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AUTHOR’S PREFACE 

This afternoon, I sat down to read a charming book called Modern Ghosts, which are no longer so modern, the book having been published in 1890. I happily discovered the volume in a quaint used book store in my beloved city of Seattle, and read the first third of it in a coffeehouse near the book store, and the second third of it here at home It’s a unique collection, for the authors span Europe, heralding from France, Spain, Norway, Italy and Germany, translated by diverse hands. Nearly a century later, only one of the authors can be said to be well known outside his own country, or within for all I know, that one being Guy de Maupassant. 

As I write this preface to a collection of my own supernatural horror tales, I’m only two-thirds done with Modern Ghosts. What caused me to interrupt myself, and scurry to my typewriter, is explained in the following paragraphs. 

At the coffeehouse, and later relaxing within heavy quilts in my comfortably chilly home, it has been necessary to keep a knife at my side, or it would be impossible to read Modern Ghosts. The pages needst be cut apart. Anyone who collects old books is aware of the antiquated system which renders the back edges of bound sheets untrimmed and attached in pairs. I’m sure the so-called ’letter-opener’ was in previous times much more a tool for reading books than opening envelopes. 

The stories in the book have each proven far above average - a truly exceptional anthology - and the editor’s introduction was also a joy. But as I sat cutting each pair of leaves apart to see what happened next I became more and more distressed to realize this book came into existence ninety-three years ago (as I write this) yet no one bothered to separate the pages until this afternoon. 

In short, my copy of Modern Ghosts has never before been read. 

When considering some dense and Brobdingnagian reference work, it is understandable that it might never have managed to have all its pages separated. But poor George William Curtis brought together an exemplary set of tales in a perfectly manageable book. He intended his book as an entertainment, to be read, and not to end up as a decoration on some shelf which otherwise would have been cluttered with useless doodads. 

Yet...how many books have you and I in our possession, which we shall never find the time to read thoroughly if at all, it being impossible ever to catch up with everything that might interest us? 

My humble ’little horrors’ (as I call them) have been collected from sundry publications, and brought together under the title Hag's Tapestry a reflection on myself no doubt. They are purposely of a slight nature, like a sampler of poisonous chocolates rather than a condemned man’s final banquet, and certainly not up to the extraordinary merit of the tales I’ve been enjoying in Modern Ghosts. If Mr Curtis’ anthology has gone unread all these years, it is surely audacious of me to wish that every copy of my own collection of small horrors connect perfectly 
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with interested parties. Yet Hag’s Tapestry, as much as Mr Curtis’ anthology, is meant to be entertaining, and to be read, the former impossible if the latter is not indulged. But books are no longer printed in such a manner that the first owner must cut the pages apart; and ninety years from now, who will be able to tell whether or not any given copy even once served its purpose? 

The present copy may serve its purpose well, but the next one may not, and the one after may end up at the bottom of a box of equally unread chapbooks; and yet another copy may, some years from now, help the proud owner of a woodstove to heat his cottage. That idea has a certain romance of its own, but it definitely does not reflect the book’s intended use. 

Oh, my mind fills with highfalutin notions when I write a tale even of the simplest sort. Each one is a flirtation with immortality, without regard for the evanescence of flesh, or of paper. But, each time I take up the sharp edge to separate another pair of 1890’s leaves, I think of poor Mr Curtis, and hence myself, who surely never expected the book I own today to go unperused before the last part of the following century. 

Perhaps the next copy of Hag’s Tapestry to go out into the world will not be read in my lifetime or yours. 

Perhaps the stories are not so remarkable that it matters. 

But I must say it is very strange to think about it. 

So I must get back to the last third of that other volume, lest those final pages go another ninety-three years uncut. 

Jessica Amanda Salmonson 

Seattle, 1983 

 

Nightmare Circus 

A calliope played uproariously; screams accompanied the downward roar of a roller coaster; and the night was aglow with a blindingly intense spectrum of neon lights outlining the spinning, reeling, people-packed amusement rides. A crowd carried me along, a fish in a torrent. 

I looked up at the monstrous machine filled with characters out of a Chas Addams cartoon, locked in the seats of metal cages. The ride stalled. One door burst open near the top. A man of middle years and balding head hung by the handle of that door, kicking and shouting. His young son tried to reach out and save him; but the father fell as the amusement ride jolted and began to move again. He was caught and shredded in the turning gears of the hub. 

No one stopped to see. Even I was carried on by the crowd of blank faces and heaving bodies which stank of cotton candy, popcorn and cigars. A grotesque-faced clown appeared before me, then vanished, leaving me to ponder the ugliness of his greasy red-white-and-blue face. I shuddered. A balloon popped. A child whined. 

The voices of barkers rose and faded as I was carried past: 

"Hurry! Hurry! Hurry! The Greatest Show..." 

"Peanuts! Popcorn! Candy!" 

"Step right up, folks, see the two-headed snake woman..." "Three balls for a quarter! Knock the kittens off the wall!" "Come one, come all!" 

A shooting gallery momentarily drowned out the awful calliope music. Fireworks exploded in the black sky; a warm cinder of ash brushed my face. A man in a top hat stood between the guy-wires of a tent, beating the motionless body of a child or midget with a rubber hose while a sticky-faced old woman with a red candied apple watched without compassion. A lost little girl to my left was knocked over and trampled by the crowd. I wanted to stop and help her, but the current of inhumanity carried me on. 

I cried out in silent terror. People were having fun. 

I saw the hideous clown again. He stood in my path, only three steps ahead, smiling at me with gigantic painted lips, watching me improbably from fake blue eyes pasted on his closed lids, his orange wig like fire in the shifting light of red neon. I wanted to strike him down, but someone pushed in front of me, and I could not find the baggy- clothed clown when the crowder had passed. I had stopped, but the people behind urged me on cruelly. 

An EXIT sign flashed green before me. Panic in my pounding heart, I fought to reach that sign, but the river held me fast. My arms flailed like those of a drowning man. When at last, at long last, I escaped the terrible flood, the sign was gone. A high wall topped with electrified wire stretched both ways unbroken. 

There was a small, round knothole in the fence, and at it, an eye. It was the unblinking false eye of the clown. It vanished and I held 
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back a cry, leaping, frightened, back into the flow of the crowd. 

A ferris wheel rose above the other carnival rides, packed to capacity. It began to waver as I watched it turning in the distance. I knew it was going to fall, but never imagined it could fall so slowly. Children and adults fell from it, clung to it, as it toppled gracefully, still rotating. White sparks of fire and electricity sprouted from it, and the multicolored neon tubes exploded and popped. A canvas tent blocked my view before I saw it land on its side, but I heard a crescendo of cries from people on it and under it lasting several minutes. 

The calliope played with renewed vigor and amplification, bellshaped speakers pointing at me from every corner and post. If I could find where that insidious instrument was kept, I would murder the chimpanzee that danced upon its keys. 

A huge-gloved hand waved at me. For a split second the clown was there before me again. I fought to reach him, but shoulders and torsoes held me back. He darted into a narrow black alley between the tarpaulin tent and a row of amusement games. 

I severed myself from the crowd, a leg broken from a spider’s body or the tail from a lizard. The spider moved along unhindered. The leg moved also. I was panting, animal hatred in my veins. I climbed over and under the ropes that held the tent. I heard darts thrown at balloons behind the thin wood walls, then baseballs thrown at aluminum milk bottles. A cackling witch’s voice screeched "BINGO!" 

There stood the clown, waggling his fingers at me from the far end of the alley. I'd caught my foot on a rope and tent-peg. I cursed the clown. He shrugged complacently and lifted up the bottom of the tent to climb under as a child without a ticket. 

I left the rope-mazed causeway and saw a circus wagon rattling under the outrage of an incensed, teased gorilla. A fat man laughed, his cheeks red as cherries, and hugged his even fatter wife as he poked the raging ape with a straw cane. The man wore a striped jacket and trousers and a flat-topped hat. His wife wore a long,shiny, green dress with spaghetti straps over her fat, sweaty shoulders. 

A ticket purchased, I entered the big-top, intent on finding the clown and killing him. Why I desired to do this, I do not know. I hated him as surely as I had ever hated anything. His mocking, homely, greasepaint face and pasted-on eyes filled me with loathing and a lust for murder. Nothing so repulsive should walk the earth! It confounded me how he evaded me, with his real eyes always closed. 

Within, the tent smelled of mold and tarp and sweat and sawdust thick upon the ground. I milled about with the others, they awaiting a show, I questing for my victim. It was strangely quiet compared to outside, the calliope and noisy crowd muffled and far away. A man was eating popcorn or something from a square box. He held it out to me, a friendly gesture I thought, but I did not want any when I saw that it contained only a mass of cockroaches crawling about themselves. "No thank you," I said. 

On the wobbly nailed platform, a lady sword-swallower lifted her chin and sank a blade its full length down her throat. The crowd went "Ah! Oh!" The lady withdrew the blade, wet with blood, and in a moment she collapsed, kicking and dying. Confederates dragged her off. A guillotine was rolled on stage and I left while they were calling for volunteers. The clown must have crawled out the other side of the tent, I reasoned. 

Outside, the piping calliope once again assaulted my ears. I saw the bars of the gorilla cage were bent awry. 

The gorilla was gone. A scrap 
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of cloth, from a striped jacket, lay on the ground. 

The mad industry of the circus went on all around me. A muscle man in glittering swimming trunks leaned on a hotdog wagon smearing mustard on his purchase. A woman with no legs, only feet, waddled by like a duck, and I wondered if she worked here or was just a visitor. A young boy waved a jolly roger flag and stabbed his mother with a trick knife, but the trick didn’t work and she fell in the path of irritated fun-seekers. There was another explosion in the sky, but I didn't look up. 

From a shadow, I saw the clown entering the House of Mirrors. This time he had not seen me. He would not know I followed. I stopped at the booth thinking to buy a ticket from the pretty woman inside, but she smiled at me with filed teeth and said in a deep, masculine voice, "This one’s on the house". 

I entered. 

Everywhere I turned I saw distorted reflections of the clown: above me, below me, on every side. I charged murderously this way and that, but he always reappeared elsewhere with a new stretched or shrunken or narrowed or widened shape. Recorded laughter, loud and spiteful, blared throughout the House of Mirrors. I felt as though hours passed, but it was only minutes before the exit door slammed and the clown’s multitude of reflections vanished. The mirrors stood empty. Even I was not in them. 

Again I wandered, but the crowds had thinned, the lights went out one by one, and a lumbering gorilla climbed wearily into its damaged cage as the raucous calliope died away to a puff and a tweet. "Which way to the exit?" I asked a passing stranger, and he enigmatically pointed down. It began to rain slightly and the grease on my face smeared. I found a dry place beneath some bleachers and I thought: Tomorrow I shall kill you. 

Sleep came easy. 



A Mere Tragedy 





When I was a little girl of six or seven, my favorite books were these: Ooo, Scarey; Mostly Ghostly; and Tit, Tot, Terror. I read them over and over again and they gave me nightmares. How I loved nightmares! They were ever so much more appealing than the life I lived while awake. 

Both of my parents were alcoholics. They would buff me about quite roughly when they were angry; but they were even worse to my baby brother who at the age of four still wet his pants. I learned to keep out of their way, but Jamie almost revelled in his own obnoxiousness. My mother seemed to enjoy saying, "Stand still while I slap your face!" while father was equally pleased to shout, "Go get my belt and I’ll whip you!" Jamie had a hard time. But nothing they did to him would make him behave. 
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The day is vague now. I remember sitting in the back seat with Jamie. We were poking each other silently and sticking out our tongues. In the front seat of the Ford, my father was driving. From time to time he would tip his head back to pour beer down his gullet. The air inside the car smelled of plastic seat covers and cigarette smoke. Mother was opening a new bottle for herself. Between gulps, they griped at each other. Then the car swerved and sideswiped a van. I was thrown against the back of the front seat and woke up later in a hospital, my arm in a cast. My parents managed to escape without injury. I never saw Jamie after that, at least not living. 

Mother and father began to drink even more heavily. I had very little clear understanding of their problem, but always knew when to avoid them. My room was a refuge. Nobody spoke of Jamie. No one ever told me what became of him. I don’t think I was a stupid girl, but it was quite a while before I figured it out on my own. It’s strange to realize that the car accident failed to stand out in my memory as a terrible event. It was like so many other rides, despite ending differently. I still cannot sort that day out from many others. I have a better recollection of my day of realization, sitting in the bathtub’s shallow water, remembering Jamie, with whom I used to splash. I sat perfectly still and just sort of understood, starkly and pathetically, that Jamie had died in the crash. 

Shortly after this dawning, I began to dream of Jamie. I must have been eight when it started. It always seemed as though I woke up and saw Jamie standing beside my bed. He hadn’t changed a bit. He was rather full-bellied for such a small fellow. He had sticky smudges on his face. He sucked his thumb. 

"Are you all right?" I asked. 

He shrugged, not wanting to remove his thumb. 

"Do you want some breakfast?" I would say. 

He shrugged again. 

Finally I asked, "Why are you here?" It became very ritualistic after I’d dreamed the same thing several times. I always asked those same three questions. The last one was the only one Jamie chose to answer. Taking his thumb out of his mouth, he would tell me with self-importance : 

"I'm standing guard." 

Then he pointed at the door, beyond which were the sounds of an overly loud television which was kept at the foot of our parents' bed. Usually I could hear their nonsensical complaining at one another. Occasionally, there would be the sound of their bed squeaking and bouncing while mother and father puffed and panted as with frantic terror. 

Now and then the dream would last a bit longer. When it did, Jamie would add, "They'll get you if I don’t stand guard." I always woke up by then. Though it would seem that I had been awake while Jamie visited, afterward I became less certain; for suddenly it would be morning and nothing more would happen. 

This went on for quite a while. I never told anyone about it. I had learned never to mention Jamie in the house if I wanted to avoid trouble. I wasn't confused by any of it, for I had read my three collections so often that I took it for granted that such visitations were possible. Had I been a bit older, I might have been able to better distinguish reality from fiction from dreams. As it stood, I was at an age when these things blend into a remarkable and singular view of the world. 



One night I was jostled from slumber. It was very rude and abrupt. 
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I tried not to respond, keeping my eyes shut tight. The small hands were insistent. Finally I rolled over and looked Jamie in the face. 

“It's happened.” he said. 



I rolled away and tried to go back to sleep. He slugged mo on the back and I turned back to him, saying, 

’’Don’t hit!” 

He looked petulant. ’’You’ve got to get out of here,” he said. Ho pointed to the door and added, ’’See?” 

At first I thought I saw a white ghost seeping under the door. It was accompanied by an awful smell. 

"You’ve got to use the window,” said Jamie. "If you open the hall door, the fire will get in.” 

It wasn’t a ghost but a big puff of smoke. It smelled of burning flesh and hair and feathers and foam rubber. 

Jamie said, "They've caught themselves on fire while drinking and smoking and watching TV from their bed. They died of the smoke before the fire got then. They look awful. The house is going to burn to the ground.” 

I was out from under the covers, trying to get my feet into a pair of shoes. 

"You don’t have to get dressed,” said Jamie in a perturbed tone. "You’ve got to get out right now.” 

"My books,” I said. "I’ve got to save those." 

I went to my chest-of-drawers and opened the one with the books. I grabbed an armload but couldn’t handle so many. They slipped away, scattering across the floor. 

"Hurry up!” Janie demanded angrily, pulling at my nightgown. I was able to save only my three favourite books, worn though they were from numerous readings. 

I climbed out the window, then turned around to help Jamie out, but he wasn't there. I chinned myself to see back into my bedroom. The door was open and Jamie was standing in the flaming hell. 

"I’m all right," he said. "I’ve got to go somewhere else." 

Then he put his thumb in his mouth and strolled through the fire toward our parents' bedroom. 

I dropped back to the ground and hurried away from the house. Firemen came, but nothing could be saved. I fell asleep in the firechief’s car, quite disinterested in the blaze. I remember I had my books then But it was hard to keep possessions in the orphanage, and I have no recollection of what became of those three anthologies. 

It certainly was a tragedy. To this day, I've not found replacement copies. 

 

Full Moon Tonight 

A child had been left in ruin with all the markings of a wolf. Our local newspaper editor - on one of those typical small town presses which try to reach the whole county but rarely find delivery outside the township - 

personally investigated the incident along with the sheriff and the child’s grieving father. 

The editor, I must mention, has an inflated notion of the importance of his paper when in actuality it is little more than our single large supermarket’s media through which to advertise dubious specials. Further, he has an equally oversized idea of the quality of his own prose. 

My point is that no experienced or responsible editor would have leaped to this man’s conclusions nor so heavily emphasized the fact that the slaying had occurred on the night of a full moon. He also overplayed the reports that pet dogs in the vicinity of the killing had spent the night cowering under their masters’ chairs as if sensing a superior canine intellect at large. He made a major production of the fact that at least one hound, belonging to a friend of nine, had spent that night apparently in search of something mysterious, returning home the next morning bedraggled and woebegone. Worst of all, this editor’s descriptions of the mutilated child were overly graphic and sensational. 

It was truly an amateur bit of journalism, and a lot of people canceled subscriptions or wrote irate letters. 

Before the ordeal saw its end, however, his subscriptions had increased rather than fallen off. 

I for one had never missed an issue. I for another had been suckered into his juvenile melodramatics. I, like so many others, was convinced of the possibility of a werewolf in the proximity of our isolated burgh. 

Four issues later our weekly gazette’s editor found the time opportune for reviving nearly forgotten, month-old news. The headline, front page no less, read FULL MOON TONIGHT and in slightly smaller type, "Will the Wolfman Strike Again"? 

A brief reminder of the first brutal rending of a child was enough to keep everyone shivering behind bolted doors. Our town’s jeweler sold out his supply of silver at an exaggerated price, then sold his inventory of silver jewelry at its regular price (good of him), then was promptly beaten up by late comers who could not buy silver at any price. 

That night, the wolf struck. You’ll excuse me if, in retrospect, I am not sufficiently impressed with our editor’s description to repeat it for you verbatim. Yet at the time I was not only impressed, but scared witless. 

It had been an elderly lady this time, the doddering wife of the community's founder. The old fellow was now entirely wifeless, save for a few scraps of the body. He promptly died of a heart attack. The editor wrote a touching obit suggesting that the town's founder had grieved to death before the eyes of witnesses. 

Two killings in less than two months were bound to bring reporters from the big newspapers. They picked up on the werewolf premise, though none treated the theory in quite the same serious light as our local paper. The story hit the wire service but was soon lost in the waves of 
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more believable menaces. Even so, ghostbreakers and reporters for obscure specialty magazines filtered into town for the next full moon. 

Before the third slaying, it began to dawn on me how utterly foolish the idea of a werewolf running loose really sounded. The near panic of the community was understandable - something was indeed preying upon our citizenry. But to me it slowly dawned that the more likely culprit was a timberwolf. 

People were claiming to be witnesses of hairy men or giant wolves running through the woods north of town. 

The sheriff more than earned his salary in his search for elusive prowlers, both human and lupine. 

To the library I scurried to check out anything and everything on wolves, intending to do some serious studying. I did not bother reading up on werewolf lore, as I had been baited into our town’s movie house a few days before for a timely revival of an old Lon Chaney spectacular (some of the wiser businessmen did manage to profit from the panic- stricken community) and considered myself sufficiently well up on the legend. 

The natural habitat of the timberwolf, I found, is much further north than this area, though not a century before it reigned over this land as well. Coyotes are to be found in this region; and though I could not imagine one of those scrawny little devils attacking anything larger than a cottontail, I kept their existence in mind. 

A lot of the available information on timberwolves is contradictory, which goes to show that if we know so little about an observable species, what we think we know about werewolves has got to be all wrong. 

What was true was that wolves, unless forced to, or unless starving, never attack anything that fights back. 

They pick on the injured, the sick, and the elderly. It seems that wolves are either cowards, or smart, and perform a service to a species in weeding out the weak and stupid. This fit the pattern of my hypothetical timberwolf which had wandered too far south and acquired a sweet tooth for human flesh. So far, it had attacked only a harmless child and a weak old lady. 

On the morning following the third full moon, no deaths were reported. Instead of breathing a sigh of relief, a search party endeavored to find a corpse. They were not disappointed. A retired Marine officer was found in his back yard in very poor condition. He died later without ever speaking. 

I took special note that this man had only one leg - the cause of his retirement. For me, this was further proof of a regular wolf with irregular diet preferences. So, no longer trusting the paper’s sensationalized accounts, I visited my friend Ed Cramer who lived near enough to the area of the killing to know at least as much as the gazetteer. 

Part of a more involved conversation went thus: 

"What about the howling?" I asked, The paper describes it as very bizarre." 

Ed chuckled, having earlier agreed with me about the paper’s poor handling of the issue. "There’s nothing wrong with my ears and I haven’t heard a thing," he told me. "But old Tom Willis, deaf as a snake, tells how all last night, before that Marine was attacked, there was a lot of howling. He lives quite a bit north of here, so I won’t suggest that because I didn’t hear any howling, there wasn’t any - but..." 

"Coyote, you think?" 

"Willis says no. And he's hunted enough of them in his day to know. 
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Still, he is a bit senile." 

"Everybody says the dogs here about have been behaving a little odd," I continued, Ed’s boy’s bloodhound seemed to know I was talking about him, for his long saber tail beat heavily on the floor as ho lounged in front of the door. "How’s your dog been acting?" 

"Well, I suppose you know how he run off that first night. If you didn’t read about it, I got a couple copies of the gazette for posterity. The editor interviewed me and wrote how that old hound must have been out sniffing for something strange. Want a copy?" 

I shook my head. 

Ed shrugged. "That hound smells too bad for me to let him sleep in the house. He might be hiding under the barn shaking like a leaf during those full moons for all I know." 

I stayed the evening and got a full dinner in the bargain, but learned nothing definite. I spent the next few days straining my eyeballs over books, most of them depressingly dull, in a further try at proof of my own timberwolf hypothesis. 

My sole remaining clue was the condition of the bodies. The child had been gnawed to a pulp, but remained largely uneaten. The old woman had been decently done away with, leaving little of the meal to waste. The Marine was only mutilated, dying of shock and blood loss. 

While some farmers and hunters contend that wolves kill for sport and leave much to waste, scientific studies have shown irrevokably that this is bigoted fantasy. Wolves eat everything right down to the marrow, leaving only the largest bones. 

Of the victims, only the old woman would support my timberwolf theory. 

I went to see the mayor. In so tiny a community, with the inhabitants spread thin, a mayor is little busier than the average retired businessman, and even less impressive. I simply knocked on the door of his house and he let me in. 

He liked my rational arguments better than the popular beliefs, and the very next day I found myself on a radio interview show trying to sound knowledgeable. After my spot, the mayor also came on and made a plea for sanity, and suggested a methodic search of the northern parts of the county for a crazed wolf. 

Nothing was uncovered by the resultant search. By the night of the next full moon, our entire township had organized itself into a militia of sorts. Any man who owned a rifle stood guard in his front yard, watching the huge silver moon rise, while nervous wives kept them full of scalding coffee. 

I had the fortune - good or bad, I cannot say - to be witness to the final act in this story. That, I think, is what gives me the right to be the one recording the facts now. 

Ed Cramer and I and his young son Clem, and two other men, formed our own little search party and trailed after Ed’s son’s bloodhound. All three killings had occurred near enough to the woods for us to assume that the Cramer boy’s hound might track the bestial culprit from there - especially if the full moon were to bring it out again. 

The dog sniffed this way and that, wagging its tail, but always turned back to give Ed and Clem some loving licks by way of apology. There was no trail. 

But as the moon rose higher, the sad-eyed bloodhound became edgy. It growled, sniffed, growled some more, veered away from bushes as if it 
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had spotted a rattlesnake within. Then the hound suddenly broke into a run, speeding into the thickest woods on powerful legs. It did not respond to Ed or the boy. 

We followed at a steady clip until the three of us had outpaced the others. Then we heard a low, guttural howl that filled the night and hung there longer than a wolf should be able to hold a note. Right then, the imaginative prose I had read in the local weekly was entirely inadequate. My neck hairs rose. 

"That way." I pointed, and we were off again. We all checked our rifles, and Ed told his son to keep near although the boy was as good a shot as any of us. 

Bursting at last from the woods and underbrush, we stood at the base of a high slope. Atop the slope we saw a haunched wolf with head tossed back, worshipping the silver moon. For the first time I asked myself why the moon incited wolves to bay, or men to madness. 

We were upwind of it, but it sensed us. It stopped howling, then charged down the hill like a specter straight out of the moon. As the wolf neared we could see it was not a wolf at all but a bare-fanged, salivating bloodhound. I couldn’t raise my rifle, and Ed couldn’t fire his. We just couldn’t adjust to the notion that a gentle, loving pet had a dark, alternate personality. 

Personally, I would like to lynch a certain newspaper editor who could not refrain from building up a maudlin ending for his readers, describing in tear-jerking detail this story’s final chapter. I will tell it more plainly. The boy saved four gaping men, and lost himself a hound. 

Clem Cramer fired his rifle, killing the charging beast. 





The Rare Rains 



A man wandered the monumentless desert. There was nothing to see but endless sand: not a rock, cactus, scarcely a noteworthy dune. He was afraid he’d been walking in circles. Now, though, he had an actual destination: the clouds in the sky ahead. As there is no depth perception on an empty desert, it was impossible to tell if those clouds were fifty kilometers off, or practically overhead. Not that it was more than illusion anyway! The falling rain in the distance could be nothing more than a mirage created by the distortion of heat waves; or it might only exist in his delirious mind. 

The mirage became reality. Rain thickened until he felt as though he had fallen into the wild gorge of a river. The man leapt for joy, turned his face to heaven, and drank his fill. But thankful prayers soon became gasps of terror. The deluge was so unnaturally thick he couldn't breathe. The sun blackened behind grey clouds. 

The lone man coughed, fought for oxygen, then fell into the muddy sand. He relaxed aching muscles. In his final dream, someone was holding his face in a 

 

cup of tea, singing, "Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life..." 

Sun burst through broken clouds. The clouds drifted away and dissipated. The earth dried and cracked around the unmoving body. Shortly, the area returned to its natural state of utter dryness. 

"What do you make of it?" Russel asked, looking at the dead man they'd stumbled upon. The corpse had dried like a piece of jerky. 

Tom shaded his eyes from the sun, searched the waves of sand a moment, then returned his attention to the partially mummified body. "Maybe his plane lost power, too." He looked at his compass for lack of anything better. 

Russel bent down and turned the body over on its back. Water geysered from its lips. Startled, Russ said, 

"He hasn’t even got a canteen, yet there’s water in his lungs. You’d think he drowned!" 

"I wouldn’t think any such thing," said Tom. He took off his cap and wiped his forehead with a gritty arm. "A man can’t drown in the desert." 

"There must be water around here," Russ persisted, looking left and right with a panicky expression. 

"Don’t get worked up," Thomas warned. "If there were water, there’d be some sign of life. There’d be scrub cactus if nothing else." 

"Then how’d this guy get his lungs filled with water?" 

"You’ve heard of people who dream they’re being hanged? Sometimes they choke to death with rope burns around their neck. Or someone who imagines he’s being burned alive can break out in second degree blisters. The mind’s weird. The guy probably went nuts and imagined he was drowning in a mirage. His body merely produced the liquids to fill his lungs." 

"You’ve been reading too many spook stories," said Russel. He touched his water bag, then decided against taking a drink. He said, "I'm still banking on there being a water hole around here someplace." 

Tom unscrewed the cap of his canteen and took the tiniest of sips. "Let’s get moving," he suggested. 

"Shouldn’t we bury this guy?" 

"We have to conserve energy. Let's go." 

"We can't leave him here!" 

"Why not? He won't rot any faster under the sand." 

They left the corpse behind. Hours passed. Thomas eventually threw away his cap. Both men cast off their jackets, deciding their white shirts ought to do as good a job of preserving body moisture by reflecting sunlight. The coats had been unbearable. After a long silence, Russ said in a hoarse voice, 

"Tom?" 

"Yeah." 

"I don't have any more water." 

Tom didn't alter a step. He said blandly, "Then get rid of that bag. It's unnecessary weight." 

Russel obediently unstrapped the bag from his shoulder and let it fall on the sand. A while later he couldn't stand it any longer and 
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pleaded, "Can I have a drink from your canteen?" 

"Forget it." 

"Tom, please.. . " 

"I said to forget it!" Tom unhooked the canteen at his belt and tossed it ahead, then kicked at it angrily. It rang hollow. Later on, Tom had calmed down, and said to his partner, "You've got thirty-five pounds of extra fat on you, my friend - and it’s liable to keep you living. My old man used to call me ’skinny as a rail’ and I’m liable to be a piece of jerky long before we find any end to this place." 

"We’ll make it out of here together, Tom, or..." 

"Or die together? Listen. When it comes to the point that I can't walk, don't be a sap and start carrying me. 

Just keep going. It’s your only chance in hell." 

Russel dwelled upon the lecture, looking glum. In an hour, he let the sun get the better of his common sense and he started to strip himself naked. Tom had to force him to stop, yelling, "You’ll burn up without any clothes. 

Then you’ll freeze to death come darkness!" 

"Who cares if the fat boy burns or freezes!" Russel shouted. "You’re the only friend I’ve got!" 

"Shut up. You sound like a four year old." 

It didn't look like Russ was going to calm down; and it wasn’t likely that Tom, being smaller, could handle him if he decided to be crazy. But Russel’s mind cleared as his eyes focused on something far away. He said, 

"Look there," and pointed. Tom looked into the setting sun. 

"Can you make it out?" asked Tom. 

They squinted toward the bright horizon. They’d followed the sun throughout the afternoon and evening. 

Now, with its setting, the freezing desert night threatened to begin. 

"Might be a Jeep," said Russel. 

"Too far away to tell," said Tom. They trekked toward the silhouette against the dwindling sun. Tom was getting sick to the stomach because of severe sunburn. The desert began to rise and fall before him, like the sea. 

There seemed to be two suns above the horizon. The number of jeeps, or whatever it was, had also doubled. 

As they came nearer, they could see the object was an ancient, rusty army tank. Any distinguishing marks of nationality had been eaten away by wind and sand. 

"Think it runs?" Russ asked. 

"Not a chance," Tom told him bluntly. "It’s probably been sitting here since the war." 

’'Which one? Second World, or Israeli? Maybe it’s still got water in it." 

"What it’s probably got inside is a couple dead soldiers," said Tom. 

"You look pretty ill," Russ said. "At least this tank will protect us from the cold night we’re in for." 

"I’m not climbing in there with a couple grinning mummies!" said Tom, trying to sound strong. But he slipped to his knees and grabbed his stomach. He began vomiting over the sand. When he was empty, he continued to dry-heave. He thought his intestines were coming out. 

When he quit, he stretched out on his back taking deep breaths. He 
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forced a smile and remarked, "Tomorrow, we’ll wish we'd eaten that." He turned his face away from the smell. 

"Let's try to get you in the tank," Russ Insisted. "You'll be more dehydrated than ever after that vomiting spell." 

"No," Tom said, climbing to his feet. "We've got to keep going. I feel okay. We better make distance through the night, while I can keep on my foot." 

"We need rest. Tomorrow I can try to fix the radio in that tank if it's in any kind of condition at all." 

"What'll you use for power?" Tom asked sarcastically. "Spit?". 

"Well...I guess I don't have a plan. But we can shelter in the thing. Tomorrow we'll figure something out." 

"Tomorrow we'll be dead." 

"Hey, don't talk like that, Tom! Where's your courage?" 

"Puked out on the sand. Come on. This old tank gives me the creeps." 

"All right. In a minute. But it'd be stupid not to at least check and see if there are any supplies left in it." Russel climbed up onto the hulk and pried at the rusty door on top. When it came up, he exclaimed, "Good lord! The bloody machine is full of water!" 

On the ground, Tom forced a laugh. "Sun cooked your brain some more?" 

Russel was so excited he could hardly talk, "No! No! It's really full to the top with water! Look!" He splashed his hand in the opening and Tom saw the spray. 

"I can't believe..." Tom started climbing up the relic with a new burst of energy. But Russel had jerked away from the roof's entry with a look of horror on his face. 

"Can't drink it!" he said. "Can't drink it." 

Tom looked at the pinkish, rusty water inside the tank. As he watched, the arm of a floating corpse raised straight up from the hatch. It seemed to grab the door, which immediately clamped down shut. The two men rolled off the tank with mutual expressions of horror and disgust. 

"We're going to have to drink it anyway," said Tom. "Contaminated or not, we can't last without water." 

Russel's glazed eyes looked away. The sun had not quite finished setting, but already it was dark. The larger man gazed up into the darkening sky and said, "Thunderclouds." 

"What?" Thomas looked up. "My god, you're right! It's going to rain!" 

They watched the accumulating clouds expand with unnatural speed, until the whole of heaven was blackened out. 

"It's some kind of illusion," Russel whispered. "It hasn't rained in this place in a thousand years. Has it, Tom?" 

"It's no illusion," said Tom. He staggered past the rusty war machine, hurrying to greet the storm. "It's starting, Russ! It's raining!" 

Indeed it had started. Lightning streaked the black sky, illuminating the two men and the army tank and the endless plane of sand. Water fell instantly from the sky, hard and fast. Sand became mud. The air became a torrential river. 

The two men couldn’t breathe. 

Excerpt From An Old Journal 

It was the spring of eighteen and sixty five. Every year at that time life was born anew: sparrows nesting, flowers budding. Renewal was especially acute that April, seeing as how the War was scarcely two weeks over. 

There was peace. The hills were green. It weren't the right time for my Pa to up and die. I was a speck of a lad, barely seven years of age, and I didn't know what to do. 

We was living in Indiana then, me and Ma and Pa, away from most of the war and the worst of its effects. 

Pa hadn't never gone off to fight seeing as how his health was so poor; and it shamed him to be reminded. 

Me and Pa set out for Neighbor in a wagon hitched with our old jenny. Don't bother looking for Neighbor on no map, not unless you got a mighty old map with a lot of trivialities included. Neighbor long ago dried up and blowed away. That little speck of a town never was much. It was older than the railroads; and when the rails was laid, there didn't seem to be no way the tracks could be bent twelve miles north to go by way of one small town. 

After then, it was a stubborn death for that place; but it was the biggest place I remembered, at the age of seven years. 

I knew there was something more important about our trip that day than simply getting supplies and vittles. 

Only something of fierce importance could make Pa get all sullen like that. He was a might short of temper besides, and that weren’t much like him. 

But me and Pa never made it so far as Neighbor, so maybe it don't make much of a never mind about the mystery; and maybe it do. 

We was halfway between home and town when the jenny took herself a notion she wasn't going the rest of the way. Pa kicked her and cussed her up and down and pulled at her bit with all his strength. He couldn't move that old jenny one spitting distance against a wind. All he managed to do was kill hisself. 

Pa'd had the pains in his chest before. Sometimes they was so bad he just had to stop plowing or pitching hay, or whatever it was brung it on, and get in the house to bed. There we was on the road in the middle of noplace when suddenly he goes staggering away from the jenny. He started gasping and hitting hisself in the chest with one hand, like he hoped to beat that devil Pain out of him. 

Next thing, I was crying and yelling, "Pa! Pa!" But he lay there staring up at the sun. His mouth was open but he wasn't talking. His right hand twitched. That one hand twitched for a couple hours, so what was I to think but that he was still alive, only sick or sleeping or like that. I covered him up with his cowskin coat, which didn't reach to his feet. I covered his feet with my own coat. 

I ate part of the meal we had packed along. I waited. All the time I expected Pa would get up after he had slept some. Then we'd get along our way. 
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When the moon was straight up in the sky with a huge rainbow of soft light circling it, I began to get scared. 

There was hooters making noise. There was nighthawks gliding against the moon. I wasn’t old enough to realize that long as the hooters kept hooting, everything was safe. If a bear ever happens near, or a wolf, or a catamount, the hooters keep their peace. I wouldn’t have been half so scared if there weren’t so many spooky noises; but I know now that I would've been in twice the danger. 

I started thinking maybe Pa was going to sleep on and on, like the time he got all liquored up and knocked out in a fight. So I figured I'd best get on to town alone. Being too small to handle anyone's jenny, let alone one as obstinate as ours, I set out afoot. 

The road was ill marked, hardly more than two narrow furrows carved by what few wheels passed since winter. The moon was too misted to light my path. Directly I was lost. 

The night was cold and more than once I wished for my coat that was keeping Pa's feet warm. When hunger got me, I tried to find my way back to the wagon to eat the rest of the meal we’d packed along. Trying to go back only got me so turned around I couldn't figure out which direction was which. 

I bawled and bawled, but forced my feet to carry me on. Everytime I tripped and fell I knew a bear would pounce on my back before I could get up. The briars scratched me up and down. Swampy ground threatened to suck me below the earth. Unseen varmints went scampity-scamp through the bushes; if they was only hares, I was willing to bet they was big, vicious hares. It was one frightful odyssey for a seven year old boy. 

When I stumbled into a clearing, I seated myself on a fallen log and cried harder. Around the clearing were sinister looking bushes, rustling in the chill breeze. Moths' phosphorescent eyes twinkled at me redly. I wanted to scream for help or because of sheer terror, but feared something dreadful would hear me. 

I could do nothing but wish I was home burrowed under a cover in the loft. Lost and little as I was, it wouldn't take long to succumb to exposure in the wild Indiana forests. Might be no one'd ever find my carcass neither, not that it'd go to waste. Lots of animals would make use of it. 

Nothing of the sort happened, of course, else I couldn't write this in my journal all these years later. What happened was a miracle of miracles: somebody found me. I was sitting there still bawling when I heard somebody call my name. 

"Jacob!" 

In a few moments, whoever it was shouted louder. 

"Jacob!" 

I wiped dirt and grit from my face and listened cautiously. I didn't answer right away because I remembered a story gramma told me one night about a little boy about my age who heard his name called from the woods. That little boy went in the woods to see who called and never came out again. 

Lots of crazy things went in and out of my brain right then. Seein' as how my two choices were dying of exposure or coming eye to eye with a genuine spook, I was sorely confused about which doom to pursue. I figured that since I was already lost, following some voice couldn't get me in much more trouble than I already had. Besides that, I'd always sort of suspected gramma made that story up to keep me from wandering too far from the stead, though I never thought I’d take the chance of finding out. 
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It also occurred to me that whoever called me just might be an ordinary man. 

After hearing my name called a few more times, I cried out: "Here I am! Here I am!”  My bawling didn’t stop, but now they were tears of relief. 

He was a tall man, and awfully well dressed for tramping in the forest. He looked to be ready for church, all in black. He stepped in the clearing and stood looking down at me from his surprising height. When I saw him smile, it didn’t matter that he wasn’t good looking; my last, lingering suspicion that he was a spook dwindled away. 

The tall man rubbed his neatly trimmed whiskers. His fingers were long. After he studied me a bit, he said, 

"Yep, you look like your Pappy." 

In a rush of incoherence, I began spouting all the terrible things that’d happened to me. He shut me up with a finger to my lips and with soft assurance said, "I know all about it." Then he picked me up and carried me off. 

For a while I was silent. I let him carry me where he might. With his long legs, I figured we’d be wherever we was going in no time at all. 

Although it did seen we were headed a wrong direction, I had been sufficiently turned about to give my premonition little credence. Also, it didn’t occur to me how unusual it was that the man found me at all. A pack of hounds and a search party couldn't have done it in a day. At that early age, however, it felt perfectly natural to be snatched from the brink of peril by adults. 

I marvelled at this lank man’s graceful strides. His steps were undaunted in the darkness. He was immune to the many woodland pitfalls which had been snaring me. It took a skilled man of the wilderness to get around so well in broad of day, which made his fine clothing all the more incongruous. 

Riding in his arms was akin to drifting on a calm lake in a boat. It was strange, in a subtle and pleasing fashion, to be carried with such unnatural gentleness. But the dreamy, weightless feeling might have been attributable to a weakness or delirium, brought on by my long day’s physical and emotional distress. 

At last my amazement at being rescued lessened and I found my voice. 

"I guess you knew my Pa," I said. "How come I never saw you before?" 

He chuckled as though I’d said something cute; but it was only his natural way of laughing. "You weren’t born when I knew your Pappy," he explained. "I hadn’t seen him since, oh, ’35 or '37. That's a good spell back. He and I were volunteers in the Black Hawk War. I helped him learn to read while I was postmaster in New Haven." 

As he told me this, he chuckled again. "Me with no formal education worth mentioning," he continued, 

"teaching another man to read! If that weren't something! We were close friends, son; and I'm not a man to forget a friend." 

He rambled on to me most of the while, to keep me unafraid. What I recall best of a dreamlike dialogue was more an insinuation than an outright statement. I was left with the impression that he'd come to get me because Pa was unable. Somehow or another, Pa had managed to ask this man to see me to safety. 

Maybe it's only the years that made me add that to my memory. 

After a spell of his walking and me riding on his shoulders, we came 
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to the crest of a long slope. Far down the hillside bonfires had been lit at intervals along the train rails. In the light of those flames I could see there were a number of people camped along the tracks. 

The entire population of Neighbor, which didn't truthfully amount to a kick in the pants, had to be down there. I wondered why. 

From very far off I heard the drone of a train's whistle. If I didn't look straight at it, but a little off to one side, I could make out that distant train a-sparking and a-puffing smoke as it rolled nearer. 

At that moment, I felt as though my father's hand was on my shoulder. It struck me that this must be what Pa was bringing me to see, the big mystery of our trip to Neighbor. I'd seen trains before, and another oughtn't be something to whoop about. Rut there might be something special about this one; something Pa thought I was too little to understand; a train Pa thought I should see, because it would never go by again. 

The tall man set me down. "You go on down there alone," he said. 

"Ain't you coming?" I asked. 

"I'll be along soon," he promised. "Those people will get you home. Some of them come from near your Pappy's farm." 

By squinting my eyes I could pick out a few details of the train far out on the dark countryside. But the train remained ghostly and illusive in the distance. 

I was still trying to figure things out. If Pa sent this man to fetch me, then maybe Pa told him to bring me here instead of home or to town. Pa sure must've thought the train mighty important. I turned to ask the tall man if I had been brought here to see the train, and why. But he was gone. I hadn't heard him go, or seen where he went, and never had the chance to say thank you. 

Down the slope, I inched toward one of the bonfires. I guess I was a sight all scratched and muddy and red-eyed from tears and no sleep. Two women and three men came hurrying to me. "Poor child!" they said, and, "Were you lost?". I managed to get my story out, and told them especially about the tall stranger who saved me. When they asked where he was, I said he went his own direction. Before I could say more, they lost interest in me. The train whistle had blared loud and near. 

Men, women and children lined up on both sides of the track. Everybody took off their hats. Women started praying. Grown men was crying. 

I expected something fantastic and wonderful to happen, seeing as how the whole town and all the folks around turned out. The train slowed down a little. Smoke spewed all around. The engine tugged black coaches behind. My expectations heightened. 

Then the train whisked right on by. People lingered until the last sight of it was gone into the night. Afterward, they all dispersed in solemn fashion. I was bewildered. One man with his family told me he'd get me home in the morning and see about Pa. 

As I rode along with the family to their homestead for the night, I still couldn't figure things out. I didn't want to show my ignorance by asking what was special about the train. Finally my curiosity got the better of me, and I asked. They told me that the black coaches were funeral cars. They said who was in one of those coaches, on his way to Springfield, Illinois, where he'd be laid to rest. Even after being told all-this I didn't understand -everything. 

It was years later when I first saw a picture of the tall man who was shot in the April of sixty-five. Only then did I know that a train passing through our county had brought the very soul who'd picked me up and carried me away from death. 
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If anyone ever finds my journal, and if these pages aren’t too faded and yellow to read, I want everybody to know that the man on that train was a good friend of my Pa. 

The Uphill Slide 







"Let me die," the old man mumbled. His mustache was permanently yellowed from cigarette butts. His bristly chin was matted with froth from having recently vomited on himself. 

"Sorry, Joey," the cop said. "If I thought you’d die, maybe I’d leave you here. But you’re only going to be a nuisance in this doorway. Sun's rising. It's off to the tank with you." 

"Wanna die," said Joey, his voice gravelly. "Wanna die." He snatched at a green bottle on the step. It was empty and rolled away from his fingers. It fell from the step and broke against another bottle just like it. The policeman was trying to drag Joey to his feet. 

"Come on, Joey. Stand up. You know the procedure." 

A second cop had opened the back of a blue van. Before Joey was tossed in with the rest of that morning's leavings, he looked the first young cop in the eye and said, "Ah, my boy, ah, my boy." The cop turned his face away from the stench of Joey's breath, and shoved him gently toward the van. 

"Stinking wretch," said the second cop, lifting Joey the rest of the way into the van by the back of his belt. 

The old leather snapped, and Joey tumbled amidst familiar companions. The van’s door slammed behind him, a sound like steel slapping steel. Joey floated in darkness, numbed and forlorn. "Gawdamn belt broke," he was whining. "Gawdamn belt I had for years." He fingered the leather until it came off from around his waist. "Gonna die," said Joey. "Jus' a nuisance in the doorway gonna die." 

"Sick," Joey groaned. A guard went by the crowded cell, stopping momentarily to look at the array of old and old-looking men in "the tank". Joey repeated, "Sick." 

"Yeah, well, we're all a little sick, ain't we?" the guard said. His bulk moved away from Joey's unsure vision. 

Joey tried to communicate, "Really sick," but could only say, a final time, "Sick," before he began the dry-heaves. No one helped him. Then the tremors began. He shook and sweated and clutched at the leg of the cell's single cot. Another sotted fellow lay on the cot, snoring, oblivious to Joey. Joey clung to the cot's leg as though afraid he'd fall into some terrible abyss if he let go. 

Salt stung his eyes. He blinked, stared wildly, and thought he was beginning to see better; but what he saw wasn't the cell crowded with 
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other drunks and vagrants. He saw a blue sky. He saw a green meadow. A matronly voice called to him: "Joey! 

Dinner’s ready! Come and wash your hands!" The little boy ran as hard as he could across the meadow, and disappeared along the way. 

Most of the men in the cell were awake, leaning on each other, passing around short cigarettes. One of the men bent close to Joey and asked, "You okay buster? You got the DTs? You gonna die?" 

"Want to," said Joey. "Can’t." 

There was a second hallucination, and it was a doozy. A monstrous figure stood on a tripod of legs. 

Tentacles waved from where a face ought to have been. Its two rubbery arms were lined with suction disks. No one else noticed the crazy thing standing in the coll. It was talking to Joey, but no one else heard it: 

"Earth Organism request termination?" 

Joey stared at it. He’d never had a hallucination like this one. He’d never even seen a monster movie that compared. 

The short tentacles which made up its face waved like those of a sea anemone. As it spoke, Joey saw part of a parrot-like beak moving in the center of the tentacles. It asked again, 

"Earth Organism request termination please?" 

"Want...to...die," said Joey brokenly. 

"Outside Organism, Self, desire to fill request." 

Joey said, "Go away flower face!" 

The old bum who was worrying over him went away, grumbling. 

"Outside Organism, Self, call Flower Face?" 

Joey closed his eyes. The voice persisted: 

"Outside Organism, Flower Face, am perform observation. Begin termination procedure soon possible." 

When Joey opened his eyes, the monster was gone. The old bum leaned forward again, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth, and he said, "You need to be in detox. They shouldn't oughta put you in here." Joey raised a hand and pointed where the monster had been. It was reappearing. The bum looked where Joey was pointing and back again. The bum said, "Seeing things, huh?" The monster seemed shorter this time. On better inspection, it was merely squatted down in some contorted position, as though there were an invisible stool between its three legs - or as if it were performing some other unimaginable chore, like maybe taking a crap. Joey almost smiled at the thought. 

"Termination process begin," said the creature. 

Joey immediately doubled forward with a terrible spasm and shrieked with pain. The guard came running, cussing and rattling his keys. Joey was quickly transferred to the city’s detoxification unit in a nearby hospital. 

A psychiatric nurse had already signed for Joey's release. She met him in the corridor as he was leaving the hospital. 

"Where are you going, Joey?" She was young. She was pretty. Joey didn't look at her very long. He shrugged his shoulders. She asked, "You're going back to the Mission, aren't you? Why don't you call your daughter, Joey?" 
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Joey had been shaved. He didn’t remember when that happened. His clothes were still filthy. Sober, he looked almost healthy. 

"You’re a nice lady," said Joey. "My daughter...ain't." 

"If you wouldn’t drink, Joey, she’d give you a place to stay, you know that. I talked to her last time..." 

"Don’t bother Maria! I don’t bother Maria!" 

Joey walked hurriedly away, leaving the psychiatric nurse standing in the hall. 

The hospital was in a deteriorating neighbourhood. Joey know the area well. He came, soon, to the Mission. 

There, he sat all day staring out a window. Toward evening he was fed, and told about Jesus. Finally, he was told where he could sleep. He spent the night with nightmares he refused to recall. In the morning, Maria was waiting for him in the Mission’s little cafeteria. 

"You okay, Papa?" 

He didn’t answer. 

"You okay?" She sounded concerned. 

"Maria," he began, but stopped when he looked up at her. His daughter weren’t no beauty, he knew. But he looked at her sometimes and his eyes got all wet like now, and he wasn’t sure he could ever speak again. 

"Papa, do you want to come home? You tell me you’re going to stop drinking, okay? You tell me that and I’ll take you home. Amy’s been asking after Grampa. Amy misses her Grampa." 

She talked to him like he was a child. It grated on him that she talked to him like that. He was her father, damn it, not her son. 

"Can’t you stop drinking for a while, can’t you. You tell me what you want, okay, Papa?" 

He wouldn’t meet her eyes. 

"Do you know what you want?" 

He blurted, "I want to be dead!" He looked angry. Maria looked angrier. 

"You still doing that?" she said brusquely. "You still saying you want to die? Well, maybe it would be better for everyone if you did die! Just don’t go expecting Momma’s waiting for you, though, no sir! She’s not in no place where you’ll be going!" 

Joey sucked in his weathered lips and held them between his rotted teeth. Maria immediately showed remorse. She turned away, swore at herself, then turned back to her father to say, "God, you make me so mad!" She rummaged around in her purse and came out with a few crumpled bills. "You use this to eat, okay? Something besides those sugar donuts and mashed potatoes you get in this place, hear? Maybe get something decent to wear at the Salvation Army. Don’t buy any bottles, you understand? You call me if you need anything." 

When she was gone, Joey went straight to the nearest State Liquor Store. The cops knew Joey’s name and so did some of the nurses at the hospital; but the man who worked in the State Liquor Store never learned Joey’s name. The man took some of Joey’s money, and Joey went away poorer and with two bottles. He found a vacant stairwell and climbed down into it, away from the chill of a cloudy day. 

Uptown shops closed. Dirty book stores and porn movie houses opened. The streets were only slightly less busy than by day, but with a very different crowd. Joey shared from one of his two bottles only once, with 
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a half-blind Indian. The Indian went away after a while, staggering and tapping the cement with a white cane. 

The night’s crowds began to thin in the early morning hours. Joey stuck his head up and out of the stairwell when all seemed quiet. He saw the monster. It was sidling down the sidewalk, gliding like a trio of snakes on its oct of legs. The monster was carrying a tubular device with a knob at one end, held carefully in its suction-disked arms. 

"Previous termination procedure malfunction yes. Outside Organism call ’Flower Face’ bring mritnu." The creature glided to a atop and showed Joey the object. Joey looked up at the monster, which seemed gigantic from his stairwell view. The thing continued to speak, "Mritnu help terminate Earth Organism, record Earth Organism experience." 

Joey reached out a shakey hand and tried to touch the creature at the top of the stair, to see if it were in any manner real. It moved its front foot back to avoid Joey's touch. 

"No touch Outside Organism, please very much," said the creature. "Flower Face not require termination." 

The creature pointed the tube at Joey, but Joey slipped back into the darkness of the stairwell thinking, "Gun! 

It's a gun!" A beam of light struck one of the nearly empty quart bottles Joey had left on the uppermost step. The bottle exploded, and Joey felt fragments of hot glass strike him in the face and arms. He threw his hands over his eyes, against the light and flying glass. In the same instant, he ran blindly out of the stairwell and past the monster. 

It did not remain in his path apparently loath of Joey's touch. 

He made it across the street before stumbling drunkenly on his own momentum. A beam of light missed him as he fell. The beam struck a window instead, and shattered it. A burglar alarm went off. Joey knew that in this part of the city an alarm might ring for an hour before a cop came by. 

Joey came recklessly to his feet and, stumbling worse than before, made it into an alley. His major thought was to get himself to the Mission. "Jesus!" he said, and he wasn't swearing. The monster glided fast behind him, but wasn't firing the mechanism anymore. It was calling to him: 

"Outside Organism must record experience of termination. Mritnu terminate distant good, but record up-close only! Please very much allow termination up-close!" 

It cut off Joey's retreat. He couldn't get to the street that led directly to the Mission. He'd have to take a longer route. He fled up steeply graded streets which made his legs, as in a nightmare, heavy and hard to move. 

The creature cut him off again, waving its two octopus arms frantically. Up ill-lit streets and through unlit alleys, Joey could not lose his adversary. Then Joey saw the upper floors of the hospital peering over shorter buildings. 

The hospital seemed an easier goal than the Mission. 

In a dark alleyway, Joey smashed into a group of trash cans. He was thrown against the wall and fell with a crack to his head. Dazed, he couldn't move until the monster caught up with him. It stood over him now; Joey didn't see how it was possible to escape. He was hemmed in by garbage cans. Between the whiskey and the whack on the head and the blood lost from glass cuts, there didn't seem to be anything left but to wait and die. The tentacles of the monster's face waved crazily, as though it too were somehow out of breath. The larger tentacles which were its arms gestured like a mad Italian. The monster said, 

"Outside Organism oblige termination. Help both Earth Organism and Self Flower Face. Gratitude to Earth Organism very much. Good bye." 




32. 

The monster pointed the thing called mritnu at Joey’s face. "Kiss my ..." Joey rolled aside, found his feet, threw himself halfway over a garbage can. The mritnu beam struck a different can. Garbage exploded throughout the alley: paper, glass, metal. A torn lid from one of the garbage cans spun through Joey's arm like a buzz saw. 

Numbed by whiskey, Joey didn't feel a thing. He saw his left arm hanging by a piece of skin, dangling there, and he couldn't feel it. In his panic over the ghastly vision, he stumbled into the arms of the monster. It dropped its tubular instrument or weapon, momentarily embracing Joey with all its suction disks. 

Clacking sounds emitted from the monster's parrot beak. The face- tentacles parted in two directions, revealing hideous lips surrounding the beak. Joey saw between the hinges of the beak, where cilia wavered to form the human-like sounds. The creature gurgled: "Outside Organism not request termination!" 

It pulled away from Joey, staggering as though it had absorbed his drunkenness by the touch of its suction cups. It fell from its tripod of legs and began to collapse into itself like a boneless mass. As it collapsed, it gave off odors like putrid fish. To the right of the dying creature the mritnu glowed, recording the experience. Then, mritnu and monster alike vanished. 

Joey was outside the hospital emergency entrance leaning on the bell. Two nurses answered the call. They saw the old familiar drunk standing with his bloody shoulder to the bell. 

"Good lord it's Joey!" one of the women said. Joey held his neatly severed arm in his remaining limb, coddled like a baby. The nurse exclaimed, "What the hell happened?" 

"Broke a window," Joey lied. "Big window. Glass fell..." 

Orderlies appeared instantaneously with a rolling table. Joey slid to a sitting position on the ground outside the emergency entrance. He left a smear of blood on the wall. He smiled at the people surrounding him, helping him. One of the nurses took his severed arm to wrap in cold packs against decay, and Joey said, "Sew it on. Sew it back on." They managed to get him onto the table. While he was being rolled into the heart of the hospital, and before he slipped mercifully into unconsciousness, he told them quietly, "Don't let me die." 
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cover.jpeg
HAG'S
TAPESTRY

Jessica Amanda
Salmonson






index-13_1.jpg





index-1_1.jpg
HAG'S
TAPESTRY

Jessica Amanda
Salmonson






index-17_1.jpg





index-25_1.jpg





index-21_1.jpg
SN \

NN \\ O
RN \Q N .?o
MUY b‘\B \\;\





index-34_1.png





index-31_1.jpg





index-9_1.jpg





