l. Five Sisters. Jenna. The Doctors of Eluria.

The Medal lion. A Prom se of Silence.

When Rol and awoke again, he was at first sure that he was stil

sl eeping. Dream ng. Having a nightmare.

Once, at the tine he had net and fallen in love with Susan

Del gado, he had known a witch named Rhea - the first real wtch

of Md-Wrld he had ever net. It was she who had caused Susan's
deat h, al though Rol and had played his own part. Now, opening his
eyes and seeing Rhea not just once but five tines over, he thought:
This is what comes of renenbering those old tinmes. By conjuring
Susan, 1've conjured Rhea of the Coos, as well. Rhea and her

si sters.

The five were dressed in billowing habits as white as the walls and
the panels of the ceiling. Their antique crones' faces were framed
in winples just as white, their skin as grey and runnelled as
droughted earth by conparison. Hanging |ike phylacteries fromthe
bands of silk inprisoning their hair (if they indeed had hair) were
lines of tiny bells which chinmed as they noved or spoke. Upon the
snowy breasts of their habits was enbroidered a bl ood-red rose ..
the sigil of the Dark Tower. Seeing this, Roland thought: | am not
dream ng. These harridans are real

'He wakes!' one of themcried in a gruesonely coquettish voice.

' Qooo!"’

' Coooh!"

" Ah!'

They fluttered like birds. The one in the centre stepped forward,
and as she did, their faces seemed to shinmer like the silk walls of
the ward. They weren't old after all, he saw - mi ddl e-aged, perhaps,
but not ol d.

Yes. They are ol d. They changed.

The one who now took charge was taller than the others, and with

a broad, slightly bul ging brow. She bent towards Rol and, and the
bells which fringed her forehead tinkled. The sound nade himfee
sick, sonmehow, and weaker than he had felt a noment before. Her
hazel eyes were intent. Greedy, mayhap. She touched his cheek for

a nonent, and a nunmbness seened to spread there. Then she

gl anced down, and a | ook which could have been di squi et cranped

her face. She took her hand back

'Ye wake, pretty man. So ye do. 'Tis well.'

'"Who are you? Where am| ?

"W are the Little Sisters of Eluria,' she said. 'l am Sister Mary.
Here is Sister Louise, and Sister Mchela, and Sister Coquina -'
"And Sister Tanra,' said the last. '"A lovely |lass of one-and-twenty.
She giggl ed. Her face shimered, and for a noment she was again

as old as the world. Hooked of nose, grey of skin. Roland thought



once nore of Rhea.

They noved closer, encircling the conplication of harness in

whi ch he | ay suspended, and when Rol and shrank away, the pain
roared up his back and injured | eg again. He groaned. The straps
hol di ng hi m cr eaked.

' Coooo!’

"It hurts!'

"Hurts him"

"Hurts so fierce!’

They pressed even closer, as if his pain fascinated them And now
he could snell them a dry and earthy snell. The one naned Sister
M chel a reached out

'"Go away! Leave him Have | not told ye before?

They jumped back fromthis voice, startled. Sister Mary | ooked
particul arly annoyed. But she stepped back, with one final glare
(Rol and woul d have sworn it) at the nedallion lying on his chest.
He had tucked it back under the bed-dress at his |ast waking, but it
was out again now.

A sixth sister appeared, pushing rudely in between Mary and
Tanra. This one perhaps was only one-and-twenty, with flushed
cheeks, snooth skin, and dark eyes. Her white habit billowed |like a
dream The red rose over her breast stood out |ike a curse.

' Go! Leave him'

' OQoo0, ny dear!' cried Sister Louise in a voice both |aughing and
angry. 'Here's Jenna, the baby, and has she fallen in love with

hi n?'

'She has!' |aughed Tanra. 'Baby's heart is his for the purchase,"’
"Ch, so it is!' agreed Sister Coquina.
Mary turned to the newcomer, lips pursed into a tight line. 'Ye

have no busi ness here, saucy girl.'
"I doif I say | do,' Sister Jenna replied. She seened nore in charge
of herself now. A curl of black hair had escaped her wi nple and

| ay across her forehead in a conma. 'Now go. He's not up to your

j okes and | aughter.'

"Order us not,' Sister Mary said, 'for we never joke. So you know,

Si ster Jenna.'

The girl's face softened a little, and Rol and saw she was afraid. It
made himafraid for her. For hinself, as well. 'Go,' she repeated.
"'Tis not the time. Are there not others to tend?

Sister Mary seened to consider. The others watched her. At |ast

she nodded, and sniled down at Rol and. Again her face seenmed to

shi mer, |ike sonething seen through a heat-haze. What he saw

(or thought he saw) beneath was horrible and watchful. 'Bide well
pretty man,' she said to Roland. 'Bide with us a bit, and we'll hea
ye.'

VWhat choice have |1? Rol and thought.

The others | aughed, birdlike titters which rose into the di mess like
ri bbons. Sister Mchela actually blew hima Kkiss.

'"Cone, ladies!' Sister Mary cried. '"W'Ill leave Jenna with hima bit



in menory of her mother, who we Ioved well!' And with that, she
led the others away, five white birds flying off down the centre
aisle, their skirts nodding this way and that.

' Thank you,' Roland said, |ooking up at the owner of the coo

hand.. . for he knew it was she who had soothed him
She took up his fingers as if to prove this, and caressed them ' They
nean ye no harm' she said ... yet Roland saw she believed not a

word of it, nor did he. He was in trouble here, very bad trouble.
"What is this place?

"Qur place,' she said sinply. 'The hone of the Little Sisters of
Eluria. Qur convent, if 'ee like.'

"This is no convent,' Roland said, |ooking past her at the enpty
beds. It's an infirmary. Isn't it?

"A hospital,' she said, still stroking his fingers. 'W serve the
doctors ... and they serve us.' He was fascinated by the black curl
lying on the cream of her brow - would have stroked it, if he had

dared reach up. Just to tell its texture. He found it beautiful because
it was the only dark thing in all this white. The white had lost its
charmfor him 'W are hospitallers ... or were, before the world

noved on.'

"Are you for the Jesus-nan?'

She | ooked surprised for a nonent, al nost shocked, and then

| aughed merrily. 'No, not us!'

"If you are hospitallers ... nurses ... where are the doctors?

She | ooked at him biting at her lip, as if trying to decide

sonet hing. Rol and found her doubt utterly charm ng, and he
realized that, sick or not, he was |ooking at a wonan as a woman
for the first time since Susan Del gado had di ed, and that had been
| ong ago. The whol e world had changed since then, and not for the
better.

"Wuld you really know?'

"Yes, of course,' he said, a little surprised. Alittle disquieted, too.
He kept waiting for her face to shimer and change, as the faces of
the others had done. It didn't. There was none of that unpl easant
dead-earth snell about her, either

Wait, he cautioned hinself. Believe nothing here, |east of all your
senses. Not yet.

"l suppose you nust,' she said with a sigh. It tinkled the bells at her
f orehead, which were darker in colour than those the others wore -
not black |ike her hair but charry, sonehow, as if they had been
hung in the snoke of a canpfire. Their sound, however, was

brightest silver. 'Promise ne you'll not scream and wake the pube

i n yonder bed.'

' Pube?'

' The boy. Do ye prom se?

"Aye,' he said, falling into the half-forgotten patois of the Quter Arc
wi t hout even being aware of it. Susan's dialect. 'It's been |ong since
| screaned, pretty.'

She col oured nore definitely at that, roses nore natural and lively



than the one on her breast nounting in her cheeks.

"Don't call pretty what ye can't properly see,' she said.

' Then push back the wi nple you wear.'

Her face he could see perfectly well, but he badly wanted to see
her hair - hungered for it, almost. A full flood of black in all this
dreaming white. O course it mght be cropped, those of her order

m ght wear it that way, but he sonehow didn't think so.

"No, 'tis not allowed.'

' By who?'

'"Big Sister.'

' She who calls herself Mary?

"Aye, her.' She started away, then paused and | ooked back over her
shoul der. In another girl her age, one as pretty as this, that |ook
back woul d have been flirtatious. This girl's was only grave.

' Remenber your promise.’

" Aye, no screans.'

She went to the bearded man, skirt swinging. In the di nmess, she
cast only a blur of shadow on the enpty beds she passed. Wen

she reached the man (this one was unconsci ous, Rol and thought,

not just sleeping), she | ooked back at Rol and once nore. He
nodded.

Si ster Jenna stepped close to the suspended nan on the far side of
his bed, so that Rol and saw her through the tw sts and | oops of
woven white sil k. She placed her hands lightly on the left side of
his chest, bent over him... and shook her head from side to side,
i ke one expressing a brisk negative. The bells she wore on her
forehead rang sharply, and Roland once nore felt that weird
stirring up his back, acconmpanied by a lowripple of pain. It was as
i f he had shuddered without actually shuddering, or shuddered in a
dream

What happened next alnost did jerk a screamfromhim he had to
bite his lips against it. Once nore the unconscious nan's | egs
seened to nove without noving ... because it was what was on

them that noved. The man's hairy shins, ankles, and feet were
exposed bel ow the hem of his bed-dress. Now a bl ack wave of

bugs noved down them They were singing fiercely, |ike an arny
colum that sings as it narches.

Rol and remenbered the bl ack scar across the nman's cheek and

nose - the scar which had di sappeared. Mre such as these, of
course. And they were on him as well. That was how he coul d
shiver w thout shivering. They were all over his back. Battening on
hi m

No, keeping back a screamwasn't as easy as he had expected it to
be.

The bugs ran down to the tips of the suspended man's toes, then

| eaped off themin waves, |ike creatures |eaping off an

embankment and into a swinmng hole. They organi zed

t hensel ves quickly and easily on the bright white sheet bel ow, and
began to march down to the floor in a battalion about a foot wi de.
Rol and coul dn't get a good | ook at them the distance was too far
and the light too dim but he thought they were perhaps tw ce the



size of ants, and a little smaller than the fat honeybees which had
swarned the fl owerbeds back hone.

They sang as they went.

The bearded man didn't sing. As the swarns of bugs which had
coated his twi sted | egs began to di m nish, he shuddered and
groaned. The young worman put her hand on his brow and soot hed

him nmaking Roland a little jealous even in his revul sion at what he
was seeing.

And was what he was seeing really so awmful? In Glead, |eeches

had been used for certain ailnments - swellings of the brain, the
arnpits, and the groin, primarily. When it came to the brain, the

| eeches, ugly as they were, were certainly preferable to the next
step, which was trepanning.

Yet there was sonething | oat hsone about them perhaps only

because he couldn't see themwell, and sonethi ng awful about

trying to i magine themall over his back as he hung here, helpless.
Not singing, though. Why? Because they were feeding? Sl eeping?
Both at once?

The bearded man's groans subsi ded. The bugs nmarched away

across the floor, towards one of the mldly rippling silken walls.
Rol and | ost sight of themin the shadows.

Jenna came back to him her eyes anxious. 'Ye did well. Yet | see
how ye feel; it's on your face.'

'The doctors,' he said.

'Yes. Their power is very great, but. . .'She dropped her voice. 'l

bel i eve that drover is beyond their help. Hs legs are a little better
and the wounds on his face are all but healed, but he has injuries
where the doctors cannot reach.' She traced a hand across her

nm dsection, suggesting the location of these injuries, if not their
nat ure.

"And nme?' Rol and asked.

'"Ye were ta'en by the green folk,' she said. 'Ye must have angered
them powerfully, for themnot to kill ye outright. They roped ye
and dragged ye, instead. Tanra, M chela, and Loui se were out

gat hering herbs. They saw the green folk at play with ye, and bade
t hem stop, but -,

"Do the nmuties always obey you, Sister Jenna

She smil ed, perhaps pl eased he renenbered her name. ' Not

al ways, but nostly. This time they did, or ye'd have now found the
clearing in the trees.'

"l suppose so.'

' The skin was stripped al nost clean off your back - red ye were
fromnape to waist. Ye'll always bear the scars, but the doctors
have gone far towards healing ye. And their singing is passing fair
isit not?

"Yes,' Roland said, but the thought of those black things all over his
back, roosting in his raw flesh, still revolted him 'I owe you

t hanks, and give it freely. Anything I can do for you -

"Tell me your nane, then. Do that.'

"I"'mRoland of Glead. A gunslinger. | had revolvers, Sister Jenna.
Have you seen then?'



"I've seen no shooters,' she said, but cast her eyes aside. The roses
bl oored i n her cheeks again. She m ght be a good nurse, and fair

but Rol and thought her a poor liar. He was glad. Good liars were
conmon. Honesty, on the other hand, cane dear.

Let the untruth pass for now, he told hinself. She speaks it out of
fear, | think.

"Jennal!' The cry canme fromthe deeper shadows at the far end of the
infirmary - today it seemed | onger than ever to the gunslinger - and

Sister Jenna junped guiltily. 'Cone away! Ye've passed words

enough to entertain twenty men! Let him sleep!’

"Aye!' she called, then turned back to Roland. 'Don't let on that |

showed you the doctors.'

"Mimis the word, Jenna.'

She paused, biting her Iip again, then suddenly swept back her

winmple. It fell against the nape of her neck in a soft chining of

bells. Freed fromits confinenment, her hair swept against her

cheeks |ike shadows.

"Am | pretty? AmI? Tell ne the truth, Roland of Glead - no

flattery. For flattery's kind only a candle's |ength.'

"Pretty as a sunmer night.'

What she saw in his face seened to please her nore than his

wor ds, because she smiled radiantly. She pulled the winple up

again, tucking her hair back in with quick little finger-pokes. 'Am|

decent ?'

"Decent as fair,' he said, then cautiously lifted an arm and pointed

at her brow. "One curl's out ... just there.'

'Aye, always that one to devil nme.'" Wth a comical little grinmace,

she tucked it back. Roland thought how nuch he would |ike to kiss

her rosy cheeks ... and perhaps her rosy mouth, for good neasure.

"All's well,' he said.

"Jennal!' The cry was nore inpatient than ever. 'Meditations!'

“I"'mconing just now' she called, and gathered her vol um nous

skirts to go. Yet she turned back once nore, her face now very

grave and very serious. 'One nore thing,' she said in a voice only a

step above a whi sper. She snatched a quick | ook around. 'The gold

nedal i on ye wear - ye wear it because it's yours. Do'ee understand
James?'

"Yes.' He turned his head a bit to | ook at the sleeping boy. 'This is
ny brother.'

“If they ask, yes. To say different would be to get Jenna in serious
trouble.’

How serious he did not ask, and she was gone in any case, seem ng

to flow along the aisle between all the enpty beds, her skirt caught
up in one hand. The roses had fled from her face, |eaving her

cheeks and brow ashy. He remenbered the greedy | ook on the

faces of the others, how they had gathered around himin a
tightening knot ... and the way their faces had shi nmrered.

Si x woren, five old and one young.

Doctors that sang and then crawl ed away across the floor when



di smssed by jingling bells.

And an inprobabl e hospital ward of perhaps a hundred beds, a

ward with a silk roof and silk walls ...

. and all the beds enpty save three.

Rol and di dn't understand why Jenna had taken the dead boy's

nmedal lion fromhis pants pocket and put it around his neck, but he

had an idea that if they found out she had done so, the Little Sisters
of Eluria mght kill her

Rol and cl osed his eyes, and the soft singing of the doctor-insects
once again floated himoff into sleep

V. A Bow of Soup. The Boy

in the Next Bed. The Ni ght-Nurses.

Rol and dreaned that a very large bug (a doctor-bug, mayhap) was
flying around his head and bangi ng repeatedly into his nose -
col li sions which were annoyi ng rather than painful. He swi ped at
t he bug repeatedly, and although his hands were eerily fast under
ordinary circunstances, he kept missing it. And each tinme he

m ssed, the bug giggled.

"' m sl ow because |'ve been sick, he thought.

No, anbushed. Dragged across the ground by slow nmutants, saved
by the Little Sisters of Eluria.

Rol and had a sudden, vivid inage of a man's shadow grow ng
fromthe shadow of an overturned frei ght-wagon; heard a rough

gl eeful voice cry, 'Booh!’

He jerked awake hard enough to set his body rocking inits
conplication of slings, and the woman who had been standing

besi de his head, giggling as she tapped his nose lightly with a
wooden spoon, stepped back so quickly that the bow in her other
hand slipped from her fingers.

Rol and' s hands shot out, and they were as quick as ever - his
frustrated failure to catch the bug had been only part of his dream
He caught the bowl before nore than a few drops could spill. The
worman - Sister Coquina - |ooked at himwi th round eyes.

There was pain all up and down his back fromthe sudden

noverrent but it was nowhere near as sharp as it had been before,
and there was no sensation of novenent on his skin. Perhaps the
"doctors' were only sleeping, but he had an idea they were gone.
He held out his hand for the spoon Coqui na had been teasing him
with (he found he wasn't surprised at all that one of these would
tease a sick and sleeping man in such a way; it only would have

surprised himif it had been Jenna), and she handed it to him her
eyes still big.

' How speedy ye are!' she said. "'Twas like a magic trick, and you
still rising fromsleep!'



'"Renmenber it, sai,' he said, and tried the soup. There were tiny bits
of chicken floating in it. He probably woul d have considered it

bl and under ot her circunstances, but under these, it seemed
anbrosial. He began to eat greedily.

"What do 'ee nean by that?' she asked. The light was very dim

now, the wall-panels across the way a pinkish-orange that

suggested sunset. In this light, Coquina | ooked quite young and
pretty ... but it was a glanour, Roland was sure; a sorcerous Kkind
of make-up.

"I mean nothing in particular.' Roland disnissed the spoon as too
slow, preferring to tilt the bow itself to his lips. In this way he
di sposed of the soup in four large gulps. 'You have been kind to

e’

'Aye, so we have!' she said, rather indignantly.

'- and | hope your kindness has no hidden notive. If it does, Sister
renmenmber that |'mquick. And, as for nyself, | have not al ways

been kind.'

She nade no reply, only took the bow when Rol and handed it

back. She did this delicately, perhaps not wanting to touch his
fingers. Her eyes dropped to where the nmedallion |lay, once nore

hi dden beneath the breast of his bed-dress. He said no nore, not
wanting to weaken the inplied threat by rem nding her that the

man who made it was unarmed, next to naked, and hung in the air
because his back couldn't yet bear the weight of his body.

"Where's Sister Jenna?' he asked.

'Qooo!' Sister Coquina said, raising her eyebrows. 'We |ike her, do

we? She nakes our heart go . . .' She put her hand agai nst the rose
on her breast and fluttered it rapidly.
"Not at all, not at all,' Roland said, 'but she was kind. | doubt she

woul d have teased ne with a spoon, as sone would.'

Sister Coquina's smle faded. She | ooked both angry and worri ed.
'Say nothing of that to Mary, if she cones by later. Ye m ght get
me in trouble.'

"Should | care?

"I mght get back at one who caused ne trouble by causing little
Jenna trouble,' Sister Coquina said. 'She's in Big Sister's bl ack
books, just now, anyway. Sister Mary doesn't care for the way
Jenna spoke to her about ye ... nor does she like it that Jenna cane
back to us wearing the Dark Bells.'

This was no sooner out of her nmouth before Sister Coqui na put her
hand over that frequently inprudent organ, as if realizing she had
said too nuch.

Rol and, intrigued by what she'd said but not liking to showit just
now, only replied: '"I'lIl keep nmy nouth shut about you, if you keep
your nmouth shut to Sister Mary about Jenna.'’

Coqui na | ooked relieved. 'Aye, that's a bargain.' She |eaned
forward confidingly. 'She's in Thoughtful House. That's the little
cave in the hillside where we have to go and neditate when Big

Si ster decides we've been bad. She'll have to stay and consider her
i mpudence until Mary lets her out.' She paused, then said abruptly:
"Who's this beside ye? Do ye know?'

Rol and turned his head and saw t hat the young man was awake,

and had been listening. His eyes were as dark as Jenna's.



" Know hi n?' Rol and asked, with what he hoped was the right touch
of scorn. 'Should I not know my own brother?

"I's he, now, and himso young and you so ol d?' Another of the
sisters materialized out of the darkness: Sister Tanra, who had
call ed herself one-and-twenty. In the noment before she reached
Rol and' s bed, her face was that of a hag who will never see eighty
again ... or ninety. Then it shimered and was once nore the

pl unmp, healthy countenance of a thirty-year-old nmatron. Except for
the eyes. They remmined yellowi sh in the corneas, gumy in the
corners, and wat chf ul

'"He's the youngest, | the eldest,' Roland said. 'Betw xt us are seven
others, and twenty years of our parents' |ives.'
'How sweet! And if he's yer brother, then ye'll know his nane,

won't ye? Know it very well.’

Bef ore the gunslinger could flounder, the young man said: 'They

thi nk you've forgotten such a sinple hook as John Nornan. Wat
cul l eens they be, eh, Jimy?

Coqui na and Tanra | ooked at the pale boy in the bed next to

Rol and's, clearly angry ... and clearly trunped. For the tinme being,
at |east.

"You've fed himyour nuck,' the boy (whose nedallion

undoubt edl y procl ai nred hi m John, Loved of Fanily, Loved of

CGod) said "Wy don't you go, and |let us have a natter?

"Well!' Sister Coquina huffed. 'l like the gratitude around here, so
do!"’

"I"'mgrateful for what's given nme,' Norman responded, |ooking at

her steadily, 'but not for what folk would take away.'

Tanra snorted t hrough her nose, turned violently enough for her
swirling dress to push a draught of air into Roland' s face, and then
took her |eave. Coqui na stayed a nonent.

'Be discreet, and mayhap sonmeone ye |like better than ye like ne

will get out of hack in the nmorning, instead of a week from

toni ght.'

Wthout waiting for a reply, she turned and foll owed Sister Tanra.

Rol and and John Norman waited until they were both gone, and

then Norman turned to Rol and and spoke in a | ow voice. 'M

br ot her. Dead?

Rol and nodded. 'The nedallion | took in case | should nmeet with

any of his people. It rightly belongs to you. I"msorry for your |oss.'
' Thankee-sai. ' John Norman's lower lip trenbled, then firmed. "I
knew the green nen did for him although these old biddies

wouldn't tell me for sure. They did for plenty, and cotched the rest.'
'Perhaps the Sisters didn't know for sure.'

'They knew. Don't you doubt it. They don't say nuch, but they

know plenty. The only one any different is Jenna. That's who the

ol d battl e-axe neant when she said "your friend". Aye?

Rol and nodded. ' And she said sonething about the Dark Bells. |I'd

know nore of that, if would were could."'

' She's sonething special, Jenna is. Mdore |ike a princess - someone



whose place is made by bloodline and can't be refused - than |ike
the other Sisters. | lie here and look like I'"'masleep - it's safer,
think - but 1've heard 'emtal king. Jenna's just cone back anong
"emrecently, and those Dark Bells nean something special ... but
Mary's still the one who swings the weight. |I think the Dark Bells
are only cerenonial, like the rings the old Barons used to hand
down fromfather to son. Was it she who put Jinmy's nedal

around your neck?

"Yes.'

"Don't take it off, whatever you do.' H's face was strained, grim ‘I
don't know if it's the gold or the God, but they don't like to get too
close. | think that's the only reason I"'mstill here.' Now his voice
dropped all the way to a whisper. 'They ain't human.'

"Well, perhaps a bit fey and magical, but-"

"No!" Wth what was clearly an effort, the boy got up on one el bow
He | ooked at Rol and earnestly. 'You're thinking about hubber-

worren, or witches. These ain't hubbers, nor witches, either. They
ain't human!'

' Then what are they?

"Don't know. '

' How cane you here, John?

Speaking in a | ow voice, John Nornman told Rol and what he knew

of what had happened to him He, his brother, and four other

young nen who were quick and owned good horses had been hired

as scouts, riding drogue-and-forward, protecting a |ong-hau

caravan of seven frei ghtwagons taki ng goods - seeds, food, tools,
mail, and four ordered brides - to an unincorporated township

call ed Tejuas sone two hundred mles further west of Eluria. The
scouts rode fore and aft of the goods-train in turn and turn about
fashi on; one brother rode with each party because, Norman

expl ai ned, when they were together they fought like ... wel

"Li ke brothers,' Roland suggest ed.

John Norman managed a brief, pained smle. 'Aye,' he said.

The trio of which John was a part had been riding drogue, about

two nmiles behind the freight-wagons, when the green nmutants had
sprung an anbush in Eluria.

' How many wagons did you see when you got there?" he asked

Rol and. 'Only one. Overturned.'

' How many bodi es?

"Only your brother's.'

John Norman nodded grimy. 'They woul dn't take hi m because of

the medallion, | think.'

"The nuties?'

'"The Sisters. The muties care nothing for gold or God. These

bi t ches, though . ' He | ooked into the dark, which was now

al nost conplete. Roland felt |ethargy creeping over himagain, but
it wasn't until later that he realized the soup had been drugged.
' The ot her wagons?' Rol and asked. ' The ones not overturned?

'The muties would have taken them and the goods, as well,’



Norman said. 'They don't care for gold or God; the Sisters don't
care for goods. Like as not they have their own foodstuffs,
something |I'd as soon not think of. Nasty stuff ... like those bugs.'
He and the other drogue riders galloped into Eluria, but the fight
was over by the tinme they got there. Men had been |ying about,
sone dead but nany nore still alive. At |east two of the ordered
brides had still been alive, as well. Survivors able to wal k were
bei ng herded together by the,,' green folk - John Norman
renmenbered the one in the bow er hat very well, and the woman in
the ragged red vest.

Norman and the other two had tried to fight. He had seen one of h
pards gutshot by an arrow, and then he saw no nore - soneone had
cracked himover the head from behind, and the |ights had gone
out .

Rol and wondered if the anbusher had cried 'Booh!' before he had
struck, but didn't ask.

"When | woke up again, | was here,' Norman said. 'l saw that sone
of the others - nost of them - had those cursed bugs on them

"Qthers? Roland | ooked at the enpty beds. In the grow ng

dar kness, they glimrered |like white islands. 'How many were

br ought here?

"At |east twenty. They healed ... the bugs healed "em ... and then
one by one, they disappeared. You'd go to sleep, and when you
woke up there'd, be one nore enpty bed. One by one they went,
until only me and that, one down yonder was left.’

He | ooked at Rol and sol emmly.

" And now you.'

"Norman,' Roland's head was swinmming. |-

"I reckon I know what's wong with you," Norman said. He seened

to speak fromfar away . . . perhaps fromall the way around the
curve of | the earth. 'It's the soup. But a man has to eat. A wonan
too. If she's a natural woman, anyway. These ones ain't natural
Even Sister Jenna's not natural. Nice don't nean natural.' Further

and further away. 'And she'll be Iike themin the end. Mark me
wel | .

'"Can't nove.' Saying even that required a huge effort. It was |ike
novi ng boul ders.

"No.' Nornman suddenly | aughed. It was a shocki ng sound, and

echoed in the growi ng bl ackness which filled Roland's head. "It
ain't just sleepnmedicine they put in their soup; it's can't-nove-
nedi ci ne, too. There's nothing much wong with ne, brother ... so
why do you think I'mstill here?

Nor man was now speaki ng not fromaround the curve of the earth

but perhaps fromthe noon. He said: 'l don't think either of us is

ever going to see the sun shining on a flat piece of ground again.'
You're wong about that, Roland tried to reply, and nore in that

vein, as well, but nothing cane out. He sailed around to the black
side of the nmoon, losing all his words in the void he found there.

Yet he never quite |ost awareness of hinself. Perhaps the dose of



"medicine' in Sister Coquina' s soup had been badly cal cul ated, or
perhaps it was just that they had never had a gunslinger to work
their mschief on, and did not know they had one now.

Except, of course, for Sister Jenna - she knew.

At sone point in the night, whispering, giggling voices and lightly
chimng bells brought himback fromthe darkness where he had

been biding, not quite asleep or unconscious. Around him so
constant he now barely heard it, were the singing 'doctors'.

Rol and opened his eyes. He saw pale and chancy |ight dancing in

the black air. The giggles and whispers were closer. Roland tried to
turn his head and at first couldn't. He rested, gathered his will into
a hard blue ball, and tried again. This tine his head did turn. Only
alittle, but alittle was enough.

It was five of the Little Sisters - Mry, Louise, Tanra, Coqui na,

M chela. They came up the long aisle of the black infirmary,

| aughi ng together |ike children out on a prank, carrying |long tapers
in silver holders, the bells Iining the forehead-bands of their
wimples chinming little silver runs of sound. They gathered about

the bed of the bearded man. Fromw thin their circle, candl egl ow
rose in a shinmery colum that died before it got halfway to the

sil ken ceiling.

Sister Mary spoke briefly. Roland recogni zed her voice, but not the
words - it was neither |ow speech nor the Hi gh, but sone ot her

| anguage entirely. One phrase stood out - can de lach, m himen
tow - and he had no idea what it mght mean.

He realized that now he could hear only the tinkle of bells - the
doct or - bugs had still ed.

"Ras me! On! On!' Sister Mary cried in a harsh, powerful voice.

The candl es went out. The light which had shone through the

wi ngs of their wi nples as they gathered around the bearded man's

bed vani shed, and all was darkness once nore.

Rol and waited for what m ght happen next, his skin cold. He tried

to flex his hands and feet, and could not. He had been able to nove
hi s head perhaps fifteen degrees; otherwi se he was as paral ysed as

a fly neatly wapped up and hung in a spider's web.

The low jingling of bells in the black ... and then sucki ng sounds.
As soon as he heard them Roland knew he'd been waiting for

them Sone part of himhad known what the Little Sisters of Eluria
were, all along.

I f Roland could have rai sed his hands, he would have put themto

his ears to block those sounds out. As it was, he could only lie still,
listening and waiting for themto stop

For a long tine - for ever, it seened - they did not. The wonen
slurped and grunted like pigs snuffling half-liquefied feed out of a
trough. There was even one resoundi ng bel ch, foll owed by nore

whi spered giggles (these, ended when Sister Mary uttered a single
curt word - 'Hais!'). And once there was a | ow, mpaning cry - from

t he bearded man, Roland was quite sure. If so, it was his |last on
this side of the clearing.

In time, the sound of their feeding began to taper off. As it did, the
bugs began to sing again - first hesitantly, then with nore
confidence. The whispering and giggling recomrenced. The

candles were re-lit. Roland was by now lying with his head turned



in the other direction. He didn't want themto know what he'd seen

but that wasn't all; he had no urge to see nobre on any account. He

had seen and heard enough.

But the giggles and whi spers now came his way. Roland cl osed his

eyes concentrating on the nmedallion which |ay against his chest. |
don't know if it's the gold or the God, but they don't like to get too
cl ose, John Nornman had said. It was good to have such a thing to

renmenber as the Little Sister drew nigh, gossiping and whi spering
in their strange other tongue, but the nedallion seened a thin
protection in the dark.

Faintly, at a great distance, Roland heard the cross-dog barki ng.
As the Sisters circled him the gunslinger realized he could snell
them It was a | ow, unpleasant odour, |ike spoiled neat. And what

el se would they snell of, such as these?

"Such a pretty man it is.' Sister Mary. She spoke in a | ow,
nmeditative tone.

"But such an ugly sigil it wears.' Sister Tanra.

"We'll have it off him' Sister Louise.

"And then we shall have kisses!' Sister Coquina.

"Kisses for all!' exclaimed Sister Mchela, with such fervent

ent husi asm that they all | aughed.

Rol and di scovered that not all of himwas paral ysed, after all. Part
of himhad, in fact, arisen fromits sleep at the sound of their voices
and now stood tall. A hand reached beneath the bed-dress he wore,
touched that stiffened nmenber, encircled it, caressed it. He lay in
silent horror, feigning sleep, as wet warnth al nost inmediately
spilled fromhim The hand remai ned where it was for a nonment,

the thunb rubbing up and down the wilting shaft. Then it let him

go and rose a little higher. Found the wetness pooled on his |ower
belly. Gggles, soft as wind. Chimng bells. Roland opened his

eyes the tiniest crack and | ooked up at the ancient faces |aughing
down at himin the light of their candles - glittering eyes, yellow
cheeks, hanging teeth that jutted over lower lips. Sister Mchela
and sister Louise appeared to have grown goatees, but of course
that wasn't the darkness of hair but of the bearded man's bl ood.
Mary is hand was cupped. She passed it from Sister to Sister; each
licked fromher palmin the candlelight.

Rol and cl osed his eyes all the way and waited for themto be gone.
Eventual ly they were.

['"lI'l never sleep again, he thought, and was five minutes later lost to
hi nsel f and the worl d.

V. Sister Mary. A Message. A Visit from Ral ph.

Norman's Fate. Sister Mary Again.

VWhen Rol and awoke, it was full daylight, the silk roof overhead a
bright white and billowing in a m!|d breeze. The doctor-bugs were
singing contentedly. Beside himon his left, Nornan was heavily
asleep with his head turned so far to one side that his stubbly cheek



rested on his shoul der

Rol and and John Nornman were the only ones here. Further down

on their side of the infirmary, the bed where the bearded man had
been was enpty, it's top sheet pulled up and neatly tucked in, the
pillow neatly nestled in a crisp white case. The conplication of
slings in which his body had rested was gone.

Rol and renmenbered the candles - the way their gl ow had

conbi ned and streamed up in a colum, illuminating the Sisters as
t hey gathered around the bearded man. G ggling. Their dammed
bells jingling.

Now, as if sunmoned by his thoughts, cane Sister Mary, gliding
along rapidly with Sister Louise in her wake. Louise bore a tray,
and | ooked nervous. Mary was frowni ng, obviously not in good

t enper .
To be grunpy after you've fed so well? Roland thought. Fie, Sister
She reached the gunslinger's bed and | ooked down at him 'l have

little to thank ye for, sai,' she said with no preanble

"Have | asked for your thanks?' he responded in a voice that
sounded as dusty and little-used as the pages of an ol d book.

She took no notice. 'Ye' ve made one who was only inmpudent and
restless with her place outright rebellious. Well, her nother was
the sane way, and died of it not |long after returning Jenna to her
proper Place. Raise your hand, thankless man.'

"I can't. | can't nmove at all.'

"Ch, cully! Haven't you heard it said "fool not your nother 'less
she's out of face"? | know pretty well what ye can and can't do.
Now rai se your hand.'

Rol and raised his right hand, trying to suggest nore effort than it,
actually took. He thought that this norning he might be strong

enough to slip free of the slings ... but what then? Any real walking
woul d beyond himfor hours yet, even wi thout another dose of
"medicine' . . and behind Sister Mary, Sister Louise was taking the

cover froma fresh bow of soup. As Roland | ooked at it, his

st omach runbl ed.

Big Sister heard and snmiled a bit. 'Even lying in bed builds an
appetite in a strong nman, if it's done | ong enough. Wul dn't you
say so, Jason brother of John?

"My nane is Janes. As you well know, Sister.'

"Do I?" She laughed angrily. "Ch, la!' And if | whipped your little
sweet heart hard enough and | ong enough - until the bl ood junped
her back |ike drops of sweat, let us say - should | not whip a

di fferent nane out of her? O didn't ye trust her with it, during
your little tal k?'

" Touch her and 1'Il kill you.'

She | aughed again. Her face shimrered; her firmnouth turned

into sonething that |ooked like a dying jellyfish. 'Speak not of
killing to us cully, lest we speak of it to you.'

"Sister, if you and Jenna don't see eye to eye, why not rel ease her
fromher vows and |l et her go her course?



'Such as us can never be released fromour vows, nor be |let go. Her
not her tried and then cane back, her dying and the girl sick. Wy,
it was we nursed Jenna back to health after her nother was nothing
but dirt in the breeze that bl ows out towards End-Wrld, and how
little she thanks us! Besides, she bears the Dark Bells, the sigil of
our sisterhood. O our ka-tet. Now eat - yer belly says ye're
hungry!'

Si ster Louise offered the bow, but her eyes kept drifting to the
shape the nedal |i on made under the breast of his bed-dress. Don't
like it, do you? Roland thought, and then renenbered Loui se by
candl elight, the freighter's blood on her chin, her ancient eyes
eager as she leaned forward to lick his spend from Sister Mary's
hand.

He turned his head aside. '|I want nothing.'

"But ye're hungry!' Louise protested. 'If'ee don't eat, James, how
will'ee get'ee strength back?

"Send Jenna. |'Il eat what she brings.'

Sister Mary's frown was black. "Ye'll see her no nore. She's been
rel eased from Thought ful House only on her solemn promise to

doubl e her tinme of nmeditation ... and to stay out of the infirmary.
Now eat, Janmes, or whoever ye are. Take what's in the soup, or

we'll cut ye with knives and rub it in with flannel poultices. Either
way, makes no difference to us. Does it? Louise?

"Nar,' Louise said. She still held out the bowl. Steamrose fromit,

and the good snell of chicken.

"But it might make a difference to you.' Sister Mary grinned
hunourl essly, baring her unnaturally large teeth. 'Flowi ng blood' s
ri sky around here. The doctors don't like it. It stirs themup.'

It wasn't just the bugs that were stirred up at the sight of blood, and
Rol and knew it. He al so knew he had no choice in the matter of the
soup. He took the bow from Louise and ate slowy. He would

have given nmuch to wi pe but the | ook of satisfaction he saw on

Sister Mary's face.

' Good,' she said after he had handed the bow back and she had

peered inside to make sure it was conpletely enpty. H s hand

t hunped back into the sling which had been rigged for it, already

too heavy to hold up. He could feel the world drawi ng away agai n.
Sister Mary | eaned forward, the billow ng top of her habit touching
the skin of his left shoulder. He could snmell her, an aroma both

ri pe and dry, and woul d have gagged if he'd had the strength.

'Have that foul gold thing off ye when yer strength cones back a
little - put it in the pissoir under the bed. Were it belongs. For to
be even this close to where it lies hurts ny head and nmakes ny

t hroat cl ose.’

Speaki ng with enormous effort, Roland said: 'If you want it, take

it. How can | stop you, you bitch?

Once nore her frown turned her face into sonething like a

t hunder head. He thought she would have sl apped him if she had

dared touch himso close to where the nedallion lay. Her ability to
touch seened to end above his waist, however.

"I think you had better consider the matter a little nmore fully,' she
said. 'l can still have Jenna whipped, if | like. She bears the Dark
Bells, but | amthe Big Sister. Consider that very well.'



She left. Sister Louise followed, casting one |ook - a strange
conbination O fright and lust - back over her shoul der

Rol and t hought, | nust get out of here - | rmust.

Instead, he drifted back to that dark place which wasn't quite sleep
O perhaps he did sleep, at least for a while; perhaps he dreaned.

Fi ngers once nore caressed his fingers, and lips first kissed his ear
and then whispered into it: 'Look beneath your pillow, Roland ..

but et no one know | was here."'

At sone point after this, Roland opened his eyes again, half-
expecting to see Sister Jenna's pretty young face hovering above
him and that comma of dark hair once nore poking out from

beneat h her wi nple. There was no one. The swags of silk overhead
were at their brightest, and although it was inpossible to tell the
hours in here with any real accuracy, Roland guessed it to be
around noon. Perhaps three hours since his second bow of the

Si sters' soup.

Besi de him John Norman still slept, his breath whistling out in
faint, nasal snores.

Rol and tried to raise his hand and slide it under his pillow The
hand woul dn't nove. He could wiggle the tips of his fingers, but
that was all. He waited, calmng his mnd as well as he could,
gathering his patience.' Patience wasn't easy to cone by. He kept

t hi nki ng about what Nornman had said - that there had been twenty
survivors of the ambush ... at least to start with. One by one they
went, until only me and that one down yonder was left. And now

you.

The girl wasn't here. His mnd spoke in the soft, regretful tone of
Al ain, one of his old friends, dead these nmany years now. She

woul dn't dare, not with the others watching. That was only a

dream you had.

But Rol and thought perhaps it had been nore than a dream

Sone length of tine later - the slowy shifting brightness overhead
made him believe it had been about an hour - Roland tried his hand
again. This time he was able to get it beneath his pillow This was
puf fy and soft, tucked snugly into the w de sling which supported
the gunslinger's neck. At first he found nothing, but as his fingers

wor ked their slow way deeper, they touched what felt [ike a stiffish
bundl e of thin rods.

He paused, gathering a little nmore strength (every novenment was
like swimring in glue), and then burrowed deeper. It felt like a
dead bouquet. Wapped around it was what felt like a ribbon

Rol and | ooked around to nmake sure the ward was still enpty and
Norman still asleep, then drew out what was under the pillow It
was six brittle stens of fading green with browni sh reed-heads at
the tops. They gave off a strange, yeasty arona that nade Rol and

t hi nk of early-norning begging expeditions to the Great House
kitchens as a child - forays he had usually nade with Cuthbert. The
reeds were tied with a wide white silk ribbon, and snelled |ike
burned toast. Beneath the ribbon was a fold of cloth. Like



everything else in this cursed place, it seened, the cloth was of
si | k.
Rol and was breathing hard and could feel drops of sweat on his
brow. Still alone, though - good. He took the scrap of cloth and
unfolded it. Printed painstakingly in blurred charcoal letters, was
thi s nessage:

NI BBLE HEDS. Once each hour. Too

much, CRAMPS or DETH.
TOMORROW NI TE. Can't be sooner
BE CAREFUL!

No expl anati on, but Rol and supposed none was needed. Nor did he
have any option; if he remained here, he would die. All they had to
do was have the nmedallion off him and he felt sure Sister Mary
was smart enough to figure a way to do that.
He ni bbl ed at one of the dry reed-heads. The taste was nothing |ike
the toast they had begged fromthe kitchen as boys; it was bitter in
his throat and hot in his stomach. Less than a minute after his

ni bble, his heart-rate had doubl ed. H s nuscles awakened, but not
in a pleasant way, as after good sleep; they felt first trenbly and
then hard, as if they were gathered into knots. This feeling passed
rapi dly, and his heartbeat was back to normal before Norman

stirred awake an hour or so |ater, but he understood why Jenna's
note had warned himnot to take nobre than a nibble at a time - this
was very powerful stuff.

He slipped the bouquet of reeds back under the pillow, being
careful to brush away the few crunbl es of vegetable matter which
had dropped to the sheet. Then he used the ball of his thunb to
bl ur the painstaking charcoal ed words on the bit of silk. Wen he
was finished, there was nothing on the square but neani ngl ess
snudges. The square he al so tucked back under his pillow

When Norman awoke, he and the gunslinger spoke briefly of the

young scout's hone - Delain, it was, sonetinmes known jestingly as
Dragon's Lair, or Liar's Heaven. Al tall tales were said to orginate
in Delain. The boy asked Roland to take his nedallion and that of
his brother home to their parents, if Roland was able, and explain
as well as he could what had happened to Janes and John, sons of
Jesse.

"You'll do all that yourself,' Roland said.

"No.' Norman tried to raise his hand, perhaps to scratch his nose,
and was unable to do even that. The hand rose perhaps six inches,
then fell back to the counterpane with a small thunp. 'l think not.
It's a pity for us to have run up agai nst each other this way, you
know - | like you.'

"And | you, John Nornman. Whuld that we were better net.’

"Aye. When not in the conmpany of such fascinating |adies.'

He dropped off to sleep again soon after. Roland never spoke with
himagain ... although he certainly heard fromhim Yes. Roland

was |ying above his bed, shamm ng sl eep, as John Norman
screaned his |ast.



Sister Mchela cane with his evening soup just as Rol and was
getting past the shivery nuscles and gal |l opi ng heartbeat that
resulted fromhis second nibble of brown reed. Mchela | ooked at
his flushed face with some concern, but had to accept his
assurances that he did not feel feverish; she couldn't bring herself
to touch himand judge the heat of his skin for herself - the
nedal | i on hel d her away.

Wth the soup was a popkin. The bread was | eathery and the neat
inside it tough, but Roland denolished it greedily, just the same.
M chel a watched with a conplacent smle, hands folded in front of
her, nodding fromtine to tine. Wen he had finished the soup

she took the bow back fromhimcarefully, naking sure their
fingers did not touch

"Ye're healing,' she said. 'Soon you'll be on yer way, and we'll have
just yer menory to keep, Jim'

"I's that true?" he asked quietly.

She only | ooked at him touched her tongue agai nst her upper lip,

gi ggl ed, and departed. Rol and cl osed his eyes and | ay back agai nst
hi pillow, feeling |lethargy steal over himagain. Her specul ative
eyes ... he peeping tongue. He had seen wonen | ook at roast
chickens and joints of mutton that same way, cal cul ati ng when

t hey m ght be done.

Hi s body badly wanted to sleep, but Roland held on to wakeful ness
for what he judged was an hour, then worked one of the reeds out
fromunder the pillow. Wth a fresh infusion of their 'can't-nove-
nedicine' in his system this took an enornmous effort, and he
wasn't sure he could have done it at all, had he not separated this
one reed fromthe ribbon hol ding the others. Tonorrow night,
Jenna's note had said. If that meant escape, the idea seened

preposterous. The way he felt now, he might be lying in this bed
until the end of the age.

He ni bbl ed. Energy washed into his system clenching his nuscles
and racing his heart, but the burst of vitality was gone al nbst as
soon as it came, buried beneath the Sisters' stronger drug. He could
only hope ... and sleep

When he woke it was full dark, and he found he could nove his

arns and legs in their network of slings alnost naturally. He

sl i pped one of the reeds out frombeneath his pillow and ni bbl ed
cautiously. She had left half a dozen, and the first two were now
al nost entirely consumned.

The gunslinger put the stem back under the pillow, then began to
shiver like a wet dog in a downpour. | took too nuch, he thought.
"Il be lucky not to convul se -

His heart, racing |ike a runaway engine. And then, to make matters
wor se, he saw candl elight at the far end of the aisle. A noment

| ater he heard the rustle of their gowns and the whisk of their

sl i ppers.

Gods, why now? They'll see ne shaking, they'll know

Calling on every bit of his wllpower and control, Roland dosed his
eyes and concentrated on stilling his jerking linbs. If only he had
been in bed instead of in these cursed slings, which seened to
trenble as if with their own ague at every novenent!

The Little Sisters drew closer. The light of their candl es bl ooned



red within his closed eyelids. Tonight they were not giggling, nor
whi spering anongst thenselves. It was not until they were al npst

on top of himthat Roland becane aware of the stranger in their
mdst - a creature that breathed through its nose in great, slobbery
gasps of mxed air and snot.

The gunslinger lay with his eyes closed, the gross tw tches and
junps of his arns and | egs under control, but with his nuscles stil
knotted arid cranmpy, thrumm ng beneath the skin. Anyone who

| ooked at himclosely would see at once that sonething was w ong
with him H s heart was larruping away |like a horse under the

whi p, surely they nust see

But it wasn't himthey were |ooking at - not yet, at |east.

"Have it off him' Mary said. She spoke in a bastardi zed version of
the | ow speech Rol and coul d barely understand. 'Then t'other 'un

Go on, Ral ph.'

"U se has whik-sky?' the sl obberer asked, his dialect even heavier
than Mary's. Use has 'backky?

'Yes, yes, plenty whisky and plenty snoke, but not until you have
these wretched things off!' Inpatient. Perhaps afraid, as well.

Rol and cautiously rolled his head to the left and cracked his
eyel i ds open.

Five of the six Little Sisters of Eluria were clustered around the far
side of the sleeping John Norman's bed, their candl es raised to cast
their light upon him It also cast |ight upon their own faces, faces
whi ch woul d have given the strongest man nightmares. Now, in the
ditch of the night, their glanours were set aside, and they were but
anci ent corpses in volum nous habits.

Sister Mary had one of Roland's guns in her hand. Looking at her
holding it, Roland felt a bright flash of hate for her, and prom sed
hi nsel f she would pay for her tenerity.

The thing standing at the foot of the bed, strange as it was, | ooked
al nrost normal in conparison to the Sisters. It was one of the green
fol k.

Rol and recogni zed Ral ph at once. He would be a long tine

forgetting that bow er hat.

Now Ral ph wal ked slowy around to the side of Norman's bed

cl osest to Roland, monentarily bl ocking the gunslinger's view of
the Sisters. The nutie went all the way to Norman's head,

however, clearing the hags to Roland's slitted view once nore.
Norman's medal lion | ay exposed - the boy had perhaps waken

enough to take it out of his bed-dress, hoping it would protect him
better so. Ral ph picked it up in his nelted-tall ow hand. The Sister
wat ched eagerly in the glow of their candles as the green nan
stretched to the end of its chain. . . and then put it down again
Their faces droop in disappointment.

"Don't care for such as that,' Ralph said in his clotted voice. 'Want
whi k- sky! Want ' backky!'

"You shall have it,' Sister Mary said. 'Enough for you and all you
verm nous clan. But first, you nust have that horrid thing off hin



both of theml Do you understand? And you shan't tease us.'

'"Or what?' Ral ph asked. He | aughed. It was a choked and gargly

sound the laughter of a man dying from some evil sickness of the
throat an lungs, but Roland still liked it better than the giggles of
the Sisters 'O what, Sisser Mary, you'll drink ny bluid? My

bl ui d' d drop' ee dead where'ee stand, and glowing in the dark!"’

Mary rai sed the gunslinger's revolver and pointed it at Ral ph. 'Take
that wetched thing, or you die where you stand.'

"And die after 1've done what you want, likely.'

Sister Mary said nothing to that. The others peered at himwi th

their black eyes.

Ral ph | owered his head, appearing to think. Roland suspected hi
friend Bowl er Hat could think, too. Sister Mary and her cohorts

m ght, not believe that, but Ral ph had to be trig to have survived as
| ong as he had. But of course when he cane here, he hadn't

consi dered Rol and' s guns.

' Smasher was wong to give themshooters to you,' he said at |ast.
'"Gve emand not tell ne. Did u' se give himwhik-sky? Gve him

' backky?'
"That's none o' yours,' Sister Mary replied. 'You have that
gol dpi ece off the boy's neck right now, or I'll put one of yonder

man's bullets in what's left of yer brain.'
"Al'l right,' Ralph said. 'Just as you wi sh, sai
Once nmore he reached down and took the gold nmedallion in his

nmelted fist. That he did slow, what happened after, happened fast.
He snatched it away, breaking the chain and flinging the gold

heedl essly into the dark. Wth his other hand he reached down,

sank his long and ragged nails into John Norman's neck, and tore it
open.

Bl ood flew fromthe hapless boy's throat in a jetting, heart-driven
gush nore black than red in the candlelight, and he made a single
bubbly cry. The wonen screaned - but not in horror. They

screanmed as wonen do in a frenzy of excitenent. The green nan

was forgotten; Roland was forgotten; all was forgotten save the
life's blood pouring out of John Nornan's throat.

They dropped their candles. Mary dropped Roland's revolver in the
sanme hapl ess, carel ess fashion. The |last the gunslinger saw as
Ral ph darted away into the shadows (whi sky and tobacco anot her
time, wily Ral ph nust have thought; tonight he had best

concentrate on saving his own life) was the sisters bending forward
to catch as much of the flow as they could before it dried up

Rol and lay in the dark, muscles shivering, heart poundi ng,
listening to the harpies as they fed on the boy lying in the bed next
to his own. It seenmed to go on for ever, but at |ast they had done
with him The Sisters re-lit their candles and | eft, nurmnuring.

VWen the drug in the soup once nore got the better of the drug in

the reeds, Roland was grateful ... yet for the first time since comng
here, his sl eep was haunt ed.

In his dream he stood | ooki ng down at the bl oated body in the



town trough, thinking of a line in the book marked REG STRY OF

M SDEEDS & REDRESS. Green fol k sent hence, it had read, and

per haps the green fol k had been sent hence, but then a worse tribe
had come. The Little Sisters of Eluria, they called thensel ves. And

a year hence, they mght be the Little Sisters of Tejuas, or of
Kanbero, or sone other far-western village. They came with their
bells and their bugs ... fromwhere? Wio knew? Did it natter?

A shadow fell beside his on the scummy water of the trough.

Rol and tried to turn and face it. He couldn't; he was frozen in

pl ace. Then a green hand grasped his shoul der and whirled him

about. It was Ral ph. H's bow er hat was cocked back on his head;

John Norman's nedal lion, now red with blood, hung around his

neck.

"Booh!' cried Ralph, his lips stretching in a toothless grin. He raised
a big revolver with worn sandal wood grips. He thunbed the

hamrer back

- and Rol and j erked awake, shivering all over, dressed in skin both
wet and icy cold. He | ooked at the bed on his left. It was enpty, the
sheet pulled up and tucked about neatly, the pillow resting above it
inits snow sleeve. O John Norman there was no sign. It m ght

have been enpty for years, that bed

Rol and was al one now. Gods help him he was the |last patient of

the Little Sisters of Eluria, those sweet and patient hospitallers.
The | ast human being still alive in this terrible place, the last with
warm bl ood flowing in his veins.

Rol and, |ying suspended, gripped the gold nmedallion in his fist and

| ooked across the aisle at the long row of enpty beds. After a little

whi | e, he brought one of the reeds out from beneath his pillow and
ni bbled at it.

VWhen Mary cane fifteen mnutes later, the gunslinger took the

bow she brought with a show of weakness he didn't really feel

Porridge instead of soup this tinme ... but he had no doubt the basic
i ngredient was still the sane.

'"How wel | ye | ook this norning, sai,' Big Sister said. She | ooked
wel |l herself - there were no shimrers to give away the ancient

wanpir hiding inside her. She had supped well, and her neal had
firmed her up. Roland, stomach rolled over at the thought. 'Ye'll be
on yer pins in no tine, | warrant.'

"That's shit,' Roland said, speaking in an ill-natured grow. 'Put ne

on nmy pins and you'd be picking me up off the floor directly after
I've start to wonder if you're not putting sonething in the food.'
She | aughed nerrily at that. 'La, you |ads! Al ways eager to bl ane
weakness on a schem ng wonan! How scared of us ye are - aye

way down in yer little boys' hearts, how scared ye are!’

"Where's ny brother? | dreamed there was a comoti on about him

in the night, and now | see his bed' s enpty.'

Her snmile narrowed. Her eyes glittered. 'He cane over fevery and
pitched a fit. W've taken himto Thoughtful House, which has

been hone to contagion nore than once inits tine.'

To the grave is where you've taken him Rol and thought. Mayhap
that is a Thoughtful House, but little would you know it, sai, one
way or anot her.

"I know ye're no brother to that boy,' Mary said, watching himeat.



Al ready Rol and could feel the stuff hidden in the porridge draining
his strength once nore. 'Sigil or no sigil, |I know ye're no brother to
him Wy do you lie? "Tis a sin against CGod.'

'What gives you such an idea, sai?" Roland asked, curious to see if
she woul d nmention the guns.

"Big Sister knows what she knows. Wiy not 'fess up, Jinmy?
Confession's good for the soul, they say.'

"Send me Jenna to pass the tinme, and perhaps I'd tell you nuch,’

Rol and sai d.

The narrow bone of smile on Sister Mary's face disappeared |ike
chalkwiting in a rainstorm 'Wy would ye talk to such as her?
'She's passing fair,' Roland said. 'Unlike sone.'

Her lips pulled back fromher overlarge teeth. 'Ye'll see her no
nore, cully. Ye've stirred her up, so you have, and | won't have

t hat .’

She turned to go. Still trying to appear weak and hopi ng he woul d
not overdo it (acting was never his forte), Roland held out the
enpty porridge bow. 'Do you not want to take this?

"Put it on your head and wear it as a nightcap, for all of ne. O
stick it ill your ass. You'll talk before I'mdone with ye, cully - talk
till I bid you shut up and then beg to talk some nore!’

On this note she swept regally away, hands lifting the front of her
skirt off the floor. Roland had heard that such as she couldn't go
about in daylight, and that part of the old tales was surely a lie. Yet
anot her part was alnost true, it seened: a fuzzy, anorphous shape
kept pace with her, running along the row of enpty beds to her
right, but she cast no real shadow at all

VI. Jenna. Sister Coquina. Tanra, M chela, Louise.

The Cross-Dog. What Happened in the Sage.

That was one of the | ongest days of Roland's |life. He dozed, but
never deeply; the reeds were doing their work, and he had begun to
beli eve that he might, with Jenna's help, actually get out of here.
And there was the matter of his guns, as well - perhaps she m ght
be able to help there, too.

He passed the slow hours thinking of old times - of Glead and his
friends, of the riddling he had al rost won at one Wde Earth Fair
In the end another had taken the goose, but he'd had his chance,
aye. He thought of his nother and father; he thought of Abe
Vannay, who had |inped his way through a life of gentle

goodness, and El dred Jonas, who had |inped his way through a life

of evil ... until Roland had bl own him| oose of his saddle, one fine
desert day.

He thought, as always, of Susan

If you love ne, then love ne, she'd said ... and so he had.

So he had.



In this way the tinme passed. At rough hourly intervals, he took one
of the reeds frombeneath his pillow and nibbled it. Now his
muscles didn't trenble so badly as the stuff passed into his system
nor his heart pound so fiercely. The medicine in the reeds no

| onger had to battle the Sisters' nedicine so fiercely, Roland

t hought; the reeds were wi nning.

The diffused brightness of the sun noved across the white silk
ceiling of the ward, and at |ast the di mess which al ways seened

to hover at bed-level began to rise. The long room s western wall

bl oomed with the rose-nelting-to-orange shades of sunset.

It was Sister Tanra who brought himhis dinner that night - soup
and anot her popkin. She also laid a desert |ily beside his hand. She

smled she did it. Her cheeks were bright with colour. Al of them
were bright with colour today, l|ike |eeches which had gorged unti
they were al nmost to bursting.

"Fromyour admirer, Jimy,' she said. 'She's so sweet on ye! The
neans "Do not forget ny pronise". Wat has she prom sed ye

Ji my brot her of Johnny?

'That she'd see nme again, and we'd talk.'

Tanra | aughed so hard that the bells lining her forehead jingled.
She cl asped her hands together in a perfect ecstasy of glee. 'Sweet

as honey
Ch, yes!' She bent her smiling gaze on Roland. 'It's sad such a
prom se can never be kept. Ye'll never see her again, pretty man.'

She took the bowl. 'Big Sister has decided.' She stood up, stil
smling. 'Wiy not take that ugly gold sigil off?

"I think not.'

"Yer brother took his off - l[ook!' She pointed, and Rol and spied the
gold nmedallion Iying far down the aisle, where it had | anded when
Ral ph threw it.

Sister Tanra | ooked at him still smling.

'"He decided it was part of what was naking himsick, and cast it
away Ye'd do the sane, were ye w se.'

Rol and repeated: 'l think not.'

'So,' she said dismissively, and left himalone with the enpty beds
glimering in the thickening shadows.

Rol and hung on, in spite of growi ng sl eepiness, until the hot
colours bl eeding across the infirmary's western wall had cooled to
ashes. Then he ni bbl ed one of the reeds and felt strength - rea
strength, not a jittery, heart-thudding substitute -bloomin his body.
He | ooked towards where the castaway nedal lion gleanmed in the

last |ight and nade a silent promise to John Norman: he woul d take
it with the other one to Norman's kin, if ka chanced that he should
encounter themin his travels.

Feeling conpletely easy in his mind for the first tine that day, the
gunsl i nger dozed. Wen he awoke it was full dark. The doctor-

bugs were singing with extraordinary shrillness. He had taken one

of the reeds out fromunder the pillow and had begun to nibble on

it when a cold voice said, 'So - Big Sister was right. Ye've been



keepi ng secrets.'

Rol and's heart seened to stop dead in his chest. He | ooked around
and saw Sister Coquina getting to her feet. She had crept in while
he was dozing and hi dden under the bed on his right side to watch
him 'Were did ye get that?" she asked. 'Was it 'He got it from ne.
Coqui na whirled about. Jenna was wal ki ng down the aisle towards
them Her habit was gone. She still wore her winple with its
foreheadfringe of bells, but its hemrested on the shoul ders of a
si mpl e checkered shirt. Below this she wore jeans and scuffed
desert boots. She had sonmething in her hands. It was too dark for
Rol and to be sure, but he thought

YQU,"' Sister Coquina whispered with infinite hate. 'Wien | tel
Big Sister -

“you'll tell no one anything,' Roland said.

If he had planned his escape fromthe slings which entangled him
he no doubt woul d have nade a bad business of it, but, as always,
t he gunslinger did best when he thought least. His arns were free
in a nonent; so was his left leg. Hs right caught at the ankle,
however, tw sting, hanging himup with his shoul ders on the bed
and his leg in the air.

Coquina turned on him hissing like a cat. Her |ips pulled back
fromteeth that were needl e-sharp. She rushed at him her fingers
spl ayed. The nails at the ends of them | ooked sharp and ragged.

Rol and cl asped the nmedal lion and shoved it out towards her. She
recoiled fromit, still hissing, and whirled back to Sister Jenna in a
flare of white skirt. "I'Il do for ye, ye interfering trull!' she cried in a
| ow, harsh voice

Rol and struggled to free his leg and couldn't. It was firmly caught,
the shitting sling actually wapped around the ankl e somehow, |ike

a noose.

Jenna rai sed her hands, and he saw he had been right: it was his
revol vers she had brought, hol stered and hanging fromthe two ol d
gunbelts he had worn out of Glead after the |ast burning.

' Shoot her, Jenna! Shoot her!’

Instead, still holding the hol stered guns up, Jenna shook her head
as she had on the day when Rol and had persuaded her to push back

her wi nple so he could see her hair. The bells rang with a

sharpness that seened to go into the gunslinger's head |ike a spike.
The Dark Bells. The sigil of their ka-tet. Wat

The sound of the doctor-bugs rose to a shrill, reedy screamthat

was eerily like the sound of the bells Jenna wore. Nothing sweet
about them now. Sister Coquina's hands faltered on their way to
Jenna's throat; Jenna herself had not so nuch as flinched or blinked
her eyes.

'"No,"' Coqui na whispered. 'You can't!’

"I have,' Jenna said, and Rol and saw the bugs. Descending fromthe

| egs of the bearded man, he'd observed a battalion. Wat he saw
comng fromthe shadows now was an arnmy to end all armes; had

t hey been nmen instead of insects, there m ght have been nore than
all the men who had ever carried arms in the long and bl oody

hi story of World.

Yet the sight of them advanci ng down the boards of the aisle was
what Rol and woul d al ways renmenber, nor what would haunt his



dream for a year or nore; it was the way they coated the beds.

These were turning black two by two on both sides of the aisle,

like pairs of dimrectangular |ights going out.

Coqui na shrieked and began to shake her own head, to ring her

bells. The sound they nmade was thin and pointless conpared to the
sharp ringing of the Dark Bells.

Still the bugs marched on, darkening the floor, blacking out the be
Jenna darted past the shrieking Sister Coquina, dropped Roland's
besi de him then yanked the twisted sling straight with one hard p
Rol and slid his leg free.

'Cone,' she said. 'I've started them but staying themcould be a
different thing.'

Now Si ster Coquina's shrieks were not of horror but of pain. The
bugs had found her.

"Don't look,' Jenna said, helping Roland to his feet. He thought that
never in his |ife had he been so glad to be upon them 'Conme. W

nmu be quick - she'll rouse the others. 1've put your boots and
clothes aside the path that |eads away fromhere - | carried as nuch
as | could. How ye? Are ye strong?

' Thanks to you.' How |l ong he would stay strong Rol and didn't

know... and right now it wasn't a question that mattered. He saw
Jenna snatch up two of the reeds - in his struggle to escape the
slings, they had scattered all over the head of the bed - and then
they were hurrying up the aisle, away fromthe bugs and from

Si ster Coqui na, whose cries were now failing.

Rol and buckl ed on his guns and tied them down without breaking
stride.

They passed only three beds on each side before reaching the flap

of the tent . . . and it was a tent, he saw, not a vast pavilion. The
silk walls and ceiling were fraying canvas, thin enough to let in the

light of a threequarters Kissing Mion. And the beds weren't beds

at all, but only a double row of shabby cots.

He turned and saw a bl ack, withing hunp on the floor where

Si ster Coqui na had been. At the sight of her, Roland was struck by
an unpl easant thought.

"I forgot John Norman's medal lion!'" A keen sense of regret - al nost
of mourning - went through himlike w nd.

Jenna reached into the pocket of her jeans and brought it out. It
glimered in the noonlight.

"I picked it up off the floor.'

He didn't know which nmade him gl adder - the sight of the

nedal i on or the sight of it in her hand. It nmeant she wasn't |ike the
ot hers.

Then, as if to dispel that notion before it got too firma hold on
him she said: 'Take it, Roland - | can hold it no nore.' And, as he
took it, he saw unm stakable marks of charring on her fingers.

He took her hand and ki ssed each burn

' Thankee-sai,' she said, and he saw she was crying. 'Thankee, dear
To be kissed so is lovely, worth every pain. Now . . .'



Rol and saw her eyes shift, and foll owed them Here were bobbing
lights descending a rocky path. Beyond them he saw the buil ding

where the Little Sisters had been living - not a convent but a ruined
haci enda that | ooked a thousand years old. There were three

candl es; as they drew cl oser, Roland saw that there were only three
sisters. Mary wasn't anong them

He drew his guns.

'Oooo0, it's a gunslinger-man he is!' Louise.

"A scary man!' M chel a.

"And he's found his [ adylove as well as his shooters!' Tanra.
"His slut-whore!' Louise.

Laughing angrily. Not afraid ... at |east, not of his weapons.
"Put them away,' Jenna told him and when she | ooked, saw that he
al ready had.

The ot hers, neanwhile, had drawn cl oser.

' Ooo, see, she cries!' Tanra.

'Dof fed her habit, she has!' Mchela. 'Perhaps it's her broken vows
she cries for.'

"Why such tears, pretty? Louise

' Because he kissed nmy fingers where they were burned,' Jenna said.
"I'"ve never been kissed before. It nade ne cry.

' Coooo!’

"Luv-ly!'

"Next he'll stick his thing in her! Even luv-lier!’

Jenna bore their japes with no sign of anger. Wen they were done,

she said: '"I'"'mgoing with him Stand aside."'

They gaped at her, counterfeit |aughter disappearing in shock

"No!"' Loui se whispered. 'Are ye mad? Ye know what'l| happen!’

"No, and neither do you,' Jenna said. 'Besides, | care not.' She half-

turned and held her hand out to the mouth of the ancient hospita
tent. It was a faded olive-drab in the noonlight, with an old red
cross drawn on its roof.

Rol and wonder ed how many towns the Sisters had been to Wth

this tent which was so small and plain on the outside, so huge and

gloriously on the inside. How many towns and over how nany
years.

Now, cramming the nouth of it in a black, shiny tongue, were
doctor-bugs. They had stopped their singing. Their silence was
sonehow terrible.

"Stand aside or I'lIl have themon ye,' Jenna said.
"Ye never would!'" Sister Mchela cried in a low, horrified voice.
"Aye. |'ve already set themon Sister Coquina. She's a part of the

medi ci ne, now.'

Their gasp was |ike cold wind passing through dead trees. Nor was
all that dismay directed towards their own precious hides. \Wat
Jenna h done was clearly far outside their reckoning.

' Then you're dammed,' Sister Tanra said.

"Such ones to speak of dammation! Stand aside.'

They did. Rol and wal ked past them and they shrank away from



him but they shrank from her nore.

' Damed?' he asked after they had skirted the haci and reached the
path beyond it. The Kissing Mon glinmered above a tunbl ed

scree of rocks In its light Roland could see a snall black opening
| ow on the scarp. guessed it was the cave the Sisters called
Thought ful House. 'Wat did they nean, damed?’

"Never nmind. All we have to worry about nowis Sister Mary. | |ike
not that we haven't seen her.'

She tried to wal k faster, but he grasped her arm and turned her

about. He could still hear the singing of the bugs, but faintly; they
were | eaving the place of the Sisters behind. Eluria, too, if the
conpass in his head was still working; he thought the town was in

the other direction. The husk of the town, he anended.

"Tell me what they nmeant.'

' Perhaps not hing. Ask nme not, Roland - what good is it? 'Tis done,
the bridge burned. | can't go back. Nor would if | could.' She

| ooked down, biting her |ip, and when she | ooked up agai n, Rol and
saw fresh tears falling on her cheeks. 'I have supped with them
There were times when | couldn't help it, no nore than you coul d

hel p drinking their wetched soup, no matter if you knew what was
init.'

Rol and renmenbered John Nornan saying A nan has to eat... a

woman, too. He nodded.

"I"d go no further down that road. If there's to be dammation, let it
be of my choosing, not theirs. My nother meant well by bringing

nme back to them but she was wong.' She | ooked at himshyly and
fearfully ... but nmet his eyes. 'I'd go beside ye on yer road, Rol and
of Glead. For as long as | nay, or as long as ye'd have ne.'

“you're wel conme to your share of nmy way,' he said. "And | am’

Bl essed by your conpany, he woul d have finished, but before he

could, a voice spoke fromthe tangl e of mbonshadow ahead of

them where the path at |ast clinbed out of the rocky, sterile valley
in which the Little Sisters had practised their glanours.

“It's a sad duty to stop such a pretty el openent, but stop it | must.'
Sister Mary cane fromthe shadows. Her fine white habit with its
bright red rose had reverted to what it really was: the shroud of a
corpse. Caught, hooded in its griny folds, was a winkled, sagging
face fromwhich two black eyes stared. They | ooked like rotted

dates. Bel ow them exposed by the thing's smle, four great incisors
gl eaned.

Upon the stretched skin of Sister Mary's forehead, bells tinkled ..
but not the Dark Bells, Roland thought. There was that.

"Stand clear,' Jenna said. 'Or I'll bring the can tamon ye.'

"No,' Sister Mary said, stepping closer, 'ye won't. They'll not stray
so far fromthe others. Shake your head and ring those damed

bells until the clappers fall out, and still they'll never cone.'
Jenna did as bid, shaking her head furiously fromside to side. The
Dark Bells rang piercingly, but without that extra, alnopst psychic
tone-quality that had gone through Roland's head |ike a spike. And



t he doct or - bugs

what Jenna had called the can tam- did not cone.

Smiling ever nore broadly (Roland had an idea Mary hersel f

hadn't been conpletely sure they wouldn't cone until the

experiment was nade), the corpse-wonman closed in on them

seem ng to fl oat above the ground. Her eyes flicked towards him
"And put that away,' she said.

Rol and | ooked down and saw that one of his guns was in his hand.

He had no nenmory of drawing it.

"Unless it's been blessed or dipped in sone sect's holy wet - blood,

water, senmen - it can't harmsuch as |, gunslinger. For | am nore
shade than substance ... yet still the equal to such as yerself, for al
that.'

She thought he would try shooting her, anyway; he saw it in her
eyes. Those shooters are all ye have, her eyes said. Wthout 'em
you might as well be back in the tent we dreaned around ye,

caught up in our slings and awaiting our pleasure.

I nstead of shooting, he dropped the revolver back into its hol ster
and | aunched hinself at her with his hands out. Sister Mary uttered
a screamthat was nostly surprise, but it was not a | ong one;

Rol and's fingers clanped down on her throat and choked the sound
off before it was fairly started.

The touch of her flesh was obscene - it seened not just alive but
various beneath his hands, as if it was trying to craw away from

him He could feel it running like liquid, flow ng, and the sensation
was horribl e beyond description. Yet he clanped down harder
determined to choke the | out of her

Then there came a blue flash (not in the air, he would think |ater
that flash happened inside his head, a single stroke of lightning as
she touch of f some brief but powerful brainstorm, and his hands
flew away from h neck. For one nmonent his dazzl ed eyes saw

great wet gouges in her flesh - gouges in the shapes of his hands.
Then he was flung backwards hitting the scree on his back and
sliding, striking his head on a jutting rock hard enough to provoke
a second, lesser, flash of light.

"Nay, nmy pretty man,' she said, grimacing at him laughing with

those terrible dull eyes of hers. 'Ye don't choke such as I, and |']|
take ye slow yer inmpertinence - cut ye shallow in a hundred pl aces
to refresh ny thirst First, though, I'Il have this vowess girl ... and

I'"lI'l have those dammed bells off her, in the bargain.'

'Cone and see if you can!' Jenna cried in a trenbling voice, and
shook her head fromside to side. The Dark Bells rang nockingly,
provoki ngly

Mary's grinmace of a smile fell away. 'Ch, | can,' she breathed. Her
nmout h yawned. I n the noonlight, her fangs gleamed in her gums
i ke bone needl es poked through a red pillow. 'l can and | -'

There was a grow from above them It rose, then splintered into a
vol l ey of snarling barks. Mary turned to her left, and in the

nonent before the snarling thing left the rock on which it was
standi ng, Roland could clearly read the startled bew | derment on

Big Sister's face.

It launched itself at her, only a dark shape agai nst the stars, |egs
outstretched so it |ooked |ike sonme sort of weird bat, but even



before it crashed into the woman, striking her in the chest above

her half-raise arms and fastening its own teeth on her throat,

Rol and knew exactly what it was.

As the shape bore her over on to her back, Sister Mary uttered a
gi bbering shriek that went through Roland's head |ike the Dark
Bel |l s thenmsel ves. He scranbled to his feet, gasping. The shadowy
thing tore at her, forepaws on either side of her head, rear paws
pl anted on the grave-shroud above her, chest, where the rose had
been.

Rol and grabbed Jenna, who was | ooking down at the fallen Sister
with a kind of frozen fascination

"Conme on!' he shouted. 'Before it decides it wants a bite of you,
too!"’

The dog took no notice of themas Roland pulled Jenna past. It had
torn

Sister Mary's head nostly off. Her flesh seemed to be changi ng,
sonehow - deconposing, very likely - but whatever was

happeni ng, Roland did not want to see it. He didn't want Jenna to
see it, either.

They hal f-wal ked, half-ran to the top of the ridge, and when they
got there paused for breath in the nmoonlight, heads down, hands

I i nked, both of them gasping harshly.

The grow i ng and snarling bel ow them had faded, but was stil
faintly audi ble when Sister Jenna rai sed her head and asked him
"What was it? you know - | saw it in your face. And how could it
attack her? W all have power over aninals, but she has - had - the
nmost . '

'"Not over that one.' Roland found hinself recalling the unfortunate
boy in the next bed. Norman hadn't known why the nedallions

kept the Sisters at armis length - whether it was the gold or the
God. Now Rol and knew the answer. 'It was a dog. Just a town-dog

| saw it in the square, before the green fol k knocked me out and

took me to the Sisters. | suppose the other animals that could run
away did run away, but not that one. it had nothing to fear fromthe
Little Sisters of Eluria, and somehow it knew it didn't. It bears the
sign of the Jesus-man on its chest. Black fur on white. just an
accident of its birth, | inmagine. In any case, it's done for her now |
knew it was lurking around. | heard it barking two or three tines.'
"Why?' Jenna whispered. 'Way would it cone? Wiy would it stay?

And why would it take on her as it did?

Rol and of G | ead responded as he ever had and ever woul d when

such usel ess, nystifying questions were raised: 'Ka. Conme on.

Let's get as far as we can fromthis place before we hide up for the
day. '

As far as they could turned out to be eight mles at nobst ... and
probably, Roland thought as the two of them sank down in a patch

of sweet-snelling sage beneath an overhang of rock, a good dea

| ess. Five, perhaps. It was himslow ng themdown; or rather, it

was the residue of the poison in the soup. Wien it was clear to him



that he could not go farther without help, he asked her for one of
the reeds. She refused, saying that the stuff in it mght comnbine
wi th the unaccustoned exercise to burst his heart.

' Besi des,' she said as they lay back agai nst the enmbankment of the
little nook they had found, '"they'Il not follow Those that are left -
M chel a, Louise, Tanra - will be packing up to nove on. They

know to | eave when the tinme conmes; that's why the Sisters have
survived as long as they have. As W have. We're strong in sone
ways, but weak in many nore. Sister

Mary forgot that. It was her arrogance that did for her as much as
the cross-dog, | think.'

She had cached not just his boots and cl othes beyond the top of the
ridge, but the smaller of his two purses, as well. Wen she tried

apol ogi ze for not bringing his bedroll and the |larger purse (she'd
tried she said, but they were sinply too heavy), Roland hushed her
with a finger to her lips. He thought it a mracle to have as nmuch as
he did. And besides (this he did not say, but perhaps she knewit,
anyway), the guns were the only things which really mattered. The
guns of his father, and his father before him all the way back to

t he days of Arthur El d when dreans about dragons had still wal ked

the earth.

"WIl you be all right?" he asked her as they settled down. The

noon had set, but dawn was still at |east three hours away. They

were surrounded the sweet snell of the sage. A purple snell, he
thought it then ... and ever after. Already he could feel it fornming a

ki nd of magi c carpet under him which would soon float hi maway
to sleep. He thought he had never been so tired.

"Roland, | know not.' But even then, he thought she had known.
Her nother had brought her back once; no nother would bring her
back again. And she had eaten with the others, had taken the

conmuni on of the Sisters. Ka was a wheel; it was also a net from
whi ch none ever escaped.
But then he was too tired to think much of such things ... and what

good woul d thi nki ng have done, in any case? As she had said, the
bri dge was burned. Even if they were to return to the valley,

Rol and guess they would find nothing but the cave the Sisters had
cal l ed Thoughtful House. The surviving Sisters would have packed
their tent of bad dreans and noved on, just a sound of bells and
singi ng insects noving down the | ate night breeze.

He | ooked at her raised a hand (it felt heavy), and touched the cur
whi ch once nore |ay across her forehead.

Jenna | aughed, enbarrassed. 'That one al ways escapes. It's

wayward Like its mstress.'

She rai sed her hand to poke it back in, but Roland took her fingers

before she could. 'It's beautiful,' he said. 'Black as night and as
beautiful as forever.'
He sat up - it took an effort; weariness dragged at his body |ike soft

hands. He ki ssed the curl. She closed her eyes and sighed. He felt
her trenbling beneath his |ips. The skin of her brow was very cool



the dark curve of the wayward curl |ike silk

" Push back your winple, as you did before,' he said.

She did it without speaking. For a noment he only | ooked at her
Jenna | ooked back gravely, her eyes never leaving his. He ran his
hands through her hair, feeling its smooth weight (like rain, he

t hought, rain with weight), then took her shoul ders and ki ssed each
of her cheeks. He drew back for a nonment.

"Wuld ye kiss ne as a man does a woman, Rol and? On ny

nout h?'

Aye.

And, as he had thought of doing as he lay caught in the silken
infirmary tent, he kissed her |ips. She kissed back with the clumsy
sweet ness of one who has never kissed before, except perhaps in
dreans. Rol and thought to nmake I ove to her then - it had been | ong
and | ong, and she was beautiful but he fell asleep instead, stil

ki ssi ng her.

He dreaned of the cross-dog, barking its way across a great open

| andscape. He followed, wanting to see the source of its agitation,
and soon he did. At the far edge of that plain stood the Dark
Tower, its snmoky stone outlined by the dull orange ball of a setting
sun, its fearful windows rising in a spiral. The dog stopped at the
sight of it and began to how .

Bells - peculiarly shrill and as terrible as doom - began to ring.
Dark bells, he knew, but their tone was as bright as silver. At their

sound, the dark wi ndows of the Tower glowed with a deadly red
light - the red of poisoned roses. A scream of unbearabl e pain rose
in the night.

The dream bl ew away in an instant, but the screamrenmi ned, now
unravelling to a nmoan. That part was real - as real as the Tower,
brooding in its place at the very end of End-Wrld. Roland cane
back to the brightness of dawn and the soft purple snell of desert
sage. He had drawn both his guns, and was on his feet before he
had fully realized he was awake.

Jenna was gone. Her boots lay enpty beside his purse. Alittle

di stance fromthem her jeans lay as flat as discarded snakeskins.
Above them was her shirt. It was, Roland observed w th wonder
still tucked into the pants. Beyond them was her enpty wi nmpl e,
with its fringe of bells lying on the powdery ground. He thought
for a noment that they were ringing, mstaking the sound he heard
at first.

Not bells but bugs. The doctor-bugs. They sang in the sage,
sounding a bit like crickets, but far sweeter

"Jenna?'

No answer ... unless the bugs answered. For their singing suddenly
st opped.

"Jenna?'

Not hing. Only the wind and the snell of the sage.

Wt hout thinking about what he was doing (like play-acting,
reasoned thought was not his strong suit), he bent, picked up the
wi mpl e, and shook it. The Dark Bells rang.

For a nonment there was nothing. Then a thousand snall dark
creatures cane scurrying out of the sage, gathering on the broken
earth. Rol and thought of the battalion marching down the side of



the freighter's and took a step back. Then he held his position. As,
he saw, the bugs holding theirs.

He believed he understood. Sonme of this understanding cane from

his menmory of how Sister Mary's flesh had felt under his hands..
how it had felt various, not one thing but many. Part of it was what
she had Said: | have supped with them Such as them m ght never

di e but they m ght change.

The insects trenbled, a dark cloud of themblotting out the white
powdery earth.

Rol and shook the bells again.

A shiver ran through themin a subtle wave, and then they began
forma shape. They hesitated as if unsure of how to go on,
regrouped, began again. Wat they eventually nmade on the

whi t eness of the sand there between the blowing fluffs of Iilac-

col oured sage was one of Great Letters: the letter C

Except it wasn't really a letter, the gunslinger saw, it was a curl.
They began to sing, and to Roland it sounded as if they were

si ngi ng his nane.

The bells fell fromhis unnerved hand, and when they struck

ground and chimed there, the mass of bugs broke apart, running
every direction. He thought of calling themback - ringing the bel
again mght do that - but to what purpose? To what end?

Ask nme not, Roland. 'Tis done, the bridge burned.

Yet she had come to himone last time, inmposing her will over
t housand various parts that should have lost the ability to think
when the whole lost its cohesion . . . and yet she had thought,

sonehow enough to make that shape. How much effort m ght that
have taken?

They fanned w der and wi der, sone disappearing into the sage,

some trundling up the sides of rock overhang, pouring into the
cracks where they woul d, nmayhap, wait out the heat of the day.

They were gone. She was gone.

Rol and sat down on the ground and put his hands over his face. He

t hought he m ght weep, but in tine the urge passed; when he raised
his head again, his eyes were as dry as the desert he would
eventually come to, still following the trail of Walter, the man in
bl ack.

If there's to be dammation, she had said, let it be of ny choosing,
not theirs.

He knew a little about damation hinself ... and he had an idea that
the I essons, far from being done, were just begi nning.

She had brought himthe purse with his tobacco init. He rolled a
cigarette and snoked it hunkered over his knees. He snoked it

down to a glow ng roach, |ooking at her enpty clothes the while,
renmenmbering the steady gaze of her dark eyes. Remenbering the
scorch-marks on her fingers fromthe chain of the nmedallion. Yet
she had picked it up, because she had known he would want it; had
dared that pain, and Rol and now wore both around his neck

When the sun was fully up, the gunslinger noved on west. He



woul d find another horse eventually, or a nmule, but for now he was
content to wal k. Al that day he was haunted by a ringing, singing
sound in his ears, like bells. Several times he stopped and | ooked
around, sure he would see a dark followi ng shape flow ng over the
ground, chasing after as the shadows of our best and worst
nenories chase after, but no shape was ever there. He was alone in
the low hill country west of Eluria.

Quite al one.

The Ni ght
of The Ti ger

STEPHEN KI NG

From
Fantasy & Science Fiction, 1978

| first saw M. Legere when the circus swung t hrough Steubenville
but I'd only been with the show for two weeks; he mi ght have been
maki ng his irregular visits indefinitely. No one nuch wanted to
tal k about M. Legere, not even that |ast night when it seened that

the world was coming to an end -- the night that M. |ndrasi
di sappear ed.
But if I"'mgoing to tell it to you fromthe beginning, | should start

by saying that |I'm Eddi e Johnston, and | was born and raised in
Sauk City. Went to school there, had nmy first girl there, and
worked in M. Lillie's five-and-dinme there for a while after
graduated from hi gh school. That was a few years back... nore

than | like to count, sonetimes. Not that Sauk City's such a bad

pl ace; hot, lazy summer nights sitting on the front porch is all right
for sone folks, but it just seened to itch ne, like sitting in the
sanme chair too long. So | quit the five-and-dime and joi ned Farnum
& Wlliams' All-Anerican 3-Ring Circus and Side Show. | did it

in a nonent of giddiness when the calliope nmusic kind of fogged

ny judgnent, | guess.

So | becane a roustabout, hel ping put up tents and take them

down, spreadi ng sawdust, cleaning cages, and sonetines selling
cotton candy when the regul ar sal esman had to go away and bark

for Chips Baily, who had mal aria and sometines had to go

sonepl ace far away, and holler. Mstly things that kids do for free
passes -- things | used to do when | was a kid. But times change.
They don't seemto conme around |ike they used to.



We swung through Illinois and I ndiana that hot sumer, and the
crowds were good and everyone was happy. Everyone except M.
Indrasil. M. Indrasil was never happy. He was the lion taner, and
he | ooked like old pictures I've seen of Rudol ph Valentine. He was
tall, with handsone, arrogant features and a shock of w ld black
hair. And strange, nmad eyes -- the maddest eyes |'ve ever seen. He
was silent nost of the tine; two syllables fromM. Indrasil was a

sermon. All the circus people kept a nmental as well as a physica
di stance, because his rages were | egend. There was a whi spered
story about coffee spilled on his hands after a particularly difficult
performance and a nurder that was al nbst done to a young

roust about before M. Indrasil could be hauled off him | don't
know about that. | do know that | grew to fear himworse than |
had col d-eyed M. Edmont, ny high school principal, M. Lillie, or
even mny father, who was capable of cold dressing-downs that

woul d | eave the recipient quivering with shane and di smay.

When | cleaned the big cats' cages, they were always spotless. The
nmenory of the fewtines | had the vituperative wath of M.

Indrasil called down on ne still have the power to turn my knees
watery in retrospect.
Mostly it was his eyes - large and dark and totally blank. The eyes,

and the feeling that a man capable of controlling seven watchfu

cats in a small cage nust be part savage hinself.

And the only two things he was afraid of were M. Legere and the
circus's one tiger, a huge beast called Geen Terror

As | said, | first saw M. Legere in Steubenville, and he was staring
into Green Terror's cage as if the tiger knew all the secrets of life
and deat h.

He was | ean, dark, quiet. H's deep, recessed eyes held an

expression of pain and brooding violence in their green-flecked
depths, and his hands were al ways crossed behind his back as he
stared noodily in at the tiger

Green Terror was a beast to be stared at. He was a huge, beautifu
specimen with a flawl ess striped coat, enerald eyes, and heavy

fangs like ivory spikes. His roars usually filled the circus grounds -
fierce, angry, and utterly savage. He seened to scream defi ance

and frustration at the whole world.

Chi ps Baily, who had been with Farnum &N\ || ians since Lord

knew when, told ne that M. Indrasil used to use Green Terror in
his act, until one night when the tiger |eaped suddenly fromits
perch and al nmost ripped his head from his shoul ders before he

could get out of' the cage. | noticed that M. Indrasil always wore
his hair long down the back of his neck
| can still remenber the tableau that day in Steubenville. It was

hot, sweatingly hot, and we had a shirtsl eeve crowd. That was why

M. Legere and M. Indrasil stood out. M. Legere, standing

silently by the tiger cage, was fully dressed in a suit and vest, his
face unmarked by perspiration. And M. Indrasil, clad in one of his
beautiful silk shirts and white whipcord breeches, was staring at



them both, his face dead-white, his eyes bulging in lunatic anger
hate, and fear. He was carrying a curryconb and brush, and his

hands were trenbling as they clenched on them spasnodical ly.
Suddenly he saw nme, and his anger found vent. "You!" He

shout ed. "Johnston!"

"Yes sir?" | felt a craming in the pit of ny stomach. | knew | was
about to have the wath of Indrasil vented on ne, and the thought
turned me weak with fear. | like to think I'mas brave as the next,
and if it had been anyone else, | think | would have been fully
determ ned to stand up for nyself. But it wasn't anyone else. It was
M. Indrasil, and his eyes were nad.

"These cages, Johnston. Are they supposed to be clean?" He

pointed a finger, and | followed it. | saw four errant w sps of straw
and an incrimnating puddl e of hose water in the far corner of one.
"Y-yes, sir," | said, and what was intended to be firmess becane
pal si ed bravado.

Silence, like the electric pause before a downpour. People were
beginning to ook, and | was dimy aware that M. Legere was

staring at us with his bottom ess eyes.

"Yes, sir?" M. Indrasil thundered suddenly. "Yes, sir? Yes, sir?
Don't insult ny intelligence, boy! Don't you think I can see?
Snel|? Did you use the disinfectant?'

"I used disinfectant yes----"

"Don't answer nme back!" He screeched, and then the sudden drop

in his voice nmade ny skin crawl. "Don't you dare answer me
back." Everyone was staring now. | wanted to retch, to die. "Now
you get the hell into that tool shed, and you get that disinfectant

and swab out those cages," he whi spered, neasuring every word.

One hand suddenly shot out, grasping nmy shoulder. "And don't you
ever, ever, speak back to nme again."

| don't know where the words came from but they were suddenly
there, spilling off my lips. "I didn't speak back to you, M. Indrasil
and | don't like you saying | did. I-- resent it. Nowlet nme go."
Hi s face went suddenly red, then white, then alnost saffron with
rage. Hi s eyes were blazing doorways to hell

Ri ght then | thought | was going to die.

He made an inarticul ate gaggi ng sound, and the grip on ny

shoul der becanme excruciating. H's right hand went up...up...up

and then descended with unbelievabl e speed.

If that hand had connected with ny face, it would have knocked

ne sensel ess at best. At worst, it would have broken my neck

It did not connect.

Anot her hand materialized magically out of space, right in front of
me. The two straining linbs came together with a flat Smacking
sound. It was M. Legere.

"Leave the boy alone," he said enotionlessly.

M. Indrasil stared at himfor a |long second, and | think there was
not hi ng so unpl easant in the whol e busi ness as watching the fear of

M. Legere and the nmad lust to hurt (or to kill!) mx in those



terrible eyes.

Then he turned and stal ked away.

| turned to |l ook at M. Legere. "Thank you," | said.

"Don't thank me." And it wasn't a "don't thank me," but a "don't

thank ne.'' Not a gesture of npdesty but a literal command. In a
sudden flash of intuition enpathy if you will | understood
exactly what he neant by that coment. | was a pawn in what

nmust have been a | ong conmbat between the two of them | had been

captured by M. Legere rather than M. Indrasil. He had stopped
the Iion taner not because he felt for me, but because it gained him
an advantage, however slight, in their private war.

"What's your nane?" | asked, not at all offended by what | had
inferred. He had, after all, been honest with ne.

"Legere," he said briefly. He turned to go.

"Are you with a circus?" | asked, not wanting to |l et himgo so
easily. "You seened to know --- him"

A faint smle touched his thin lips, and warnth kindled in his eyes
for a noment; "No. You might call me a-policeman."” And before
could reply, he had di sappeared into the surging throng passing by.
The next day we picked up stakes and noved on

| saw M. Legere again in Danville and, two weeks later, in
Chicago. In the tinme between | tried to avoid M. Indrasil as much
as possible and kept the cat cages spotlessly clean. On the day
before we pulled out for St. Louis, | asked Chips Baily and Sally
O Hara, the red-headed wire wal ker, if M. Legere and M. |[ndrasi
knew each other. | was pretty sure they did, because M. Legere
was hardly following the circus to eat our fabulous line ice.

Sally and Chi ps | ooked at each other over their coffee cups. "No
one knows much about what's between those, two," she said. "But
it's been going on for a long time maybe twenty years. Ever since
M. Indrasil cane over fromRingling Brothers, and maybe before
that."

Chi ps nodded. "This Legere guy picks up the circus al nost every
year when we swi ng through the M dwest and stays with us unti

we catch the train for Florida in Little Rock. Makes old Leopard
Man touchy as one of his cats."

"He told ne he was a police-man," | said. "Wat do you suppose

he | ooks for around here? You don't suppose M. Indrasil--?"

Chips and Sally | ooked at each other strangely, and both just about
broke their backs getting up. "Got to see those wei ghts and counter
wei ghts get stored right," Sally said, and Chips muttered sonething
not too convincing about checking on the rear axle of his U Haul
And that's about the way any conversati on concerning M. |ndrasi

or M. Legere usually broke up--- hurriedly, with many hard-
forced excuses.
We said farewell to Illinois and confort at the sane tine. A killing

hot spell canme on, seemingly at the very instant we crossed the
border, and it stayed with us for the next month and a half, as we
noved sl owy across Mssouri and into Kansas. Everyone grew

short of tenper, including the animals. And that, of course,

i ncluded the cats, which were M. Indrasil's responsibility. He rode
t he roustabouts unnercifully, and nyself in particular. | grinned
and tried to bear it, even though | had ny own case of prickly heat.



You just don't argue with a crazy man, and 1'd pretty well decided
that was what M. Indrasil was.

No one was getting any sleep, and that is the curse of all circus
performers. Loss of sleep slows up reflexes, and slow refl exes
make for danger. In Independence Sally O Hara fell seventy-five

feet into the nylon netting and fractured her shoul der. Andrea
Sol i enni, our bareback rider, fell off one of her horses during
rehearsal and was knocked unconscious by a flying hoof. Chips
Baily suffered silently with the fever that was always with him his
face a waxen mask, with cold perspiration clustered at each tenple.
And in many ways, M. Indrasil had the roughest row to hoe of all
The cats were nervous and short-tenpered, and every tinme he
stepped into the Denon Cat Cage, as it was billed, he took his life
in his hands. He was feeding the lions ordinate anpbunts of raw
meat right before he went on, something that lion taners rarely do,
contrary to popular belief. H's face grew drawn and haggard, and
his eyes were wild.

M. Legere was al nost always there, by Green Terror's cage

wat ching him And that, of course, added to M. Indrasil's |oad.
The circus began eyeing the silk-shirted figure nervously as he
passed, and | knew they were all thinking the sane thing | was:
He's going to crack wi de open, and when he does ---

When he did, God al one knew what woul d happen

The hot spell went on, and tenperatures were clinbing well into
the nineties every day. It seened as if the rain gods were nocking
us. Every town we left would receive the showers of bl essing.

Every town we entered was hot, parched, sizzling.

And one night, on the road between Kansas City and Green Bl uff,

saw sonet hi ng that upset nme nore than anything el se.

It was hot -- abominably hot. It was no good even trying to sl eep.
roll ed about on nmy cot like a man in a fever-delirium chasing the
sandman but never quite catching him Finally | got up, pulled on
ny pants, and went outside.

We had pulled off into a small field and drawn into a circle. Myself
and two ot her roustabouts had unl oaded the cats so they could
catch whatever breeze there might be. The cages were there now,

pai nted dull silver by the swollen Kansas noon, and a tall figure in
whi t e whi pcord breeches was standing by the biggest of them M.

I ndrasil.

He was baiting Green Terror with a long, pointed pike. The big cat
was padding silently around the cage, trying to avoid the sharp tip
And the frightening thing was, when the staff did punch into the
tiger's flesh, it did not roar in pain and anger as it should have. It
mai nt ai ned an om nous silence, nore terrifying to the person who
knows cats than the | oudest of roars.

It had gotten to M. Indrasil, too. "Quiet bastard, aren't you?" He
grunted. Powerful arns flexed, and the iron shaft slid forward.
Green Terror flinched, and his eyes rolled horribly. But he did not
nmake a sound. "Yow !" M. Indrasil hissed. "Go ahead and yow ,



you nonster Yow !" And he drove his spear deep into the tiger's
flank.

Then | saw something odd. It seened that a shadow noved in the
dar kness under one of the far wagons, and the noonlight seened to

glint on staring eyes -- green eyes.

A cool wi nd passed silently through the clearing, |ifting dust and
runpling nmy hair.

M. Indrasil |ooked up, and there was a queer |istening expression

on his face. Suddenly he dropped the bar, turned, and strode back

to his trailer.

| stared again at the far wagon, but the shadow was gone. G een
Tiger stood notionlessly at the bars of his cage, staring at M.
Indrasil's trailer. And the thought came to ne that it hated M.
Indrasil not because he was cruel or vicious, for the tiger respects
these qualities inits own aninalistic way, but rather because he
was a deviate fromeven the tiger's savage norm He was a rogue.
That's the only way | can put it. M. Indrasil was not only a human
tiger, but a rogue tiger as well.

The thought jelled inside me, disquieting and a little scary. | went
back inside, but still | could not sleep

The heat went on.

Every day we fried, every night we tossed and turned, sweating
and sl eepl ess. Everyone was painted red with sunburn, and there
were fistfights over trifling affairs. Everyone was reaching the
poi nt of expl osion.

M. Legere renained with us, a silent watcher, enotionless on the

surface, but, | sensed, with deep-running currents of - what? Hate?
Fear ? Vengeance? | could not place it. But he was potentially
dangerous, | was sure of that. Perhaps nore so than M. [ndrasi

was, if anyone ever lit his particular fuse.

He was at the circus at every perfornmance, always dressed in his
nattily creased brown suit, despite the killing tenperatures. He
stood silently by Green Terror's cage, seem ng to comune deeply
with the tiger, who was al ways qui et when he was around.

From Kansas to Gkl ahoma, with no letup in the tenmperature. A day
wi thout a heat prostration case was a rare day indeed. Crowds were
begi nning to drop off; who wanted to sit under a stifling canvas
tent when there was an air-conditioned novie just around the

bl ock?

W were all as junpy as cats, to coin a particularly applicable
phrase. And as we set down stakes in WIdwod G een, lahoms,

I think we all knew a clinmax of some sort was close at hand. And
nost of us knew it would involve M. Indrasil. A bizarre
occurrence had taken place just prior to our first WI dwood
performance. M. Indrasil had been in the Denpbn Cat Cage,

putting the ill-tenpered lions through their paces. One of them

nm ssed its balance on its pedestal, tottered and al nost regained it.

Then, at that precise nonent, Green Terror let out a terrible, ear-



splitting roar.

The lion fell, landed heavily, and suddenly launched itself with
rifle-bullet accuracy at M. Indrasil. Wth a frightened curse, he
heaved his chair at the cat's feet, tangling up the driving | egs. He
darted out just as the lion snmashed agai nst the bars.

As he shakily collected hinself preparatory to re-entering the cage,
Green Terror |et out another roar -- but this one nonstrously like a
huge, disdai nful chuckle.

M. Indrasil stared at the beast, white-faced, then turned and

wal ked away. He did not cone out of his trailer all afternoon

That afternoon wore on intermnably. But as the tenperature

clinmbed, we all began | ooking hopefully toward the west, where

huge banks of thunderclouds were form ng

"Rain, maybe," | told Chips, stopping by his barking platformin
front of the sideshow.

But he didn't respond to ny hopeful grin. "Don't like it," he said.
"No wi nd. Too hot. Hail or tornadoes." H's face grewgrim "It

ain't no picnic, ridin" out a tornado with a pack of crazy-wld
animals all over the place, Eddie. |I've thanked God nmor' n once

when we' ve gone through the tornado belt that we don't have no

el ephants.

"Yeah" he added gloonily, "you better hope them clouds stay right

on the horizon."

But they didn't. They noved slowy toward us, cyclopean pillars in
the sky, purple at the bases and awesonme bl ue-bl ack through the
cunul oni nbus. Al air novenent ceased, and the heat |lay on us

i ke a wool en w ndi ng-shroud. Every now and agai n, thunder

woul d clear its throat further west.

About four, M. Farnum hinsel f, ringmaster and hal f-owner of the
circus, appeared and told us there would be no evening
performance; just batten down and find a convenient hole to craw
into in case of trouble. There had been corkscrew funnel s spotted
in several places between WI dwod and Ckl ahoma City, sone

within forty mles of us.

There was only a small crowd when the announcenent cane,

apat hetically wandering through the sideshow exhibits or ogling
the animals. But M. Legere had not been present all day; the only
person at Green Terror's cage was a sweaty hi gh-school boy with
clutch of books. When M. Farnum announced the U.S. Wat her

Bureau tornado warning that had been issued, he hurried quickly
away.

| and the other two roustabouts spent the rest of the-afternoon
wor ki ng our tails off, securing tents, |oading aninmals back into

t heir wagons, and meki ng generally sure that everything was nailed
down.

Finally only the cat cages were |left, and there was a specia
arrangenent for those. Each cage had a special nesh "breezeway"
accordi oned up against it, which, when extended conpletely,
connected with the Denon Cat Cage. \Wen the smaller cages had

to be noved, the felines could be herded into the big cage while
they were | oaded up. The big cage itself rolled on gigantic casters
and coul d be nuscled around to a position where each cat could be
et back into its original cage. It sounds conplicated, and it was,



but it was just the only way.

We did the lions first, then Ebony Velvet, the docile black panther
that had set the circus back al nost one season's receipts. It was a
tricky business coaxing themup and then back through the
breezeways, but all of wus preferred it to calling M. Indrasil to
hel p.

By the time we were ready for Green Terror, twlight had cone ---
a queer, yellow twilight that hung hum dly around us. The sky
above had taken on a flat, shiny aspect that | had never seen and
which | didn't like in the |east.

"Better hurry," M. Farnumsaid, as we | aboriously trundled the
Denon Cat Cage back to where we could hook it to the back of

Green Terror's show cage. "Baroneter's falling off fast." He shook
his head worriedly. "Looks bad, boys. Bad.'' He hurried on, stil
shaki ng hi s head.

We got Green Terror's breezeway hooked up and opened the back

of his cage. "In you go," | said encouragingly.

Green Terror | ooked at ne nenacingly and didn't nove

Thunder runbl ed again, |ouder, closer, sharper. The sky had gone
jaundice, the ugliest color |I have ever seen. Wnd-devils began to
pick jerkily at our clothes and whirl away the flattened candy

wr appers and cotton-candy cones that littered the area.

"Conme on, cone on," | urged and poked himeasily with the bl unt-

ti pped rods we were given to herd themwith.

Green Terror roared ear-splittingly, and one paw | ashed out wth
bl i ndi ng speed. The hardwood pol e was jerked fromnmy hands and
splintered as if it had been a greenwood twi g. The tiger was on his
feet now, and there was nurder in his eyes.

"Look," | said shakily. "One of you will have to go get M.
Indrasil, that's all. W can't wait around."

As if to punctuate ny words, thunder cracked | ouder, the clapping
of mammot h hands.

Kelly N xon and M ke MG egor flipped for it; |I was excluded
because of my previous run-in with M. Indrasil. Kelly drewthe
task, threw us a wordl ess glance that said he would prefer facing
the stormand then started off.

He was gone al nbost ten m nutes. The wi nd was picking up
velocity now, and tw light was darkening into a weird six o'clock

night. | was scared, and amnot afraid to admt it. That rushing,
featurel ess sky, the deserted circus grounds, the sharp, tugging
wi nd-vortices all that makes a nmenory that will stay with ne

al ways, undi nmed.

And Green Terror would not budge into his breezeway.

Kel Iy N xon cane rushing back, his eyes wide. "I pounded on his
door for 'most five minutes!" He gasped. "Couldn't raise him"

We | ooked at each other, at a loss. Green Terror was a big

i nvestnment for the circus. He couldn't just be left in the open. |
turned bewi | deredly, |ooking for Chips, M. Farnum or anybody
who could tell me what to do. But everyone was gone. The tiger



was our responsibility. | considered trying to |oad the cage bodily
into the trailer, but I wasn't going to get ny fingers in that cage.
"Well, we've just got to go and get him" | said. "The three of us.
Cone on." And we ran toward M. Indrasil's trailer through the

gl oom of com ng ni ght.

We pounded on his door until he nust have thought all the denons

of hell were after him Thankfully, it finally jerked open. M.
Indrasil swayed and stared down at us, his mad eyes rimed and
oversheened with drink. He snelled like a distillery.

"Dam you, |eave ne alone," he snarled.

"M. Indrasil --" 1 had to shout over the rising whine of the wind. It
was |ike no storm| had ever heard of or read about, out there. It

was |ike the end of the world .

"You," he gritted softly. He reached down and gathered my shirt

up in a knot. "I'mgoing to teach you a |l esson you'll never forget."

He glared at Kelly and M ke, cowering back in the nmoving storm
shadows. "Get out!"

They ran. | didn't blane them |'ve told you -- M. Indrasil was
crazy. And not just ordinary crazy -- he was like a crazy animal,

i ke one of his own cats gone bad.

"Al'l right," he nuttered, staring down at ne, his eyes |ike
hurricane lanps. "No juju to protect you now. No grisgris." H's
l[ips twitched in a wild, horrible smle. "He isn't here now, is he?
We're two of a kind, himand ne. Maybe the only two left. My
nenesis -- and I'mhis." He was ranbling, and | didn't try to stop
him At least his mind was off ne.

"Turned that cat against ne, back in '58. Al ways had the power
nore'n nme. Fool could make a million -- the two of us could nake
amnmllionif he wasn't so dammed hi gh and mighty...what's that?"

It was Green Terror, and he had begun to roar ear-splittingly.
"Haven't you got that damed tiger in?" He screaned, al nost
fal setto. He shook ne |ike a rag doll

"He won't go!" | found myself yelling back. "You' ve got to --
But he flung ne away. | stunbled over the fold-up steps in front of
his trailer and crashed into a bone-shaki ng heap at the bottom

Wth sonmething between a sob and a curse, M. Indrasil strode past

nme, face nottled with anger and fear

| got up, drawn after himas if hypnotized. Some intuitive part of

me realized | was about to see the last act played out.

Once clear of the shelter of M. Indrasil's trailer, the power of the
wi nd was appalling. It screanmed |like a runaway freight train. | was
an ant, a speck, an unprotected nol ecul e before that thundering,
cosmic force

And M. Legere was standing by Geen Terror's cage.

It was like a tableau from Dante. The near-enpty cage-cl earing

inside the circle of trailers; the two nen, facing each other silently,
their clothes and hair rippled by the shrieking gale; the boiling sky
above; the twi sting wheatfields in the background, |ike damed



soul s bending to the whip of Lucifer.

"It's time, Jason," M. Legere said, his words flayed across the

cl earing by the wi nd.

M. Indrasil's wildly whipping hair lifted around the livid scar
across the back of his neck. His fists clenched, but he said nothing.

I could alnmobst feel himgathering his will, his |life force, his id. It
gat hered around himlike an unholy ninmbus.

And, then, | saw with sudden horror that M. Legere was

unhooki ng Green Terror's breezeway -- and the back of the cage

was open!

| cried out, but the wind ripped nmy words away.

The great tiger |eaped out and al nost flowed past M. Legere. M.

I ndrasil swayed, but did not run. He bent his head and stared down
at the tiger.

And Green Terror stopped.

He swung his huge head back to M. Legere, alnpbst turned, and

then slowy turned back to M. Indrasil again. There was a
terrifyingly pal pabl e sensation of directed force in the air, a nesh
of conflicting wills centered around the tiger. And the wills were
evenly natched.

| think, inthe end, it was Green Terror's own will -- his hate of M.
Indrasil -- that tipped the scales.

The cat began to advance, his eyes hellish, flaring beacons. And.
somet hi ng strange began to happen to M. Indrasil. He seenmed to

be folding in on hinself, shriveling, accordioning. The silk-shirt

| ost shape, the dark, whipping hair becane a hi deous toadst ool
around his collar.

M. Legere called sonething across to him and, simnultaneously,
Green Terror |eaped.

| never saw the outcone. The next noment | was slanmmed flat on

ny back, and the breath seened to be sucked from ny body. |

caught one crazily tilted glinpse of a huge, towering cycl one
funnel, and then the darkness descended.

VWen | awoke, | was in nmy cot just aft of the grainery bins in the
al | -purpose storage trailer we carried. My body felt as if it had
been beaten with padded I ndian cl ubs.

Chi ps Baily appeared, his face |lined and pale. He saw ny eyes
were open and grinned relievedly. "Didn't know as you were ever
gonna wake up. How you feel ?"

"Di slocated,"” | said. "Wat happened? How d | get here?"

"We found you piled up against M. Indrasil's trailer. The tornado
al nost carried you away for a souvenir, mboy."

At the nmention of M. Indrasil, all the ghastly menories cane

fl oodi ng back. "Where is M. Indrasil? And M. Legere?"

Hi s eyes went nmurky, and he started to nake sone kind of an

evasi ve answer.

"Straight talk," |I said, struggling up on one elbow. "I have to know,
Chips. | have to."

Sonething in my face nmust have decided him "Okay. But this isn't

exactly what we told the cops -- in fact we hardly told the cops any
of it. No sense havin' people think we're crazy. Anyhow, Indrasil's
gone. | didn't even know that Legere guy was around."

"And Green Tiger?"



Chi ps' eyes were unreadabl e again. "He and the other tiger fought
to death."

"Qther tiger? There's no other ---
"Yeah, but they found two of "em Ilying in each other's bl ood. Hel
of a mess. Ripped each other's throats out."

"What -- where --"

"Who knows? We just told the cops we had two tigers. Sinpler

that way." And before | could say another word, he was gone.

And that's the end of my story -- except for two little itenms. The
words M. Legere shouted just before the tornado hit: "Wen a

man and an animal live in the sane shell, Indrasil, the instincts
determ ne the nold!"

The other thing is what keeps ne awake nights. Chips told ne

later, offering it only for what it m ght be worth. Wat he told ne
was that the strange tiger had a long scar on the back of its neck

THE
REPLO DS

St ephen Ki ng

Appeared in
Ni ght Vi sions #5, 1988

No one knew exactly how |l ong it had been going on. Not |ong.

Two days, two weeks; it couldn't have been nuch | onger than that,
Cheyney reasoned. Not that it mattered. It was just that people got
to watch a little nore of the show with the added thrill of know ng
the show was real. Wen the United States - the whole world -

found out about the Reploids, it was pretty spectacular. just as
wel |, maybe. These days, unless it's spectacular, a thing can go on
damed near forever. It is neither believed nor disbelieved. It is
simply part of the weird Godhead mantra that nade up the
accelerating flow of events and experience as the century neared its
end. It's harder to get peoples' attention. It takes machine-guns in a
crowmded airport or a live grenade rolled up the aisle of a bus |oad
of nuns stopped at a roadbl ock in sone Central Anmerican country
overgrown with guns and greenery. The Repl oi ds becane nationa

- and international - news on the norning of Novenmber 30, 1989,
after what happened during the first two chaotic mnutes of the

Toni ght Show taping in Beautiful Downtown Burbank, California,

t he night before.



The floor manager watched intently as the red sweep secondhand

noved upward toward the twelve. The studi o audi ence

cl ockwat ched as intently as the floor nmanager. Wen the red sweep
second- hand crossed the twelve, it would be five o'clock and

tapi ng of the unpty-unptieth Toni ght Show woul d comrence.

As the red second-hand passed the eight, the audience stirred and
muttered with its own peculiar sort of stage fright. After all, they
represented Anerica, didn't they? Yes!

"Let's have it quiet, people, please," the floor nmanager said

pl easantly, and the audi ence quieted |ike obedient children. Doc
Severinsen's drumrer ran off a fast little riff on his snare and then
held his sticks easily between thunbs and fingers, wists |oose,

wat chi ng the fl oor manager instead of the clock, as the show -
peopl e al ways did. For crew and perfornmers, the floor nanager

was the cl ock. When the second-hand passed the ten, the floor
manager counted down aloud to four, and then held up three

fingers, two fingers, one finger ... and then a clenched fist from
whi ch one finger pointed dramatically at the audi ence. An

APPLAUSE sign lit up, but the studio audience was prinmed to

whoop it up; it would have made no difference if it had been
witten in Sanskrit.

So things started off just as they were supposed to start off: dead
on time. This was not so surprising; there were crewrenbers on

t he Toni ght Show who, had they been LAPD officers, could have
retired with full benefits. The Doc Severinsen band, one of the best
showbands in the world, launched into the famliar theme: Ta-da-

da-Da-da ... and the large, rolling voice of Ed
McMahon cried enthusiastically: "From Los Angel es,
entertai nnent capital of the world, it's The Toni ght Show, |ive,

wi th Johnny Carson! Toni ght, Johnny's guests are actress Cybil
Shepherd of Monlighting!" Excited applause fromthe audi ence.
"Magi ci an Doug Henning!" Even | ouder applause fromthe

audi ence. "Pee Wee Herman!" A fresh wave of applause, this tine

i ncluding hoots of joy from Pee Wee's rooting section. "From
Germany, the Flying Schnauzers, the world's only canine

acrobats!" Increased applause, with a m xture of laughter fromthe
audi ence. "Not to mention Doc Severinsen, the world's only Flying
Bandl eader, and his cani ne band!"

The band nenbers not playing horns obediently barked. The

audi ence | aughed harder, appl auded harder

In the control roomof Studio C, no one was | aughing.

A man in a loud sport-coat with a shock of curly black hair was
standing in the wings, idly snapping his fingers and | ooki ng across
the stage at Ed, but that was all.

The director signaled for Number Two Cami s nedi um shot on Ed
for the unpty-unptieth time, and there was Ed on the ON
SCREEN nonitors. He barely heard soneone nutter, "Were the
hell is he?" before Ed's rolling tones announced, also for the



unpty-unptieth time: "And now heeeere's JOHNNY!"

W1 d appl ause fromthe audience.

"Camera Three," the director snapped.

"But there's only that-"

"Canera Three, goddanmmt!"

Canera Three cane up on the ON SCREEN nonitor, show ng

every TV director's private nightnare, a dismally enpty stage ..
and then someone, sone stranger, was striding confidently into
that enpty space, just as if he had every right in the world to be
there, filling it with unquestionable presence, charm and authority.
But, whoever he was, he was nobst definitely not Johnny Carson.

Nor was it any of the other famliar faces TV and studi o audi ences
had grown used to during Johnny's absences. This nman was taller

t han Johnny, and instead of the familiar silver hair, there was a
| uxuriant cap of al nbst Pan-like black curls. The stranger's hair
was so black that in places it seened to gl ow al nost blue, |ike
Superman's hair in the com c-books. The sport-coat he wore was

not quite loud enough to put himin the Pl eesda-Meetcha-1s-This-
The- M ssus? car sal esman category, but Carson woul d not have
touched it with a twel ve-foot pole.

The audi ence appl ause continued, but it first seened to grow
slightly bew | dered, and then clearly began to thin

"What the fuck's going on?" soneone in the control room asked.

The director sinmply watched, mesnerized.

Instead of the famliar swing of the invisible golf-club, punctuated
by a drumriff and high-spirited hoots of approval fromthe studio

audi ence, this dark-haired, broad-shoul dered, |oud-jacketed,

unknown gentl eman began to nove his hands up and down, eyes

flicking rhythmically fromhis noving palnms to a spot just above

his head - he was mimng a juggler with a lot of fragile itens in the
air, and doing it with the easy grace of the long-tinme shownan. It
was only sonething in his face, sonething as subtle as a shadow,

that told you the objects were eggs or sonething, and woul d break

if dropped. It was, in fact, very like the way Johnny's eyes

followed the invisible ball down the invisible fairway, registering
one that had been righteously stroked ... unless, of course, he chose
to vary the act, which he could and did do fromtinme to tine, and

wi t hout even breathing hard.

He made a business of dropping the |ast egg, or whatever the

fragile object was, and his eyes followed it to the floor with
exaggerated di smay. Then, for a monent, he froze. Then he

gl anced toward Cam Three Left ... toward Doc and the orchestra,

in other words.

After repeated view ngs of the videotape, Dave Cheyney came to

what seened to himto be an irrefutable conclusion, although many

of his colleagues - including his partner - questioned it.

"He was waiting for a sting," Cheyney said. "Look, you can see it

on his face. It's as old as burlesque."

Hi s partner, Pete Jacoby, said, "I thought burl esque was where the
girl with the heroin habit took off her clothes while the guy with
the heroin habit played the trumpet."

Cheyney gestured at himinpatiently. "Think of the |ady that used

to play the piano in the silent novies, then. O the one that used to



do schmaltz on the organ during the radi o soaps."”
Jacoby | ooked at him wi de-eyed. 'Md they have those things
when you were a kid, daddy?" he asked in a falsetto voice.

"WIl you for once be serious?" Cheyney asked him "Because this

is a serious thing we got here, | think."

"What we got here is very sinple. W got a nut."

"No," Cheyney said, and hit rewind on the VCR again with one

hand while he lit a fresh cigarette with the other. "Wiat we got is a
seasoned performer who's mad as hell because the guy on the snare
dropped his cue." He paused thoughtfully and added: "Christ,

Johnny does it all the time. And if the guy who was supposed to

lay in the sting dropped his cue, | think he'd | ook the sanme way.

By then it didn't natter. The stranger who wasn't Johnny Carson

had time to recover, to | ook at a flabbergasted Ed McMahon and

say, "The nmoon must be full tonight, Ed - do you think - " And that
was when the NBC security guards came out and grabbed him

"Hey! What the fuck do you think you're - "

But by then they had dragged hi m away.

In the control roomof Studio C, there was total silence. The

audi ence nonitors picked up the same silence. Canera Four was

swung toward the audi ence, and showed a picture of one hundred

and fifty stunned, silent faces. Canera Two, the one medi umcl ose
on Ed McMahon, showed a man who | ooked al nbst cosnically

bef uddl ed.

The director took a package of Wnstons from his breast pocket,

took one out, put it in his nmouth, took it out again and reversed it
so the filter was facing away fromhim and abruptly bit the
cigarette in two. He threwthe filtered half in one direction and spat
the unfiltered half in another

"CGet up a show fromthe library with Rickles," he said. "No Joan
Rivers. And if | see Totie Fields, sonmeone's going to get fired."
Then he strode away, head down. He shoved a chair with such

vi ol ence on his way out of the control roomthat it struck the wall

rebounded, nearly fractured the skull of a white-faced intern from
USC, and fell on its side.

One of the PA's told the intern in a low voice, "Don't worry; that's
just Fred's way of committing honorabl e seppuku.”

The man who was not Johnny Carson was taken, bellow ng |oudly

not about his lawer but his teamof |awyers, to the Burbank Police
Station. In Burbank, as in Beverly Hills and Hol |l ywood Hei ghts,
there is a wing of the police station which is known sinply as
"special security functions." This may cover many aspects of the
sonetines crazed world of Tinsel-Town |aw enforcenent. The

cops don't like it, the cops don't respect it ... but they ride with it
You don't shit where you eat. Rule One.

"Special security functions" mght be the place to which a coke-
snorting novie-star whose |ast picture grossed seventy mllion
dol l ars might be conveyed; the place to which the battered wife of
an extrenely powerful filmproducer m ght be taken; it was the



place to which the man with the dark crop of curls was taken

The man who showed up in Johnny Carson's place on the stage of
Studio C on the afternoon of Novenber 29th identified hinself as

Ed Pal adi n, speaking the name with the air of one who expects
everyone who hears it to fall on his or her knees and, perhaps,
genuflect. His California driver's license, Blue Cross - Blue Shield
card, Anex and Diners' Club cards, also identified himas Edward

Pal adi n.

Hs trip fromStudio C ended, at |east tenporarily, in a roomin the
Burbank PD s "special security" area. The room was panelled wth
tough plastic that alnmost did | ook |ike nahogany and furni shed

with a low, round couch and tasteful chairs. There was a cigarette
box on the gl ass-topped coffee table filled with Dunhills, and the
magazi nes included Fortune and Variety and Vogue and Bill board

and GQ The wall-to-wall carpet wasn't really ankl e-deep but

| ooked it, and there was a Cabl eView guide on top of the |arge-

screen TV. There was a bar (now | ocked), and a very ni ce neo-
Jackson Pol | ock painting on one of the walls. The walls, however,
were of drilled cork, and the mirror above the bar was a little bit
too large and a little bit too shiny to be anything but a piece of one-
way gl ass.

The man who called hinmself Ed Pal adin stuck his hands in his just-
too-1 oud sport-coat pockets, |ooked around di sgustedly, and said:
"An interrogation roomby any other nane is still an interrogation
room"

Detective 1lst Grade Richard Cheyney |ooked at himcalmy for a
nonent. When he spoke, it was in the soft and polite voice that
had earned himthe only hal fkiddi ng nickname "Detective to the
Stars." Part of the reason he spoke this way was because he
genuinely liked and respected show people. Part of the reason was
because he didn't trust them Half the tine they were |ying they
didn't know it.

"Could you tell us, please, M Paladin, how you got on the set of
The Toni ght Show, and where Johnny Carson is?"

"Who' s Johnny Carson?"

Pet e Jacoby - who wanted to be Henny Youngman when he grew

up, Cheyney often thought - gave Cheyney a nmonentary dry | ook
every bit as good as a Jack Benny deadpan. Then he | ooked back at
Edward Pal adi n and sai d, "Johnny Carson's the guy who used to be
M Ed. You know, the tal king horse? | mean, a |ot of people know
about M Ed, the fampus tal king horse, but an awful | ot of people
don't know that he went to Geneva to have a speci es-change
operation and when he cane back he was-"

Cheyney often all owed Jacoby his routines (there was really no
other word for them and Cheyney renenbered one occasi on when
Jacoby had gotten a man charged with beating his w fe and infant
son to death |laughing so hard that tears of mirth rather than

renorse were rolling down his cheeks as he signed the confession
that was going to put the bastard in jail for the rest of his life), but



he wasn't going to tonight. He didn't have to see the flane under
his ass; he could feel it, and it was being turned up. Pete was
maybe a little sl ow on the uptake about sonme things, and naybe

that was why he wasn't going to nmake Detective 1st for another

two or three years ... if he ever did.

Sone ten years ago a really awful thing had happened in a little
not hi ng town call ed Chowchilla. Two people (they had wal ked on

two | egs, anyway, if you could believe the newsfilm had hijacked

a busl oad of kids, buried themalive, and then had demanded a

huge sum of nmoney. Qtherw se, they said, those kiddies could just
stay where they were and swap basebal |l trading cards until their air
ran out. That one had ended happily, but it could have been a

ni ght mare. And God knew Johnny Carson was no busl oad of

school ki ds, but the case had the sane kind of fruitcake appeal: here
was that rare event about which both the Los Angel es Tines-

Mrror and The National Enquirer would hobnob on their front

pages. What Pete didn't understand was that something extrenely
rare had happened to them in the world of day-to-day police work,

a worl d where al nost everything came in shades of gray, they had
suddenly been placed in a situation of stark and sinple contrasts:
produce within twenty-four hours, thirty-six at the outside, or

wat ch the Feds cone in ... and kiss your ass goodbye.

Thi ngs happened so rapidly that even later he wasn't conpletely
sure, but he believed both of them had been going on the unspoken
presunption, even then, that Carson had been ki dnapped and this

guy was part of it.

"W're going to do it by the nunmbers, M Paladin," Cheyney said,

and al t hough he was speaking to the man glaring up at himfrom

one of the chairs (he had refused the sofa at once), his eyes flicked
briefly to Pete. They had been partners for nearly twelve years, and
a glance was all it took.

No nore Conedy Store routines, Pete.

Message received.

"First cones the Mranda Warning," Cheyney said pleasantly. "I
amrequired to informyou that you are in the custody of the
Burbank City Police. Although not required to do so i nmediately,
"Il add that a prelimnary charge of trespassing-"

"Trespassing!" An angry flush burst over Paladin's face.

"-on property both owned and | eased by the National Broadcasting
Conpany has been | odged agai nst you. | am Detective 1st G ade

Ri chard Cheyney. This man with ne is nmy partner, Detective 2nd
Grade Peter Jacoby. We'd like to interview you."

"Fucking interrogate ne is what you nean."

"I only have one question, as far as interrogati on goes," Cheyney
said. "Oherwise, | only want to interview you at this time. In other
words, | have one question relevant to the charge which has been

| odged; the rest deal with other matters."

"Well, what's the fucking question?"

"That woul dn't be going by the nunbers," Jacoby said.

Cheyney said:. "l amrequired to tell you that you have the right-"
"To have ny |awer here, you bet," Paladin said. "And | just

deci ded that before | answer a single fucking question, and that

i ncl udes where I went to lunch today and what | had, he's going to



be in here. Albert K Delluns."

He spoke this name as if it should rock both detectives back on
their heels, but Cheyney had never heard of it and could tell by
Pete's expression that he hadn't either

What ever sort of crazy this Ed Paladin mght turn out to be, he was
no dullard. He saw the qui ck glances which passed between the

two detectives and read themeasily. You know hi n? Cheyney's

eyes asked Jacoby's, and Jacoby's replied, Never heard of himin

ny life.

For the first time an expression of perplexity - it was not fear, not
yet - crossed M Edward Pal adin's face.

"Al Delluns," he said, raising his voice |ike sonme Anericans
overseas who seemto believe they can nake the waiter understand

if they only speak |oudly enough and sl owy enough. "Al Dellums

of Dellums, Carthage, Stoneham and Tayloe. | guess | shouldn't

be all that surprised that you haven't heard of him He's only one of
the nost inportant, well-known lawers in the country."” Pal adin

shot the left cuff of his just-slightly-too-Iloud sport-coat and

gl anced at his watch. "If you reach himat home, gentlenmen, he'l

be pissed. If you have to call his club - and | think this is his club-
night - he's going to be pissed |like a bear."

Cheyney was not inpressed by bluster. If you could sell it at a
quarter a pound, he never would have had to turn his hand at

anot her day's work. But even a quick peck had been enough to

show himthat the watch Pal adin was wearing was not just a Rol ex

but a Rolex Mdnight Star. It mght be an imtation, of course, but
his gut told himit was genuine. Part of it was his clear inpression
that Paladin wasn't trying to nake an inpression - he'd wanted to
see what tine it was, no nore or less than that. And if the watch
was the McCoy ... well, there were cabin-cruisers you could buy

for Iess. Wiat was a man who could afford a Rol ex M dni ght Star
doing mxed up in sonething weird like this?

Now he was the one who nust have been showi ng perplexity clear
enough for Paladin to read it, because the nman snmiled - a

hunor | ess ski nni ng-back of the lips fromthe capped teeth. "The
air-conditioning in here's pretty nice," he said, crossing his |egs
and flicking the crease absently. "You guys want to enjoy it while
you can. It's pretty nuggy wal king a beat out in Watts, even this
time of year."

In a harsh and abrupt tone utterly unlike his bright pitter-patter
Conedy Store voice, Jacoby said: "Shut your nouth, jag-off."

Pal adi n jerked around and stared at him eyes wi de. And again
Cheyney woul d have sworn it had been years since anyone had

spoken to this man in that way. Years since anyone woul d have

dar ed.

"What did you say?"

"I said shut your mouth when Detective Cheyney is talking to you.
G ve nme your lawyer's nunber. |'lI|l see that he is called. In the
nmeantinme, | think you need to take a few seconds to pull your head



out of your ass and | ook around and see exactly where you are and
exactly how serious the trouble is that you are in. | think you need
to reflect on the fact that, while only one charge has been | odged
agai nst you, you could be facing enough to put you in the slam

well into the next century ... and you could be facing them before
the sun cones up tonorrow norning."

Jacoby smiled. It wasn't his howaya-fol ks-anyone-here-from

Dul uth Comedy Store smile, either. Like Paladin's, it was a brief
pull of the lips, no nore.

"You're right - the air-conditioning in here isn't hal fbad. Al so, the
TV works and for a wonder the people on it don't |ook like they're
seasi ck. The coffee's good - perked, not instant. Now, if you want
to make another two or three wi secracks, you can wait for your

legal talent in a holding cell on the fifth floor. On Five, the only
entertai nnent consists of kids crying for their nomm es and w nos

puki ng on their sneakers. | don't know who you think you are and
don't care, because as far as |I'mconcerned, you're nobody. | never
saw you before in nmy life, never heard of you before in ny life,
and if you push me enough I'Il w den the crack in your ass for
you."

"That's enough," Cheyney said quietly.

“"I'"ll retool it so you could drive a Ryder van up there, M ster

Pal adin - you understand nme? Can you grok that?"

Now Pal adin's eyes were all but hanging fromtheir sockets on

stal ks. His mouth was open. Then, without speaking, he renoved

his wallet fromhis coat pocket (sonme kind of |izard-skin, Cheyney
t hought, two nmonths' salary ... naybe three). He found his | awer's
card (the hone nunber was jotted on the back, Cheyney notedit

was nmost definitely not part of the printed matter on the front) and
handed it to Jacoby. His fingers now showed the first observable
trenor.

"Pet e?"

Jacoby | ooked at him and Cheyney saw it was no act; Pal adin had
actual ly succeeded in pissing his easy-going partner off. No mean
feat.

"Make the call yourself."

"Ckay." Jacoby left.

Cheyney | ooked at Pal adin and was suddenly amazed to find

hinself feeling sorry for the man. Before he had | ooked perpl exed,;
now he | ooked both stunned and frightened, |like a man who wakes
froma nightmare only to discover the nightnare is still going on
"Watch cl osely," Cheyney said after the door had closed, "and I'|
show you one of the mysteries of the Wst. Wst LA that is."

He moved the neo-Poll ock and reveal ed not a safe but a toggle
switch. He flicked it, then let the painting slide back into place.
"That's one-way gl ass," Cheyney said, cocking a thunb at the too-
large mirror over the bar

"I amnot terribly surprised to hear that," Pal adin said, and
Cheyney reflected that, while the man m ght have sone of the
shitty egocentric habits of the Veddy Rich and Well-Known in LA,



he was al so a near-superb actor: only a man as experienced as he
was hinsel f could have told how really close Paladin was to the
ragged edge of tears.

But not of guilt, that was what was so puzzling, so goddamm-
nmaddeni ng.

O perplexity.

He felt that absurd sense of sorrow again, absurd because it
presupposed the man's innocence: he did not want to be Edward

Pal adin's nightmare, did not want to be the heavy in a Kafka nove
wher e suddenly nobody knows where they are, or why they are

t here.

"I can't do anything about the glass," Cheyney said. He came back
and sat down across the coffee table from Paladin, "but I've just
killed the sound. So it's you talking to ne and vice-versa." He took
a pack of Kents from his breast pocket, stuck one in the corner of
his mouth, then offered the pack to Pal adin. "Snoke?"

Pal adi n pi cked up the pack, |ooked it over, and sniled. "Even ny
old brand. | haven't snoked one since night Yul Brynner died, M
Cheyney. | don't think ant to start again now "

Cheyney put the pack back into his pocket. "Can we tal k?" he
asked.

Pal adin rolled his eyes. "Ch nmy God, it's Joan Raiford."

"Who?"

"Joan Raiford. You know, "I took Elizabeth Taylor to Marine
Wirld and when she saw Shamu the Wal e she asked ne if it
cane with vegetables?" | repeat, Detective Cheyney: grow up. |

have no reason in the world to believe that switch is anything but a
dunmy. My God, how i nnocent do you think I an®"
Joan Raiford? Is that what he really said?, Joan Raiford?

"What's the nmatter?" Pal adin asked pl easantly. He crossed his |egs
the other way. "Did you perhaps think you saw a clear path? M

br eaki ng down, nmaybe saying I'd tell everything, everything, just
don't let "emfry me, copper?"

Wth all the force of personality he could nmuster, Cheyney said: "I
beli eve things are very wong here, M Paladin. You' ve got them
wong and |'ve got them w ong. Wen your | awer gets here,

maybe we can sort them out and naybe we can't. Most |ikely we

can't. So listen to ne, and for CGod's sake use your brain. | gave you
the Mranda Warni ng. You said you wanted your |awyer present. |f
there was a tape turning, |'ve buggered ny own case. Your |awer

woul d have to say just one word - enticenent - and you'd wal k

free, whatever has happened to Carson. And | could go to work as

a security guard in one of those flea-bitten little towns down by the
border."

"You say that," Paladin said, "but I'mno | awer.

But ... Convince nme, his eyes said. Yeah, let's talk about this, |ees
see if we can't get together, because you're right, something is
weird. So ... convince ne.

"I's your nother alive?" Cheyney asked abruptly.

"What - yes, but what does that have to-"

"You talk to nme or I'mgoing to personally take two CHP

not orcycl e cops and the three of us are going to rape your nother



tonmorrow " Cheyney screaned. "I'm personally going to take her

up the ass! Then we're going to cut off her tits and | eave them on
the front lawn! So you better tal k!"

Pal adin's face was as white as nmlk: a white so white it is nearly
bl ue.

"Now are you convi nced?" Cheyney asked softly. 'I'mnot crazy.
I"'mnot going to rape your nother. But with a statenent |ike that

on a reel of tape, you could say you were the guy on the grassy
knoll in Dallas and the Burbank police woul dn't produce the tape. |
want to talk to you, nan. Wat's going on here?"

Pal adi n shook his head dully and said, "I don't know. "

In the room behind the one-way gl ass, Jacoby joined Lieutenant
McEachern, Ed McMahon (still |ooking stunned), and a cluster of
techni cal people at a bank of high-tech equipnment. The LAPD

chief of police and the mayor were runored to be racing each ot her
t o Bur bank.

"He's tal king?" Jacoby asked.

"I think he's going to," MEachern said. H s eyes had noved

toward Jacoby once, quickly, when he came in. Now they were
centered only on the wi ndow. The nen seated on the other side,
Cheyney snoking, relaxed, Paladin tense but trying to control it,

| ooked slightly | ow sh through the one-way gl ass. The sound of
their voices was clear and undistorted through the overhead
speakers - a top-of-the-line Bose in each corner

Wt hout taking his eyes off the nen, MEachern said: "You get his
| awyer ?"

Jacoby said: "The home nunmber on the card belongs to a cleaning
woman nanmed How anda Moore."

McEachern flicked hi manother fast gl ance.

"Bl ack, fromthe sound, delta M ssissippi at a guess. Kids yelling
and fighting in the background. She didn't quite say |'se gw ne
whup you if you don't quit!, but it was close. She's had the nunber
three years. | re-dialed twce.

"Jesus," MEachern, said. "Try the office nunber?"

"Yeah," Jacoby replied. "Got a recording. You think ConTel's a
good buy, Loot?"

McEachern flicked his gray eyes in Jacoby's direction again

"The nunber on the front of the card is that of a fairly | arge stock
br okerage," Jacoby said quietly. "I |ooked under |awers in the
Yel | ow Pages. Found no Al bert K Dellunms. Cosest is an Al bert
Dillon, no middle initial. No law firmlike the one on the card."
"Jesus please us," MEachern said, and then the door banged open
and a little man with the face of a nonkey barged in. The mayor
had apparently won the race to Burbank

"What's going on here?" he said to MEachern.

"'1 don't know," MEachern said.

"Al'l right," Paladin said wearily. "Let's talk about it. | feel,
Det ective Cheyney, |like a nan who had just spent two hours or so
on sone disorienting anusenent park ride. O |ike soneone



slipped sonme LSD into ny drink. Since we're not on the record,

what was your one interrogatory? Let's start with that."

"Al'l right," Cheyney said. "How did you get into the broadcast

conpl ex, and how did you get into Studio C?"

"Those are two questions.”

"I apol ogi ze. "

Pal adin smled faintly.

"I got on the property and into the studio," he said, "the sane way
|'ve been getting on the property and into the studio for over
twenty years. My pass. Plus the fact that | know every security
guard in the place. Shit, |'ve been there |onger than nost of them"™
"May | see that pass?" Cheyney asked. Hi s voice was quiet, but a

| arge pul se beat in his throat.

Pal adi n | ooked at himwarily for a nmonment, then pulled out the
lizard-skin wallet again. After a nonent of rifling, he tossed a
perfectly correct NBC Perforner's Pass onto the coffee table.
Correct, that was, in every way but one.

Cheyney crushed out his snoke, picked it up, and |ooked at it. The
pass was |ami nated. In the corner was the NBC peacock

somet hing only long-tiners had on their cards. The face in the
photo was the face of Edward Pal adin. Hei ght and wei ght were
correct. No space for eye-color, hair-color, or age, of course; when
you were dealing with ego. Walk softly, stranger, for here there be
tygers.

The only problemw th the pass was that it was sal mon pink.

NBC Perforner's Passes were bright red.

Cheyney had seen sonething else while Paladin was | ooking for

his pass. "Could you put a one-dollar bill fromyour wallet on the
coffee table there?" he asked softly.

" \Nhy 2"

“I'"ll show you in a nonent," Cheyney said. "A five or a ten would
do as well."

Pal adi n studied him then opened his wallet again. He took back

his pass, replaced it, and carefully took out a one-dollar bill. He

turned it so it faced Cheyney. Cheyney took his own wallet (a

scuffed old Lord Buxton with its seans unravelling; he should

replace it but found it easier to think of than to do) fromhis jacket
pocket, and renoved a dollar bill of his own. He put it next to
Pal adi n's, and then turned them both around so Pal adin coul d see

t hem ri ght - si de-up-so Pal adin coul d study them

Wi ch Paladin did, silently, for almost a full mnute. Hs face

slowy flushed dark red ... and then the color slipped fromit a little
at atine. He'd probably neant to bell ow WHAT THE FUCK | S

GO NG ON HERE? Cheyney thought |ater, but what cane out

was a breathless little gasp: -what-"

"I don't know," Cheyney said.

On the right was Cheyney's one, gray-green, not brand-new by any
nmeans, but new enough so that it did not yet have that runpled,
linp, shopworn | ook of a bill which has changed hands nany



times. Big number 1's at the top corners, snaller 1's at the bottom
corners. FEDERAL RESERVE NOTE in snall caps between the

top 1's and THE UNI TED STATES OF AMERICA in | arger ones.

The letter Ain a seal to the left of Washington, along with the
assurance that TH' S NOTE | S LEGAL TENDER, FOR ALL

DEBTS, PUBLIC AND PRI VATE. It was a series 1985 bill, the
signature that of James A. Baker 111.

Pal adi n's one was not the sane at all

The 1's in the four corners were the sane; THE UN TED STATES

OF AMERI CA was the sane; the assurance that the bill could be
used to pay all public and private debts was the sane.

But Pal adin's one was a bright bl ue.

I nst ead of FEDERAL RESERVE NOTE it sai d CURRENCY OF

GOVERNMENT.
Instead of the letter A was the letter F
But nmost of all it was the picture of the man on the bill that drew

Cheyney's attention, just as the picture of the man on Cheyney's
bill drew Pal adin's.

Cheyney's gray-green one showed Ceorge Washi ngton.

Pal adi n's bl ue one showed Janes Madi son

St ephen Ki ng

The Crate

First appeared in:
Gal l ery magazi ne 1979
Avail able in comc book formin:
Cr eepshow

Dexter Stanley was scared. More; he felt as if that central axle that
binds us to the state we call sanity were under a greater strain than
it had ever been under before. As he pulled up beside Henry
Northrup's house on North Canpus Avenue that August night, he

felt that if he didn't talk to sonmeone, he really, would go crazy.
There was no one to talk to but Henry Northrup. Dex Stanley was

t he head of the zool ogy departnent, and once m ght have been
university president if he had been better at academic politics. H's
wi fe had died twenty years before, and they had been chil dl ess.

What remmi ned of his own famly was all west of the Rockies. He

was not good at nmking friends.



Northrup was an exception to that. In sonme ways, they were two of
a kind; both had been disappointed in the nostly meani ngl ess, but
al ways vicious, game of university politics. Three years before,
Nort hrup had nmade his run at the vacant English departnent

chai rmanshi p. He had | ost, and one of the reasons had undoubtedly
been his wife, WIlna, an abrasive and unpl easant worman. At the
few cocktail parties Dex had attended where English people and
zool ogy people could logically mx, it seemed he coul d al ways
recall the harsh mule-bray of her voice, telling some new faculty
wife to "call nme Billie, dear everyone does!"

Dex made his way across the lawn to Northrup's door at a
stunbling run. It was Thursday, and Northrup's unpl easant spouse
took two classes on Thursday nights. Consequently, it was Dex and
Henry's chess night. The two nmen had been playi ng chess together
for the |last eight years.

Dex rang the bell beside the door of his friend s house; |eaned on
it. The door opened at ast and Northrup was there.

"Dex," he said. | didn't expect you for another--"

Dex pushed in past him "WIlm," he said. "Is she here?"

"No, she left fifteen mnutes ago. | was just naking nyself sone
chow. Dex, you | ook awful."

They had wal ked under the hall light, and it illum nated the cheesy

pal | or of Dex's face and seened to outline winkles as deep and
dark as fissures in the earth. Dex was sixty-one, but on the hot
August night, he | ooked nore |ike ninety.

"I ought to." Dex wi ped his nouth with the back of his hand.
“Well, what is it?"

"I"'mafraid |I'mgoing crazy, Henry. O that |'ve already gone."
"You want sonething to eat? Wlm left cold ham"

“I'"d rather have a drink. A big one.™

"All right."

"Two nmen dead, Henry," Dex said abruptly. "And | could be

bl aned. Yes, | can see how | could be blamed. But it wasn't ne. It
was the crate. And | don't even know what's in there!" He uttered a
wild | augh.

"Dead?" Northrup said. "What is this, Dex?"

"Ajanitor. | don't know his name. And Gereson. A graduate

student. He just happened to be there. In the way of... whatever it
was. "

Henry studied Dex's face for a long noment and then said, "I'Il get

us both a drink."

He | eft. Dex wandered into the living room past the |ow table
where the chess table had al ready been set up, and stared out the
graceful bow wi ndow. That thing in his mind, that axle or

what ever it was, did not feel so rmuch in danger of snapping now.
Thank God for Henry.

Northrup canme back with two pony gl asses choked with ice. Ice
fromthe fridge's autonmatic icemaker, Stanley thought randomy.
Wlnma "just call nme Billie, everyone does" Northrup insisted on al



t he nodern conveni ences... and when Wl ma insisted on a thing,

she did so savagely.

Northrup filled both glasses with Cutty Sark. He handed one of
themto Stanley, who slopped Scotch over his fingers, stinging a
small cut he'd gotten in the lab a couple of days before. He hadn't
realized until then that his hands were shaking. He enptied half the
gl ass and the Scotch boormed in his stonach, first hot, then
spreadi ng a steadyl ng war nt h.

"Sit down, man," Northrup said.

Dex sat, and drank again. Now it was a |ot better. He | ooked at

Nort hrup, who was | ooking levelly back over the rimof his own

gl ass. Dex | ooked away, out at the bloody orb of nobon sitting over
the rimof the horizon, over the university, which was supposed to
be the seat of rationality, the forebrain of the body politic. How did
that jibe with the nmatter of the crate? Wth the screans? Wth the
bl ood?

"Men are dead?" Northrup said at |ast.

"Are you sure they're dead?"

"Yes. The bodies are gone now. At least, | think they are. Even the
bones... the teeth... but the blood... the blood, you know. .."
"No, | don't know anything. You've got to start at the beginning."

Stanl ey took another drink and set his glass dowmn. "O course

do," he said. "Yes. It begins just where it ends. Wth the crate. The
janitor found the crate..."

Dexter Stanley had cone into Amberson Hall, sonetines called

the A d Zool ogy Building, that afternoon at three o'clock. It was a
blaringly hot day, and the canmpus | ooked |istless and dead, in spite

of the twirling sprinklers in front of the fraternity houses and the
ad Front dorms.

The O d Front went back to the turn of the century, but Amberson
Hal | was much ol der than that. It was one of the ol dest buil di ngs
on a university canmpus that had celebrated its tricentennial two
years previous. It was a tall brick building, shackled with ivy that
seened to spring out of the earth |like green, clutching hands. Its
narrow wi ndows were nore like gun slits than real w ndows, and
Anberson seened to frown at the newer buildings with their gl ass
wal I s and curvy, unorthodox shapes.

The new zool ogy buil ding, Cather Hall, had been conpleted ei ght
nont hs before, and the process of transition would probably go on
for another eighteen nmonths. No one was conpletely sure what

woul d happen to Anberson then. If the bond issue to build the new
gym found favor with the voters, it would probably be denolished.
He paused a nmonent to watch two young nmen throwi ng a Frisbee

back and forth. A dog ran back and forth between them glumy
chasing the spinning disc. Abruptly the mutt gave up and fl opped

in the shade of a poplar. A VWw th a NO NUKES sticker on the

back deck trundl ed slowy past, heading for the Upper Circle.
Not hi ng el se noved. A week before, the final sunmer session had
ended and the canpus lay still and fallow, dead ore on sunmer's
anvi | .

Dex had a nunmber of files to pick up, part of the seenmingly endless
process of noving from Anberson to Cather. The old buil ding

seened spectrally enpty. His footfalls echoed back dreamly as he



wal ked past closed doors with frosted gl ass panels, past bulletin
boards with their yellow ng notices and toward his office at the end
of the first-floor corridor. The cloying snmell of fresh paint hung in
the air.

He was alnost to his door, and jingling his keys in his pocket,

when the janitor popped out of Room 6, the big | ecture hall
startling him

He grunted, then sniled a little shanefacedly, the way people will
when they've gotten a mild zap. "You got me that time," he told the
janitor.

The janitor smiled and twi ddl ed the gigantic key ring clipped to his

belt. "Sorry, Perfesser Stanley," he said. "I was hopin' it was you.
Charlie said you' d be in this afternoon.”
“"Charlie Gereson is still here?" Dex frowned. Gereson was a grad

student who was doi ng an invol ved--and possibly very inportant--
paper on negative environmental factors in |ong-term ani nal
mgration. It was a subject that could have a strong i npact on area
farm ng practices and pest control. But Gereson was pulling al nost
fifty hours a week in the gigantic (and antiquated) basenent |ab

The new | ab conplex in Cather woul d have been exponentially

better suited to his purposes, but the new | abs would not be fully
equi pped for another two to four nonths... if then

"Thi nk he went over the Union for a burger,"” the janitor said. "I
told himnyself to quit a while and go get sonething to eat. He's
been here since nine this norning. Told himnyself. Said he ought

to get sone food. A man don't live on |ove alone."

The janitor smiled, alittle tentatively, and Dex sniled back. The
janitor was right; Gereson was enbarked upon a | abor of |ove. Dex
had seen too nmany squadrons of students just grunting al ong and
maki ng grades not to appreciate that... and not to worry about
Charlie Gereson's health and well-being fromtine to tine.

"I would have told him if he hadn't been so busy," the janitor said,
and offered his tentative little snmle again. "Also, | kinda wanted to
show you nysel f."

"What's that?" Dex asked. He felt a little inmpatient. It was chess

night with Henry; he wanted to get this taken care of and still have
time for a leisurely nmeal at the Hancock House.
"Well, naybe it's nothin," the janitor said. "But... well, this buildin

is sone old, and we keep turnin things up, don't we?"

Dex knew. It was like nmoving out of a house that has been lived in
for generations. Halley, the bright young assistant professor who
had been here for three years now, had found half a dozen anti que
clips with snall brass balls on the ends. She'd had no idea what the
clips, which looked a little bit |ike spring-loaded w shbones, could
be. Dex had been able to tell her. Not so many years after the G vi
War, those clips had been used to hold the heads of white m ce,

who were then operated on without anesthetic. Young Halley, with

her Berkel ey educati on and her bright spill of Farrah Fawcett -

Maj ors gol den hair, had | ooked quite revolted. "No anti -



vivisectionists in those days," Dex had told her jovially. "At |east
not around here." And Halley had responded with a bl ank | ook that
probably disgui sed di sgust or maybe even | oathi ng. Dex had put

his foot in it again. He had a positive talent for that, it seemed.
They had found sixty boxes of The Anerican Zoologist in a

crawl space, and the attic had been a maze of ol d equi pnent and

noul dering reports. Sonme of the inpedi menta no one--not even

Dexter Stanley--could identify.

In the closet of the old animal pens at the back of the building,
Prof essor Viney had found a conplicated gerbil-run with exquisite
gl ass panels. It had been accepted for display at the Misuem of

Nat ural Sci ence in Washi ngton.

But the finds had been tapering off this sumer, and Dex thought
Anmberson Hall had given up the last of its secrets."Wat have you
found?" he asked the janitor.

"Acrate. | found it tucked right under the basenment stairs. | didn't
open it. It's been nailed shut, anyway."

Stanly couldn't believe that anything very interesting could have
escaped notice for long, just by being tucked under the stairs. Tens
of thousands of people went up and down them every week during

the acadenic year. Most likely the janitor's crate was full of
department records dating back twenty-five years. Or even nore
prosaic, a box of National Geographics.

“I hardly think--"

"It's a real crate," the janitor broke in earnestly. "I nean, ny father
was a carpenter, and this crate is built tile way he was buildin 'em
back in the twenties. And he |earned fromhis father."

“I really doubt if--"

"Also, it's got about four inches of dust on it. | w ped sone off and
there's a date. Eighteen thirty-four."

That changed things. Stanley | ooked at his watch and deci ded he
could spare half all hour

In spite of the hum d August heat outside, the snmooth tile-faced
throat of the stairway was al nost cold. Above them vyellow frosted

gl obes cast a dimand thoughtful light. The stair |evels had once
been red, but in the centers they shaded to a dead bl ack where the
feet of years had worn away | ayer after |ayer of resurfacing. The

sil ence was smooth and nearly perfect.

The janitor reached the bottomfirst and pointed under the

staircase. "Under here," he said.

Dex joined himin staring into a shadowy, triangular cavity under

the wide staircase. He felt a small trenor of disgust as he saw
where the janitor had brushed away a gossaner veil of cobwebs.

He supposed it was possible that the man had found something a

little ol der than postwar records under there, now that he acutally
| ooked at the space. But 1834?

"Just a second," the janitor said, and left nonentarily. Left alone,
Dex hunkered down and peered in. He could nake out nothing but

a deeper patch of shadow in there. Then the janitor returned with a



hefty four-cell flashlight. "This'Il show it up."
"What were you doi ng under there anyway?" Dex asked.

The janitor grinned. "I was only standin here tryin to decide if |
shoul d buff that second-floor hallway first or wash the | ab

wi ndows. | couldn't make up my mind, so | flipped a quarter. Only

| dropped it and it rolled under there." He pointed to the shadowy,
triangular cave. "I prob'ly would have let it go, except that was ny
only quarter for the Coke machine. So I got ny flash and knocked
down the cobwebs, and when | craw ed under to get it, | saw that

crate. Here, have a | ook."

The janitor shone his light into the hole. Mtes of disturbed dust
preened and swayed lazily in the beam The light struck the far

wall in a spotlight circle, rose to the zigzag undersides of the stairs
briefly, picking out an ancient cobweb in which | ong-dead bugs

hung num fied, and then the |ight dropped and centered on a crate
about five feet long and two-and-a-half wide. It was perhaps three
feet deep. As the janitor had said, it was no knocked-together affair
made out of scrap-boards. It was neatly constructed of a snpoth,

dark heavy wood. A coffin, Dexter thought uneasily. It |ooks like a
child' s coffin.

The dark col or of the wood showed only a fan-shaped sw pe on the
side. The rest of the crate was the uniformdull gray of dust.

Sonet hing was witten on the side-stenciled there.

Dex squinted but couldn't read it. He funbled his glasses out of his
breast pocket and still couldn't. Part of what had been stenciled on

was obscured by the dust--not four inches of it, by any neans, but
an extraordinarily thick coating, all the sane.

Not wanting to crawl and dirty his pants, Dex duck-wal ked under

the stairway, stifling a sudden and amazingly strong feeling of

cl austrophobia. The spit dried in his nouth and was replaced by a
dry, woolly taste, like an old mtten. He thought of the generations
of students trooping up and down these stairs, all nale until 1888,
then in coeducational platoons, carrying their books and papers and
anat om cal drawi ngs, their bright faces and cl ear eyes, each of

t hem convi nced that a useful and exciting future |lay ahead ... and
here, below their feet, the spider spun his eternal snare for the fly
and the trundling beetle, and here this crate sat inpassively,

gat hering dust, waiting..

A tendril of spidersilk brushed across his forehead and he swept it
away with a small cry of |oathing and an uncharacteristic inner
cringe.

"Not very nice under there, is it?" the janitor asked

synpat hetically, holding his light centered on the crate. "God,

hate tight places.”

Dex didn't reply. He had reached the crate. He | ooked at the letters
that were stenciled there and then brushed the dust away from

them It rose in a cloud, intensifying that mtten taste, naking him
cough dryly. The dust hung in the beamof the janitor's light |ike
old magic, and Dex Stanley read what some | ong-dead chief of

| adi ng had stenciled on this crate.

SHI P TO HORLI CKS UNI VERSITY, the top line read. VIA

JULI A CARPENTER, read the mddle line. The third line read

sinply: ARCTI C EXPEDI TI ON



Bel ow that, soneone had witten in heavy bl ack charcoal strokes:
JUNE 19, 1834. That was the one line the janitor's hand-sw pe had
conpl etely cl eared.

ARCTI C EXPEDI TI ON, Dex read again. H's heart began to

thunp. "So what do you think?" the janitor's voice floated in.

Dex grabbed one end and lifted it. Heavy. As he let it settle back
with a mld thud, sonething shifted inside--he did not hear it but
felt it through the palns of his hands, as if whatever it was had
noved of its own volition. Stupid, of course. It had been an al npbst
liquid feel, as if sonmething not quite jelled had nmoved sl uggishly.
ARCTI C EXPEDI TI ON

Dex felt the excitenent of an antiques coll ector happeni ng upon a
negl ected armoire with a twenty-five dollar price tag in the back
room of sone hick-town junk shop ... an armpire that just mght be

a Chippendale. "Help me get it out,” he called to the janitor

Wor ki ng bent over to keep fromslanm ng their heads on the

undersi de of the stairway, sliding the crate along, they got it out
and then picked it up by the bottom Dex had gotten his pants dirty
after all, and there were cobwebs in his hair

As they carried it into the old-fashioned, train-termnal-sized |ab
Dex felt that sensation of shift inside the crate again, and he could
see by the expression on the janitor's face that he had felt it as well
They set it on one of the form ca-topped | ab tables. The next one
over was littered with Charlie Gereson's stuff--notebooks, graph
paper, contour maps, a Texas |nstrunments cal cul ator

The janitor stood back, wi ping his hands on his doubl e- pocket gray
shirt, breathing hard. "Sonme heavy nother," he said. "That bastard
nmust wei gh two hunnert pounds. You okay, Perfesser Stanley?"

Dex barely heard him He was | ooking at the end of the box, where
there was vet another series of stencils:

PAELLA/ SANTI AGO' SAN FRANCI SCO' CHI CAGO' NEW

YORK/ HORLI CKS

"Perfesser--"

"Paella," Dex nmuttered, and then said it again, slightly |ouder. He
was seized with an unbelieving kind of excitenent that was held in
check only by the thought that it might be some sort of hoax.
"Pael | al'"

"Pael | a, Dex?" Henry Northrup asked. The noon had risen in the

sky, turning silver.

"Paella is a very small island south of Tierra del Fuego,"” Dex said.
"Perhaps the smallest island ever inhabited by the race of nan. A
nunber of Easter I|sland-type nonoliths were found there just after
World War 1. Not very interesting conpared to their bigger
brothers, but every bit as nmysterious. The natives of Paella and
Tierra del Fuego were Stone-Age people. Christian m ssionaries
killed themw th kindness."

"I beg your pardon?"

"I't's extrenely cold down there. Sumer tenperatures rarely range
above the md-forties. The mi ssionaries gave them bl ankets, partly



so they would be warm nostly to cover their sinful nakedness.

The bl ankets were crawling with fleas, and the natives of both

i sl ands were wi ped out by European di seases for which they had
devel oped no i munities. Mstly by small pox."

Dex drank. The Scotch had |l ent his cheeks sone color, but it was
hectic and flaring--double spots of flush that sat above his
cheekbones |i ke rouge.

"But Tierra del Fuego--and this Paella--that's not the Arctic, Dex.
It's the Antarctic."

"It wasn't in 1834," Dex said, setting his glass down, careful in
spite of his distraction to put it on the coaster Henry had provided.
If WIlma found a ring on one of her end tables, his friend would
have hell to pay. "The terns subarctic, Antarctic and Antarctica
weren't invented yet. In those days there was only the north arctic
and the south arctic."

" Okay. "
"Hell, | made the sane kind of mstake. | couldn't figure out why
Frisco was on the itinerary as a port of call. Then |I realized | was

figuring on the Panama Canal, which wasn't built for another

ei ghty vears or so

"An Arctic expedition? In 1834?" Henry asked doubtfully.

"I haven't had a chance to check the records yet," Dex said, picking
up his drink again. "But | know frommy history that there were
"Arctic expeditions' as early as Francis Drake. None of them made
it, that was all. They were convinced they'd find gold, silver,
jewels, lost civilizations, God knows what else. The Sm thsonian
Institution outfitted an attenpted exploration of the North Pole in,
think it was 1881 or '82. They all died. A bunch of men fromthe
Expl orers' Club in London tried for the South Pole in the 1850's.
Their ship was sunk by icebergs, but three or four of them
survived. They stayed alive by sucking dew out of their clothes and
eating the kel p that caught on their boat, until they were picked up
They lost their teeth. And they clainmed to have seen sea nonsters.”
"\What happened, Dex?" Henry asked softly.

Stanl ey | ooked up. "W opened the crate," he said dully. "God help
us, Henry, we opened the crate."

He paused for a long tine, it seenmed, before beginning to speak
agai n.

"Pael |l a?" the janitor asked. "Wat's that?"

"An island off the tip of South Anerica," Dex said. "Never m nd
Let's get this open." He opened one of the |ab drawers and began to
rummage through it, looking for something to pry with."

"Never nmind that stuff,"” the janitor said. He | ooked excited hinself

now. "l got a hamrer and chisel in nmy closet upstairs. 1'll get 'em

Just hang on."

He left. The crate sat on the table's formca top, squat and nute. It
sits squat and nute, Dex thought, and shivered a little. Were had

t hat thought conme fronf? Sone story? The words had a cadenced



yet unpl easant sound. He dism ssed them He was good at

di sm ssing the extraneous. He was a scientist.

He | ooked around the lab just to get his eyes off the crate. Except
for Charlie's table, it was unnaturally neat and quiet--like the rest
of the university. Wiite-tiled, subway-station walls gl eaned

freshly under the overhead gl obes; the gl obes thensel ves seened

to be doubl e--caught and submerged in the polished form ca

surfaces, like eerie lanps shining fromdeep quarry water. A huge,

ol d-fashi oned sl ate bl ackboard doni nated the wall opposite the

si nks. And cupboards, cupboards everywhere. It was easy enough--

too easy, perhaps--to see the antique, sepia-toned ghosts of al

t hose ol d zool ogy students, wearing their white coats with the

green cuffs, their hairs nmarcell ed or pomaded, doing their

di ssections and witing their reports..

Footfalls clattered on the stairs and Dex shivered, thinking again of
the crate sitting there--yes, squat and nute--under the stairs for so
many years, long after the nmen who had pushed it under there had

di ed and gone back to dust.

Pael l a, he thought, and then the janitor came back in with a

hamrer and chi sel

"Let me do this for you, perfesser?" he asked, and Dex was about

to refuse when he saw t he pl eadi ng, hopeful |ook in the nan's eyes.
"Of course," he said. After all, it was this man's find.

"Prob'ly nothin in here but a bunch of rocks and plants so old
they'Il turn to dust when you touch "em But it's funny; |'mpretty
hot for it."

Dex smiled noncommittally. He had no idea what was in the crate,

but he doubted if it was just plant and rock speci nens. There was
that slightly liquid shifting sensation when they had noved it.
"Here goes," the janitor said, and began to pound the chisel under
the board with swift blows of the hammer. The board hiked up a

bit, revealing a double row of nails that ren nded Dex absurdly of
teeth. The janitor |evered the handle of his chisel down and the
board pulled | oose, the nails shrieking out of the wood. He did the
same thing at the other end, and the board cane free, clattering to
the floor. Dex set it aside, noticing that even the nails | ooked

di fferent, sonehow -thicker, squarer at the tip, and without that

bl ue-steel sheen that is the mark of a sophisticated alloying
process.

The janitor was peering into the crate through the [ong, narrow
strip he had uncovered. "Can't see nothin," he said. "Were'd

| eave ny |ight?"

"Never nind," Dex said. "Go on and open it."

"Ckay." He took off a second board, then a third. Six or seven had
been nailed across the top of the box. He began on the fourth,
reachi ng across the space he had al ready uncovered to place his

chi sel under the board, when the crate began to whistle.

It was a sound very much like the sound a teakettle nmakes when it
has reached a rolling boil, Dex told Henry Northrup; no cheerfu
whistle this, but something like an ugly, hysterical shriek by a
tantruny child. And this suddenly dropped and thickened into a

| ow, hoarse growling sound. It was not loud, but it had a primtive,
savage sound that stood Dex Stanley's hair up on the slant. The



janitor stared around at him his eyes widening... and then his arm

was sei zed. Dex did not see what grabbed it; his eyes had gone
instinctively to the man's face.

The janitor screaned, and the sound drove a stiletto of panic into
Dex's chest. The thought that came unbidden was: This is the first
time innmy life that I've heard a grown nman scream-what a
sheltered life |'ve |ed!

The janitor, a fairly big guy who wei ghed maybe two hundred

pounds, was suddenly yanked powerfully to one side. Toward the
crate. "Help me!" He screanmed. "Ch help doc it's got me it's biting
me it's biting neeeee--"

Dex told hinself to run forward and grab the janitor's free arm but
his feet might as well have been bonded to the floor. The janitor
had been pulled into the crate up to his shoul der. That crazed
snharling went on and on. The crate slid backwards al ong the table
for a foot or so and then cane firmy to rest against a bolted
instrument nmount. It began to rock back and forth. The janitor
screanmed and gave a trenendous |lunge away fromthe crate. The

end of the box cane up off the table and then smacked back down.
Part of his armcane out of the crate, and Dex saw to his horror
that the gray sleeve of his shirt was chewed and tattered and
soaked with blood. Smling crescent bites were punched into what

he coul d see of the man's skin through the shredded flaps of cloth.
Then somet hing that must have been incredibly strong yanked him
back down. The thing in the crate began to snarl and gobble. Every
now and then there would be a breathless whistling sound in

bet ween.

At | ast Dex broke free of his paraiysis and |unged creakily forward.
He grabbed the janitor's free arm He yanked ... with no result at
all. It was like trying to pull a man who has been handcuffed to the
bunper of a trailer truck

The janitor screaned again--a long, ululating sound that rolled
back and forth between the lab's sparkling, white-tiled walls. Dex
could see the gold glimmer of the fillings at the back of the nman's
mout h. He coul d see the yell ow ghost of nicotine on his tongue.

The janitor's head sl anmed down agai nst the edge of the board he
had been about to renove when the thing had grabbed him And

this time Dex did see sonething, although it happened with such
nortal, savage speed that later he was unable to describe it
adequately to Henry. Sonething as dry and brown and scaly as a
desert reptile cane out of the crate--something with huge claws. It
tore at the janitor's straining, knotted throat and severed his jugul ar
vein. Bl ood began to punp across the table, pooling on the fornica
and jetting onto the white-tiled floor. For a nonent, a mst of

bl ood seenmed to hang in the air

Dex dropped the janitor's arm and bl undered backward, hands

clapped flat to his cheeks, eyes bul ging.

The janitor's eyes rolled wildly at the ceiling. H's nouth dropped
open and then snapped closed. The click of his teeth was audi bl e



even bel ow that hungry growing. His feet, clad in heavy bl ack

wor k shoes, did a short and jittery tap dance on the floor

Then he seened to lose interest. H s eyes grew al nost benign as
they | ooked raptly at the overhead Iight gl obe, which was al so

bl ood-spattered. His feet splayed out in a loose V. Hs shirt pulled
out of his pants, displaying his white and bul gi ng belly.

"He's dead," Dex whispered. "Ch, Jesus."

The punp of the janitor's heart faltered and lost its rhythm Now
the blood that flowed fromthe deep, irregular gash in his neck | ost
its urgency and nerely fl owed down at the conmand of indifferent
gravity. The crate was stai ned and splashed with bl ood. The
snarling seemed to go on endlessly. The crate rocked back and

forth a bit, but it was too well-braced agai nst the instrunent nount

to go very far. The body of the janitor lolled grotesquely, stil
grasped firmy by whatever was in there. The small of his back

was pressed against the |ip of the lab table. H's free hand dangl ed,
sparse hair curling on the fingers between the first and second
knuckles. H's big key ring glimered chronme in the light.

And now his body began to rock slowy this way and that. His

shoes dragged back and forth, not tap danci ng now but waltzing
obscenely. And then they did not drag. They dangl ed an i nch off

the floor... then two inches.., then half a foot above the floor. Dex
realized that the janitor was being dragged into the crate.

Til e nape of his neck cane to rest against the board fronting the far
side of the hole in the top of the crate. He | ooked like a man resting
in sone weird Zen position of contenplation. H's dead eyes

sparkl ed. And Dex heard, below the savage growl i ng noi ses, a
smacki ng, rending sound. And the crunch of a bone.

Dex ran.

He bl undered his way across the | ab and out the door and up the
stairs. Hal fway up, he fell down, clawed at the risers, got to his
feet, and ran again. He gained the first floor hallway and sprinted
down it, past the closed doors with their frosted-glass panels, past
the bulletin boards. He was chased by his own footfalls. In his ears
he coul d hear that dammed whistli ng.

He ran right into Charlie Gereson's arnms and al nbst knocked him

over, and he spilled the nmlk shake Charlie had been drinking al

over both of them

"Holy hell, what's wong?" Charlie asked, comic in his extreme
surprise. He was short and conpact, wearing cotton chinos and a
white tee shirt. Thick spectacles sat grimy on his nose, neaning
busi ness, proclaimng that they were there for a | ong haul

"Charlie," Dex said, panting harshly. "My boy... the janitor... the

crate... it whistles... it whistles when it's hungry and it whistles
again when it's full... my boy ... we have to ... campus security ..
we .... W .."

"Sl ow down, Professor Stanley," Charlie said. He | ooked
concerned and a little frightened. You don't expect to be seized by
the senior professor in your departnent when you had nothing



nore aggressive in mnd yourself than charting the continued
outm gration of sandflies. "Slow down, | don't know what you're

t al ki ng about."

Stanl ey, hardly aware of what he was saying, poured out a garbled
versi on of what had happened to the janitor. Charlie Gereson

| ooked nore and nore confused and doubtful. As upset as he was,
Dex began to realize that Charlie didn't believe a word of it. He
t hought, with a new kind of horror, that soon Charlie would ask
himif he had been working too hard, and that when he did, Stanley
woul d burst into nmad cackl es of |aughter

But what Charlie said was, "That's pretty far out, Professor
Stanley."

"It's true. W've got to get canpus security over here. We--"

"No, that's no good. One of themwould stick his hand in there,

first thing." He saw Dex's stricken | ook and went on. "If |I'm having
trouble swallowi ng this, what are they going to think?"
"I don't know," Dex said. "I... | never thought..."

"They'd think you just cane off a helluva toot and were seeing
Tasmani an devils instead of pink elephants,” Charlie Gereson said
cheerfully, and pushed his glasses up on his pug nose. "Besides,
fromwhat you say, the responsibility has belonged with zo al
along... like for a hundred and forty years."

"But..." He swallowed, and there was a click in his throat as he
prepared to voice his worst fear. "But it may be out."

"I doubt that," Charlie said, but didn't elaborate. And in that, Dex
saw two things: that Charlie didn't believe a word he had said, and
that nothing he could say woul d di ssuade Charlie from goi ng back
down there.

Henry Northrup gl anced at his watch. They had been sitting in the
study for a little over an hour; WIm woul dn't be back for another
two. Plenty of tine. Unlike Charlie Gereson, he had passed no
judgrment at all on the factual basis of Dex's story. But he had
known Dex for a |longer time than young Gereson had, and he

didn't believe his friend exhibited the signs of a man who has
suddenly devel oped a psychosis. Wat he exhibited was a ki nd of
bug-eyed fear, no nore or

| ess than you'd expect to see a nman who has had an extrenely cl ose

call with... well, just an extrenely close call

"He went down, Dex?"

"Yes. He did."

“You went with hinmP"

"Yes."

Henry shifted position a little. "I can understand why he didn't

want to get campus security until he had checked the situation

hi nsel f. But Dex, you knew you were telling the flat-out truth,
even if he didn't. Wiy didn't you call?"

"You believe me?" Dex asked. Hs voice trenbled. "You believe

ne, don't you, Henry?"

Henry considered briefly. The story was mad, no questi on about
that. The inplication that there could be something in that box big
enough and lively enough to kill a man after some one hundred and
forty years was mad. He didn't believe it. But this was Dex... and
he didn't disbelieve it either



"Yes," he said.

"Thank God for that," Dex said. He groped for his drink. "Thank
CGod for that, Henry."

"It doesn't answer the question, though. Wy didn't you call the
campus cops?"

"I thought... as nmuch as |I did think... that it mght not want to cone

out of the crate, into the bright light. It nust have lived in the dark

for so long... so very long... and ... grotesque as this sounds... |

t hough it mght be pot-bound, or sonething. | thought ... well, he'l

see it... he'll see the crate... the janitor's body... he'll see the blood..

and then we'd call security. You see?" Stanley's eyes pleaded with
himto see, and Henry did. He thought that, considering the fact
that it had been a snap judgnent in a presure situation, that Dex
had thought quite clearly. The bl ood. When the young graduate
student saw the bl ood, he would have been happy to call in the
cops.

"But it didn't work out that way."

"No." Dex ran a hand through his thinning hair.

"Why not ?"

"Because when we got down there, the body was gone."

"It was gone?"

"That's right. And the crate was gone, too."

When Charlie Gereson saw the bl ood, his round and good- natured

face went very pale. His eyes, already magnified by his thick
spect acl es, grew even huger. Blood was puddled on the lab table. It
had run down one of the table legs. It was pooled on the floor, and
beads of it clung to the light globe and to the white tile wall. Yes,
there was pl enty of bl ood.

But no janitor. No crate.

Dex Stanley's jaw dropped. "What the fuck!"™ Charlie whispered.

Dex saw sonething then, perhaps the only thing that allowed him

to keep his sanity. Already he could feel that central axle trying to
pull free. He grabbed Charlie's shoul der and said, "Look at the

bl ood on the table!"

"I'"ve seen enough," Charlie said.

Hi s Adam s apple rose and fell |ike an express elevator as he
struggled to keep his |unch down.

"For God's sake, get hold of yourself," Dex said harshly. "You're a
zool ogy mmj or. You've seen bl ood before."

It was the voice of authority, for that nonent anyway. Charlie did
get a hold of hinmself, and they walked a little closer. The random
pool s of blood on the table were not as random as they had first
appear ed. Each had been neatly strai ght-edged on one side.

"The crate sat there," Dex said. He felt a little better. The fact that

the crate really had been there steadied hima good deal. "And | ook
there." He pointed at the floor. Here the blood had been sneared
into awide, thintrail. It swept toward where the two of them stood,

a few paces inside the double doors. It faded and faded, petering
out al together about hal fway between the |ab table and the doors. It



was crystal clear to Dex Stanley, and the nervous sweat on his skin
went cold and cl ammy.

It had gotten out.

It had gotten out and pushed the crate off the table. And then it had

pushed the crate... where? Under the stairs, of course. Back under
the stairs. Were it had been safe for so |ong.
"Where's the... the..." Charlie couldn't finish.

"Under the stairs," Dex said nunbly. "It's gone back to where it
cane from'

"No. The..." He jerked it out finally. "The body."

"I don't know," Dex said. But he thought he did know. Hi s mnd
woul d sinply not admt the truth.

Charlie turned abruptly and wal ked back through the doors.

"Where are you going?" Dex called shrilly, and ran after him
Charlie stopped opposite the stairs. The triangular black hole
beneat h t hem gaped. The janitor's big four-cell flashlight still sat
on the floor. And beside it was a bl oody scrap of gray cloth, and
one of the pens that had been clipped to the man's breast pocket.
"Don't go under there, Charlie!l Don't." Hi s heartbeat whamred
savagely in his ears, frightening himeven nore.

"No," Charlie said. "But the body..."

Charli e hunkered down, grabbed the flashlight, and shone it under
the stairs. And the crate was there, shoved up against the far wall
just as it had been before, squat and mute. Except that now it was
free of dust and three boards had been pried off the top

The Iight noved and centered on one of the janitor's big, sensible
wor k shoes. Charlie drew breath in a | ow, harsh gasp. The thick

| eat her of the shoe had been savagely gnawed and chewed. The

| aces hung, broken, fromthe eyelets. "It |ooks |like sonebody put it
t hrough a hay baler," he said hoarsely.

"Now do you believe ne?" Dex asked.

Charlie didn't answer. Holding onto the stairs lightly with one
hand, he | eaned under the overhang--presumably to get the shoe.
Later, sitting in Henry's study, Dex said he could think of only one
reason why Charlie would have done that--to neasure and perhaps
categorize the bite of the thing in the crate. He was, after all, a
zool ogi st, and a damed good one.

"Don't!" Dex screanmed, and grabbed the back of Charlie's shirt.
Suddenly there were two green gold eyes glaring over the top of

the crate. They were al nost exactly the color of ows' eyes, but
smal l er. There was a harsh, chattering grow of anger. Charlie

recoiled, startled, and slamed the back of his head on the

underside of the stairs. A shadow noved fromthe crate toward him

at projectile speed. Charlie how ed. Dex heard the dry purr of his

shirt as it ripped open, the click as Charlie's glasses struck the floor
and spun away. Once nore Charlie tried to back away. The thing

began to snarl--then the snarls suddenly stopped. And Charlie

Gereson began to screamin agony.

Dex pulled on the back of his white tee shirt with all his mght. For



a nonent Charlie came backwards and he caught a glinpse of a

furry, withing shape spread-eagled on the young man's chest, a
shape that appeared to have not four but six legs and the flat bull et
head of a young lynx. The front of Charlie Gereson's shirt had been
so quickly and conpletely tattered that it now | ooked |i ke so many
crepe streamers hung around his neck

Then the thing raised its head and those small green gold eyes
stared balefully into Dex's own. He had never seen or dreaned

such savagery. His strength failed. Hi s grip on the back of Charlie's
shirt | oosened nonentarily.

A monent was all it took. Charlie Gereson's body was snapped

under the stairs with grotesque, cartooni sh speed. Silence for a
nmonent. Then the growl i ng, smacki ng sounds began agai n.

Charlie screamed once nore, a |long sound of terror and pain that

was abruptly cut off... as if sonething had been cl apped over his
nmout h.

O stuffed into it.

Dex fell silent. The moon was high in the sky. Half of his third

dri nk--an al nost unheard-of phenonenon--was gone, and he felt

the reaction setting in as sl eepiness and extrene | assitude.

"What did you do then?" Henry asked. What he hadn't done, he

knew, was to go to canpus security; they wouldn't have listened to

such a story and then rel eased himso he could go and tell it again

to his friend Henry.

"I just wal ked around, in utter shock, | suppose. | ran up the stairs
again, just as | had after... after it took the janitor, only this tine
there was no Charlie Gereson to run into. | walked... mles, |

suppose. | think I was nmad. | kept thinking about Ryder's Quarry.

You know t hat place?"

"Yes," Henry said.

"I kept thinking that would be deep enough. If... if there would be a
way to get that crate out there. | kept... kept thinking..." He put his
hands to his face. "I don't know. | don't know anynore. | think I'm
goi ng crazy."

"If the story you just told is true, | can understand that," Henry said
qui etly. He stood up suddenly. "Cone on. |I'mtaking you hone."

"Honme?" Dex |ooked at this friend vacantly. "But--"
"I''l'l leave a note for Wlnma telling her where we've gone and then

we'll call... who do you suggest, Dex? Canmpus security or the state
pol i ce?"

"You believe nme, don't you? You believe me? Just say you do."

"Yes, | believe you," Henry said, and it was the truth. "I don't

know what that thing could be or where it cane from but | believe
you." Dex Stanley began to weep.

"Finish your drink while | wite ny wife," Henry said, apparently
not noticing the tears. He even grinned a little. "And for Christ's
sake, let's get out of here before she gets back."

Dex clutched at Henry's sleeve. "But we won't go anywhere near
Anberson Hall, will we? Prom se ne, Henry! We'll stay away



fromthere, won't we?"

"Does a bear shit in the woods?" Henry Northrup asked. It was a
three-mle drive to Dex's house on the outskirts of town, and
before they got there, he was half-asleep in the passenger seat.
"The state cops, | think," Henry said. H's words seened to cone
froma great distance. "I think Charlie Gereson's assessnent of the
canpus cops was pretty accurate. The first one there would happily
stick his arminto that box."

"Yes. Al right." Through the drifting, |assitudi nous aftermath of
shock, Dex felt a dimbut great gratitude that his friend had taken
over with such efficiency. Yet a deeper part of himbelieved that
Henry could not have done it if he had seen the things he had seen
"Just... the inmportance of caution ..."

"I"ll see to that," Henry said grimy, and that was when Dex fel
asl eep.

He awoke the next norning with August sunshine making crisp
patterns on the sheets of his bed. Just a dream he thought with

i ndescribable relief. Al sone crazy dream

But there was a taste of Scotch in his nouth--Scotch and

sonet hing el se. He sat up, and a |l ance of pain bolted through his
head. Not the sort of pain you got froma hangover, though; not
even if you were the type to get a hangover fromthree Scotches,
and he wasn't.

He sat up, and there was Henry, sitting across the room His first
t hought was that Henry needed a shave. His second was that there
was sonething in Henry's eyes that he had never seen before--
sonething like chips of ice. A ridiculous thought cane to Dex; it
passed through his mind and was gone. Sniper's eyes. Henry

Nort hrup, whose specialty is the earlier English poets, has got

sni per's eyes.

"How are you feeling, Dex?"

"A slight headache," Dex said. "Henry... the police... what

happened?"

"The police aren't coming," Northrup said calmy. "As for your

head, I'mvery sorry. | put one of Wlma's sl eeping powders in

your third drink. Be assured that it will pass."

"Henry, what are you sayi ng?"

Henry took a sheet of notepaper fromhis breast pocket. "This is

the note | left my wife. It will explain a lot, | think. | got it back

after everything was over. | took a chance that she'd leave it on the

table, and | got away with it."

"I don't know what you're--"

He took the note fromHenry's fingers and read it, eyes w dening.
Dear Billie,
|'"ve just had a call fromDex Stanley. He's hysterical
Seens to have committed sonme sort of indiscretion with
one of his female grad students. He's at Anberson Hall
So is the girl. For God's sake, cone quickly. |'mnot
sure exactly what the situation is, but a woman's
presence may be inperative, and under the
circunstances, a nurse fromthe infirmary just won't do.
I know you don't |ike Dex nmuch, but a scandal like this
could ruin his career. Please cone.



Henry.
"What in God's nane have you done?" Dex asked hoarsely.

Henry plucked the note from Dex's nervel ess fingers, produced his
Zi ppo, and set flame to the corner. Wen it was burning well, he
dropped the charring sheet of paper into an ashtray on the

wi ndowsi | | .

"I"'ve killed Wlnma," he said in the sane cal mvoi ce. "Di ng-dong,
the wicked bitch is dead." Dex tried to speak and could not. That
central axle was trying to tear |oose again. The abyss of utter
insanity was below. "I've killed ny wife, and now |'ve put nyself

i nto your hands."

Now Dex did find his voice. It had a sound that was rusty yet
shrill. "The crate," he said. "Wiat have you done with the crate?"
"That's the beauty of it," Henry said. "You put the final piece in the
jigsaw yourself. The crate is at the bottom of Ryder's Quarry."
Dex groped at that while he |ooked into Henry's eyes. The eyes of
his friend. Sniper's eyes. You can't knock off your own queen
that's not in anyone's rules of chess, he thought, and restrained an
urge to roar out gales of rancid | aughter. The quarry, he had said.
Ryder's Quarry. It was over four hundred feet deep, sone said. It
was perhaps twelve mles east of the university. Over the thirty
years that Dex had been here, a dozen people had drowned there,
and three years ago the town had posted the place.

"I put you to bed," Henry said. "Had to carry you into your room
You were out like a light. Scotch, sleeping powder, shock. But you
were breathing normally and well. Strong heart action. | checked

t hose things. Watever el se you believe, never think | had any

i ntention of hurting you, Dex."

"It was fifteen minutes before Wlm's |ast class ended, and it
woul d take her another fifteen mnutes to drive hone and anot her
fifteen mnutes to get over to Anberson Hall. That gave ne forty-
five mnutes. | got over to Amberson in ten. It was unl ocked. That
was enough to settle any doubts | had left."

"What do you nean?"

"The key ring on the janitor's belt. It went with the janitor."
Dex shudder ed.

"I'f the door had been | ocked--forgive ne, Dex, but if you're going
to play for keeps, you ought to cover every base--there was stil

ti me enough to get back home ahead of WInma and burn that note.

"I went downstairs--and | kept as close to the wall going down
those stairs as | could, believe nme..."

Henry stepped into the |ab and gl anced around. It was just as Dex
had left it. He slicked his tongue over his dry lips and then wi ped
his face with his hand. H's heart was thudding in his chest. GCet
hol d of yourself, nan. One thing at a time. Don't | ook ahead.

The boards the janitor had pried off the crate were still stacked on
the lab table. One table over was the scatter of Charlie CGereson's
| ab notes, never to be conpleted now. Henry took it all in, and then

pull ed his own flashlight--the one he always kept in the gl ovebox



of his car for energencies--fromhis back pocket. If this didn't
qualify as an energency, nothing did.

He snapped it on and crossed the |lab and went out the door. The
[ight bobbed uneasily in the dark for a nmonment, and then he trained
it on the floor. He didn't want to step on anything he shouldn't.
Moving slowy and cautiously, Henry noved around to the side of

the stairs and shone the |Iight underneath. Hi s breath paused, and
then resuned again, nmore slowy. Sudenly the tension and fear

were gone, and he only felt cold. The crate was under there, just as
Dex had said it was. And the janitor's ball point pen. And his shoes.
And Charlie Gereson's gl asses.

Henry noved the light fromone of these artifacts to the next
slow y, spotlighting each. Then he glanced at his watch, snapped

the flashlight off and jamred it back in his pocket. He had half an
hour. There was no tinme to waste.

In the janitor's closet upstairs he found buckets, heavy-duty

cl eaner, rags... and gloves. No prints. He went back downstairs |ike
the sorcerer's apprentice, a heavy plastic bucket full of hot water
and foani ng cl eaner in each hand, rags draped over his shoul der

His footfalls clacked hollowy in the stillness. He thought of Dex

saying, It sits squat and nmute. And still he was cold.

He began to clean up

"She cane," Henry said. "Ch yes, she came. And she was... excited
and happy."

"What ?" Dex sai d.

"Excited," he repeated. "She was whining and carping the way she

al ways did in that high, unpleasant voice, but that was just habit, |

think. Al those years, Dex, the only part of me she wasn't able to

conpletely control, the only part she could never get conpletely

under her thunmb, was ny friendship with you. Qur two drinks

whil e she was at class. Qur chess. Qur... compani onship."

Dex nodded. Yes, conpanionship was the right word. Alittle Iight

in the darkness of loneliness. It hadn't just been the chess or the

drinks; it had been Henry's face over the board, Henry's voice

recounting how things were in his departnment, a bit of harml ess

gossi p, a laugh over sonething.

"So she was whining and bitching in her best '"just call ne Billie'

style, but | think it was just habit. She was excited and happy, Dex.

Because she was finally going to be able to get control over the | ast
little.., bit." He | ooked at Dex calmy. "I knew she'd cone, you

see. | knew she'd want to see what kind of ness you gotten

yoursel f into, Dex."

"They're downstairs," Henry told Wlnma. WIna was wearing a

bright yellow sl eevel ess bl ouse and green pants that were too tight
for her. "Right downstairs."” And he uttered a sudden, |oud | augh.
Wl m's head whi pped around and her narrow face darkened with

suspi cion. "What are you | aughi ng about ?" She asked in her | oud,
buzzing voice. "Your best friend gets in a scrape with a girl and
you' re | aughi ng?"



No, he shoul dn't be |laughing. But he couldn't help it. It was sitting
under the stairs, sitting there squat and nute, just try telling that

thing in the crate to call you Billie, WIm--and another |oud | augh
escaped himand went rolling down the dimfirst-floor hall like a
dept h charge.

"Well, there is a funny side to it," he said, hardly aware of what he
was saying. "Wait'll you see. You'll think--"

Her eyes, always questing, never still, dropped to his front pocket,

where he had stuffed the rubber gloves.

"What are those? Are those gl oves?"

Henry began to spew words. At the sane tine he put his arm

around Wl ma's bony shoulders and |l ed her toward the stairs.

"Well, he's passed out, you know. He snells like a distillery. Can't
guess how much he drank. Threw up all over everything. |'ve been
cleaning up. Hell of an awful ness, Billie. | persuaded the girl to
stay a bit. You'll help ne, won't you? This is Dex, after all."

"I don't know," she said, as they began to descend the stairs to the
baserment |ab. Her eyes snapped with dark glee. "I'Il have to see
what the situation is. You don't know anything, that's obvious.
You're hysterical. Exactly what | woul d have expected."

"That's right," Henry said. They had reached the bottom of the
stairs. "Right around here. Just step right around here."

"But the lab's that way--"

"Yes... but the girl..." And he began to laugh again in great,
| oonli ke bursts.

"Henry, what is wong with you?" And now t hat acidic contenpt
was mi xed with sonething el se--sonething that nmight have been
fear.

That made Henry | augh harder. Hi s |aughter echoed and

rebounded, filling the dark basement with a sound |ike | aughing
banshees or denobns approving a particularly good jest. "The girl,
Billie," Henry said between bursts of helpless |aughter. "That's

what's so funny, the girl, the girl has crawl ed under the stairs and
won't cone out, that what's so funny, ah-heh-heh-hahahahaa--"

And now t he dark kerosene of joy lit in her eyes; her lips curled up
like charring paper in what the denizens of hell mght call a smle.
And W I ma whi spered, "Wat did he do to her?"

"You can get her out," Henry babbled, |eading her to the dark
triangul ar, gaping maw. "l'm sure you can get her out, no trouble,
no problem" He suddenly grabbed Wl nma at the nape of the neck

and the waist, forcing her dowmm even as he pushed her into the

space under the stairs.

"What are you doi ng?" she screamed querul ously. "Wat are you

doi ng, Henry?"

"What | should have done a long time ago," Henry said, |aughing.

"CGet under there, Wlnma. Just tell it to call you Billie, you bitch."
She tried to turn, tried to fight him One hand clawed for his wist--
he saw her spade-shaped nails slice down, but they clawed only

air. "Stop it, Henry!" She cried. "Stop it right nowl Stop this
foolishness! I--1"Il scream™

"Screamall you want!" he bellowed, still |aughing. He raised one
foot, planted it in the center of her narrow and j oyl ess backsi de,
and pushed. "I'Il help you, WIlma! Conme on out! Wake up



what ever you are! \Wake up! Here's your dinner! Poison neat!

Wake up! Wake up!"

Wl na screaned piercingly, an inarticulate sound that was stil

nore rage than fear

And then Henry heard it.

First a low whistle, the sound a man m ght make whil e working

al one wi thout even being aware of it. Then it rose in pitch, sliding
up the scale to an earsplitting whine that was barely audi ble. Then
it suddenly descended again and becane a growl ... and then a

hoarse yamering. It was an utterly savage sound. Al his married
life Henry Northrup had gone in fear of his wife, but the thing in
the crate nade Wl nma sound |ike a child doing a kindergarten
tantram Henry had time to think: Holy God, nmaybe it really is a
Tasmani an devil... it's some kind of devil, anyway.

W ma began to screamagain, but this tinme it was a sweeter tune--
at least to the ear of Henry Northrup. It was a sound of utter terror
Her yell ow bl ouse flashed in the dark under the stairs, a vague
beacon. She |unged at the opening and Henry pushed her back

using all his strength.

"Henry!" She how ed. "Henreeeee!"

She canme again, head first this tinme, like a charging bull. Henry
caught her head in both hands, feeling the tight, wiry cap of her
curls squash under his palns. He Pushed. And then, over WIm's
shoul der, he saw sonething that m ght have been the gold-glinting
eyes of a small owl. Eyes that were infinitely cold and hateful. The
yamering became | ouder, reaching a crescendo. And when it

struck at Wlma, the vibration running through her body was

enough to knock hi m backwar ds.

He caught one glinmpse of her face, her bul ging eyes, and then she
was dragged back into the darkness. She screaned once nore.Only
once.

"Just tell it to call you Billie," he whispered.

Henry Northrup drew a great, shuddering breath.

“I't went on ... for quite a while," he said. After a long tine, naybe
twenty minutes, the growing and the... the sounds of its feeding..

that stopped, too. And it started to whistle. Just |like you said, Dex.
As if it were a happy teakettle or sonething. It whistled for maybe
five mnutes, and then it stopped. | shone ny |ight underneath

again. The crate had been pulled out a little way. Thre was... fresh
bl ood. And WInma's purse had spilled everywhere. But it got both

of her shoes. That was sonething, wasn't it?"

Dex didn't answer. The room basked in sunshine. Qutside, a bird

sang.

"I finished cleaning the lab," Henry resuned at last. "It took ne
another forty mnutes, and | alnpbst nissed a drop of blood that

was on the light globe ... saw it just as | was going out. But when

was done, the place was as neat as a pin. Then | went out to ny car
and drove across campus to the English departnent. It was getting
late, but | didn't feel a bit tired. In fact, Dex, | don't think | ever felt



nore clear-headed in nmy life. There was a crate in the basenent of
the English departnent. | flashed on that very early in your story.
Associ ati ng one nonster wi th another, | suppose.™

"What do you nean?"

"Last year when Badlinger was in England--you renmenber

Badl i nger, don't you?"

Dex nodded. Badlinger was the man who had beaten Henry out for

the English department chair... partly because Badlinger's w fe was
bright, vivacious and sociable, while Henry's wife was a shrew.

Had been a shrew

"He was in England on sabbatical," Henry said. "Had all their

t hi ngs crated and shi pped back. One of themwas a giant stuffed

animal. Nessie, they call it. For his kids. That bastard bought it for
his kids. | always wanted children, you know. Wl nm didn't. She

said kids get in the way.

"Anyway, it canme back in this gigantic wooden crate, and

Badl i nger dragged it down to the English departnent basenent

because there was no roomin the garage at home, he said, but he
didn't want to throw it out because it might come in handy

someday. Meantime, our janitors were using it as a gigantic sort of
wast ebasket. When it was full of trash, they'd dunp it into the back
of the truck on trash day and then fill it up again.

"I think it was the crate Badlinger's damed stuffed nonster cane
back from England in that put the idea in ny head. | began to see
how your Tasmani an devil could be gotten rid of. And that started

ne thinking about sonething else | wanted to be rid of. That |

wanted so badly to be rid of.

"I had ny keys, of course. | let nyself in and went downstairs. The
crate was there. It was a big, unwieldy thing, but the janitors' dolly
was down there as well. | dunped out the little bit of trash that was
init and got the crate onto the dolly by standing it on end. | pulled
it upstairs and wheeled it straight across the nall and back to

Anber son. "

"You didn't take your car?"

"No, | left ny car in ny space in the English departnent parking

lot. | couldn't have gotten the crate in there, anyway."

For Dex, new |light began to break. Henry woul d have been driving

his MG of course--an elderly sportscar that Wl na had al ways

called Henry's toy. And if Henry had the M5 then WI m would

have had the Scout--a jeep with a fol d-down back seat. Plenty of
storage space, as the ads said.

"I didn't nmeet anyone," Henry said. "At this tinme of year--and at no
other--the canpus is quite deserted. The whol e thing was al nost

hellishly perfect. | didn't see so much as a pair of headlights. | got
back to Amberson Hall and took Badlinger's crate downstairs. | left

it sitting on the dolly with the open end facing under the stairs.
Then | went back upstairs to the janitors' closet and got that |ong
pol e they use to open and cl ose the wi ndows. They only have those
poles in the old buildings now. | went back down and got ready to



hook the crate--your Paella crate--out fromunder the stairs. Then

had a bad nonment. | realized the top of Badlinger's crate was gone,
you see. |I'd noticed it before, but now!l realized it. In ny guts."
"What did you do?"

"Decided to take the chance," Henry said. "I took the w ndow pole
and pulled the crate out. | eased it out, as if it were full of eggs.

as if it were full of Mason jars with nitroglycerine in them"
Dex sat up, staring at Henry. "Wat... what..."
Henry | ooked back sonberly. "It was ny first good | ook at it,
remenmber. It was horrible." He paused deliberately and then said it
again: "It was horrible, Dex. It was splattered with bl ood, some of
it seemingly grimed right into tile wood. It nade nme think of... do
you renenber those joke boxes they used to sell? You'd push a
little lever and tile box would grind and shake, and then a pale
green hand woul d conme out of the top and push the | ever back and
snap inside again. It nade ne think of that.
"I pulled it out--oh, so carefully--and | said | wouldn't | ook down

inside, no matter what. But | did, of course. And | saw..." Hi s voice
dropped hel plessly, seeming to |lose all strength. "I saw WIlma's
face, Dex. Her face."

"Henry, don't--"

"I saw her eyes, looking up at me fromthat box. Her gl azed eyes. |
saw sonet hing el se, too. Sonething white. A bone, | think. And a

bl ack sonmething. Furry. Curled up. Wistling, too. A very |ow
whistle. | think it was sleeping."

"I hooked it out as far as | could, and then | just stood there

|l ooking at it, realizing that | couldn't drive know ng that thing
could cone out at any tine... conme out and |and on the back of ny

neck. So | started to | ook around for sonething--anything--to cover
the top of Badlinger's crate.
"I went into the aninal husbandry room and there were a couple

of cages big enough to hold the Paella crate, but | couldn't find the

goddammed keys. So | went upstairs and | still couldn't find
anything. | don't know how long | hunted, but there was this
continual feeling of tine... slipping away. | was getting a little

crazy. Then | happened to poke into that big lecture roomat the far
end of the hall--"

"Room 67"

"Yes, | think so. They had been painting the walls. There was a big
canvas dropcloth on the floor to catch the splatters. | took it, and
then | went back downstairs, and | pushed the Paella crate into
Badlinger's crate. Carefully!... you wouldn't believe how carefully
| didit, Dex."

VWhen the smaller crate was nested inside the |arger, Henry

unci nched the straps on the English department dolly and grabbed
the end of the dropcloth. It rustled stiffly in the stillness of
Anberson Hall's basenment. His breathing rustled stiffly as well

And there was that | ow whistle. He kept waiting for it to pause, to

change. It didn't. He had sweated his shirt through; it was plastered

to his chest and back

Movi ng carefully, refusing to hurry, he wapped the dropcloth
around Badlinger's crate three tines, then four, then five. In the
dimlight shining through fromthe |ab, Badlinger's crate now

No



| ooked mummi fied. Holding the seamw th one splayed hand, he

wr apped first one strap around it, then the other. He cinched them
tight and then stood back a monent. He gl anced at his watch. It

was just past one o' clock. A pulse beat rhythnically at his throat.

Movi ng forward again, w shing absurdly for a cigarette (he had

gi ven them up si xteen years before), he grabbed the dolly, tilted it
back, and began pulling it slowy up the stairs.

Qut side, the noon watched coldly as he lifted the entire |oad, dolly
and all, into the back of what he had cone to think of as Wilm's
Jeep--al though Wl ma had not earned a dine since the day he had
married her. It was the biggest |ift he had done since he had

worked with a noving company in Westbrook as an

undergraduate. At the highest point of the lift, a lance of pain
seened to dig into his | ower back. And still he slipped it into the
back of the Scout as gently as a sl eeping baby.

He tried to close the back, but it wouldn't go up; the handl e of the
dol Iy stuck out four inches too far. He drove with the tailgate
down, and at every bunp and pothole, his heart seenmed to stutter

Hi s ears felt for the whistle, waiting for it to escalate into a shril
scream and then descend to a guttural how of fury waiting for the
hoarse rip of canvas as teeth and claws pulled their way through it.
And overhead the noon, a nystic silver disc, rode the sky.

"I drove out to Ryder's Quarry," Henry went on. "There was a

chain across the head of the road, but | geared the Scout down and

got around. | backed right up to the edge of the water. The npon

was still up and | could see its reflection way down in the

bl ackness, like a drowned silver dollar. | went around, but it was a
long tine before | could bring nyself to grab the thing. In a very

real way, Dex, it was three bodies... the remains of three human
beings. And | started wondering...where did they go? | saw

WIlnma's face, but it looked ... God help nme, it |ooked all flat, like a

Hal | oneen mask. How nmuch of themdid it eat, Dex? How much
could it eat? And | started to understand what you neant about that
central axle pulling |oose."

"It was still whistling. | could hear it, rmuffled and faint, through

t hat canvas dropcloth. Then | grabbed it and | heaved... | really
believe it was do it then or do it never. It cane sliding out... and

t hi nk maybe it suspected, Dex... because, as the dolly started to tilt
down toward the water it started to grow and yamrer again ... and
the canvas started to ripple and bulge ... and | yanked it again. |
gave it all | had ... so nuch that | alnmpst fell into the damed
quarry nyself. And it went in. There was a splash ... and then it

was gone. Except for a fewripples, it was gone. And then the

ri ppl es were gone, too."

He fell silent, |ooking at his hands.

"And you cane here," Dex said.

"First | went back to Anberson Hall. O eaned under the stairs.
Picked up all of WIma's things and put themin her purse again
Picked up the janitor's shoe and his pen and your grad student's



glasses. WInma's purse is still on the seat. | parked the car in our--
in my--driveway. On the way there | threw the rest of the stuff in
the river."

"And then did what? Wal ked here?"

"Yes."

"Henry, what if |I'd waked up before you got here? Called the
pol i ce?"

Henry Northrup said sinmply: "You didn't."

They stared at each other, Dex fromhis bed, Henry fromthe chair
by the wi ndow.

Speaking in tones so soft as to be nearly inaudible, Henry said,
"The question is, what happens now? Three people are going to be
reported m ssing soon. There is no one elenent to connect al

three. There are no signs of foul play; | sawto that. Badlinger's
crate, the dolly, the painters' dropcloth--those things will be
reported mssing too, presunably. There will be a search. But the

wei ght of the dolly will carry the crate to the bottom of the quarry,
and ... there are really no bodies, are there, Dex?"

"No," Dexter Stanley said. "No, | suppose there aren't."

"But what are you going to do, Dex? Wat are you going to say?"

"Ch, | could tell atale," Dex said. "And if | told it, |I suspect I'd end
up in the state mental hospital. Perhaps accused of nurdering the
janitor and CGereson, if not your wife. No matter how good your

cl eanup was, a state police forensic unit could find traces of bl ood
on the floor and walls of that |aboratory. | believe I'Il keep mny
nmout h shut."

"Thank you," Henry said. "Thank you, Dex."

Dex thought of that elusive thing Henry had nentioned

conpani onship. Alittle light in the darkness. He thought of

pl ayi ng chess perhaps twi ce a week instead of once. Perhaps even
three times a week... and if the gane was not finished by ten
perhaps playing until midnight if neither of themhad any early
norni ng cl asses, instead of having to put the board away (and, as
likely as not, WInma would just "accidentally" knock over the

pi eces "while dusting," so that the game would have to be started

all over again the follow ng Thursday evening). He thought of his
friend, at last free of that other species of Tasmani an devil that
killed nore slowy but just as surely--by heart attack, by stroke, by
ul cer, by high bl ood pressure, yamering and whistling in the ear

all the while.

Last of all, he thought of the janitor, casually flicking his quarter
and of the quarter coming down and rolling under the stairs, where

a very old horror sat squat and nute, covered with dust and

cobwebs, waiting... biding its tine...

VWhat had Henry sai d? The whol e thing was al nost hellishly

perfect.

"No need to thank me, Henry," he said.
Henry stood up. "If you got dressed," he said, "you could run ne
down to the canpus. | could get my MG and go back honme and



report WIlnma nmissing."

Dex thought about it. Henry was inviting himto cross a nearly
invisible line, it seemed, from bystander to acconplice. Did he
want to cross that |ine?

At last he swung his | egs out of bed. "All right, Henry."
"Thank you, Dexter."

Dex smled slowy. "That's all right,’
friends for?"

' he said. "After all, what are

STEPHEN KI NG

The Revel ations O ' Becka Paul son
From Rol I i ng St one Magazi ne 1984
An excerpt from The Tommyknockers

What happened was sinple enough at least, at the start. What
happened was t hat Rebecca Paul son shot herself in the head with her
husband Joe's .22-caliber pistol. This occurred during her annua
spring cl eaning, which took place this year (as it did nost years)
around the mddle of June. 'Becka had a way of falling behind in
such things.

She was standing on a short stepladder and rummagi ng through
the accurmul ated junk on the high shelf in the downstairs hall closet
whil e the Paul son cat, a big brindle tomnanmed Ozzie Nel son, sat in
the Iiving-room doorway, watching her. From behind Ozzie cane the
anxi ous voi ces of Another World, blaring out of the Paul sons' big old
Zenith TV which would | ater become sonething much nore than a
TV.

'Becka pulled stuff down and examined it, hoping for
somet hing that was still good, but not really expecting to find such a
thing. There were four or five knitted winter caps, all noth-eaten and
unravel i ng. She tossed them behind her onto the hall floor. Here was
a Reader's Digest Condensed Book fromthe sumrer of 1954,
featuring Run Silent, Run Deep and Here's Goggle. Water danmge
had swelled it to the size of a Manhattan tel ephone book. She tossed
it behind her. Ah! Here was an unbrella that |ooked sal vageable ..
and a box with sonething init.

It was a shoebox. Whatever was inside was heavy. Wen she
tilted the box, it shifted. She took the lid off, also tossing this behind
her (it alnost hit Ozzie Nel son, who decided to split the scene). Inside
the box was a gun with a long barrel and imtation wood-grip
handl es.

"Ch," she said. "That." She took it out of the box, not noticing
that it was cocked, and turned it around to look into the small beady
eye of the muzzle, believing that if there was a bullet in there she
woul d see it.



She remenbered the gun. Until five years ago, Joe had been a
menber of Derry Elks. Some ten years ago (or maybe it had been
fifteen), Joe had bought fifteen Elks raffle tickets while drunk. 'Becka
had been so mad she had refused to let himput his manthing in her
for two weeks. The first prize had been a Bombardi er Ski doo, second
prize an Evinrude notor. This .22 target pistol had been the third
prize.

He had shot it for a while in the backyard, she renenbered
plinking away at cans and bottles until 'Becka conpl ai ned about the
noi se. Then he had taken it up to the gravel pit at the dead end of
their road, although she had sensed he was [ osing interest, even then
he'd just gone on shooting for a while to make sure she didn't think
she had gotten the better of him Then it had di sappeared. She had
t hought he had swapped it for sonething a set of snow tires, maybe,
or a battery but here it was.

She held the nmuzzle of the gun up to her eye, peering into the
dar kness, | ooking for the bullet. She could see nothing but darkness.
Must be unl oaded, then.

"Il make himget rid of it just the sane, she thought, backing
down the stepladder. Tonight. Wen he gets back fromthe post
office. I'll stand right up to him "Joe" I'll say, "it's no good having a
gun sitting around the house even if there's no kids around and it's
unl oaded. You don't even use it to shoot bottles anynore." That's
what "Il say.

This was a satisfying thing to think, but her underm nd knew
that she woul d of course say no such thing. In the Paul son house, it
was Joe who nostly picked the roads and drove the horses. She
supposed that it would be best to just dispose of it herself put it in a
pl astic garbage bag under the other rickrack fromthe cl oset shelf.
The gun would go to the dunmp with everything el se the next tine
Vi nni e Margolies stopped by to pick up their throwout. Joe would
not mss what he had already forgotten the |id of the box had been
thick with undisturbed dust. Wuld not miss it, that was, unless she
was stupid enough to bring it to his attention

'Becka reached the bottom of the | adder. Then she stepped
backward onto the Reader's Digest Condensed Book with her |eft
foot. The front board of the book slid backward as the rotted binding
gave way. She tottered, holding the gun with one hand and flailing
with the other. Her right foot cane down on the pile of knitted caps,
whi ch al so slid backward. As she fell she realised that she | ooked
nore |i ke a woman bent on suicide than on cleaning.

Well, it ain't |oaded, she had time to think, but the gun was
| oaded, and it had been cocked; cocked for years, as if waiting for her
to conme along. She sat down hard in the hallway and when she did
t he hamrer of the pistol snapped forward. There was a flat,
uni nportant bang not much | ouder than a baby firecracker in a tin
cup, and a .22 Wnchester short entered 'Becka Paul son's brain just
above the left eye. It made a small black hole what was the faint blue
of just-blooned irises around the edges.

Her head thunped back against the wall, and a trickle of bl ood
ran fromthe hole into her left eyebrow. The gun, with a tiny thread of



white snmoke rising fromits rmuzzle, fell into her lap. Her hands
drummed lightly up and down on the floor for a period of about five
seconds, her right leg flexed, then shot straight out. Her loafer flew
across the hall and hit the far wall. Her eyes remmined open for the
next thirty mnutes, the pupils dilating and constricting, dilating and
constricting.

Ozzie Nelson cane to the |iving-roomdoor, m aowed at her
and then began washi ng hinsel f.

She was putting supper on the table that night before Joe

noti ced the Band-Aid over her eye. He had been hone for an hour
and a half, but just lately he didn't notice much at all around the
house he seened preoccupied with sonething, far away fromher a
ot of the tinme. This didn't bother her as much as it m ght have once
at least he wasn't always after her to let himput his manthing into her
| adypl ace.

"What'd you do to your head?" he asked as she put a bow of
beans and a plate of red hot dogs on the table.

She touched the Band-Ai d vaguely. Yes what exactly had she
done to her head? She couldn't really renmenber. The whol e m ddl e of
the day had a funny dark place in it, like an inkstain. She
renmenbered feeding Joe his breakfast and standing on the porch as he
headed off to the post office in his Wagoneer that nuch was crysta
clear. She renmenbered doing the white load in the new Sears washer
whi | e Wheel of Fortune blared fromthe TV. That was al so cl ear
Then the inkstain began. She remenbered putting in the colors and
starting the cold cycle. She had the faintest, vaguest recollection of
putting a couple of Swanson's Hungary man frozen dinners in the
oven for herself 'Becka Paul son was a hefty eater but after that
there was nothing. Not until she had awakened sitting on the Iiving-
room couch. She had changed from sl acks and her flowed snock into
a dress and hi gh heel; she had put her hair in braids. There was
sonet hing heavy in her |lap and on her shoul ders and her forehead
tickled. It was Ozzie Nelson. Ozzie was standing with his hind legs in
her crotch and his forepaws on her shoulders. He was busily Iicking
bl ood of f her forehead and out of her eyebrow. She swotted Ozzie
away from her |lap and then | ooked at the clock. Joe woul d be hone
in an hour and she hadn't even started dinner. Then she had touched
her head, which throbbed vaguely.

"' Becka?"

"What ?" She sat down at her place and began to spoon beans
onto her plate.

"I asked you what you did to your head?"

"Bunped it," she said ... although, when she went down to the
bat hroom and | ooked at herself in the mirror, it hadn't |ooked |ike a
bunp; it had | ooked like a hole. "I just bunped it."

"Ch," he said, losing interest. He opened the new i ssue of
Sports Illustrated which had conme that day and i mediately fell into

a daydream In it he was running his hands slowy over the body of
Nancy Voss an activity he had been indulging in the |ast six weeks
or so. God bless the United States Postal Authority for sending Nancy
Voss from Fal nouth to Haven, that was all he could say. Fal nouth's



| oss was Joe Paul son's gain. He had whol e days when he was quite
sure he had died and gone to heaven, and his pecker hadn't been so
frisky since he was nineteen and touring West Germany with the U S.
Army. It would have taken nore than a Band-Aid on his wife's
forehead to engage his full attention

' Becka hel ped herself to three hot dogs, paused to debate a
nmonent, and then added a fourth. She doused the dogs and the beans
wi th ketchup and then stirred everything together. The result |ooked a
bit like the aftermath of a bad notorcycl e accident. She poured
herself a glass of grape Kool-Aid fromthe pitcher on the table (Joe
had a beer) and then touched the Band-Aid with the tips of her fingers
she had been doing that ever since she put it on. Nothing but a coo
plastic strip. That was okay ... but she could feel the circular
i ndent ati on beneath. The hole. That wasn't so okay.

"Just bunped it," she nmurnured again, as if saying would
make it so. Joe didn't |ook up and ' Becka began to eat.

Hasn't hurt nmy appetite any, whatever it was, she thought. Not
that much ever does probably nothing ever will. Wen they say on
the radio that all those mssiles are flying and it's the end of the world.
"Il probably go right on eating until one of those rockets |ands on
Haven.

She cut herself a piece of bread fromthe homenade | oaf and
began nopping up bean juice with it.

Seeing that ... that mark on her forehead had unnerved her at
the tine, unnerved her plenty. No sense kidding about that, just as
there was no sense kidding that it was just a mark, like a bruise. And

i n case anyone ever wanted to know, 'Becka thought, she would tel
themthat |looking into the mirror and seeing that you had an extra
hole in your head wasn't one of life's cheeriest experiences. Your
head, after all, was where your brains were. And as for what she had
done next

She tried to shy away fromthat, but it was too late.

Too late, 'Becka, a voice tolled in her nmind it sounded |ike
her dead father's voice.

She had stared at the hole, stared at it and stared at it, and then
she had pulled open the drawer to the left of the sink and had pawed
t hrough her few nmeager itenms of makeup with hands that didn't seem
to belong to her. She took out her eyebrow pencil and then | ooked
into the mrror again

She rai sed the hand hol ding the eyebrow pencil with the bl unt
end towards her, and slowy began to push it into the hole in her
forehead. No, she npaned to herself, stop it, 'Becka, you don't want to
do this

But apparently part of her did, because she went right on doing
it. There was no pain and the eyebrow pencil was a perfect fit. She
pushed it in an inch, then two, then three. She | ooked at herself in the
mrror, a woman in a flowered dress who had a pencil sticking out of
her head. She pushed it in a fourth inch

Not nmuch left, 'Becka, be careful, wouldn't want to lose it in
there, 1'd rattle when you turned over in the night, wake up Joe

She tittered hysterically.



Five inches in and the blunt end of the eyebrow pencil had
finally encountered resistance. It was hard, but a gentle push also
conmuni cated a feeling of sponginess. At the same nmonent the
whole world turned a brilliant, nonentary green and an interl acing
of menories jigged through her mnd sledding at four in her ol der
brother's snowsuit, washi ng high school blackboards, a '59 Inpala
her Uncle Bill had owned, the snell of cut hay.

She pull ed the eyebrow pencil out of her head, shocked back to
herself, terrified that bl ood would come gushing out of the hole. But
no bl ood canme, nor was there any bl ood on the shiny surface of the
eyebrow pencil. Blood or ... or ..

But she woul d not think of that. She threw the pencil back into
t he drawer and sl ammed the draw shut. Her first inpulse, to cover the
hol e, cane back, stronger than ever.

She swung the mirror away fromthe nedici ne cabi net and
grabbed the tin box of Band-Aids. It fell fromher trenbling fingers
and cluttered into the basin. 'Becka had cried out at the sound and

then told herself to stop it, just stop it. Cover it up, make it gone. That

was the thing to do; that was the ticket. Never mnd the eyebrow
pencil, just forget that she had none of the signs of brain injury she
had seen on the afternoon stories and Marcus Wl by, MD., that was
the inmportant thing. She was all right. As for the eyebrow pencil, she
woul d just forget that part.

And so she had, at least until now. She | ooked at her half-eaten
di nner and realized with a sort of dull hunor that she had been w ong
about her appetite she couldn't eat another bite.

She took her plate over to the garbage and scrapped what was
left into the can, while Ozzie wound restlessly around her ankles. Joe
didn't ook up fromhis magazine. In his nind, Nancy Voss was
asking himagain if that tongue of his was as long as it | ooked.

She woke up in the mddle of the night fromsone confusing dreamin

which all the clocks in the house had been talking in her father's
voi ce. Joe lay beside her, flat on his back in his boxer shorts, snoring.

Her hand went to the Band-Aid. The hole didn't hurt, didn't
exactly throb, but it itched. She rubbed at it gently, afraid of another
of those dazzling green flashes. None cane.

She rolled over on her side and though: You got to go to the
doctor, 'Becka. You got to get that seen to. | don't know what you
did, but

No, she answered herself. No doctor. She rolled to her other
side, thinking she woul d be awake for hours now, wondering, asking
hersel f frightened questions. |Instead, she was asleep again in
nonment s.

In the nmorning the hole under the Band-Aid hardly itched at all

and that made it easier not to think about. She made Joe his breakfast
and saw himoff to work. She finished washi ng the di shes and took
out the garbage. They kept it in a little shed beside the house that Joe
had built, a structure not nmuch bigger than a doghouse. You had to
lock it up or the coons cane out of the woods and made a ness.

She stepped in, winkling her nose at the snell, and put the
green bag down with the others. Vinnie would be by in Friday or



Sat urday and then she would give the shed a good airing. As she was
backi ng out, she saw a bag that hadn't been tied up Iike the others. A
curved handle, like the handle of a cane protruded fromthe top

Curious, she pulled it out and saw it was an unbrella. A
nunber of noth-eaten, unraveling hats cane out with the unbrella

A dull warning sound in her head. For a monent she could
al nost see through the inkstain to what was behind it, to what had
happened to her

(bottomit's in the bottom sonmet hing heavy sonething in a box
what Joe don't renenber won't)

yesterday. But did she want to know?

No.

She didn't.

She wanted to forget.

She backed out of the little shed and rebolted the door with
hands that trenbled the slightest bit.

A week later (she still changed the band-Ai d each norning, but

t he wound was closing up she could see the pink new tissue filling
it when she shone Joe's flashlight into it and peered into the bathroom
mrror) 'Becka found out what half of have already either knew or
surm sed that Joe was cheating on her. Jesus told her. In the |ast
three days or so, Jesus had told her the npost amazing, terrible,
di stressing things inaginable. They sickened her, they destroyed her
sl eep, they were destroying her sanity ... but were they wonderful ?
Weren't they just! And would she stop listening, sinply tip Jesus over
on His face, perhaps screamat H mto shut up? Absolutely not. For
one thing, he was the Savior. For another thing, there was a grisly
sort of conpulsion in knowing the things Jesus told her

Jesus was on top of the Paul sons' Zenith tel evision and He had
been in that sane spot for just about twenty years. Before resting atop
the Zenith, He had rested atop two RCAs (Joe Paul son had al ways
bought American). This was a beautiful 3-D picture of Jesus that
Rebecca's sister, who lived in Portsnouth, had sent her. Jesus was
dressed in a sinple white robe, and He was hol ding a Shepard's staff.

Because the picture had been created (' Becka considered "nade"
much too mundane a word for a |ikeness which seened so real you
could al nost stick your hand into it) before the Beatles and the
changes they had w eaked on nale hairstyles, Hi s hair was not too
| ong, and perfectly neat. The Christ on 'Becka Paul son's TV conbed
Hs hair a little bit like Elvis Presley after Elvis got out of the arny.
His eyes were brown and mild and kind. Behind Hm in perfect
per spective, sheep as white as the linens in TV soap comrercial s
trailed away into the di stance. 'Becka and her sister Corinne and her
brot her Rol and had grown up on a sheep farmin New d oucester
and ' Becka knew from personal experience that sheep were never that
white and uniformy woolly, like little fair weather clouds that had
fallen to earth. But, she reasoned, if Jesus could turn water into w ne
and bring the dead back to life, there was no reason at all why He
couldn't nake the shit caked around a bunch of |anbs' runps
di sappear if He wanted to.

A couple of tinmes Joe had tried to nove that picture off the TV,



and she supposed that now she new why, oh yessirree Bob, oh yes

i ndeedy. Joe of course, had his trunmped-up tales. "it doesn't seem
right to have Jesus on top of the television while we're watching
Three's Conpany or Charlie's Angel s" he'd say. "Wy don't you put it
up on your bureau, 'Becka? O ... I'll tell you what! Wiy not put it
up on your bureau until Sunday, and then you can bring it down and
out it back on the TV while you watch Ji my Swaggart and Rex

Hunbard and Jerry Falwell? I'1l bet Jesus likes Jerry Falwell one hel
of a lot better than he likes Charlie's Angels."

She refused.

"When it's my turn to have the Thursday-ni ght poker gane, the
guys don't like it," he said another time. "No one wants to have Jesus
Christ looking at themwhile He tries to fill a flush or draw to an
i nside straight."

"Maybe t hey feel unconfortabl e because they know ganbling's
the Devil's work," 'Becka said.

Joe, who was a good poker player, bridled. "then it was the
Devil's work that bought you your hair dryer and that garnet ring you

like so well," he said. "better take 'em back for refunds and give the
nmoney to the Salvation Arnmy. Wait, | think | got the receipts in ny
den. "

She al |l owed as how Joe could turn the 3-D picture of Jesus

around to face the wall on the one Thursday night a nonth that he
had his dirty-tal king, beer-swilling friends in to play poker ... but
that was all.

And now she knew the real reason he wanted to get rid of that
pi cture. He nmust have had an idea all along that that picture was a
magi ¢ picture. Ch ... she supposed sacred was a better word, nmagic
was for pagans headhunters and Catholics and people |ike that
but the cane alnpst to one and the same, didn't they? Al al ong Joe
nmust have sensed that picture was special, that it would be the neans
by which his sin would be found out.

Oh, she supposed she nust have had sone idea of what all his
recent preoccupation had meant, nmust have known there was a reason
why he was never after her at night anynore. But the truth was, that
had been a relief sex was just as her nother had told her it would
be, nasty and brutish, sonetinmes painful and al ways hum liating.
Had she al so snelled perfune on his collar fromtinme to tinme? If so,
she had ignored that, too, and she m ght have gone on ignhoring it
indefinitely if the picture of Jesus on the Sony hadn't begun to speak
on July 7th. She realized now that she had ignored a third factor, as
wel | ; at about the sane tine the pawi ngs had stopped the perfune
snel s had begun, old Charlie Estabrooke had retired and a wonan
nanmed Nancy Voss had cone up fromthe Fal nouth post office to
take his place. She guessed that the Voss woman (whom ' Becka had
now cone to think of sinply as The Hussy) was perhaps five years
ol der than her and Joe, which would nake her around fifty, but she
was a trim well-kept and handsone fifty. 'Becka herself had put on a
l[ittle weight during her nmarriage, going fromone hundred and
twenty-six to a hundred and ni nety-three, nmost of that since Byron
their only chick and child, had flown fromthe nest.

She coul d have gone on ignoring it, and perhaps what woul d
even have been for the best. |If The Hussey really enjoyed the



ani mal i sm of sexual congress, with its gruntings and thrustings and
that final squirt of sticky stuff that snelled faintly |like codfish and
| ooked |i ke cheap dish detergent, then it only proved that The Hussy
was little nore than an animal herself and of course it freed ' Becka
of a tiresome, if ever nore occasional, obligation. But when the

pi cture of Jesus spoke up, telling her exactly what was going on, it
becanme i npossible to ignore. She knew that sonething would have to

be done.

The picture first spoke at just past three in the afternoon on
Thursday. This was ei ght days after shooting herself in the head and
about four days after her resolution to forget it was a hole and not
just a mark had begun to take effect. 'Becka was com ng back into
the living roomfromthe kitchen with a little snack (half a cof feecake
and a beer stein filled with Kool-Aid) to watch General Hospital. She
no longer really believed that Luke would ever find Laura, but she
could not quite find it in her heart to conpletely give up hope.

She was bending down to turn on the Zenith when Jesus said,

"' Becka, Joe is putting the boots to that Hussey down at the pee-oh
just about every lunch hour and sonetimes after punching out tinme in
the afternoon. Once he was so randy he drove it to her while he was

supposed to be hel ping her sort the mail. And do you know what ?
She never even said 'At least wait until | get the first-class into the
boxes."' "

' Becka screaned and spilled her Kool -Aid down the front of the
TV. It was a wonder, she thought |ater, when she was able to think at
all, that the picture tube didn't blow. Her coffeecake went on the rug.

"And that's not all," Jesus told her. He wal ked hal fway across
the picture, His robe fluttering around H s ankles, and sat down on a
rock that jutted out of the ground. He held H's staff between his
knees and | ooked at her grimy. "There's a |lot going on in Haven.
Wiy, you wouldn't believe the half of it."

'Becka screaned again and fell on her knees. One of them
| anded squarely on her coffeecake and squirted raspberry filling into
the face of Ozzie Nelson, who had crept into the living roomto see
what was going on. "My Lord! My Lord!" 'Becka shrieked. Qzzie

ran, hissing, for the kitchen, where he craw ed under the stove with
red goo dripping fromhis whiskers. He stayed under there the rest of
t he day.

"Well, none of the Paul sons was ever any good," Jesus said. A
sheep wandered towards H m and He whacked it away, using His
staff with an absentm nded inpatience that rem nded ' Becka, even in
her current frozen state, of her |ong-dead father. The sheep went,
rippling slightly through the 3-D effect. It di sappeared fromthe
picture, actual seeming to curve as it went off the edge ... but that
was just an optical illusion, she felt sure. "No good at all, "Jesus went
on. "Joe's granddad was a whoremaster of the purest sense, as you
wel | know, 'Becka. Spent his whole |ife pecker-led. And when he
cane up here, do you know what we said? 'No roonml' that's what we
said." Jesus leaned forward, still holding H's staff. "' Go see M.



Splitfoot down below,' we said. 'You'll find your haven-hone, al
right. But you may find you new |l andlord a hard tasknaster,' we
said." Incredibly, Jesus winked at her ... and that was when ' Becka
fled, shrieking, fromthe house.

She stopped in the backyard, panting, her hair, a nmousy bl ond
that was really not much of any color at all, hanging in her face. Her
heart was beating so fast in her chest that it frightened her. No one
had heard her shriekings and carryings-on, thank the Lord; she and
Joe lived far out on the Nista Road, and their nearest neighbors were
t he Brodskys were half a mle away. |If anyone had heard her, they
woul d have thought there was a crazywonan down at Joe and ' Becka
Paul son' s.

Well there is a crazyworman at the Paul sons', isn't there? she
thought. If you really think that picture of Jesus started to talk to you,
why, you really nust be crazy. Daddy'd beat you three shades of bl ue
for thinking such a thing one shade for |ying, another shade for
believing the lie, and a third for raising your voice. 'Becka, you are
crazy. Pictures don't talk.

No ... and it didn't, another voice spoke up suddenly. That
voi ce cane out of your own head, 'Becka. | don't know how it could
be ... how you could know such things ... but that's what happened.

Maybe it had sonething to do with what happened to you | ast week

or maybe not, but you nmade that picture of Jesus talk your own self.
It didn't really no nore than that little rubber Topo G gi o nouse on
the Ed Sullivan Show.

But sonehow the idea that it m ght have something to do with
that ... that

(hol e)

other thing was scarier than the idea that the picture itself had
spoken, because that was the sort of thing they sonetinmes had on
Marcus Wel by, like that show about the fell ow who had the brain
tunmor and it was nmaking himwear his wife's nylon stockings and
step-ins. She refused to allow it nental houseroom It mght be a
mracle. After all, mracles happened every day. There was the
Shroud of Turin, and the cures at Lourdes, and that Mexican fellow
who had a picture of the Virgin Mary burned into the surface of a
taco or an enchilada or sonmething. Not to nmention those children that
had nade the headlines of one of the tabloids children who cried
rocks. Those were all bona fide miracles (the children who wept
rocks was, adnmittedly, a rather gritty one), as uplifting as a Jinmy
Swaggart sernon. Hearing voices was only crazy.

But that's what happened. And you've been hearing voices for
quite a little while now, haven't you? You' ve been hearing H s voi ce.
Joe's voice. And that's where it cane from not from Jesus but from
Joe, from Joe's head

"No," 'Becka whinmpered. "No, | ain't heard any voices in ny
head. "

She stood by her clothesline in the hot backyard, | ooking
bl ankly off toward the woods on the other side of the Ni sta Road,
bl ue-gray-hazy in the heat. She wung her hands in front of her and
begun to weep.

"I ain't no heard no voices in ny head."

Crazy, her dead father's inplacable voice replied. Crazy with



the heat. You cone on over here, 'Becka Bouchard, |'m gonna beat
you three shades of blister-blue for that crazy talk

"I ain't heard no voices in ny head," 'Becka npaned. "That
picture really did talk, |I swear, | can't do ventriloquisnm"

Better believe the picture. If it was the hole, it was a brain
tunor, sure. If it was the picture, it was a mracle. Mracles cane
fromGod. Mracles came fromQutside. A mracle could drive you
crazy and the dear God knew she felt |ike she was going crazy now

but it didn't mean you were crazy, or that your brains were
scranbl ed. As for believing that you could hear other people's
t houghts ... that was just crazy.

' Becka | ooked down at her | egs and saw bl ood gushing from her
| eft knee. She shrieked again and ran back into the house to call the
doctor, MEDI X, sonebody. She was in the living room again,
pawi ng at the dial with the phone to her ear, when Jesus said:

"That's raspberry filling fromyour coffeecake, 'Becka. Wy
don't you just relax, before you have a heart attack?"

She | ooked at the TV, the tel ephone receiver falling to the table

with a clunk. Jesus was still sitting on the rock outcropping. It | ooked
as though He had crossed H's legs. It was really surprising how nuch
He | ooked |i ke her own father ... only He didn't seem forbiddi ng,

ready to be hitting angry at a nonent's notice. He was | ooking at her
with a kind of exasperated patience.

"Try it and see if I'mnot right," Jesus said.

She touched her knee gently, w ncing, expecting pain. There
was none. She saw the seeds in the red stuff and rel axed. She |icked
the raspberry filling off her fingers.

"Al'so," Jesus said, "you have got to get these ideas about
heari ng voices and going crazy out of your head. It's just Me. And
can talk to anyone | want to, any way | want to."

"Because you're the Savior," 'Becka whispered.

"That's right," Jesus said, and | ooked down. Below Hm a
coupl e of ani mated sal ad bow s were dancing in appreciation of the
hi dden Val | ey Ranch Dressing which they were about to receive.

"And 1'd like you to please turn that crap off, if you don't mnd. W
don't need that thing running. Also, it makes My feet tingle."

' Becka approached the TV and turned it off.

"My Lord," she whispered.
Now it was Sunday, July 10th. Joe was lying fast asleep out in

t he backyard hammck with Ozzie lying Iinply across himanple
stomach like a black and white fur stole. She stood in the living
room holding the curtain back with her |eft hand and | ooki ng out at
Joe. Sleeping in the hammock, dream ng of The Hussy, no doubt
dreami ng of throwing her down in a great big pile of catal ogs from
Carroll Reed and fourth-class junk mail and then how would Joe
and his piggy poker-buddies out it? "putting the boots to her."

She was holding the curtain with her |Ieft hand because she had
a handf ul of square nine-volt batteries in her right. She had
bought them yesterday down at the town hardware store. Now she | et



the curtain drop and took the batteries into the kitchen, where she was
assenbling a little sonething on the counter. Jesus had told her how
to make it. She told Jesus she couldn't build things. Jesus told her not
to be a cussed fool. If she could follow a recipe, she could build this
little gadget. She was delighted to find that Jesus was absolutely
right. It was not only easy, it was fun. A lot nore fun than cooking,
certainly; she had never really had the knack for that. Her cakes
al nrost always fell and her breads al nost never rose. She had begun
this little thing yesterday, working with the toaster, the motor from
her old Ham | ton-Beach bl ender, and a funny board full of electronic
t hi ngs which had cone fromthe back of an old radio in the shed. She
t hought she woul d be done | ong before Joe woke up and cane in to
wat ch the Red Sox on TV at two o' cl ock

Actually, it was funny how many ideas she'd had in the |ast few
days. Sone Jesus had told her about; others just seemed to cone to
her at odd nmoments.

Her sew ng machine, for instance she'd always wanted one of
t hose attachments that made the zigzag stitches, but Joe had told her
she woul d have to wait until he could afford to buy her a new
machi ne (and that woul d probably be al ong about the twelfth of
Never, if she knew Joe). Just four days ago she had seen how, if she
just noved the button stitcher and added a second needl e where it had

been at an angle of forty-five degrees to the first needle, she could
make all the zigzags she wanted. Al it took was a screwdriver even
a dummy like her could use one of those and it worked just as well
as you could want. She saw that the canshaft woul d probably warp

out of true before |ong because of the weight differential, but there
were ways to fix that, too, when it happened.

Then there was the El ectrol ux. Jesus had told her about that
one. Getting her ready for Joe, maybe. It had been Jesus who told her
how to use Joe's little butane welding torch, and that nmade it easier
She had gone over to Derry and bought three of those electronic
Si non ganes at KayBee Toys. Once she was back home she broke
t hem open and pulled out the nenory boards. Follow ng Jesus
i nstructions, she connected the boards and wired Eveready dry cells
to the menory circuits she had created. Jesus told her howto
programthe El ectrolux and power it (she had in fact, already figured
this out for herself, but she was much too polite to tell Hi mso). Now
it vacuuned the kitchen, living room and downstairs bathroomall by
itself. It had a tendency to get caught under the piano bench or in the
bat hroom (where it just kept on butting its stupid self against the
toilet until she cane running to turn it around), and it scared the
granol a out of QOzzie, but it was still an inprovenent over dragging a
thirty-pound vac around |like a dead dog. She had much nmore tine to
catch up on the afternoon stories and now these included true
stories Jesus told her. Her new, inproved El ectrolux used juice
awful |y fast, though, and sonetinmes it got tangled in its own
el ectrical cord. She thought she might just scratch the dry cells and
hook up a notorcycle battery to it one day soon. There would be tinme

after this problem of Joe and The Hussy had been sol ved.

O ... just last night. She had lain awake in bed long after Joe
was snoring beside her, thinking about nunbers. It occurred to
' Becka (who had never gotton beyond Busi ness Math in high school)



that if you gave nunbers letter values, you could un-freeze them
you could turn theminto sonmething that was |ike Jell-O When they
the nunbers were letters, you could pour theminto any old nold

you liked. Then you could turn the letters back into nunbers, and

that was like putting the Jell-Ointo the fridge so it would set, and
keep the shape of the nold when you turned it out onto a plate |ater
on.

That way you coul d always figure things out, 'Becka had
t hought, delighted. She was unaware that her fingers had gone to the
spot above her |left eye and were rubbing, rubbing, rubbing. For
i nstance, just |ook! You could nake things fall into a line every tine
by saying ax + bx + ¢ = 0, and that proves it. It always works. It's
i ke Captain Marvel saying Shazaml Well, there is the zero factor
you can't let "a" be zero or that spoils it. But otherw se

She had | ain awake a while |onger, considering this, and then
had fallen asleep, unaware that she had just reinvented the quadratic
equation, and polynonials, and the concept of factoring.

Ideas. Quite a few of themjust lately

'Becka picked up Joe's little blowtorch and Iit it deftly with a

ki tchen match. She woul d have |aughed last nmonth if you'd told her
she woul d ever be working with something like this. But it was easy.
Jesus had told her exactly how to solder the wires to the el ectronics
board fromthe old radio. It was just like fixing up the vacuum
cleaner, only this idea was even better

Jesus had told her a lot of other things in the last three days or
so. They had murdered her sleep (and what little sleep she had gotton
was ni ght mare-driven), they had nade her afraid to show her face in
the village itself (1'Il always know when you've done sonethi ng
wrong, 'Becka, her father had told her, because your face just can't
keep a secret), they had made her |ose her appetite. Joe, totally
bound up in his work, the Red Sox, and his Hussy, noticed none of
these tings ... although he had noticed the other night as the watched
tel evision that 'Becka was gnawi ng her fingernails, sonething she
had never done before it was, in fact, one of the many things she
nagged hi m about. But she was doing it now, all right; they were
bitten right down to the quick. Joe Paul son considered this for all of
twel ve seconds before | ooking back at the Sony TV and | osing
hinself in dreans of Nancy Voss's bill owy white breasts.

Here were just a few of the afternoon stories Jesus had told her
whi ch had caused 'Becka to sleep poorly and to begin biting her
fingernails at the advanced age of forty-five:

In 1973, Moss Harlingen, one of Joe's poker buddi es, had
nurdered his father. They had been hunting deer up in
Greenville and it had supposedly been one of those tragic
accidents, but the shooting of Abel Harlingen had been no
accident. Moss sinply lay up behind a fallen tree with his rifle
and waited until his father splashed towards himacross a snal
stream about fifty yards down the hill from where Mss was.

Moss shot his father carefully and deliberately through the



head. Moss thought he had killed his father for noney. Hs
(Moss's) business, Big Ditch Construction, had two notes
falling due with two different banks, and neither bank woul d
ext end because of the other. Mss went to Abel, but Abe
refused to help, although he could afford to. So Mdss shot his
father and inherited a | ot of nobney as soon as the county
coroner handed down his verdict of death by m sadventure. The
note was paid and Moss Harlingen really believed (except
perhaps in his deepest dreans) that he had committed the

nmurder for gain. The real notive had been sonething else. Far
in the past, when Mdss was ten and his little brother Enery but
seven, Abel's wife went south to Rhode |sland for one whole
winter. Mdss's and Emery's uncle had di ed suddenly, and his

wi fe needed help getting on her feet. Wile their nother was
gone, there were several incidents of buggery in the Harlingens
Troy home. The buggery stopped when the boy's nother cane

back, and the incidents were never repeated. Mdss had
forgotten all about them He never renmenbered |ying awake in
the dark anynore, lying awake in nortal terror and watching

t he doorway for the shadow of his father. He had absolutely no
recol lection of lying with his nouth pressed against his
forearm hot salty tears of shane and rage squeezing out of his
eyes and coursing down his face to his mouth as Abe

Harlingen slathered lard onto his cock and then slid it up his
son's back door with a grunt and a sigh. It had all made so little
i npression on Mdss that he could not renenber biting his arm
until it bled to keep fromcrying out, and he certainly could not
renmenber Enery's breathless little cries fromthe next bed
"Pl ease, no, daddy, please not nme tonight, please, daddy, please
no." Children, of course, forget very easily. But sone
subconsci ous nmenory must have |ingered, because when Mss
Harlingen actually pulled the trigger, as he had dreaned of
doi ng every night for the last thirty-two years of his life, as the
echoes first rolled away and then rolled back, finally
di sappearing into the great forested silence of the up-Mine
wi | der ness, Moss whi spered: "Not you, Em not tonight." That
Jesus had told her this not two hours after Mboss had stopped in
to return a fishing rod which bel onged to Joe never crossed
' Becka's m nd.

Alice Kinball, who taught at the Haven G ammar School
was a | eshian. Jesus told 'Becka this Friday, not long after the
| ady herself, looking large and solid and respectable in a green
pant suit, had stopped by, collecting for the Areri can Cancer
Soci ety.

Darla Gaines, the pretty seventeen-year-old girl who brought

t he Sunday paper, had half an ounce of "bitchin' reefer”
bet ween the mattress and box spring of her bed. Jesus told
'"Becka not fifteen minutes after Darla had come by on Saturday
to collect for the last five weeks (three dollars plus a fifty-cent
tip 'Becka now wi shed she had withheld). That she and her
boyfriend snoked the reefer in Darla's bed after doi ng what
they called "the horizontal bop." They did the horizontal bop
and snoked reefer al nbst every weekday fromtwo until three



o'clock or so. Darla's parents both worked at Spl ended Shoe in
Derry and they didn't get hone until well past four

3 Hank Buck, another of Joe's poker buddies, worked at a
| arge supermarket in Bangor and hated his boss so much that a
year ago he had put half a box of Ex-Lax in the man's chocol ate

shake when he, the boss, sent Hank out to McDonald's to get
his lunch one day. The boss had shit his pants pronptly at
quarter past three in the afternoon, as he was slicing |uncheon
meat in the deli of Paul's Down-East G ocery Mart. Hank
managed to hold on until punching-out time, and then he sat in
his car, laughing until he alnpst shit his pants. "He |aughed,"”
Jesus told 'Becka. "He |aughed. Can you believe that?"
And these things were only the tip of the iceberg, so to speak. It
seened that Jesus knew sonet hi ng unpl easant or upsetting about
everyone everyone 'Becka herself canme in contact with, anyway.
She couldn't live with such an awful outpouring.
But she didn't know if she could live without it anynore, either.
One thing was certain she had to do sonething. Sonething.
"You are doi ng sonething," Jesus said. He spoke from behind
her, fromthe picture on top of the TV of course He did and the
i dea that the voice was coning frominside her owm head, and that it

was a cold nutation of her own thoughts ... that was nothing but a
dreadful passing illusion. "In fact, you're alnbst done with this part,
'Becka. Just solder that red wire to that point beside the |ong

doohi ckey ... not that one, the one next to it ... that's right. Not too

much solder! It's |ike Brylcreem 'Becka. Alittle dab'll do ya."
Strange, hearing Jesus Christ talk about Brylcreem

Joe woke up at quarter of two, tossed Ozzie off his lap, strolled
to the back of his |lawn, had a confortable whizz into the poison ivy
back there, then headed into the house to watch the Yankees and the
Red Sox. He opened the refrigerator in the kitchen, glancing briefly
at the little snips of wire on the counter and wondering just what the
hell his wife had been up to. Then he dism ssed it and grabbed a quart
of Bud.

He padded into the living room 'Becka was sitting in her
rocking chair, pretending to read a book. Just ten mnutes before Joe
cane in, she had finished wiring her little gadget into the Zenith
consol e television, follow ng Jesus' instructions to the letter

"You got to be careful, taking the back off a television
'Becka," Jesus had told her. "Mdre juice back there than there is in a
Bird' s Eye warehouse."

"Thought you'd have this all warnmed up for ne,

"I guess you can do it," 'Becka said

"Ayuh, guess | can," Joe said, conpleting the | ast
conversati onal exchange the two of them would ever have.

He pushed the button that nade the TV come on and better
than two thousand volts of electricity slamed into him H's eyes
popped wi de open. When the electricity hit him his hand cl enched
hard enough to break the bottle in his hand and drive brown gl ass

Joe said.



into his palmand fingers. Beer foamed and ran

" EEEEEECOOOCO00AARRRRRRRUMVIVVIVMIVM
Joe screaned.

Hi s face began to turn bl ack. Blue snoke began to pour from
his hair. H's finger appeared nailed to the Zenith's ON button. A
pi cture popped up on the TV. It showed Joe and Nancy Voss
screwing on the post office floor in a litter of catal ogues and
Congressi onal newsletters and sweepst akes announcerents from
Publ i shers' d earing House.

"No!" 'Becka screanmed, and the picture changed. Now she saw
Moss Harlingen behind a fallen pine, slightly dowmn the barrel of a
.30-.30. the picture changed and she saw Darla Gai nes and her
boyfriend doing the horizontal bop in Darla's upstairs bedroom while
Rick Springfield stared at themfromthe wall.

Joe Paul son's clothes burst into flanes.

The living roomwas filled with the hot smell of cooking beer

A monent | ater, the 3-D picture of Jesus expl oded.

"No!" 'Becka shrieked, suddenly understanding that it had been
her all along, her, her, her, she had thought everything up, she had
read their thoughts, sonehow read their thoughts, it had been the hole
in her head and it had done sonmething to her mind had suped it up
sonehow. The picture on the TV changed agai n and she saw hersel f
backi ng down the stepladder with the .22 pistol in her hand, pointed

toward her she | ooked |ike a wonman bent on suicide rather than on

cl eani ng.
Her husband was turning black before her very eyes.
She ran to him seized his shredded, wet hand and ... and was

hersel f gal vani zed by electricity. She was no nore able to let go than
Brer Rabbit had been after he slapped the tar baby for insolence.

Jesus oh Jesus, she thought as the current slamred into her
driving her up on her toes.

And a mad, cackling voice, the voice of her father, rode in her
brai n: Fool ed you, 'Becka! Fooled you, didn't |? Fooled you good!

The back of the television, which she had screwed back on after
she had finished with her alterations (on the off-chance that Joe m ght
| ook back there), exploded backward in a mghty blue flash of |ight.
Joe and ' Becka Paul son tunbled to the carpet. Joe was al ready dead.
And by the tine the snoul dering wall paper behind the TV had
ignited the, 'Becka was dead, too.
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published in 1999

Ri chard Kinnell wasn't frightened when he first saw the picture at
the yard sal e in Rosewood.

He was fascinated by it, and he felt he'd had the good luck to find
sonet hing whi ch m ght be very special, but fright? No. It didn't

occur to himuntil later ("not until it was too late," as he m ght
have written in one of his own nunbingly successful novels) that
he had felt much the sane way about certain illegal drugs as a
young man.

He had gone down to Boston to participate in a PEN New Engl and
conference tided "The Threat of Popularity." You could count on

PEN to come up with such subjects, Kinnell had found; it was
actually sort of conforting. He drove the two hundred and sixty
mles fromDerry rather than flying because he'd cone to a pl ot

i npasse on his |atest book and wanted sone quiet time to try to
work it out.

At the conference, he sat on a panel where people who shoul d have
known better asked himwhere he got his ideas and if he ever

scared hinself. He left the city by way of the Tobin Bridge, then
got on Route 1. He never took the turnpi ke when he was trying to
work out problems; the turnpike lulled himinto a state that was

i ke dream ess, waking sleep. It was restful, but not very creative.
The stop-and-go traffic on the coast road, however, acted like grit
i nside an oyster-it created a fair anpbunt of nmental activity ... and
soneti nes even a pearl.

Not, he supposed, that his critics would use that word. In an issue
of Esquire last year, Bradley Sinmons had begun his review of

Ni ghtmare City this way: "Richard Kinnell, who wites |ike Jeffery
Dahmer cooks, has suffered a fresh bout of projectile vomting. He
has tided this nost recent nass of ejecta Nightnare City."

Route 1 took himthrough Revere, Ml den, Everett, and up the

coast to Newburyport. Beyond Newburyport and just south of the

Massachusetts- New Hanpshire border was the tidy little town of
Rosewood. A mile or so beyond the town center, he saw an array

of cheap-| ooki ng goods spread out on the [ awn of a two-story

Cape. Propped agai nst an avocado-col ored el ectric stove was a

sign reading YARD SALE. Cars were parked on both sides of the

road, creating one of those bottlenecks which travel ers unaffected
by the yard sale nystique curse their way through. Kinnell |iked
yard sales, particularly the boxes of old books you sonetines
found at them He drove through the bottl eneck, parked his Audi at
the head of the line of cars pointed toward Mai ne and New
Hanpshire, then wal ked back

A dozen or so people were circulating on the littered front |awn of
t he bl ue-and-gray Cape Cod. A large television stood to the left of
the cenent walk, its feet planted on four paper ashtrays that were
doi ng absolutely nothing to protect the lawm. On top was a sign



readi ng MAKE AN OFFER- YOU M GHT BE SURPRI SED. An

el ectrical cord, augnented by an extension, mailed back fromthe
TV and through the open front door. A fat woman sat in a | awmn

chair before it, shaded by an unbrella with Cl NZANO printed on

the colorful scalloped flaps. There was a card table beside her with
a cigar box, a pad of paper, and another handlettered sign on it.
This sign read ALL SALES CASH, ALL SALES FINAL. The TV

was on, turned to an afternoon soap opera where two beautifu

young peopl e | ooked on the verge of having deeply unsafe sex.

The fat woman gl anced at Kinnell, then back at the TV. She | ooked
at it for a nonent, then | ooked back at himagain. This time her
nouth was slightly sprung.

Ah, Kinnell thought, |ooking around for the liquor box fined with
paper backs that was sure to be here soneplace, a fan

He didn't see any paperbacks, but he saw the picture, |eaning

agai nst an ironing board and held in place by a couple of plastic

| aundry baskets, and his breath stopped in his throat. He wanted it
at once.

He wal ked over with a casual ness that felt exaggerated and

dropped to one knee in front of it. The painting was a watercol or
and technically very good. Kinnell didn't care about that; technique
didn't interest him(a fact the critics of his own work had duly
noted). What he liked in works of art was content, and the nore
unsettling the better. This picture scored high in that departnent.
He knelt between the two | aundry baskets, which had been filled

with a junble of small appliances, and let his fingers slip over the
gl ass facing of the picture. He glanced around briefly, |ooking for
others like it, and saw none - only the usual yard sale art collection
of Little Bo Peeps, praying hands, and ganbling dogs.

He | ooked back at the framed watercolor, and in his nind he was

al ready noving his suitcase into the backseat of the Audi so he
could slip the picture confortably into the trunk

It showed a young man behind the wheel of a nuscle car-naybe a

Grand Am maybe a GIX, sonething with a T-top, anyway -

crossing the Tobin Bridge at sunset. The T-top was off, turning the
bl ack car into a half-assed convertible. The young man's left arm
was cocked on the door, his right wist was draped casually over

t he wheel . Behind him the sky was a bruise-col ored nass of

yel l ows and grays, streaked with veins of pink. The young nan

had | ank blond hair that spilled over his |ow forehead. He was
grinning, and his parted |ips reveal ed teeth which were not teeth at
all but fangs.

O maybe they're filed to points, Kinnell thought. Maybe he's
supposed to be a canni bal

He liked that; liked the idea of a cannibal crossing the Tobin
Bridge at sunset. In a G and Am He knew what npst of the

audi ence at the PEN panel discussion would have thought - Oh,

yes, great picture for Rich Kinnell he probably wants it for
inspiration, a feather to tickle his tired old gorge into one nore fit
of projectile vomiting-but nost of those fol ks were ignoramuses, at

| east as far as his work went, and what was nore, they treasured



their ignorance, cossetted it the way sone people inexplicably
treasured and cossetted those stupid, nmean-spirited little dogs that
yapped at visitors and sonetines bit the paperboy's ankles. He
hadn't been attracted to this painting because he wote horror
stories; he wote horror stories because he was attracted to things
like this painting. His fans sent himstuff - pictures, nostly - and he
t hrew nost of them away, not because they were bad art but

because they were tiresone and predictable. One fan from QOmaha

had sent hima little ceram c scul pture of a screanm ng, horrified
nonkey's head poking out of a refrigerator door, however, and that
one he had kept. It was unskillfully executed, but there was an
unexpected juxtaposition there that lit UP his dials. This painting
had sone of the sane quality, but it was even better. Mich better

As he was reaching for it, wanting to pick it up right now, this
second, wanting to tuck it under his armand proclaimhis
intentions, a voice spoke up behind him "Aren't you Richard

Ki nnel | ?"

He junped, then turned. The fat woman was standing directly

behind him blotting out nost of the i medi ate | andscape. She had
put on fresh |ipstick before approaching, and now her mouth had
been transforned into a bl eeding grin.

"Yes, | am" he said, smling back

Her eyes dropped to the picture. "I should have known you'd go

right to that," she said, sinpering. "It's so You."

"It is, isn't it?" he said, and smled his best celebrity smle. "How
much woul d you need for it?"

"Forty-five dollars," she said. "I'll be honest with you, | started it at
seventy, but nobody likes it, so nowit's marked down. |f you cone
back tonorrow, you can probably have it for thirty." The sinper

had grown to frightening proportions. Kinnell could see little gray
spit-buds in the dinples at the comers of her stretched nouth.

"I don't think I want to take that chance," he said. "I'll wite you a
check right now. "

The sinper continued to stretch; the worman now | ooked |i ke sone
grotesque John Waters parody. Divine does Shirley Tenple. "I'm

really not supposed to take checks, but all right," she said, her tone
that of a teenage girl finally consenting to have sex with her
boyfriend. "Only while you have your pen out, could you wite an

aut ograph for ny daughter? Her nane is M chel a?"

"What a beautiful nane," Kinnell said automatically. He took the
picture and followed the fat wonan back to the card table. On the

TV next to it, the lustful young people had been tenporarily

di spl aced by an el derly woman gobbling bran fl akes.

" Mchela reads all your books," the fat woman said. "Were in the
worl d do you get all those crazy ideas?"

"I don't know," Kinnell said, smling nore widely than ever. "They
just cone to ne. Isn't that ammzing?. "

The yard sale minder's nanme was Judy Dinment, and she lived in the
house next door. Wen Kinnell asked her if she knew who the

artist happened to be, she said she certainly did; Bobby Hastings

had done it, and Bobby Hastings was the reason she was selling off



the Hastings' things. "That's the only painting he didn't bum" she
said. "Poor Iris! She's the one | really feel sorry for. | don't think
CGeorge cared much, really. And | know he didn't understand why

she wants to sell the house."” She rolled her eyes in her |arge,

sweaty face - the old can-you-inmagi ne-that |ook. She took

Kinnell's check when he tore it off, then gave hi mthe pad where

she had witten down all the itens she'd sold and the prices she'd
obtained for them "Just nake it out to Mchela," she said. "Pretty

pl ease with sugar on it?" The sinper reappeared, |like an old

acquai ntance you' d hoped was dead.

"Uh- huh," Kinnell said, and wote his standard thanks-for-being-a-
fan nessage. He didn't have to watch his hands or even think about
it anynore, not after twenty-five years of witing autographs. "Tel
me about the picture, and the Hastingses."

Judy Di ment fol ded her pudgy hands in the manner of a wonan

about to recite a favorite story.

"Bobby was just twenty-three when he killed hinself this spring.
Can you believe that? He was the tortured genius type, you know,

but still living at home." Her eyes rolled, again asking Kinnell if he
could inmagine it. "He nust have had seventy, eighty paintings, plus
all his sketchbooks. Down in the basenent, they were." She

poi nted her chin at the Cape Cod, then | ooked at the picture of the
fiendi sh young man driving across the Tobin Bridge at sunset.
"Iris-that's Bobby's nmother - said nost of themwere real bad, lots
worse'n this. Stuff that'd curl your hair." She | owered her voice to a
whi sper, glancing at a wonman who was | ooki ng at the Hastings

m smat ched silverware and a pretty good collection of old

McDonal d's plastic glasses in a Honey, | Shrunk the Kids notif.
"Most of them had sex stuff in them™

"Ch no," Kinnell said.

"He did the worst ones after he got on drugs," Judy D nment
continued. "After he was dead-he hung hinmself down in the

basement, where he used to paint-they found over a hundred of

those little bottles they sell crack cocaine in. Aren't drugs awful
M. Kinnell?"

"They sure are."

"Anyway, | guess he finally just got to the end of his rope, no pun
i ntended. He took all of his sketches and paintings out into the
back yard-except for that one, | guess - and burned them Then he

hung hi nself down in the basenent. He pinned a note to his shirt.

It said, 'l can't stand what's happening to me.' Isn't that awful, M.
Kinnell? Isn't that just the awful est thing you ever heard?"
"Yes," Kinnell said, sincerely enough. "It just about is."

"Like | say, | think George would go right on living in the house if
he had his druthers, " Judy Dinment said. She took the sheet of

paper with Mchel a's autograph on it, held it up next to Kinnell's
check, and shook her head, as if the simlarity of the signatures
amazed her. "But men are different."

"Are they?"



"Ch, yes, much less sensitive. By the end of his |ife, Bobby

Hastings was just skin and bone, dirty all the tine-you could snell
him- and he wore the same T-shirt, day in and day out. It had a
picture of the Led Zeppelins on it. H's eyes were red, he had a
scraggl e on his cheeks that you couldn't quite call a beard, and his
pi npl es were com ng back, |ike he was a teenager again. But she

| oved him because a nother's |ove sees past all those things."

The wonman who had been | ooking at the silverware and the gl asses

cane over with a set of Star Wars placemats. Ms. Dinment took

five | dollars for them wote the sale carefully down on her pad

bel ow "ONE DOZ. ASSORTED POTHOLDERS & HOTPADS, "

then turned back to Kinnell

They went out to Arizona," she said, "to stay with Iris's folks. |
know George is looking for work out there in Flagstaff-he's a
draftsman-but | don't know if he's found any yet. If he has, |
suppose we m ght not ever see them again here in Rosewood. She

marked out all the stuff she wanted ne to sell-Iris did - and told ne
| could keep twenty percent for ny trouble. I'Il send a check for the
rest. There won't be much." She sighed.

"The picture is great," Kinnell said.

"Yeah, too bad he burned the rest, because nobst of this other stuff

is your standard yard sale crap, pardon nmy French. What's that?"
Kinnel | had turned the picture around. There was a | ength of

Dynot ape pasted to the back

"Atide, | think."

"What does it say?"

He grabbed the picture by the sides and held it up so she could read
it for herself This put the picture at eye level to him and he studied
it eagerly, once again taken by the sinpleninded weirdness of the

subj ect; kid behind the wheel of a nuscle car, a kid with a nasty,
knowi ng grin that revealed the filed points of an even nastier set of
teeth.

It fits, he thought. If ever a title futted a painting, this one does.
" The Road Virus Heads North," she read. "I never noticed that

when ny boys were lugging stuff out. Is it the tide, do you think?"
"Must be." Kinnell couldn't take his eyes off the blond kid's grin. |

know sonething, the grin said. | know sonething you never wll.
"Well, | guess you'd have to believe the fella who did this was high
on drugs," she said, sounding upset - authentically upset, Kinnel

t hought. "No wonder he could kill hinmself and break his namm's
heart."

"I'"ve got to be heading north nyself,
pi cture under his arm "Thanks for-"
" M. Kinnell?"

Ki nnel | said, tucking the

" Yeg 2"
"Can | see your driver's |icense?" She apparently found nothing
ironic or even amusing in this request. "I ought to wite the nunber

on the back of your check."

Kinnel | put the picture down so he could dig for his wallet. "Sure.



You bet."

The wonman who' d bought the Star Wars placemats had paused on

her way back to her car to watch some of the soap opera playing on
the awn TV. Now she glanced at the picture, which Kinnell had
propped agai nst his shins.

"Ag," she said. "Who'd want an ugly old thing like that? I'd think
about it every tine | turned the lights out."

"What's wong with that?" Kinnell asked.

Kinnell's Aunt Trudy lived in Wlls, which is about six miles north
of the Maine - New Hanpshire border. Kinnell pulled off at the

exit which circled the bright green Wells water tower, the one with
the comc sign on it (KEEP MAI NE GREEN, BRI NG MONEY in

letters four feet high), and five mnutes |later he was turning into
the driveway of her neat little saltbox house. No TV sinking into
the | awn on paper ashtrays here, only Aunt Trudy's ani abl e nasses
of flowers. Kinnell needed to pee and hadn't wanted to take care of
that in a roadside rest stop when he could cone here, but he also
want ed an update on all the famly gossip. Aunt Trudy retailed the
best; she was to gossip what Zabar's is to deli. Al so, of course, he
want ed to show her his new acquisition.

She canme out to neet him gave hima hug, and covered his face

with her patented little birdy-kisses, the ones that had made him
shiver all over as a kid.

"Want to see sonething?" he asked her. "It'll bl ow your pantyhose
of f."

"What a charm ng thought," Aunt Trudy said, clasping her el bows

in her palns and | ooking at himw th anmusenent.

He opened the trunk and took out his new picture. It affected her
all right, but not in the way he had expected. The color fell out of

her face in a sheet-he had never seen anything quite like it in his

entire life. "It's horrible," she said in a tight, controlled voice. "I
hate it. | suppose | can see what attracted you to it, Richie, but
what you play at, it does for, real. Put it back in your trunk, like a

good boy. And when you get to the Saco River, why don't you pul

over into the breakdown |lane and throw it in?"

He gaped at her. Aunt Trudy's lips were pressed tightly together to
stop themtrenbling, and now her |ong, thin hands were not just

cl aspi ng her el bows but clutching them as if to keep her from
flying away. At that nmoment she | ooked not sixty-one but ninety-
one.

" Auntie?" Kinnell spoke tentatively, not sure what was goi ng on
here. "Auntie, what's wong?"

"That." she said, unlocking her right hand and pointing at the
picture. "I'"msurprised you don't feel it nore strongly yourself, an
i magi nati ve guy |ike you."

Wel |, he felt sonething, obviously he had, or he never woul d have
unl i mbered his checkbook in the first place. Aunt Trudy was

feeling sonething else, though ... or sonething nore. He turned

the picture around so he could see it (he had been holding it out for
her, so the side with the Dynotaped title faced hin), and | ooked at
it again. What he saw hit himin the chest and belly like a one-two
punch.

The picture had changed, that was punch number one. Not nuch,



but it had dearly changed. The young blond nman's snile was wi der,
reveal ing nore of those filed cannibal-teeth. H s eyes were

squi nted down nore, too, giving his face a | ook which was nore

knowi ng and nastier than ever.

The degree of a smle ... the vista of sharpened teeth wi dening
slightly ... the tilt and squint of the eyes ... all pretty subjective
stuff. A person could be m staken about things like that, and of

course he hadn't really studied the painting before buying it. Also,
there had been the distraction of Ms. Dinment, who coul d probably
talk the cock off a brass nonkey.

But there was al so punch nunber two, and that wasn't subjective.

In the darkness of the Audi's trunk, the blond young nan had

turned his left arm the one cocked on the door, so that Kinnel
could now see a tattoo which had been hi dden before. It was a

vi ne-w apped dagger with a bloody tip. Below it were words.

Ki nnel | coul d nmake Qut DEATH BEFORE, and he supposed you

didn't have to be a big best-selling novelist to figure out the word
that was still hidden. DEATH BEFORE DI SHONOR was, after

all, just the sort of a thing a hoodoo traveling man like this was apt
to have on his arm And an ace of spades or a pot plant on the other
one, Kinnell thought.

"You hate it, don't you, Auntie?" he asked.

"Yes," she said, and now he saw an even nore anazing thing: she

had turned away fromhim pretending to | ook out at the street
(whi ch was dozing and deserted in the hot afternoon sunlight), so
she woul dn't have to look at the picture. "In fact, Auntie |loathes it.
Now put it away and cone on into the house. I'll bet you need to

use the bathroom™

Aunt Trudy recovered her savoir faire al nost as soon as the
wat er col or was back in the trunk. They tal ked about Kinnell's

not her (Pasadena), his sister (Baton Rouge), and his ex-wife, Sally
(Nashua). Sally was a space-case who ran an ani mal shelter out of

a doubl e-wide trailer and published two newsl etters each nonth.
Survivors was filled with astral info and supposedly true tales of
the spirit world; Visitors contained the reports of people who'd had
cl ose encounters with space aliens. Kinnell no | onger went to fan
conventions which specialized in fantasy and horror. One Sally in
alifetinme, he sonetines told people, was enough

When Aunt Trudy wal ked hi m back out to the car, it was fourthirty

and he'd turned down the obligatory dinner invitation. "I can get
nost of the way back to Derry in daylight, if | |eave now. "

"Ckay," she said. "And I'msorry | was so nmean about your picture.

O course you like it, you've always liked your ... your oddities. It
just hit me the wong way. That awful face. " She shuddered. "As

if we were |Iooking at him. . . and he was |ooking right back."

Ki nnel | grinned and kissed the tip of her nose. "You' ve got quite an
i magi nati on yourself, sweetheart."

"OfF course, it runs in the famly. Are you sure you don't want to
use the facility again before you go?"



He shook his head. "That's not why | stop, anyway, not really."
"Ch? Why do you?"

He grinned. "Because you know who's bei ng naughty and who's

being nice. And you're not afraid to share what you know "

"Go on, get going," she said, pushing at his shoulder but clearly

pl eased. "If | were you, |'d want to get honme quick. | wouldn't want
that nasty guy riding along behind ne in the dark, even in the
trunk. | nean, did you see his teeth? Ag!"

He got on the turnpike, trading scenery for speed, and nmade it as
far as the Gray service area before deciding to have another | ook at
the picture. Sone of his aunt's unease had transnmitted itself to him
like a germ but he didn't think that was really the problem The.
probl em was his perception that the picture had changed.

The service area featured the usual gournet chow - burgers by Roy
Rogers, cones by TCBY - and had a small, littered picnic and
dogwal ki ng area at the rear. Kinnell parked next to a van with

M ssouri plates, drewin a deep breath, let it out. He'd driven to
Boston in order to kill sonme plot gremins in the new book, which
was pretty ironic. He'd spent the ride down working out what he'd

say on the panel if certain tough questions were tossed at him but
none had been-once they'd found out he didn't know where he got

his ideas, and yes, he did sonetinmes scare hinself, they'd only
want ed to know how you got an agent.

And now, headi ng back, he couldn't think of anything but the
dammed picture.

Had it changed? If it had, if the blond kid's arm had noved enough

so he, Kinnell, could read a tattoo which had been partly hidden
before, then he could wite a colum for one of Sally's magazi nes.
Hell, a fourpart series. If, on the other hand, it wasn't changi ng,
then ... what? He was suffering a hallucination? Having a

breakdown? That was crap. His life was pretty nuch in order, and

he felt good. Had, anyway, until his fascination with the picture

had begun to waver into sonething else, sonething darker

"Ah, fuck, you just saw it wong the first time," he said out loud as
he got out of the car. Well, maybe. Maybe. It wouldn't be the first
tinme his head had screwed with his perceptions. That was al so a

part of what he did. Sonetines his inmagination got a little ...wel
"Feisty," Kinnell said, and opened the trunk. He took the picture

out of the trunk and | ooked at it, and it was during the space of the
ten seconds when he | ooked at it w thout renmenbering to breathe

that he became authentically afraid of the thing, afraid the way you
were afraid of a sudden dry rattle in the bushes, afraid the way you
were when you saw an insect that would probably sting if you

provoked it.

The blond driver was grinning insanely at himnowyes, at him

Kinnell was sure of it-with those filed cannibal -teeth exposed al

the way to the gunlines. His eyes sinultaneously glared and

| aughed. And the Tobin Bridge was gone. So was the Boston

skyline. So was the sunset. It was alnost dark in the painting now,
the car and its wild rider illumnated by a single streetlanp that ran
a buttery glow across the road and the car's chrone. It |ooked to



Kinnell as if the car (he was pretty sure it was a Gand Am) was on
the edge of a small town on Route 1, and he was pretty sure he
knew what town it was-he had driven through it hinself only a few
hour s ago.

"Rosewood, " he nuttered. "That's Rosewood. |'mpretty sure.”
The Road Virus was heading north, all right, coming up Route 1
just as he had. The blond's left armwas still cocked out the

wi ndow, but it had rotated enough back toward its original position
so that Kinnell could no | onger see the tattoo. But he knew it was
there, didn't he? Yes, you bet.

The blond kid | ooked like a Metallica fan who had escaped from a
mental asylumfor the crimnally insane.

"Jesus," Kinnell whispered, and the word seenmed to cone from

sonepl ace el se, not fromhim The strength suddenly ran out of his
body, ran out like water froma bucket with a hole in the bottom
and he sat down heavily on the curb separating the parking | ot
fromthe dog-wal ki ng zone. He suddenly understood that this was

the truth he'd missed in all his fiction, this was how people really
reacted when they cane face-to-face with something which nade

no rational sense. You felt as if you were bleeding to death, only
i nsi de your head.

“"No wonder the guy who painted it killed hinself," he croaked,

still staring at the picture, at the ferocious grin, at the eyes that
were both shrewd and stupid.

There was a note pinned to his shirt, Ms. Dinent had said. "I can't
stand what's happening to nme. " Isn't that awful, M. Kinnell?

Yes, it was awful, all right.

Real | y awf ul

He got up, gripping the picture by its top, then strode across the
dog-wal ki ng area. He kept his eyes trained strictly in front of him

| ooking for canine land mines. He did not | ook down at the picture.
Hs legs felt trenmbly and untrustworthy, but they seemed to

support himall right. just ahead, close to the belt of trees at the rear
of the service area, was a pretty young thing in white shorts and a
red halter. She was wal ki ng a cocker spaniel. She began to snile at
Kinnell, then saw sonething in his face that straightened her |ips
out in a hurry. She headed |l eft, and fast. The cocker didn't want to
go that fast so she dragged it, coughing, in her wake.

The scrubby pines behind the service area sloped down to a boggy
area that stank of plant and ani mal deconposition. The carpet of
pi ne needles was a road litter fallout zone: burger wappers, paper
soft drink cups, TCBY napkins, beer cans, enpty w ne-cool er

bottles, cigarette butts. He saw a used condomlying like a dead
snail next to a torn pair of panties with the word TUESDAY

stitched on themin cursive girly-girl script.

Now t hat he was here, he chanced anot her | ook down at the

picture. He steeled hinmself for further changes even for the
possibility that the painting would be in notion, like a novie in a
frame - but there was none. There didn't have to be, Kinnel
realized; the blond kid' s face was enough. That stone-crazy grin
Those pointed teeth. The face said, Hey, old nman, guess what? |'m



done fucking with civilization. I'ma representative of the rea
generation X, the next mllenniumis tight here behind the wheel of
this fine, high-steppin' np-sheen.

Aunt Trudy's initial reaction to the painting had been to advise
Kinnell that he should throwit into the Saco R ver. Auntie had
been right. The Saco was now al nbst twenty miles behind him

but. ..

"This'll do," he said. "I think this'll do just fine."

He raised the picture over his head |ike a guy hol ding up sone

ki nd of sports trophy for the postgane photographers and then
heaved it down the slope. It flipped over twi ce, the frame caching

wi nks of hazy | ate-day sun, then struck a tree. The gl ass facing
shattered. The picture fell to the ground and then slid down the dry,
needl e- carpeted slope, as if down a chute. It |landed in the bog, one
coner of the frame protruding froma thick stand of reeds.

QO herwi se, there was nothing visible but the strew of broken gl ass,
and Kinnell thought that went very well with the rest of the litter
He turned and went back to his car, already picking up his nenta
trowel. He would wall this incident off in its own special niche, he
thought ... and it occurred to himthat that was probably what nost
peopl e did when they ran into stuff like this. Liars and wannabees
(or maybe in this case they were wannasees) wote up their

fantasies for publications |ike Survivors and called themtruth;

t hose who bl undered into authentic occult phenonmena kept their
nmout hs shut and used those trowels. Because when cracks like this
appeared in your life, you had to do sonething about them if you
didn't, they were apt to wi den and sooner or |ater everything would
fall in.

Ki nnel | glanced up and saw the pretty young thing watching him
apprehensi vely from what she probably hoped was a safe distance.
When she saw hi m | ooking at her, she turned around and started
toward the restaurant building, once nore dragging the cocker

spani el behind her and trying to keep as nuch sway Qut of her hips
as possi bl e.

You think I'mcrazy, don't you pretty girl? Kinnell thought. He saw
he had left his trunk lid up. It gaped like a mouth. He slamed it
shut. You and hal f the fiction-reading popul ati on of Anmerica,

guess. But I'mnot crazy. Absolutely not. | just nmade a little

m stake, that's all. Stopped at a yard sale | shoul d have passed up
Anyone coul d have done it. You could have done it. And that

picture

" What picture?" Rich Kinnell asked the hot sunmer evening, and
tried on a smle. "I don't see any picture."

He slid behind the wheel of his Audi and started the engine. He

| ooked at the fuel gauge and saw it had dropped under a half. He

was going to need gas before he got home, but he thought he'd fil

the tank a little further up the Iine. Right now all he wanted to do
was to put a belt of mles - as thick a one as possible - between him
and the di scarded painting.



Once outside the city limts of Derry, Kansas Street becones

Kansas Road. As it approaches the incorporated town limts (an

area that is actually open countryside), it becomes Kansas Lane.

Not long after,, Kansas Lane passes between two fiel dstone posts.
Tar gives way to' gravel. What is one of Derry's busi est downtown
streets eight niles east of here has becone a driveway |eading up a
shallow hill, and on moonlit summer nights it glinmers like

somet hing out of an Alfred Noyes poem At the top of the hil

stands an angul ar, handsone barn-board structure with

reflectorized windows, a stable that is actually a garage, and a
satellite dish tilted at the stars. A waggi sh reporter fromthe Derry
News once called it the House that Gore Built ... not meaning the
vice president of the United States. Richard Kinnell sinply called
it hone, and he parked in front of it that night with a sense of
weary satisfaction. He felt as if he had lived through a week's
worth of tine since getting up in the Boston Harbor hotel that
norni ng at nine o' clock.

No more yard sal es, he thought, |ooking up at the nmoon. No nore
yard sal es ever.

I "Anmen," he said, and started toward the house. He probably

shoul d stick the car in the garage, but the hell with it. Wat he
wanted right now was a drink, a light neal - sonething

nm crowaveabl e - and then sleep. Preferably the kind w thout

dreans. He couldn't wait to put this day behind him

He stuck his key in the | ock, turned it, and punched 3817 to sil ence
the warning bleep fromthe burglar alarmpanel. He turned on the
front hall |ight, stepped through the door, pushed it shut behind

him began to turn, saw what was on the wall where his collection

of framed book covers had been just two days ago, and screaned.

In his head he screamed. Nothing actually cane out of his nouth

but a harsh exhal ation of air. He heard a thunp and a tuneless little
jingle as his keys fell out of his relaxing hand and dropped to the
car pet between his feet.

The Road Virus Heads North was no longer in the puckerbrush

behi nd the Gray turnpi ke service area.

It was nmounted on his entry wall

It had changed yet again. The car was now parked in the driveway

of the yard sale yard. The goods were still spread out

ever ywher egl assware and furniture and ceramn c kni ckknacks

(Scottie dogs snoking pipes, bare-assed toddlers, w nking fish),

but now they gl eamed beneath the |ight of the same skullface

noon that rode in the sky above Kinnell's house. The TV was stil
there, too, and it was still on, casting its own pallid radi ance onto
the grass, and what lay in front of it, next to an overturned | awn
chair. Judy D nment was on her back, and she was no | onger al

there. After a nonent, Kinnell saw the rest. It was on the ironing
board, dead eyes glowing like fifty-cent pieces in the noonlight.

The Grand Amis taillights were a blur of red-pink watercol or paint.
It was Kinnell's first look at the car's back deck. Witten across it
in Od English letters were three words: THE ROAD VI RUS

Makes perfect sense, Kinnell thought nunbly. Not him his car

Except for a guy like this, there's probably not nuch difference.
"This isn't happening," he whispered, except it was. Mybe it



woul dn't have happened to sonmeone a little | ess open to such
things, but it was happening. And as he stared at the painting he
found himsel f remenbering the little sign on Judy Dinment's card
table. ALL SALES CASH, it had said (although she had taken his

check, only adding his driver's license |ID nunmber for safety's
sake). And it had said sonething el se, too.

ALL SALES FI NAL.

Ki nnel | wal ked past the picture and into the living room He felt
like a stranger inside his own body, and he sensed part of his mnd
groping for the trowel he had used earlier. He seemed to have

m splaced it.

He turned on the TV, then the Toshiba satellite tuner which sat on
top of it. He turned to V-14, and all the tinme he could feel the
picture out there in the hall, pushing at the back of his head. The
pi cture that had somehow beaten hi m here.

"Must have known a shortcut,"” Kinnell said, and |aughed.

He hadn't been able to see nuch of the blond in this version of the
picture, but there had been a blur behind the wheel which Kinnel
assuned had been him The Road Virus had finished his business

in Rosewood. It was time to nove north. Next stop

He brought a heavy steel door down on that thought, cutting it off
before he could see all of it. "After all, | could still be inmagining al
this," he told the empty living room Instead of conforting him the
hoarse, shaky quality of his voice frightened himeven nore. "This
could be ... But he couldn't finish. Al that came to himwas an old
song, belted out in the pseudo-hip style of sonme early '50s Sinatra
done: This could be the start of sonething BIG ..

The tune oozing fromthe TV s stereo speakers wasn't Sinatra but

Paul Sinon, arranged for strings. The white conmputer type on the

bl ue screen said WELCOVE TO NEW ENGLAND NEWSW RE

There were ordering instructions below this, but Kinnell didn't

have to read them he was a Newswire junkie and knew the drill by
heart. He dial ed, punched in his Mstercard nunber, then 508.

"You have ordered Newswire for [slight pause] central and

nort hem Massachusetts,"” the robot voice said. "Thank you very m

Ki nnel | dropped the phone back into the cradle and stood | ooking
at the New Engl and Newswi re | ogo, snapping his fingers

nervously. "Cone on," he said. "Cone on, conme on."

The screen flickered then, and the blue background becane green.
Words began scrolling up, something about a house fire in

Taunton. This was followed by the |atest on a dog-raci ng scandal
then tonight's weather - clear and nild. Kinnell was starting to
relax, starting to wonder if he'd really seen what he thought he'd
seen on the entryway wall or if it had been a bit of travel-induced
fugue, when the TV beeped shrilly and the words BREAKI NG

NEWS appeared. He stood watching the caps scroll up

NENphAUGL9/ 8: 40P A RCSEWOOD WOVAN HAS BEEN

BRUTALLY MJURDER- ED WHI LE DO NG A FAVOR FOR AN



ABSENT FRI END. 38- YEAR- CLD JUDI TH DI MENT WAS
SAVAGELY HACKED TO DEATH ON THE LAWN OF HER

NEI GHBOR' S HOUSE, WHERE SHE HAD BEEN
CONDUCTI NG A YARD SALE. NO SCREAMS WERE

HEARD AND MRS. DI MENT WAS NOT FOUND UNTI L

El GHT O CLCCK, WHEN A NEI GHBOR ACRCSS THE
STREET CAME OVER TO COVPLAI N ABOUT LOUD
TELEVI SI ON NO SE. THE NEI GHBOR, DAVI D GRAVES,
SAI D THAT MRS. DI MENT HAD BEEN DECAPI TATED
"HER HEAD WAS ON THE | RONI NG BOARD, " HE SAID. "IT
WAS THE MOST AWFUL THI NG I' VE EVER SEEN I N MY
LI FE." GRAVES SAI D HE HEARD NO SIGNS OF A
STRUGGLE, ONLY THE TV AND, SHORTLY BEFORE

FI NDI NG THE BODY, A LOUD CAR, PGOSSIBLY EQUI PPED
W TH A GLASSPACK MUFFLER, ACCELERATI NG AVWAY
FROM THE VI CI NI TY ALONG ROUTE ONE. SPECULATI ON

THAT THI S VEH CLE MAY HAVE BELONGED TO THE

Kl LLER

Except that wasn't specul ation; that was a sinmple fact.

Breat hi ng hard, not quite panting, Kinnell hurried back into the
entryway. The picture was still there, but it had changed once

nore. Now it showed two glaring white circles - headlights - with

t he dark shape of the car hul ki ng behind them

He's on the nmove again, Kinnell thought, and Aunt Trudy was on

top of his mnd now - sweet Aunt Trudy, who al ways knew who

had been naughty and who had been nice. Aunt Trudy, who lived

in Wlls, no nore than forty mles from Rosewood.

"God, please God, please send himby the coast road," Kinnel

said, reaching for the picture. Was it his imagination or were the
headl i ghts farther apart now, as if the car were actually noving
before his eyes ... but stealthily, the way the minute hand noved on
a Pocket watch? "Send himby the coast road, please."

He tore the picture off the wall and ran back into the living room
with it. The screen was in place before the fireplace, of course; it
woul d be at least two months before a fire was wanted in here.
Kinnell batted it aside and threw the painting in, breaking the glass
fronting-which he had al ready broken once, at the Gray service

area - against the firedogs. Then he pelted for the kitchen
wonderi ng what he would do if this didn't work either

It has to, he thought. It will because it has to, and that's Athere is
toit.

He opened the kitchen cabi nets and pawed through them spilling

the oatneal, spilling a canister of salt, spilling the vinegar. The

bottl e broken open on the counter and assaulted his nose and eyes
with the high stink.
Not there. What he wanted wasn't there.

He raced into the pantry, |ooked behind the door - nothing but a
pl astic bucket and an 0 Cedar - and then on the shelf by the dryer.
There it was, next to the briquettes.



Li ghter fluid.

He grabbed it and ran back, glancing at the tel ephone on the

kitchen wall as he hurried by. He wanted to stop, wanted to cal

Aunt Trudy. Credibility wasn't an issue with her; if her favorite
nephew cal l ed and told her to get out of the house, to get out I|ight
now, she would do it ... but what if the blond kid foll owed her?
Chased her?

And he woul d. Kinnell knew he woul d.

He hurried across the living roomand stopped in front of the
fireplace.

"Jesus," he whispered. "Jesus, no."

The picture beneath the splintered glass no | onger showed

oncom ng headlights. Now it showed the Grand Amon a sharply

curving piece of road that could only be an exit ranp. Moonli ght
shone like liquid satin on the car's dark flank. In the background
was a water tower, and the words on it were easily readable in the
noonl i ght. KEEP MAI NE GREEN, they said. BRI NG MONEY

Kinnell didn't hit the picture with the first squeeze of lighter fluid;
hi s hands were shaking badly and the aromatic liquid sinply ran

down the unbroken part of the glass, blurring the Road Virus's

back deck. He took a deep breath, ained, then squeezed again

This time the lighter fluid squirted in through the jagged hol e nade
by one of the firedogs and ran down the picture, cutting through

the paint, making it run, turning a Goodyear Wde Oval into a

sooty teardrop

Ki nnel | took one of the ornanental matches fromthe jar on the
mantel, struck it on the hearth, and poked it in through the hole in

the glass. The painting caught at once, fire billowi ng up and down
across the Grand Am and the water tower. The remmining glass in

the frame turned bl ack, then broke outward in a shower of flam ng
pi eces. Kinnell crunched them under his sneakers, putting them out
before they could set the rug on fire.

He went to the phone and punched in Aunt Trudy's numnber,

unaware that he was crying. On the third ring, his aunt's answering
machi ne picked up. "Hello," Aunt Trudy said, "I know it

encourages the burglars to say things like this, but I've gone up to
Kennebunk to watch the new Harrison Ford novie. If you intend to
break in, please don't take ny china pigs. If you want to | eave a
nmessage, do so at the beep."

Ki nnel | waited, then, keeping his voice as steady as possible, he
sai d:

"It's Richie, Aunt Trudy. Call me when you get back, okay? No
matter how late."

He hung up, |ooked at the TV, then dialed Newswire again, this

time punching in the Maine area code. Wile the conputers on the

ot her end processed his order, he went back and used a poker to jab
at the bl ackened, twisted thing in the fireplace. The stench was
ghastly - it nmade the spilled vinegar snell like a flower patch in
conpari son-but Kinnell found he didn't mind. The picture was
entirely gone, reduced to ash, and that made it worthwhile.

Mat if it cones back agai n?

“I't won't," he said, putting the poker back and returning to the TV.
“I"'msure it won't."



But every time the news scroll started to recycle, he got up to
check. The picture was just ashes on the hearth ... and there was no
word of elderly wonmen being nmurdered in the Wl s-Saco-

Kennebunk area of the state. Kinnell kept watching, alnost

expecting to see A GRAND AM MOVI NG AT HI GH SPEED

CRASHED | NTO A KENNEBUNK MOVI E THEATER

TONI GHT, KILLI NG AT LEAST TEN, but nothing of the sort

showed up.

At a quarter of eleven the tel ephone rang. Kinnell snatched it up
"Hel | 0?"

"It's Trudy, dear. Are you all right?"

“Yes, fine."

"You don't sound fine," she said. "Your voice sounds trenbly and
funny. What's wong? What is it?" And then, chilling him but not

really surprising him "It's that picture you were so pleased with
isn'"t it? That goddammed picture!"

It cal med hi m sonehow, that she should guess so nuch ... and, of
course, there was the relief of knowi ng she was safe.

"Well, maybe," he said. "I had the heebie-jeebies all the way back

here, so | burned it. In the fireplace."
She's going to find out about Judy Di nent, you know, a voice
i nsi de warned. She doesn't have a twenty-thousand-dollar satellite

hookup, but she does subscribe to the Union-Leader and this'|l| be

on the front page. She'll put two and two together. She's far from

st upi d.

Yes, that was undoubtedly true, but further explanations could wait
until the norning, when he might be alittle |ess freaked ... when he
m ght've found a way to think about the Road Virus without | osing

his mind ... and when he'd begun to be sure it was really over.

"Good!" she said enmphatically. "You ought to scatter the ashes,
too!" She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice was | ower.
"You were worried about nme, weren't you? Because you showed it
to me.

"Alittle, yes."

"But you feel better now?"

He | eaned back and closed his eyes. It was true, he did. "Uh-huh.
How was the novie?"

"Good. Harrison Ford | ooks wonderful in a uniform Now, if he'd
just get rid of that little bunmp on his chin . "

"Good night, Aunt Trudy. We'll talk tonorrow"

"WII we?"

"Yes," he said. "I think so."

He hung up, went over to the fireplace again, and stirred the ashes
with the poker. He could see a scrap of fender and a ragged little
flap of road, but that was it. Fire was what it had needed all al ong,
apparently. Wasn't that how you usually killed supernatura

em ssaries of evil? OF course it was. He'd used it a few tines

hi nsel f, nmost notably in The Departing, his haunted train station
novel .



"Yes, indeed," he said. "Bum baby, bum?"

He thought about getting the drink he'd prom sed hinmsel f, then
renmenmbered the spilled bottle of vinegar (which by now woul d
probably be soaking into the spilled oatneal -what a thought). He
deci ded he would sinmply go on upstairs instead. In a book-one by

Ri chard Kinnell, for instance - sleep would be out of the question
after the sort of thing which had just happened to him
In real life, he thought he might sleep just fine.

He actually dozed off in the shower, |eaning against the back wall
with his hair full of shanpoo and the water beating on his chest.

He was at the yard sale again, and the TV standing on the paper
ashtrays was broadcasting Judy D nent. Her head was back on, but
Kinnel | could see the medical examiner's primtive industrial stitch
work; it circled her throat like a grisly necklace. "Now this New

Engl and Newswi re update,"” she said, and Kinnell, who had al ways
been a vivid dreamer, could actually see the stitches on her neck
stretch and rel ax as she spoke. "Bobby Hastings took all his

pai ntings and burned them including yours, M. Kinnell ... and it
is yours, as |I'msure you know. All sales are final, you saw the
sign. Wy, you just ought to be glad I took your check."

Burned all his paintings, yes, of course he did, Kinnell thought in
his watery dream He couldn't stand what was happening to him
that's what the note said, and when you get to that point in the
festivities, you don't pause to see if you want to except one specia
pi ece of work fromthe bonfire. It's just that you got sonething
special into The Road Virus Heads North, didn't you, Bobby? And
probably conpletely by accident. You were talented, | could see
that right away, but talent has nothing to do with what's going on
in that picture.

"Some things are just good at survival," Judy Dinment said on the
TV. "They keep coning back no matter how hard you try to get rid
of them They keep coning back |ike viruses."

Ki nnel | reached out and changed the channel, but apparently there
was nothing on all the way around the dial except for The Judy

Di nent Show.

" You mght say he opened a hole into the basenent of the

uni verse," she was saying now. "Bobby Hastings, | nmean. And this
is what drove out. Nice, isn't it?"

Kinnell's feet slid then, not enough to go out from under him
conpl etely, but enough to snap himto.

He opened his eyes, winced at the i mediate sting of the soap
(Prell had run down his face in thick white rivulets while he had
been dozing), and cupped his hands under the shower-spray to
splash it away. He did this once and was reaching out to do it again
when he heard sonething. A ragged runbling sound.

Don't be stupid, he told hinmself. Al you hear is the shower. The
rest is only inmagination

Except it wasn't.

Ki nnel | reached out and turned off the water



The runbling sound continued. Low and powerful. Com ng from

out si de.

He got out of the shower and wal ked, dripping, across his bedroom
on the second floor. There was still enough shampoo in his hair to
make himlook as if it had turned white while he was dozing-as if
his dream of Judy Dinent had turned it white.

My did | ever stop at that yard sal e? he asked hinself, but for this
he had no answer. He supposed no one ever did.

The runbling sound grew | ouder as he approached the w ndow

over|l ooki ng the driveway-the driveway that glimrered in the

sunmer noonlight |ike sonething out of an Alfred Noyes poem

As he brushed aside the curtain and | ooked out, he found hinself
thinking of his ex-wife, Sally, whom he had nmet at the Wrld

Fant asy Convention in 1978. Sally, who now published two

nmagazi nes out of

her trailer hone, one called Survivors, one called Visitors. Looking
down at the driveway, these two tides cane together in Kinnell's
mnd |i ke a double imge in a stereopticon

He had a visitor who was definitely a survivor.

The Grand Amidled in front of the house, the white haze fromits

twin chroned tailpipes rising in the still night air. The O d English
letters on the back deck were perfectly readable. The driver's side
door stood open, and that wasn't all; the light spilling down the

porch steps suggested that Kinnell's front door was al so open

Forgot to lock it, Kinnell thought, w ping soap off his forehead
with a hand he could no |onger feel. Forgot to reset the burglar
alarm too . not that it would have made nuch difference to this
guy.

Vel |, he might have caused it to detour around Aunt Trudy, and

t hat was sonet hing, but just now the thought brought himno
confort.

Survi vors.

The soft runble of the big engine, probably at least a 442 with a
four-barrel carb, reground val ves, fuel injection.

He turned slowly on legs that had lost all feeling, a naked man with
a headful of soap, and saw the picture over his bed, just as he'd
known he would. In it, the Gctand Amstood in his driveway wth
the driver's door open and two plunmes of exhaust rising fromthe
chroned tail pipes. Fromthis angle he could al so see his own front
door, standi ng open, and a | ong man-shaped shadow stretching

down the hall

Survi vors.

Survivors and visitors.

Now he coul d hear feet ascending the stairs. It was a heavy tread,
and he knew wi t hout having to see that the blond kid was wearing
not orcycl e boots. People with DEATH BEFORE DI SHONOR

tattooed on their arns al ways wore notorcycle boots, just as they
al ways snoked unfiltered Canels. These things were |like a

nati onal | aw.

And the knife. He would be carrying a long, sharp knife - nore of
a machete, actually, the sort of knife that could strike off a person's
head in a single sweeping stroke.

And he woul d be grinning, showi ng those filed cannibal -teeth.



Ki nnel | knew t hese things. He was an imagi native guy, after all.
He didn't need anyone to draw him a picture.

"No," he whispered, suddenly consci ous of his gl obal nakedness,

suddenly freezing all the way around his skin. "No, please, go

away." But the footfalls kept com ng, of course they did. You

couldn't tell a guy like this to go away. It didn't work; it wasn't the

way the story was supposed to end.

Kinnel |l could hear himnearing the top of the stairs. Qutside the
Grand Amwent on runbling in the noonlight.

The feet com ng down the hall now, worn bootheels rapping on
pol i shed har dwood.

A terrible paralysis had gripped Kinnell. He threw it off with an
effort and bolted toward the bedroom door, wanting to lock it
before the thing could get in here, but he slipped in a puddle of
soapy water and this time he did go down, flat on his back on the
oak pl anks, and what he saw as the door clicked open and the

not orcycl e boots crossed the roomtoward where he |ay, naked and
with his hair full of Prell, was the picture hanging on the wall over
his bed, the picture of the Road Virus idling in front of his house
with the driver's side door open.

The driver's side bucket seat, he saw, was full of blood. |I'm going
outside, | think, Kinnell thought, and closed his eyes.

WIl We Close the Book on Books?
BY STEPHEN Kl NG

From Visions of the 21st Century
Ti me Magazi ne, June 2000

Book lovers are the Luddites of the intellectual world. | can no
nore i magine their giving up the printed page than | can i mgi ne a
picture in the New York Post show ng the Pope technoboogieing
the night away in a disco. My adventure in cyberspace ("Riding the
Bul l et", available on any conputer near you) has confirmed this
i dea dramatically. My mail and the comrents on ny website
(www. st ephenki ng. com) reflect two things: first, readers enjoyed
the story; second, nost didn't like getting it on a screen, where it
appeared and then di sappeared |ike Al addin's genie.

Books have wei ght and texture; they nake a pl easant presence in
t he hand. Nothing snells as good as a new book, especially if you
get your nose right down in the binding, where you can still catch
an acrid tang of the glue. The only thing close is the peppery snell
of an old one. The odor of an old book is the odor of history, and
for me, the |l ook of a newone is still the | ook of the future.

| suspect that the growmth of the Internet has actually been
somet hing of a boon when it cones to reading: people with nore
Beani e Babi es than books on their shelves spend nore tine
readi ng than they used to as they surf fromsite to site. But it's not
book, dammit, that perfect object that speaks without speaking,

a



needs no batteries and never crashes unless you throwit in the
corner. So, yes, there'll be books. Speaking personally, you can
have ny gun, but you'll take nmy book when you pry ny cold, dead
fingers off the binding.
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