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Speak Softly and Listen: 

Tales of the Invisible 

I WAS NINE, THE oldest of three boys, when my parents decided it was time to move me into  a bedroom  of  my  own.  The fact that  it  was  getting  more  than  a  little  crowded with my brothers and I in the same bed, and that I had recently discovered the perverse pleasure  of  tormenting  them  after  the  lights  went  out,  were  no  doubt  contributing factors.  ‘You're  gonna  be  damn  sorry  if  I  have  to  come  in  there,’  had  become  my father’s favourite post-bedtime admonition. 

They moved me into the only room available: ‘the front room’, also known as ‘the guest bedroom’ (not that I can recall a single guest spending the night in our home, but I suppose good etiquette requires such preparation). Now and then it was also referred to as ‘the sick room’—the place to which we were banished when a risk of contagion was suspected. 

I didn’t much like my new room. Although it was supposedly my bedroom, I wasn’t allowed to move any of my things into it, so it was really just a sleeping room. I think my mother was never quite able to let go of the promise of ‘guests’. So this spare room was kept pretty much the same as it had always been: the nicest bed, the nicest sheets, flowery  decorations,  and  one  of  the  only  scatter  rugs  in  our  house  al  the  time.  A stranger’s room, a room from someone else’s home—certainly not from ours. 

The  neatest  thing,  for  me,  was  the  large  dresser,  once  I  realized  that  my  mother never  inspected  the  drawers.  These  were  for  storage,  and  virtually  forgotten.  My investigations  uncovered  a  stockpile  of  linens  and  ancient  clothes  which  had  not  seen the light in decades. And at the back of the bottom drawer a nest of tiny, hairless mice babies (although now I think they may have been rats). I’d never seen such a thing. In fact they were so strange looking I at times convinced myself that they  might be some rare breed of miniature pig. My private pets. 

There  was  also  a  tree  outside  the  window  which  became  so  linked  to  this  guest room in my mind that it seemed as much a piece of furniture as the bed or dresser. 

I had always dreaded sleeping in this room when I was sick because of ix  
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that tree. During the day, like as not you’d have seen me sitting in its lower branches, but at night, in the dark, it became something else entirely. Il grew taller, spread larger, until I was quite convinced it must overshadow the house. And its limbs were inhabited by all manner of invisible things. That tree outside my new bedroom became everything I knew about the dark. It  was the dark, as far as I was concerned. And I was absolutely terrified of the dark. 

The intensity of this fear had always embarrassed and humiliated me. Certainly I had  friends  who  were  scared  of  the  dark,  who  had  to  sleep  with  a  light  on  after  an evening watching  Shock Theater,  but the depth of my own fear made theirs pale into insignificance.  I  was  worse  than  a  baby.  I  desperately  needed  to  know  if  someone could die from fright, but I didn’t know anyone I could trust enough to ask. I watched The  Tingler  every  time  it  was  on  TV,  trying  to  determine  if  the  events  it  depicted were possible or not. 

I  always  slept  with  layers  of  bedclothes  wrapped  tightly  over  my  head,  even during  the  hot  and  humid  Virginia  summers.  Sleeping  with  my  brothers,  I’d  told myself it was to block the bright light from the hall, or a way to maintain hard-won mattress territory. Once I started sleeping in the guest room, however, I found I could make no more excuses. I covered my head because I was terrified. 

There  was  nothing  particularly  unique  about  my  fear  of  the  dark,  of  course.  I heard  things  I  could  not  explain.  When  I  dared  peek  out  from  under  the  covers  I invariably  saw  things  that  could  not  be  there.  Someone  was  trying  to  get  into  the room. Someone had got into the room, and  now stood just over there, no more than three  feet  away,  watching  me  pretend  to  sleep,  and  knowing  that  I  was  pretending. 

Kid stuff. Baby stuff. 

And  everything  I  tried  made it  worse.  If  I  look  a flashlight  into  bed  with  me  it only  emphasized  my  isolation,  making  the night  outside  my  bright  circle  that  much darker.  A  light  on  in  the  room  itself  made  me  feel  trapped  in  a  dim  spaceship, everything outside having ceased to exist. Music played softly on the radio made me even more anxious about the ‘real’ noises the music disguised. 

But  my  worst  idea  was  to  cover  my  ears  with  my  hands.  Even  now  it  seems strange to me that I would have chosen this solution which eventually caused me so much terror. 

For in covering my ears I uncovered the fragile beat of my own  life, the shaky, static-filled  pulse  which  announced  not  only  that  I  was  alive,  but  that  death  was  a very real possibility. 

I  used  to  wonder  if  the  real  difference  between  humans  and  animals  was  that human  beings  were aware of  their  own pulses.  I  used  to  wonder  if  in  the history  of humankind anyone had ever heard his or her own pulse stop. 

Once when I was about ten, I thought I heard my own pulse stop and I screamed at the top of my lungs until the rest of the family rushed into the x  
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room. I was too embarrassed to tell them what was wrong—perhaps I didn’t even know what  was  wrong—so  I  told  them  I  thought  I  saw  a  face  in  the  window.  My  brothers ribbed me for days, calling me crazy. But I was too smart to tell anyone what had really frightened me. 

Some of my first stories were the stories I told myself in the dark, as a distraction when I could not sleep. What the doorknob became when the family went away. What happened to the cat lost beneath the rug. The separated Siamese twin who awakened to discover that his brother had received their shared soul, leaving him an empty shell. 

The very existence of these stories, more than their particular events, haunted me. I never  had  the  feeling  I  was  making  up  stories.  The  stories  were  making  up  me,  one idea, one impression at a time. All I had to do was listen to the pulse of my own blood as  it  pumped  mechanically  through  every  room  of  the  dark  house.  Speak  softly,  or don’t speak at all, else I wouldn’t be able to hear it. 

To this day I have no particular aversion to graphic horror—I’ve written quite a bit of it myself. I enjoy writing about and reading loving descriptions of hideous creatures and  events.  But  it  has  always  been  the  quieter  works,  the  ghostly  tales  of  loss  and memory and things invisible, which have continued to haunt me. 

This  preference  began  all  those  years  ago  in  the  sick  room,  the  stranger’s  room, that guest bedroom in which a dark tree, a nest of mice, and the sound of my own too-rapid  pulse  were  part  of  the  furniture.  Because  I  didn’t  believe  I  was  completely making up those stories: I was keeping quiet, and listening carefully, and recording the events  which  no  one  sees  but  which  grab  our  hearts  and  drive  our  passions.  The creatures I sensed in the dark and heard between systole and diastole seemed more real than Dracula or Frankenstein or any of a number of imaginings capable of maiming and dismembering.  To  my  mind  the  invisible  world  of  passions  and  presences  was  not  a part  of  a  fantasy  genre  at  all,  but  as  real  as  the  doors  and  windows  and  curtains  and darkness they possessed. These were the things people thought about, but did not talk about.  Rarely  do  we  encounter  a  monster  in  the  middle  of  the  street  ready  to  eat  us (after first torturing us in some detail). Almost as rarely do we meet that monster’s first cousin, the serial killer. 

But we are locked alone in our heads every day, forced to listen to these invisible happenings  in  the  dark.  More  real,  more  immediate  than  a  thousand  graphic entertainments, they require our sustained attention. 

Steve Rasnic Tem 

Denver, Colorado 

2001 
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At the Bureau 

I ‘VE BEEN THE administrator of these offices for twenty-five years now. I only wish my employees were as steady. Most of them last only six months or so before they start complaining  of  boredom.  It’s  next  to  impossible  to  find  good  clerical  help.  But   I’ve always been content here. 

My wife doesn’t understand how I could stay with the job this long. She says it’s a dead end; I’m at the lop of my pay scale, there’ll be no further promotions, or increase in responsibilities. I’ve no place to go but down, she says. Her complaints about my job always lead to complaints about the marriage itself, of course. No children. Few friends. 

All the magic’s gone, she says. But I’ve always been content. 

When  I  started  in  the  office  we  handled  building  permits.  After  a  few  years  we were  moved  to  peddling,  parade,  demolition  licences.  Two  years  ago  it  was  dog licences. Last year they switched us to nothing but fishing permits. 

Not  too  many  people  fish  these  days;  the  streams  are  too  polluted.  Last  month  I sold one permit. None the two months before. They plan to change our function again. 

I’m told, but a final decision apparently hasn’t been made. I really don’t care, as long as my offices continue to run smoothly. 

A photograph of my wife taken the day of our marriage has sat on my desk the full twenty-five years, watching over me. At least she doesn’t visit the office in person. I  am grateful for that. 

Last  week  they  reopened  the  offices  next  door.  About  time,  I  thought;  the  space had  been  vacant  for  five  years.  Ours  was  the  last  office  still  occupied  in  the  old  City Building. I was afraid maybe we too would be moved. 

But  I  haven’t  been  able  as  yet  to  determine  what  it  is  exactly  they  do  next  door. 

They’ve a small staff, just a lone man at a telephone, I think. No one comes in or out of the office all day, until five, when he goes home. 

I feel it’s my business to find out what he does over there, and what it is he wants from  me.  A  few  days  ago  I  looked  up  from  my  newspaper  and  saw  a  shadow  on  the frosted glass of our front door. Imagine my irritation when I rushed out into the hallway only to see his door just closing.  I walked over there, intending to knock  and ask him what it was he wanted, but I saw his 
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shadow within  the office,  bent  over  his  desk.  For  some reason  this  slopped  me,  and  I returned to my own office. 

The next day the same thing happened. Then the day after that. I then refused to leave my desk. I wouldn’t chase a shadow; he would not  use me in such a fashion. I soon  discovered  that  when  I  didn't  go  to  the  door,  the  shadow  remained  in  my frosted glass all day long. He was standing outside my door all day long, ever}' day. 

Once  there  were  two  shadows.  That  brought  me  to  my  feet  immediately.  But when  I  jerked  the  door  open  I  discovered  two  city  janitors,  sent  to  scrape  off  the words ‘Fish Permits’ from my sign, ‘Bureau of Fish Permits’. When I asked them what  the  sign  was  to  be  changed  to,  they  told  me  they  hadn’t  received  those instructions yet. Typical, I thought; nor had I been told. 

Of  course,  after  the  two  janitors  had  left  the  single  shadow  was  back  again.  Il was there until five. 

The  next  morning  I  walked  over  to  his  office door.  The  lights  were  out;  I  was early. I had hoped that the sign painters had labelled his activity for me, but his sign had  not  yet  been  filled  in. ‘Bureau  of  . .  .’.  A  few black  streaks  showed  where  the paint had been scraped away years ago, bare fragments of the letters that I couldn’t decipher. 

I’m not a man given to emotion. But the next day  I lost my temper. I saw the shadow before the office door and I exploded. At the lop of my voice I ordered him away from my door. When three hours had passed and he still hadn’t left, I began to weep. I pleaded with him. But he was still there. 

The next day I moaned. I shouted obscenities. But he was always there. Perhaps my wife is right; I’m not very decisive. I don’t like to make waves. The last time we went  out  to  dinner—it  must  have  been  years  ago—the  waitress  gave  me  someone clse’s meal. Despite my wife’s pleadings, I could not bring myself to return it. When the  intended  recipient  of  the  meal  complained  and  the  waitress  asked  me  why  I hadn’t said anything, I could only shrug. 

It’s been days. He is  always there. 

Today  I  discovered  the  key  to  another  empty  office  adjacent  to  mine.  It  fits  a door between the two offices. I can go from my office to this vacant office without being seen from the hallway. At last, I can catch this crazy man in the act. 

I sit quietly at my desk, pretending to read the newspaper. He hasn’t moved for hours, except occasionally to peer closer at the frosted glass in my door, simulating binoculars with his two hands to his eyes. 

I  take  off  my  coat  and  put  it  on  the  back  of  my  chair.  A  strategically  placed flower  pot  will  give  the  impression  of  my  head.  I  crawl  over  to  the  door  to  the vacant office, open it as quietly as possible, and slip through. 

Cobwebs  trace  the  outlines  of  the  furniture.  Files  are  scattered  everywhere, some of the papers beginning to mould. The remains of 4  
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someone’s  lunch  are  drying  on  one  desk.  I  have  to  wonder  at  the  city’s  janitorial service. 

Unaccountably,  I worry over the grocery list  my  wife gave  me, now lying on my desk.  I  wonder  if  I  should  go  back  after  it.  It  bothers  me  terribly,  the  list  unattended, unguarded on my desk. But I must push on. I step over a scattered pile of newspapers by the main desk, and reach the doorway leading into the hall. 

With  one  mighty  swing  I  leap  through  the  doorway,  prepared  to  shout  the  rude man down, in the middle of his act. 

The hall . . . is empty. 

I am suddenly tired.  I walk slowly to the man’s office door, the door to the other bureau. I stand, waiting. 

I can sec his shadow through the office door. lie sits at his desk, apparently reading a newspaper. I step closer, forming my hands into imaginary binoculars. I press against the glass, right below the phrase ‘Bureau of. . .’ lettered in bold, black characters. 

He  orders  me  away  from  his  door.  He  weeps.  He  pleads.  Now  he  is  shouting obscenities. 

I’ve been here ... for days. 

5  

 

Crutches 

A  TAP,  A  THUMP.  A  tap,  a  thump.  Michael  listened  to  his  mother  pacing  her room with the crutch, just overhead. He had awakened to the sound, three a.m., and that was two hours ago. Two hours of steady pacing, and how many before that? 

He  slipped  on  his  robe,  trying  not  to  awaken  Doris,  and  climbed  the  stairs slowly. He paused on the landing, where a great bay window displayed the western slope  of  the  Rockies,  the  dark  houses  at  its  base,  and  the  slow  drift  of  snow  like sleep falling from the peak. A narrow road ran between Michael’s borrowed house and  those  darkened  houses,  a  passageway  that  held  few  cars  this  time  of  year.  A few  local  vehicles,  certainly,  but  as  the  snow  season  reached  its  height  even  they would  no  longer  be  venturing  out.  People  in  Elkins  Park  took  out  their  cars  only when they needed something from another town, or if they were going on vacation. 

Otherwise, they walked. Or made their way cross-country on skis. 

He reached the top of the stairs and looked at the bottom of her door. The light was still on, and now he could hear the tap-thump of her one crutch, although much fainter than it had been downstairs. Once again he blamed himself for dragging his mother up here, but they really had no other place to go. Joe Jensen had offered him the place rent free for a year, just to take care of it, and Michael and Doris had both been  out  of  work  for  almost  two  years  at  that  point.  And  afraid  of  failing  again, Michael  thought,  then  shook  himself  irritably.  Elkins  Park  did  have  its advantages—it  was  cheap  to  live  here,  and  a  quiet  place  for  Doris  to  do  her painting. 

There  was  no  energy  left  in  the  marriage;  there  hadn’t  been  for  some  time. 

Lack  of  money  only  made  it  worse.  At  least  sometimes  money  could  buy  the energy:  concerts,  plays,  ski  trips.  They  seemed  to  have  no  more  words  for  each other. And finally here, in this house, time had stopped completely. They didn’t go forward, but with some relief Michael realized things weren’t falling back, either. 

He paused in front of the door, then knocked before gently swinging it open. 

His  mother  stood  by  the  window,  grey  hair  hanging  over  her  cheeks,  her tattered housecoat bunched into odd, shapeless lumps; she appeared 6  
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suspended from the one crutch like a broken scarecrow. A cigarette dangled from the front of her mouth, the long ash suspended impossibly from its tip. 

‘You’ll burn yourself, Mother.’ 

She  reached  up  and  jerked  the  cigarette  out  of  her  mouth.  ‘I’m  sorry,’  she  said softly, and turned to the window. 

Tap  thump.  A  hollow sound,  and for  a  moment  Michael imagined  that  her  entire leg was wood. 

She had gone downhill fast since the accident. Their first day there she had fallen through a rotten board in the front steps. Michael had  thought, momentarily, of suing his good friend Joe, who had no homeowner’s insurance for this old derelict, but his family wasn’t the kind to sue. What happens, happens, as his mother had put it at the time. 

She  looked  awful.  The  broken  leg  seemed  to  have  sapped  the  strength  from  the rest  of her  body.  He remembered  the way  it  had  swollen, so quickly,  and  even  at  the time  it  had  seemed  the  swelling  was  draining  her  face,  her  eyes,  her  long  narrow fingers of their small store of vitality. 

‘You should try to get some rest,’ he said. 

She  looked  at  him  as  if  he  couldn’t  possibly  know  what  he  was  talking  about. 

Then she gazed out the window again. I can’t sleep.’ 

‘You look worried.’ 

She  gazed  at  him  distractedly.  Tm  going  to  be  on  this  crutch  for  the  rest  of  my life.’ 

‘That’s  nonsense.  You’re  healing  fine.  You  never  let  anything  like  this  get  you down before.’ 

‘I  was  never  this  old  before.  I  can  feel  it,  Michael.  Something’s  different  inside me. I won’t be letting go of this crutch until the day I die.’ 

Michael started to speak, but thought better of it. At least she was up out of bed; she’d stayed in bed for a long time after the accident. She wouldn’t even try. Then the town doctor brought the crutches—he said there was a man in town who carved them himself—and  she’d  pulled  herself  up  on  them,  so  at  least  she  could  pace.  There  was something about the crutches that moved her, pulled her right up out of bed. Michael’d seen  the  look  on  her  face  when  the  doctor  brought  them.  As  if  they  were  arcane objects, mysterious and magical. 

‘You’re scaring me, Mother.’ It was embarrassing to say, but he suddenly realized it was true. 

‘I don’t mean to, son.’ 

As  he  started  down  the  stairs  he  noted  the  change  in  sound.  She  had  taken  the other crutch out of the closet and now she was using two. 

Tap thump tap. Tap thump. Tap thump thump. 

The  next  morning  Michael  didn’t  get  out  of  bed  immediately.  His  wife  was already up, and that made it easier for him to stay in bed. If she were still there in the room she would be able to see he wasn’t really tired at all, 7  
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and he’d feel too guilty to stay in bed. There was nothing to do. He should have been out looking for a job, he thought irritably, but he knew he wasn’t going to even try for awhile. 

It  was  the  same  every  day.  The  same  thoughts,  the  same  worries.  The  lack  of energy.  Il  was  the  sameness  that  was  wearing  him  down.  He  thought  it  was  the sameness that would finally kill him. 

The same. Each day. Always. Tap. Tap. Thump. 

Elkins  Park  was  a  poor  place  to  find  work  in  any  case.  The  general  store  and gift shop, the trail guide centre, were all run by people who had been in Elkins Park for some time. It seemed unlikely there would be any more openings. Most of them had  no  more  on  the  ball  than  he  did,  but  they’d  got  here  first  and  settled.  They wouldn’t budge. Jacobs at the guide centre was a failed lawyer. Matthews al the gift shop a failed crafts store owner. The gift shop was owned by a friend in Denver and he merely worked there. 

Michael didn’t know a single person in town who hadn’t failed somewhere else. 

The  realization  troubled  him.  It  was  as  if  they  had  all  gathered  here.  He  couldn’t figure what was so attractive about the place. 

The  next  day  he  had  to  go  into  town  for  supplies.  Willis  had  had  the  grocery store in the Park for over ten years. But before that he had had a chain, ten of them all  along  the  front  range.  He’d  lost  them  all  in  little  over  two  years.  Tap.  When Michael walked  through  the door  .  .  .  tap  .  .  .  Willis  looked  up  and  smiled  wanly. 

Thump. He had a crutch. Michael wasn’t surprised. 

‘What can I get for you today, Michael?’ Tap tap. 

Not wanting to talk to the man, Michael just handed him Doris’s list. Thump. 

While Willis was filling the order Michael wandered out onto the wide wooden boardwalk  fronting  the  store.  The  day  already  seemed  to  have  turned  cooler  since the  morning.  He  hunched  his  shoulders  inside his  jacket  and  turned  to  walk  down the  street.  But  he  was  stopped  by  the  sight  of  dozens  of  crutches  stacked haphazardly in the alley next to the store. 

A  bearded  man  in  a  checkered  shirt  lumbered  into  view,  rearranging  the crutches  into  a  neat  stack.  Michael  could  see  now  that  the  crutches  looked  hand-carved—like  the  others  he  had  seen  around  town,  like  the  kind  his  mother  had—

each one slightly different. 

The  big  man  stopped  and  stared  at  Michael,  seeming  to  appraise  him,  then returned to his workbench set up deeper in the alley. 

‘Hey, wait!’ Michael cried, and ran after him. 

The  man  picked  up  a  rough-shaped  crutch  and  began  smoothing  it  with  knife and sandpaper. 

‘What are you doing?’ 

The man edged a crutch forward to the front of the bench. ‘Crutches,’ he said. 

Michael peered at the man. He could swear there were tears in his eyes. 
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‘Everybody needs a crutch now and then, eh?’ He wasn’t sure why he said it. ‘What docs a pair cost?' he asked, and immediately regretted it. 

‘I only sell one at a time,’ the man said softly. ‘And you don’t seem to need one, not just yet.’ 

Michael glanced away. The man was grinning now. ‘You think this a pretty good joke, don’t you!’ Michael suddenly shouted, and slammed his fist on the crutch on the bench.  It  snapped  like  a  twig.  Michael’s  eyes  widened.  ‘Why  .  .  .  why  it  wouldn’t support a kitten!’ he cried. 

Tap.  The  man  said  nothing.  Tap.  After  an  awkward  moment  Michael  turned  and left. 

He  drove  home  quickly,  trying  not  to  glance  at  pedestrians.  But  every  now  and then he couldn’t help looking to the side, and seeing that a quarter of the people were using crutches. Tap tap. Tap tap. 

Workers  were renovating  an  old  house on  the outskirts,  just  before the turnoff  to Michael’s own residence. Hammer shots echoed in the winter stillness. Tap tap tap tap. 

He tried to ignore the sound. Beams had been propped up against one side; the house leaned precariously, as if the beams were all that held it erect. 

One of the workers pulled tools out of a metal box, then tossed them one at a time into the tall weeds behind the structure. Then he sat down on the box, and rubbed his legs. 

Michael  drove  more  slowly  the  rest  of  the  way  home,  afraid  he  might  miss something. Something was happening in Elkins Park. 

When  he  got  home  he  found  all  of  Doris’s  painting  supplies  in  the  trash,  along with  most  of  her  paintings.  He  picked  them  out  one  at  a  time,  sadly,  examining  tom canvas  and  broken  frames.  Some of  her  best  work:  that old  lady  back  in  the city,  her grandfather’s house, Michael’s own portrait. 

She was sitting on the couch in the living-room, watching television. ‘Why’d you do it, Doris?’ he asked, feeling uneasy about the trembling in his voice. 

‘I’m giving it up, Michael. There just isn’t any point.’ She looked years older than she had that morning. Tap. Michael was numbed. 

‘You’ve felt discouraged before . . .’ Tap. 

‘It’s  different  this  time.  I  have  nothing  to  paint  about,  nothing  to  say.’  Tap. 

‘Painting is about the last thing I want to be doing with my time.’ She turned her head and locked her eyes onto the television screen. 

Michael watched her face glaze over. ‘So what do you want to do with your time?’ 

He knew it must sound sarcastic. Tap. But she didn’t react. Tap. It was as if she hadn’t even heard him. 

Suddenly she was looking up at the ceiling. Examining it. As if she were looking for the point of contact of his mother’s crutch and the floor. Tap. As if she might  see the sound. Her eyes out of focus, glazed. 

His mother hung over the bed, her hips and belly gone to fat. She glided 9  
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over the covers and suddenly it seemed to Michael that she was a great dark poisonous spider. He stared at the wall and moaned. It was true—the shadow had eight legs. He turned to see her creeping up over his face, and was almost relieved to see it wasn’t his mother at all, but a small spider made larger in shadow by the porch light, crawling up his bedclothes. But then he looked more closely, and saw that the spider had no legs at all, but eight crutches supporting its fat, limp abdomen. 

In  the  morning,  when  he  opened  the  front  door  to  receive  the  mail  from  the carrier, he saw that the bearded young man was leaning weakly on a crutch. ‘Won’t be coming out here anymore; they’ll have to replace me. See, my leg here . ..’ 

Michael shut the door in his face. 

Normally  he  worked  around  the  house  on  Saturdays,  then  read  out  on  the enclosed front porch. But he couldn’t bear to be there that weekend; he couldn’t sit still:  Doris  with  the  TV  going  the  whole  time,  staring  at  it  silently,  his  mother pacing  with  her  two  crutches  in  hollow  syncopation  on  the  loose  floorboards.  He saw the way Doris watched his mother sometimes now—the glow of excitement in her eyes. Following the movement of crutch, arm, and leg as if it were some sort of ballet.  Tap  thump.  Tap  thump.  The  noise  wasn’t  very  loud,  but  he  found  it impossible  to  ignore.  He  found  himself  listening  for  it,  focusing  his  hearing, holding his breath until he could make out the faint tap tap thump, becoming more and more irritated. 

Michael threw down the paperback and got  into his coat. He opened the door, hesitated  at  the  first  blast  of  sharp  cold  wind,  then  plunged  ahead.  And  almost jumped at the sound of the screen door bouncing off the inner door. Tap tap tap lap. 

Following him. 

He  had  no  idea  where  he  was  going.  The  snow  made  the  road  all  but impassable;  there  would  be  virtually  no  traffic.  About  a  half-mile  before  town  he looked  off  towards  the  Carter  place  up  on  the  hill.  A  tiny  figure  in  a  red  coat, shovelling snow. It looked awkward, crippled. Michael shielded his eyes, squinted, and could just make out the crutch wedged under one arm. 

He  turned  and  picked  up  his  pace  towards  town.  And  saw  someone  not  more than ten yards ahead of him, standing by the side of the road. 

A large bearded man. With an armful of crutches. Michael turned. 

Tap tap tap tap behind him. 

Michael  was  out  of  breath  by  the  time  he  got  back  to  the  house,  his  lungs almost splitting from the cold and exhaustion. He couldn’t quite see the details of the room once he stepped through the door; the snow had blinded him. But he heard it. Tap thump. Tap thump. With a slight variation in rhythm. Two slightly different rhythms. 

He walked into the kitchen. ‘Hello, son.’ His mother’s tired voice. Tap. 

‘Michael?’ Tap tap tap. 

As his vision cleared he could see them by the stove—wife and mother. 
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Doris had borrowed his mother’s second crutch. They stared at him. And he couldn’t bring himself to speak. 

She woke him up in the middle of the night, every night the next few nights. Tap. 

Hobbling  into  the  bathroom.  Tap  tap.  Going  to  the  kitchen  for  some  milk.  Thump. 

Letting  the  cat  in.  Tap  thump.  Doris,  or  his  mother—he  soon  lost  track.  His  mother pacing. Doris moving. Back and forth in the darkened house. The syncopation of their crutches. The synchrony. 

Tap thump. Tap thump. No peace. No peace. 

After the snow melted that year he was able to walk in the woods again. Until the little  boys  and  girls  drove  him  out.  The  children  were  the  worst.  On  their  crutches. 

Breaking their dogs’ legs so they could strap on miniature crutches. Tap and tap and tap in every alley, on every sidewalk. The bearded man made them, as he made all the crutches;  Michael had  seen  him  pass  them  out  to  the kids.  The  kids  just  playing  with their pets. But when they ran out of dogs, they started putting even smaller crutches on the cats.  Then  they  were  out  in  the  woods,  looking  for  squirrels,  birds,  anything  they could catch, bundles of tiny crutches bunched in their fists like flowers. 

Michael stopped pretending to seek work and spent most of his time hiding from his neighbours. He hadn’t been bothered yet, but he was the only one in town without a crutch. It made him uneasy, and now he was seeing the large bearded man and his evil-looking sticks of wood everywhere he went. 

Doris  certainly  didn’t  notice;  she  didn't  notice  him  at  all  these  days.  Unless  he stood in front of the TV. 

Each  night  he  awakened  from  a  fever  dream.  Suddenly  he  was  frightened.  He could  not  remember  how  long  he  had  lived  in  the  town,  if  he  had  lived  in  the  town forever, if he would be returning to the city after the summer. If he had ever lived in the city  at  all.  His  wife  slept  untroubled  beside  him,  her  shoulders,  her  shadowed  face seeming older than he remembered. Had they been there that long? 

He stands up out of sleep and reaches for the bedpost. It is soft wood. Seductive. 

He pats it. Tap tap tap it replies. Thump. There is energy in the wood. The first energy, the first aliveness he has encountered in some time. And he is so tired, and his life is so much the same, again and again the same. He has no energy. 

He runs his hands down the sides of the wood and is soothed by it. He turns.to the bedroom window and sees the face of the bearded man behind the glass. Grinning. Tap tap tapping with two stubby fingers against the glass. And amazingly, Michael realizes he is not afraid. He strokes the wood, taps it. It is vaguely comforting and he thinks, tap tap, maybe, tap tap tap, tomorrow it might support him. 

11  

 

The Bad People 

SOMETHING COLD AND heavy boarded the bus. 

It  was  a  silly  thought.  He  knew  that  if  he  hadn’t  been  having  another  one  of those  senseless  arguments  with  Bob  the  perception  would  never  have  occurred  to him.  As  it  was,  Bob  and  the  intense  Mexican  heat  were  pushing  him  right  to  the edge.  Perhaps  that  sudden,  strange  fantasy  had  been  a  mental  defence,  a  pressure release valve. 

But he didn’t feel relieved. He felt as if he had just done something profoundly evil. 

It had been a typical argument with the eight-year-old; he was tired and hot. He wanted to stop now; he didn’t want to ride the bus anymore. He was hungry. He had an  upset  stomach.  They  never  visited  the places   he  wanted  to  see.  He wished  they had never gone to Mexico for the summer. 

I’m  bored?  With a savage movement of his hand. Bob pushed the thick black hair out of his eyes, stretched back against the worn bus seat, puffed out his cheeks, then  blew  out  the  air  hard  in  ill-concealed  anger.  Lately,  rather  than  shouting  or crying as he had done when Marion was alive, he blew instead. 

I’ve  just  about   had  it,   Bob.’  Cliff  leaned  over  and  whispered  harshly  into  his ear, looking around at the other passengers, feeling watched. ‘You have no choice. 

We're going on to Tlaxcala tonight. You don’t have to like it, but that’s what we’re doing. I’m not going to stop every time you feel like it,  son?  

Cliff  felt  a  sudden  drop  in  his  stomach,  a  cold,  hard  sensation  creeping  in, making his chest tight. He really hadn’t meant to put the nasty inflection on ‘son’. 

The whole time his wife had been alive, he’d never used the word. He felt bad about that, but it went too far. Bob had been her brother’s son. He turned around in his seat. A man was watching him from the back of the bus, a tall man with dull black hair—no highlights at all—wearing a dark, soiled poncho. Cliff thought at first the man looked friendly, but then saw that what he had mistaken for a smile was an odd scar across the entire upper lip, curving up at the ends like a wide, shallow ‘U’. The man’s  complexion  was  a  deep  amber,  almost  chocolate,  but  his  hands  seemed almost  impossibly  pale,  a  white  man’s  hands,  a  golden  Scandinavian’s.  Cliff fantasized the man 
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keeping  the hands  in  ice.  He pictured  mountains full of  snow,  travellers  lost  in  the cold and dark, frozen bodies recovered months later from beneath the steep cliffs. 

The bus stopped briefly at almost every village in the central highlands, most consisting of only a small arrangement of adobe huts. At each of these stops he heard the same. 

 'Mala gente,'  warned an old man lapping at the window. 

 'Mala gente,'  screeched a lady in a dirt-brown dress from her front door. 

 Mala gente,  the bad people, who were reported to occupy the next village down the road. He heard the same thing at each succeeding village. 

‘Oh, no,  señor",  not this village. It is the  next village.  Mala gente. Mala gente!'  

There was an old Mexican folk remedy for people talking bad about you: sew up a load’s mouth with green thread, then leave it on the person’s doorstep. Cliff wondered how the local toad population was holding up. Bob thought it was a wonderful idea. 

The morning was sweltering; Cliff stripped down to his T-shirt by noon. He tried to convince Bob to remove his heavy knit shirt; the boy was embarrassed as only an eight-year-old can be, and his obstinacy unaccountably infuriated Cliff. 

A  grimy  arm  reached  through  the  open  window  and  shoved  a  taco  into  his  face. 

‘Taco,  señor?'   Cliff  pushed  it away.  The  taco  swung  back. ‘Taco,  for  the boy?’  Cliff slapped at it angrily. Bob had had three tacos so far that day; Cliff was at a loss about controlling his eating. The boy didn’t have to say a word to get back at him. 

The windows on his side of the bus were full of arms and hands  bearing mangoes, baskets, small souvenirs, as if some great, desperate beast had latched onto the bus. 

A  young  boy  peered  from  under  a  worn  shawl.  'Mala  gente,'   in  a  high-pitched voice. 

Cliff  had  watched  the  dark  stranger  at  each  of  their  stops.  The  man  always remained  in  his  seat,  staring  straight  ahead.  None  of  the  other  passengers  seemed  to want to have anything to do with him. At first Cliff thought they were just ignoring him completely, but then noted the way people subtly edged from his vicinity. The bus was quite  crowded,  but  there  were  vacant  seats  all  around  the  man.  Even  the  outstretched arms bearing merchandise stayed away. 

Cliff couldn’t peel his eyes away from the man, his posture, his dress. He could see at least two sweaters beneath the heavy wool poncho. Yet the man wasn’t perspiring al all. The stranger didn’t seem to be affected by anything. 

 'Mala  gente!  Mala  gente!'   The  old  Indian  woman  babbled  to  herself  as  she  delivered their linen. Cliff started to reply but she had already headed down 13  
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the walk. He wondered if any of the tourists had done something to offend her. 

Bob sat outside their motel room, ‘bored’ again. Cliff had tried to ignore him: unpacking,  rearranging  his  shirts  in  the  small  bureau,  looking  through  the  stack  of souvenir  Spanish publications he could but  half-comprehend. But  he always  found himself  returning  to  the  front  window,  pulling  back  the  curtains  and  staring  at  the boy. 

He'd never have agreed to taking Bob in if he hadn’t felt safe. Until Marion, he had  never  found  anyone  ready  to  accept  him,  even  in  his  most  distant,  taciturn moments. ‘It shows character,’ she’d laugh, poking his stomach with her forefinger. 

He had discovered he could love a child only in the abstract. Bob was every bit as  distant,  as  taciturn  as  he,  maybe  more  so,  and  Cliff  didn’t  find  the  boy  very likeable. 

‘Good people’ loved and cared for children. And he had always wanted to be a 

‘good’ person. He was  not a  cold man, Marion had known that. 

He  went  to  his  bureau  to  pull  out  a  heavier  shirt;  the  room  had  suddenly  felt much cooler to him. 

That night he found himself slaying up watching Bob sleep. After a few hours Bob’s snoring became visible to Cliff, cold puffs clouding the air above the boy’s face. 

The first person Cliff saw the next morning was the stranger. The man was sitting in an  open  air,  rundown  little  restaurant  with  cloth-covered  tables  and  brown  Indian waitresses.  Flies  were  buzzing  around  outside  the  place  and  most  of  the  patrons were drenched in sweat. But the stranger was cool, felt cold to the eye. Sitting in the grey shade of the café in his dark poncho he seemed like an arctic shadow. 

As  he  watched  Cliff  approach  him  from  the  plaza  only  his  eyes  showed  any signs of light, like sun reflected off twin orbs of ice. 

Cliff was exhausted from only two hours’ sleep the previous night, and he was in a bit of a hurry, worried that Bob would wake up soon and come looking for him. 

For some reason he did not understand, Cliff took a chair at the stranger’s table. But then he found he could hardly look at the man, and found it necessary to watch the other patrons, the passers-by, even the dogs wandering the streets. 

The  stranger  seemed  a  black  sculpture.  He  leaned  forward,  as  if  to  say something, tilted his head back, as if signalling Cliff to move closer. But Cliff could not let himself gel any closer; his body would not allow it. 

The man stared, eyes unblinking, and passed his left hand in front of Cliffs face, as if he were waving ‘hello’. 

Cliffs  face  seemed  suddenly  numb  with  cold,  his  eyes  squinted  shut, instinctively  protecting  themselves  as  if  they’d  been  blasted  by  a  winter  gust.  He thought it must be some sort of anxiety attack, a nervous effect. Then he 14  
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fell  a  sensation  as  if  a  sheet  had  been  lifted  from  his  face,  his  skin  again  being exposed to the Mexican heat. Water dripped down out of his eyebrows; he pictured hairs losing their coatings of frost. 

The stranger settled back in his chair, looking past Cliff, into the distant mountain peaks. 

‘Is there . . . something I can do for you, sir?’ Cliff stammered, unable to lake his eyes off the stranger’s blank looking face. 

But the stranger didn’t answer. 

‘I’m  .  .  .  I’m  afraid  I  don’t  understand  what’s  going  on  here.  Do  you  speak English?’ 

One of the emaciated stray dogs wandered closer to their table, obviously seeking some  scraps.  Cliff  watched  the  stranger  shift  his  eyes  a  fraction  to  register  this  new presence. 

Cliff started to pet the dog, then stopped in mid-reach, feeling a sensation near his fingertips, as if they were dipping into cool butter. He watched, spellbound, as the dog sank first on to his haunches, then, his front legs collapsing, on to his snout. The oddest thing, as if the dog were winding down in slow motion, running out of gas. 

He touched the dog with his foot; there was no response. 

Cliff  looked  up  at  the  man,  squinting,  because  suddenly  the  sun  seemed  to  be  in his eyes; he couldn’t make out the man’s features because of the glare. The head was a solid  black  oval.  But  then  Cliff  discovered  he  could  see  the  mouth,  and  the  wide shallow U of the scar making the false smile over the unsmiling lips. 

Moments later the café owner was standing over Cliff, alternately apologizing for the dead dog beneath the table, screaming at everyone within earshot for allowing such a  thing  to  happen  al  his  establishment,  and  suggesting  pointedly  that  perhaps  Cliff, after all, had something to do with the animal’s presence. Soon a crowd had gathered, all arguing conflicting points of view in rapid-fire Spanish. 

When things had quieted down, Cliff couldn’t find the stranger anywhere. 

Cliff sat in a Mexican cowhide chair, looking past the bed where Bob was napping, and out the window at the rain clouds piling up in the sky, the gold and red sunset turning the distant mountains into black cut-outs. The clouds themselves, then the trees, people passing  in  the street outside had  all become  silhouettes before  he finally  broke  out of his reveries, stood, and began moving around in the room. 

Cliff  sat  awkwardly  in  the  bus  that  day,  his  body  tense  with  expectation.  He  felt the stranger watching him, the dark eyes cooling the back of his neck. Occasionally he glanced down at Bob, who stared out the window. The boy’s quiet made him uneasy. 

Cliff was afraid of being exposed now, afraid that Bob would discover how he really felt. The silence made him wonder if Bob already suspected. 
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This leg of the trip had been essentially dull. Miles of pine trees baking in the hot  sun;  it  seemed  they  should  just  curl  up  and  die.  As  the  bus  swung  around  the mountain curves they could look back on the hazy, dusty Mexican valley, and above the haze,  in  the clear  upper  air,  the snow  cap  of  Popocatepetl.  The  driver  had  shut off the engine and coasted part of the way, an unnerving habit of his, since he’d had to round some of those curves at high speed in order to mount the short rises. Cliff had found himself gasping in the mountain air. Occasionally they passed ruins of old haciendas  and  Cliff had  been  reminded  of  the age of  the place,  the history  marked here, where Zapata had ridden with the Indians, and where Cortez had traversed the highlands. 

The natives seemed unimpressed, and the tourists too washed out from the heat to pay much attention. Most of them, Cliff and Bob included, were scheduled to be in Cuernavaca the next day; they were saving their enthusiasm. 

The  boy  was  unhappy,  always  had  been.  Just  look  at  him  now,  Cliff  mused, tossing and turning in the clinging sheets, struggling with any number of demons he could only guess at, since Bob certainly wasn’t one to share his dreams, or anything else, with anyone. Marion had just begun making progress with him, getting him to open up a little with her, when she was killed in the accident. 

The  drunk  jumped  the  median.  Cliff  couldn’t  have  known.  It  could  have happened to anyone. Suddenly the front of the other car filled his windshield. When he  looked  over  at  her,  the  blood  streaming  from  her  nose,  her  hair,  matting  above that dark place . . . Bob was screaming, crying in the back seat. Cliff found himself shouting at him. 

And  looking  at  her,  beginning  to  scream  himself,  he  knew  that  he  had  been daydreaming  at the time—Marion’d  always  been  amused  by  his  little  trances—but damn,   he’d  been   daydreaming'.   The  drunk  hadn’t  been  travelling  that  fast.  They could have made it. 

Bob knew that, too; Cliff was sure of it. But the boy had never said a word. The boy had finally settled down, his thumb at his lips in a peaceful, babyish gesture, the rising moon turning his dark hair almost silver, and bleaching out his face so that he looked more like an old man lying there twisted up in the bright sheets. Cliff  could hold him, if only Bob could be like that all the time. He yearned to be able to hold the boy tightly against his own body, inseparable. Awake it was impossible; the boy v/ould  anger  him.  But  Cliff  remembered  the  times  those  barriers  had  frayed  a  bit: Bob leaning against him as they climbed aboard the bus, asking him for help picking out clothes, wanting Cliff to do things for him he already knew how to do. Cliff had lived alone most of his life. He hadn’t even been used to the marriage yet when they adopted Bob. He still woke up mornings believing he was single until he rolled over and  found  Marion  there,  and  he  realized  at  her  funeral  that  he  never   had  become used to her presence in his life. He wasn’t 
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likely  to  get  used  to  Bob  cither;  it  would  continue  like  this,  unfinished,  as  long  as they both lived. 

He  was  outside  walking  briskly  away  from  the  inn  before  he  realized  he’d  even made  some  sort  of  decision.  The  night  air  felt  somehow  strange  to  him,  as  if  the  air itself were warm, but too thin, too spread out to transfer any of its heat to his body. The air was full of shadows, silhouettes. The back of his neck began to shiver, the hairs on his arms prickling. 

The stranger  was  sitting  on  a bench  in  the darkness;  even  though  only  his  profile was  visible,  Cliff  recognized  him  immediately.  It  was  almost  as  if  the  man  had  been waiting for Cliff to leave the room. Cliff stopped, momentarily startled by the stranger’s sharp profile: the hooked nose, the pouting lips, double chin. 

 ‘Cold . . .’ 

The word came from the direction of the bench, although he hadn’t actually seen the man’s lips move. He stepped impulsively closer to the bench. The man had turned his face slightly and the resemblance to his own profile was gone. 

The  man  made  no  move  to  rise,  and  Cliff  didn’t  have  any  intention  of  stepping closer to the negative-like figure. 

 ‘You want me to do something . . .’ 

‘I don’t think . . .’ Cliff wasn’t sure if that last had been a question, or a statement. 

 ‘You want me to do something about . . . Bob . . .’ 

‘What? How did you know my son’s name? You couldn’t know.’ 

Cliff  halted,  tried  to  catch  his  breath.  The  man  just  sat  there  unmoving,  his  dark form not even wavering against the light. ‘I don’t understand. This . . . this  has to stop’’ 

Cliff said, suddenly on the verge of tears. 

Someone  was  laughing  in  one  of  the  bars  down  the  dusty  street.  A  man  on  a bicycle passed between them, but neither Cliff nor the stranger lost concentration, Cliffs gaze and the stranger’s imagined gaze locked, unbreakable. 

 ‘Cold . . .’ 

‘Stop it, dammit!’ Cliff began walking away, following the cyclist down towards the village, already thinking about getting drunk. ‘Oh, just do it! Do it, for God’s sake!’ 

he said, almost absent-mindedly, not thinking about the words, just wanting the man to go away, Bob to go away. Then, whispering back over his shoulder,  ‘Please . . .’ 

Cliff  stopped  halfway  down  the  road  and  turned  around.  He  watched  as  the stranger rose slowly to his feet and began moving steadily towards the inn and the room where  Bob  was  sleeping.  The  wind  was  beginning  to  pick  up;  a  small  dust  devil  of leaves,  grit,  and  small  pebbles  swung  past  the  stranger  and  down  the  road  a  few  feet from where Cliff was standing. But the stranger’s poncho did not stir, hung draped like clothing on a sculpture. Cliff 
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turned  and  ran  to  catch  the  cyclist,  unaccountably  wondering  how  he  might  beat  the rickety bicycle in the race to the village. 

Cliff didn’t return to the inn until the next dawn. He walked into a sunny, well-kept room. The maid had been there, the beds made, bureau straightened. There was no sign of his son. The boy’s clothes were missing from the closet. It was as if the boy had never existed. 

What  had  the  man  done?  But  Cliff  wouldn’t  allow  himself  to  think  about  the logistics involved. 

If the other tourists on the bus to Cuernavaca noticed Bob’s absence they said nothing to him. Cliff looked everywhere for the stranger, not only on the bus, but in the crowds along the highway, in the small towns, even trying to imagine the man in other clothes, in false beards and moustaches. But there was no sign of him. By the time they’d reached the outskirts of the city he had begun to relax, almost ready to actually enjoy his vacation. He began daydreaming of moving, finding a new job, perhaps even dating again. For the first time since her death Cliff began to wonder if perhaps there  might be  another woman for him out there, perhaps even someone like Marion. 

The  Estrelle  de  Oro  bus  dropped  him  off  at  the  terminal  on  Ave.  Morelos  at Calle  Veracous.  He  caught  a  red  and  white  city  bus  on  Morelos,  riding  down  to Aragon y Leon, where he registered at Casa Marilu, Aragon y Leon, No. 12, plain but clean just as the guidebook had described. 

He  ate  a  late  lunch  at  the  restaurant  Mary  &  San  Miguel:  soup,  omelette, frijoles, and salad, twenty pesos. 

He spent the afternoon wandering the streets, visiting the square Jardon Juarez, vowing to return Sunday evening for the regular band concert held there, shopped the markets, passed Rajón, then Hidelgo, stopping at each dealer in pre-Columbian art, both the authentic and the faked antiques. 

He  had  always  been  fascinated  by  the  freakish  look  of  these  figures,  the hysterical eyes and protruding tongues, the fearsome gods in their stiff headdresses. 

If spirits did live in this world, Cliff was convinced this would be how they looked. 

It was strange how many times the new ‘antiques’ would cost just as much as the genuine, old ones. But then, they were made in the same way by the same kinds of people. And it made an ironic sense too, that new gods would be valued the same as the old. 

The  old  woman  wore  several  shawl   rebozos  in  a  rainbow of  colour,  no  doubt selling them to tourists right  off her back. But her main line was the artefacts, old and new arranged side by side on her little table. 

Cliff felt gregarious. ‘So, how’s business,  señora?'  He grinned. 

 'Mucho trabajo, poco dinero, señor'  

He  drew  a  blank  momentarily.  He  knew   mucho  meant   much,   and  that  last phrase was  little money,  but he couldn’t remember the meaning of  trabajo.  

‘Much work, little money, mister.’ 
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Cliff looked down gratefully at the small boy who had walked up beside him, then shivered involuntarily as he caught just a glimpse of the boy’s profile.  You want me to do something about Bob . . . The dark hair, the fleshy face. 

The little Mexican boy stared up at Cliff quizzically, blinking his dark eyes. He had several boxes of Chiclets thrust forward in one grimy little hand. 

Cliff shakily pulled out a coin, accepted a box of Chiclets, and stood there staring at it as the boy ran down the street. 

 'Mala gente! Mala gente!'  the old woman screamed. 

Cliff looked up at her, startled. She seemed to be looking slightly past him, her lips tight, the cords standing out in her neck. 

He  swung  around  in  time  to  see  a  shadowy  figure  turning  into  the  crowd, disappearing  almost  immediately.  The  faces  of  the  people  were  bright,  the  colours  in their clothing standing out distinctly. 

He held the woman’s arm so she would not bolt from him. ‘What did he  look like?’ 

She stared at him in bewilderment. 

 'Mala gente . . .  that means more than one. Were there more than one?’ She opened her mouth soundlessly. 

 'Woman,  were there  two?'  

The  old  woman  pulled  loose,  stumbled  back  against  the  adobe  behind  her,  then began  scrambling  up  the  street,  muttering  hoarsely,  'Mala  gente  .  .  .  mala  gente  .  .  . 

 mala gente . . .’ 

For  two  days  he  wandered  bar  to  bar  drinking,  watching  out  for  the  dark  stranger, checking  out  carefully  every  small  beggar  who  happened  to  stumble  his  way.  He developed  a  cold  which  threatened  to  evolve  into  something  worse,  giving  him  an excuse  to  try  the  old  Mexican  cure  of  Mescal  drunk  hot  with  lemons.  He  seemed  to have developed a taste for  pulque as well, a milky fermented drink made from the juice of  the   agave.   It  had  an  unpleasant  smell  and  a  sour  taste,  but  it  provided  a  sensory distraction. 

He tried the herb seller at one of the street markets, hoping the man might sell him some tree bark, plant, or seed from ancient times designed to cure what was ailing him. 

After all, the man had herbs for headaches, bleeding, love, and lost virginity; why not a herb for him, for ‘sons, shadows, and cold,’ as  he had explained to the man, gesturing wildly. 

The man had looked frightened, stammered  'Ahorita,' right away,  then left through a  curtain  behind  his  stand.  Cliff  had  become  angry,  confused,  knowing  that  here Ahorita could mean hours.  Ahorita, senor\ I’ll bring it.  Ahorita, this very afternoon.  He heard it all the time. 

Cliff  slipped  away  when  he saw the herb seller  coming  back  around  the  comer,  a member  of  the  state  police  in  tow,  police  who  consider  you  guilty  until  you  prove otherwise, especially a drunken, unshaven gringo. Cliff secreted himself within the fast-moving crowd. 
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 Mala genie . . . mala gente . . . mala gente . . .  

He fell  a little  better  the fourth  day,  enough  to  dress  up  and  treat himself  to  a small  excursion  to  the  Jardin  Borda,  the  Borda  Gardens,  at  Morelos  and  Hidalgo, the  former  summer  retreat  of  the  Emperor  Maximilian  and  the  Empress  Carlotta. 

Fifteen pesos to enter the small preserve of the gardens proper. 

Afterwards  he  had  a  drink  at  one  of  the  fanciest  restaurants  in  the  city,  Las Mañanitas, a Spanish colonial house doubling as a hotel and restaurant. Behind the building were tropical gardens stocked with peacocks, toucans, macaws, cranes, and parrots.  Here  he  could  sit  on  the  lawn  among  all  the  birds  and  sip  a  cool  drink. 

Forty-five pesos. 

He  picked  up  a  prostitute  on  the  way  back  to  his  hotel.  Twenty-five  pesos.  It was dark by the time they arrived at the front of the building. She seemed nervous, anxious to get upstairs and away from him. 

 "Mala gente . . .’ she whispered hoarsely. 

‘What!’ He turned and grabbed her by the wrists. ‘What do you mean by that?’ 

His voice shook, tears welling up in his eyes. 

‘The  people here,  señor,'  she wheezed, eyes darting fitfully. ‘See? How- do you say . . . the criminal element?’ 

Cliff  turned  his  head  slowly,  taking  in  the  dark  figures  on  the  street  comers, grouped in alleys, lounging in front of buildings. He sighed and dropped her hands, 

‘Sorry ... I didn’t mean to do that . . . please, please let’s just go up now.’ 

He had been halfway between waking and sleeping, drifting. Somewhere out in the snow? No, it had been sand, hot desert. Was he sure which? He half-remembered a dream about his father’s death, the old man lying there, scowling in a stiff headdress as if he were a priest or god, his eyes wild, tongue protruding, and God forgive him, Cliff just didn’t care, it wasn’t in him to care at all. The old man had starved all the caring out of him a long time ago. 

‘Do you want me to do something?’ 

His eyes went open immediately. 

‘You want me to do something . . 

Cliff  jerked  up  in  bed  and  shouted  when  he  saw  the  dark,  sharp-featured silhouette bending over him. He pushed it away with frantic fingers, scrambling up on his knees in the bed. 

‘You did not seem interested! I was just trying to  help\ I didn’t know what you wanted?   The  prostitute  shouted  at  him.  Cliff  sat  quietly,  rubbing  his  eyes  like  a sleepy child. 

She  was  slipping  rapidly  into  her  clothes,  muttering  in  unintelligible  Spanish, coughing, when he began to cry. 

‘I’ve tried ... I really have.’ 

The prostitute stopped and stared defiantly at Cliff as he continued to cry 20  
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in loud, choked-off sobs. ‘ Malvado!'  she spat, then turned on her heel and left through the already open door. 

Cliff looked around at the darkness in the room, the dim light from the hall filling his open door, and continued to talk, to chatter. ‘I tried, I did try.’ 

The door closed slowly until only a thin crack of light remained. 

Cliff  collapsed back  on  to  the bed.  His  eyes,  even  through  his  tears,  were slowly becoming accustomed to the semi-darkness, the crack of light through his door striping the humped forms of the room’s furniture, the streetlight filtered through the thin shade behind him turning his sheets a dingy, pale yellow. 

‘It  hasn't  been  easy  for  me,’  he  said  as  he  turned  his  head  side  to  side  as  if addressing an entire crowd in his room, ‘it has never been easy.’ And he saw the tall shadow figure at the foot of his bed. 

He sobbed, wide-eyed, watching the figure as it moved around the bed, towards his night table, his pillow, ‘I tried to be a good man,’ brushing back its heavy poncho from arms which were long, angular. He choked, as the arms, ended with thin bony fingers were reaching out to his chest, ‘If I’d just touched,’ he said softly, as the hard, steely, icy  fingers  touched him,  that touch  spreading  throughout his body,  freezing  the  brain, icing over the skin, spiking the heart. And, for the moment, stopping everything. 

 'Cold . . .’ the shadow whispered. 

He  could  not  move,  just  stare  into  the  face  of  the  stranger,  whose  profile  now, indeed,  was  his,  but  changed  so  quickly,  even  before  the  recognition  had  quite registered,  and  then  the  stranger’s  face  was  blank  again,  devoid  of  meaning, expressionless. 

But behind the stranger another shadow moved, came around beside the figure, a small head beside the stranger’s broad shoulders. Then the small shadow crept into the dim light from the door, and Cliff saw that it was his own son, the face striped across one  eye  and  the  nose  by  the  crack  of  light,  the  other  eye  impassive,  the  lips  smooth, together, untroubled. A beautiful child’s face. 

As  the  heavy  weight  of  cold  crept  through  his  body,  every  pore,  every  extremity filling  with  the  mass  of  ice,  Cliff  thought  of  his  own  face,  and  which  expression  he could choose, with these last few seconds, to make permanent. 
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A  FAMILY’S GOT  TO do things together, each and every day,’ Owen’s father always  said.  ‘And  do  things  best  as  you  can,  like  you  mean  them.  That’s  what makes  right  living.  Those  little  things  you  do  every  day.  Like  working  in  the garden, or working on the house, even going to a ball game together. You do them regular and it’s just like praying. Even if you got nothing else but that, everything’ll turn out okay.’ 

His  father’s  rituals.  Owen  used  to  think  they'd  drive  him  crazy.  Maybe  they had. Maybe he should have asked his wife if they had—Marie would know. But he hadn’t even talked to her on the phone since she’d left him two years ago. He had no idea where she was. She hadn’t even tried to contact their older son Wes, and that  surprised  him.  Her  leaving  in  the  first  place  had  surprised  him.  As  had  her taking  Jimmy,  the  younger,  and  leaving  ten-year-old  Wes  alone  in  the  house  that day. Owen couldn’t imagine what she’d been thinking. 

He hadn’t really known Marie  at all. And now, he had to admit, he knew his sons even less. His family must have been slipping through his fingers for years and he hadn’t noticed a thing. 

‘I  hate  it  here.’  That  was  Owen's  mother.  But  it  might  have  been  Wes.  He’d said  that  when  they  weren’t  more  than  three  feet  inside  the  doorway  of  the  old house. Owen had felt like hitting him. ‘I hate it here,’ she always said. The regular, ritualistic complaints, day after day. ‘Everything’s so  damp.  I can’t leave any of my clothes in the trunks for fear they’ll mildew on me. And it’s so plain. It’s like living in  a  box!’  Then  she’d  drag  Owen  to  her  closet  door  and  make  him  look  in.  The mildew  spread  over  the  old  floorboards  like  pale  green  paint.  It  nauseated  him. 

He’d look back over his shoulder at his father, who watched them from just outside the door but never came in.  It  embarrassed Owen, the way she’d show him things wrong with the house as if his father wasn’t standing right there. 

‘It’s  a  great  deal,  hon.’  That  was  Owen’s  father.  ‘County  used  to  use  it  for storage,  I  think.  Marine  equipment,  or  something.  That’s  why  it’s  plain.  But  hell, doesn’t  have  to  be  that  way  forever.  We’ll  fix  ’er  up.  Besides,  it’s  the  only  way we’re going to get a house right now.’ 

‘But it’s so  wet here. Makes my skin crawl. Like I’m always tasting bad water.’ 

22  

 

 Leaks 

‘It’s  close  to  the  water,  don’t  you  know,’  he  said,  and  laughed  each  time.  Each time Owen’s mother trembled, and after a few  years in that  house Owen understood why. 

The  voices  were  so  clear,  only  slightly  muted  as  he  recalled  them.  As  if  they’d leaked from the walls that had stored them these many years. 

His father’s attempts to placate his mother were useless. Owen didn’t think he’d really tried. Most of the time he ignored her complaints, as if he had other things on his mind and counted on the rituals to make things right in the family. 

‘Almost sunset. Let’s gel those chairs ready and head down to the creek bank.’ He never said it loudly, but the firmness of his expectation was clear. It was something the family did every night, even in the coldest weather. ‘Owen,  you shut the door behind your mother.’ Always the same instruction. 

The family trooped the hundred feet to the creek bank, a hundred muddy feel most of  the  time,  the  brownish-yellowish  grass  lying  flat  over  the  wet  loam  like  a  badly done toupee, Owen’s father always in the lead. ‘In case of water snakes,’ he said, and winked at Owen’s mother. A little cruelly, Owen always thought. One evening she’d been terrified to distraction by one of the enormous earthworms that were always lying around,  forced  out  of  their  holes  by  all  the  water  that  saturated  the  ground  near  the creek. Owen had to admit it was the biggest earthworm he’d ever seen. Freakishly big. 

They each carried a lawn chair. ‘Okay, now you sit there, Mother. And you there, Owen.’  His  father  stared  at  them  as  they  struggled  to  unfold  the  stiff  old  chairs.  It always made Owen terribly self-conscious. And then inevitably his father would grab the chairs out of their hands and show them how to grip the aluminum tubing, how to snap the chair out just so. ‘Why can’t you people ever learn the proper way to unfold a lawn  chair?’  Then  they’d  all  sit  facing  the  creek.  ‘Good  to  do  things  together,’  his father would say several times during the next hour. ‘Family needs its routine.’ And that would begin the lecture for the evening. 

They’d  sit  there,  watching  the  sunset  redden  the  greasy  water  below  them,  dark water  that  seemed  too  thick  somehow,  too  substantial,  that  lapped  at  their  feet  so hungrily. 

‘Beautiful evening,’ his father would say. ‘And look at how pretty the water is!’ 

Owen could  taste the creek—the air was full of it. It was like drowning. 

That was a long time ago. Now he and Wes were back. 

The  first  day  back  in  the  house  Owen  wandered  aimlessly  from  room  to  room. 

Wes stayed in the back yard and complained. Sometimes Owen would catch a glimpse of him through a yellowed window pane. At thirteen he was tall and lanky, a dishwater blond much like Owen himself, much like Owen’s father. Owen felt a sudden pride in his son at that moment, but 
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he doubted he ever would tell him. Something made it too hard. 

Several times Owen had to stop Wes from throwing rocks at the house. He was rapidly losing his patience; he was sure if Wes didn’t stop he’d take a backhand to the boy. He couldn't understand why his son would do that; he couldn't understand why he was so angry all the time. He'd talked to him, when he could, about Marie’s abandoning the two of them, and Wes really seemed okay about all that. 

But Owen knew he was overstating things—Wes certainly wasn’t angry all the time. He just had a talent for picking the  wrong times to be unruly. 

Once during  that first  afternoon  in  the  house Wes  brought  Owen  flowers.  ‘For the lady of the house,’ he said with a grin. 

Owen was touched. ‘Lady?’ 

‘Sure. You’ve been hanging closer to home than an old maid, Dad.’ 

Owen sighed. ‘I am being a little silly I guess.’ He laughed when Wes nodded in an  exaggerated,  comic  fashion.  Owen  smelled  the  flowers.  ‘Terrific.  Where'd  you find these?’ 

‘Out by the back gate, near the woods. They’re all over the place out there. 

‘Yeah. Seems like I remember my father having a bed of perennials out there.’ 

He looked up. ‘I’m sorry, Wes. How are you doing?’ 

Wes let loose a lopsided grin. ‘Hey, no sweat. I just feel a little strange out here is all. What can / do for you?’ 

‘You’re already doing it, Wes. You’re already doing it.’ 

He left his own and Wes’s meagre pile of belongings in the front hallway, right where they dropped them. He travelled light, never thinking of any particular place as home, determined not to let his own possessions tie him down. 

Very  little  had  changed  in  the  house  in  fifteen  years.  In  his  mother’s  sewing-room a swatch of bright blue cloth was still wedged under the needle. The dust had only now begun to accumulate; his father had been dead a week, the house untended for two. 

He  knew  the  house  would  dirty  quickly.  There  seemed  no  end  to  the  work required to maintain a house. Owen found himself listening to the walls. 

‘It doesn’t stop! I’ve cleaned the floor twice today already!’ His mother was on her  hands  and  knees,  her  back  hunched,  scrubbing  at  the  kitchen  tiles.  No  matter how much she scrubbed the seams still looked muddy. Her face was red. Her hands raw, nearly bleeding. She was sobbing. 

In  his  father's  den  a  newspaper  from  last  month  was  neatly  folded  on  his overstuffed  chair,  the  same  soft  brown  chair  Owen  remembered.  The  house  had been a lifetime of work. His father’s lifetime. 

His  father  had  seen  Wes  only  once  or  twice;  he’d  never  seen  Jimmy  at  all. 

‘Can’t come out there now, Owen. The house needs too much work right 24  
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now.’ The same excuse, again and again. ‘No time for visiting with all this work to be done.’ 

I can’t do this anymore!’ His  mother said it almost daily,  ritualistically, her hand clutching a filth-encrusted rag, her eyes red from the dust and crying. The mould came back  no  matter  how  thoroughly  she  scraped  it  away.  The  tiles  peeled  from  the  floor. 

The  window  sills  warped.  The  paint  flaked  away.  ‘This  house!  This  house!’  She complained  all  day  when  his  father  wasn’t  home,  complained  just  to  Owen,  and  to those always damp, clammy walls. His father made her sound crazy. 

‘It’s that fancy house your mother’s folks own.’ His father spoke to him as if his mother wasn’t standing right there, slamming pans around as she fixed dinner. ‘It’s got her  spoiled,  I  think.  Your  mother  doesn’t  seem  to  know  about  working  to  make something good. Like this house. It’ll be a showplace someday. If we all aren’t afraid of a little work.’ 

A lifetime of work. Owen knew he should have sold the house, or denied the will, anything other than, in fact, to take possession of it. But his father had worked so hard. 

His  father  had  told  him  again  and  again  that  children  owed  their  parents,  and  Owen believed  that.  His  father  had  manipulated  him  as  skilfully  and  persistently  as  he  had manipulated the rules by which houses fall into disrepair. 

All the furniture and appliances looked new in that house. It was only by looking very  closely  that Owen  could  see the countless,  minute indications  of  repair—the  re-weavings,  the  welds,  the  glue  repairs,  the  parts  replaced  by  parts  of  ever-so-slightly different colour. Such fine repair work. So much effort spent to gain such small results. 

He could smell the dampness in the house. 

It was only after dark that Owen realized he and Wes really didn’t have to stay in the house. Wes had known, had insisted, they didn’t have to stay, but Owen had other voices to listen to. 

‘We can leave all our stuff here, Dad. None of it really matters that much; isn’t that what   you’re  always  saying?’  Owen  gazed  at  his  son  in  surprise.  Wes  was  almost  in tears. Owen wondered how the boy could even know. 

A battered suitcase and a few boxes of clothes and paperbacks. Owen could hire an agent to handle the sale of his father’s house. 

He gazed at the new woodwork around the doors and windows, the new paint that had replaced the old, the carefully wrought repairs in the furniture. It was insane, the amount of wasted labour, wasted life that had gone into keeping this house alive. 

When  next  he  looked  out  the  window  it  was  dark.  Wes  had  fallen  asleep  on  the couch. He could hear the creek lapping at the muddy bank only a short distance away. 

A damp sensation crept into his throat. Suddenly Owen was afraid to step out on to the soft, fog-shrouded ground that surrounded his 
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father’s showplace. Wes was asleep; it was best to spend the night. Owen covered him with a blanket—it had always been easy to catch colds in this house. 

Owen left their things in the hallway and slept upstairs that night. First he tried his old bedroom, but after gazing at all its carefully repaired toys he discovered he could not sleep there. He used his father’s old bedroom. 

His  mother  left  the  house,  and  the  creek,  when  Owen  was  thirteen.  He  never saw her again. He knew it was that nightly ritual that finally  did it, for his mother had always hated that creek. She said she’d never seen water like that anywhere. 

Owen woke up on his second day in the house with an enormous headache, his chest  sore  and  his  body  riddled  with  aches  and  pains.  Opening  his  eyes  seemed unusually difficult, as if the wet headache were pushing his eyelids down. 

The  wooden floorboards  creaked—too  loudly—as  he  padded his  way  towards the  bathroom.  He  stopped  at  the  bathroom  door  and  looked  down.  He  felt  dizzy. 

The  floor  looked  warped,  buckled  towards  its  centre.  He  grew  nauseous  and  fled into the bathroom. 

He  hovered  over  the  sink,  barely  able  to  control  his  sickness,  his  arm supporting  him  against  the  wall.  The  wall  tiles  felt  slick,  slimy  beneath  his  palm. 

He  wanted  to  remove  it  from  the  tile,  but he  hadn’t  regained his  balance  yet.  He stared  down  at  the  faucet.  Water  was  flowing  in  a  silver  line  into  the  drain, noiselessly,  with  almost  no  splash,  like  an  unbroken  tube.  He  suddenly  couldn’t bear the thought of touching it, of breaking its symmetry. 

He dressed quickly and went downstairs. Wes’s bags were gone. He started to call  him  when  he  heard  the  footsteps  overhead,  in  his  old  room.  He  couldn’t suppress a smile as he walked past his stuff and opened the front door. 

With his first steps outside he noted how quiet it was. You couldn’t even hear the creek. 

He  walked  around  to  the  patio  facing  the  garden.  The  cement  slab  was cracked—you could see the traces of patching material. It had cracked every spring when the water pushed the ground up under it, and his father had repaired it every spring with the same patching compound, which made the slab good until the next spring.  Owen  looked  out  on  the garden;  it  was  badly  in  need  of  weeding.  Several potted plants left out on the gravel pathways had tilted where the gravel had sunk beneath them. The little garden house his father had built when Owen was thirteen had lost some roof tiles. They protruded from the barren garden like praying hands. 

The bright yellow paint on the back fence had paled and was peeling away from the damp wood. The woods drooped over the fence, leaves dripping steadily. 

The ground seemed to shift beneath his feet. Owen lifted one shoe and it came away muddy. As he stared into the early morning fog he imagined his 26  
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father  there,  labouring  furiously  over  first  one  area  of  the  yard  and  then  another. 

Only to repeat these small repairs a few days later. 

It  took  a  special  person  to  take  good  care  of  a  house.  A  talented  and  dedicated person. His father had said that many times. Owen wondered if he had it in him. There was so much work to be done here. 

After  Owen’s mother left his father began insisting that they ‘do more father-son things’.  And  so  he  had  instituted  the  ritual  of  the  late  afternoon  swim.  His  father expected  him  to  be  dressed  in  his  swimming  trunks  by  the  lime  he  got  home  from work each day. 

Il  was  cold  in  his  bedroom,  as  it  was  always  cold  in  his  bedroom,  which  made Owen change quickly into his trunks. But he let his father believe it was an example of the eagerness he insisted on. 

‘Hurry up, boy! The creek don’t like a reluctant swimmer, you know.’ His father said it each time, and Owen always wondered at his meaning. Maybe it was a joke, but it always made him even colder. 

In  any  case  Owen  knew  it  was  a  mistake  to  keep  his  father  waiting.  As  they walked towards the creek bank, his father led the way with a brisk, long-legged stride. 

When they reached the bank, Owen was to drop his towel immediately and jump into the shiny water. He learned to make the leap into the creek without thinking, resigned to it as one might become resigned to a repetitive bad dream. 

Owen leapt, eyes closed, struggling to force his thoughts into a stillness, into the bad drcam. 

The water was cold. He got some in his mouth. Bitter, and thick. It made him spit and choke. 

‘That’s just from the plants living on the bank . . . give it a bad taste.’ His father said that every time. And not once had Owen believed him. 

It was hard to swim here—however calm the water appeared, it roughened when Owen tried to swim in any particular direction, the small waves pushing against him. 

The water was heavy on his back. As if someone were sitting  on him, trying to push him into the scummy bottom. The surface was oily  and bunted his eyes.  It had taken him a long time to find the right word for it and then he couldn’t get it out of his mind: it was an  unfriendly  place to be. 

A hundred times Owen thought of refusing the swim. 

‘It’s important for us to do these things together, son.’ 

‘You never spend time with Wes. You should be doing things together!’ That was Owen’s  wife.  He  agreed  with  her,  and  the  desperation  he  heard  in  her  voice  pained him. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Wes. He loved him deeply. And he made attempts to plan activities they could do together—movies and ball games and museums and such. 

But it always felt so forced. So dangerous. 

And now it was all his. The house. The grounds. The bank. The creek. 
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Owen  turned  and  stared  at  it.  Now,  the  creek  was  making  noise,  splashing  and sucking, as if it had awakened from a very long sleep. He tried in vain to remember its name, and wondered if it even had a name. 

On the morning of the third day back, Owen quickly put away his own gear, then set about on the first repairs. He would wonder for some time why he felt compelled to do this—he wondered even at the time. There was no reason for him to follow in his father’s footsteps. He could live a completely different life. And when he woke up that morning he had pretty much decided that was the way it was going to be—he was  going  to  keep  the  repairs  down  to  a  necessary  minimum.  Shabbiness  was  one thing that could not get to him. It wouldn’t define his life. 

Wes, of course, wasn’t happy about Owen’s decision. ‘You promised we’d only be here a little while!’ was all he would say. His son’s petulance angered him. 

‘Just for  a  little  while,  Wes.  If  I  do  just  a few  small  repairs  then  we  can  get  a better  price  for  this  place.  And  I  can  afford  to  buy   you  some  of  the  things  you’ve always wanted. Now doesn’t that make sense?' 

‘I  don’t  want  you  to  buy  me  anything.  I  just  want  to  get  out of  this  place.  Il’s cold and wet ... I  hate it!’ 

It hurt. 

But then there were things to do. Several of the fake marble tiles popped off the wall  when  he  went  into  the  bathroom.  He  examined  the  exposed  surfaces,  and discovered  the  old  plaster  beaded  with  water.  No  doubt  the  caulking  had  eroded, letting the water from the shower seep in. Then he noticed the small rust stain in the sink,  a  stain  he  could  swear  had  not  been  there  the  day  before.  Then  a  section  of wallpaper  peeled  loose in  the living-room.  And  a piece of  brick  fell  down  from  the fireplace. He picked it up and it crumbled nearly to dust in his hand. He examined the rest of the brickwork and found it full of tiny holes, soft and brittle. As if alternating damp and dry had made it deteriorate. 

The house was falling apart around him, and he couldn’t bear the thought of that happening so soon after his father’s death, while he was in charge. If nothing else he had to save the house for his own son’s future. Maybe eventually he would put it on the market and sell the problem to someone else, but he couldn’t let it all disintegrate while he was staying there. 

On the living-room shelves were countless books on home repair. Owen spread one  across  his  lap.  The  pages  smelled  musty,  and  felt  a  bit  like  dough  beneath  his fingertips. He stared at a rusty splotch lying on the contents page. When it started to move he recognized it: a silverfish. He sucked in his revulsion and brushed the insect away. 

The plastic wall tile in the bathroom was easy. He spent about an hour scraping the old adhesive off the backs of the tiles and the exposed wall. The wall had dried during the morning and seemed pretty solid. He found new 28  
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plastic-tile adhesive in a storage room in the basement, as well as virtually every other home  repair  compound,  chemical,  tool,  and  material  imaginable.  He  stood  there, adhesive  in  hand,  and  tried  to  calculate  the  value  of  such  a  stock.  Probably  in  the thousands. He spread the backs of the tiles with the adhesive and pressed them firmly into place. Then the joints had to be smoothed. 

Owen  found  himself  using  the  flat  end  of  a  toothpick,  as  if  he  were  sculpting  a miniature.  An  old  house  like  this  never  forgave  shoddy  work.  Before  you  knew  it, something  adjacent  would  need  repair—like  an  infection  spreading.  His  father  must have told him that a hundred times. 

Wes spent a great deal of time wandering the grounds and reading. He didn’t like sitting on the ground, so he always carried a folding chair with him. Sometimes Owen would  discover  him  behind  a  bush  or  some  other  object,  watching  Owen  make  the repairs. Owen thought he seemed content enough. 

Rubbing  paraffin  on  all  the  edges  of  a  sticking  kitchen  cabinet  door  seemed  to solve that problem immediately. Replacing a door spring with a pneumatic closer from the  basement  storage  room  stopped  the  back  screen  door  from  banging.  The  wobbly legs on the dining-room table were repaired by forcing new glue into the joints. A small hole  in  one  of  the  walls  was  filled  with  gypsum-board  joint  compound  and  sanded smooth. Owen discovered a small hole in one of his mother’s favourite pewter mugs; he cleaned the metal inside the mug with steel wool, then covered the hole with epoxy mender. 

When he returned the epoxy to the basement he discovered that several of the water pipes  were  sweating,  and  a puddle had formed  on  the concrete floor.  He stared  at  the pipes,  fascinated  by  the  way  moisture  just  seemed  to  ooze  out  of  solid  metal,  then wrapped them with fiberglass tape. 

Over  the  next  few  days  Owen  discovered  he  had  a  knack  for  this  sort  of  work, something he never would have imagined. Some repair solutions came to him naturally, unbidden.  And  for  the  knottier  problems  he  discovered,  by  dipping  into  his  father’s library, that there were tricks he could use, that the mysteries had discoverable keys. By drilling holes almost through the wood slightly smaller than the nails he was going to use  he  could  prevent  the  wood  from  splitting  when  he  nailed  two  pieces  together—

especially useful when working with oak or yellow pine. Coarse sand was required for making  good  concrete.  Cellulose  cement  made  a  neater  joint  than  epoxy  glue  but  it broke down under heat. Pyrethrin was a good spray for centipedes, but since they kill many other insects perhaps they’d best be left alone. 

The  air  seemed  drier  in  the  house.  It  had  been  unexpectedly  easy  to  conquer  the dampness. Owen breathed more easily. 

Wes  spent  a  great  deal  of  time  in  Owen’s  old  bedroom,  playing  with  his  ship models, taking them apart,  reassembling them. And some  days he took long walks by himself. But never by the creek. 
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‘Why don't you ever go down to the creek?’ Owen had been repairing the porch swing,  replacing  sonic  of  the  slats,  when  Wes  walked  up  behind  him.  It  startled Owen  at  first;  his  son  had  paid  a  noticeable  amount  of  non-attention  to  the  repair work up until this time. ‘There’s a lot of interesting animals living by the creek, birds and  reptiles  and  things.  And  it’s  a  lot  cooler  down  there.’  To  his  dismay,  Owen usually  found  himself  taking  up  a  semi-lecturing  tone  when  speaking  to  Wes.  The canned sentences almost led him to propose that Wes take a swim in the creek. But the suggestion died in a sour taste that filled his mouth. 

I  don’t  like  the  creek,’  Wes  said.  Then,  when  Owen  thought  the  boy  wasn’t going to say anymore, ‘There’s something wrong with it.’ 

Owen laid his tools down and turned from the job. I don’t understand what you mean.’ 

‘What are we  doing here, Dad? You said just a couple of days’’ 

Owen closed his eyes. He was angry, but he also felt an unaccountable kind of grief. He reached out and touched Wes’s tennis shoe. Maybe it was silly—he wanted to  hold his  son,  grab  his hand, but  the shoe was  all he could  reach  at  that  moment. 

‘I’m sorry. I know. But I’m real close to settling something, Wes. I can’t explain it, but we have to stay just a little while longer. I feel so close now.’ 

He  must  be  babbling  like  an  idiot.  He  expected  his  son  to  look  confused  or appalled  or  miffed,  but  the boy  looked  almost  kindly.  ‘Okay,  Dad.  But  let  me  help you fix some of this stuff. Maybe then we can get out of here.’ 

Owen nodded. 

Owen discovered it relaxed him to make the walk from the house to the creek after a long day repairing the house. He’d sit in an old chair on the bank and nearly fall asleep watching the slight, restless waves. He wanted badly for Wes to join him there, but wasn’t about to force him. He could see now why such a ritual might have appealed to his father. 

Owen had noticed a peculiar coincidence. The better the repairs proceeded, the nearer  some  intangible  ideal  of  ‘finishedness’  the old house  approached,  the  lower the  level  of  the  creek  against  his  bank.  And  the  dryer  and  firmer  the  ground.  If repairs were going exceedingly well, he could hardly see the surface of the water. 

Owen spent several more weeks making repairs. He had little time to think about why he was doing them; they just seemed to need doing. But after a while, after long stretches  of  labour,  usually  on  a  weekend  when  he  thought  he  could  rest,  things seemed  to  go  all  wrong  somehow.  Concrete  and  brick  he’d  repaired  three  days before crumbled. Chair legs warped, popping their joints. Wallpaper buckled. 

The damp was back, undoing Owen’s repairs one at a time. 

He  had  grown  more  and  more  irritable—he  couldn’t  help  himself—but  Wes seemed to know enough to stay out of his way. Occasionally he allowed 30  
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the  boy  to  help  out  with  the  small  things,  the  unskilled  labour  tasks  like  carrying supplies or bracing beams—but most of the time he refused help. Wes spent more and more time inside Owen’s old room, with the shades drawn. Some days they didn’t see each other at all. He ate his meals, sandwiches usually, wherever he was working. Wes seemed good at fending for himself. 

Once  his  father  had  spent  most  of  a  week  carefully  laying  flagstones  for  a  patio that  was  to  abut  one  of  numerous  flower  gardens  he  had  established  on  the  grounds behind  the  house.  By  that  time  his  father’s  anxieties  about  the  house  and  yard  were obvious  to  Owen.  The  number  of  lines  webbing  his  face  had  increased  dramatically, and there was a barely perceptible tremor in his hands. More than once Owen had seen him  drop  a  hammer  or  screwdriver,  then  rub  his  hands  violently,  as  if  to  work  the circulation back into them. 

But on this particular day his father seemed worse than usual. He walked around as if on eggshells, as if a cake might fall, or a castle of playing cards topple if he did not move softly enough. He carried the flagstones out to the prepared ground carefully, looking  at  the  ground  in  front  of  him  before  each  step.  Then  he  knelt  slowly, positioned the stone, then tamped it gently into place with a rubber mallet. 

Owen didn’t exactly see what happened next, but he heard his father fall and felt the ground shake. And saw, although from a distance, the flagstones sinking into mud. 

Later he examined the ground there; it had been seriously undermined by the water. 

He could have gone to his father that long ago day. He could have comforted him. 

But could not. Just as Wes could not. They’d always been like that, the two of them. 

The three of them. They were past changing, past any piecemeal repair. 

Owen dreamed about plans for the house—his father’s plans, his own plans. If he could only solve the dampness problem, they could have a rec room in the basement. 

His father had talked about that for years. It would give them more time for each other. 

Wes would like that. It was important for a father and son to do things together. 

Each  night  Owen  would  awaken  from  the  dream  of  a  house  that  demanded  no labour,  to  the  sound  of  the  dripping.  He’d  leap  from  the  bed  and  roam  the  house, checking  the  faucets,  the  windows,  the  roof,  examining  the  ground  outside.  No moisture.  And  yet  when  he  crawled  back  into  bed  he  could  hear  it  louder  than  ever, impossibly loud. 

He wondered how Wes could sleep through it all. 

He’d  remodel  the  house  completely,  he  thought.  He’d  put  in a  den,  a  children’s room.  Wes  would  have  his  own  workshop,  his  own  tools.  He’d  really  like  that.  Re-shingle the roof, panel the living-room, change the ceiling fixtures, update the wiring. 

Once the house was unrecognizable perhaps there’d be no more problems. 
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Owen  would  walk  into  the  bathroom  in  the  morning  and  find  the  faucet running, a continuous silver line as if the metal were leaking into the bottomless pit of the drain. He’d tighten the handle but the leak couldn’t be stopped, and he’d stand there watching the metal dissolving, being stolen so quickly by something that lived at the bottom of the drain. 

Some  nights  he’d  awaken  and  wander  sleeplessly  from  room  to  room.  Every faucet  in  the  house  would  be  running  in  that  continuous,  echoing,  dreamlike  way. 

He'd  go  back  to  bed  wondering  when  the  porcelain  sinks  themselves  would  begin their silent journey into the dimension at the other end of the drain. 

He’d  build  a  children’s  room.  A  silly  thought.  But  what  was  a  house  without children? There was so much work to be done—who had time for a family?  Drip . . 

 . drip.  

There  were  hidden  leaks  in  the  house.  All  the  good  air  escaped  through  the poorly-insulated roof and walls. Some energy projects would be good for next fall. 

Maybe an insulating blanket around the water heater would help. 

He’d  wake  up  in  the  middle of  the  night  because of  the  awful  subtlety  of  the noise it made. Drip. He’d pull up the bedclothes and check his toes for cracks in the toenails leaking his life away.  His father would be surprised to see how well he’d managed the repairs. 

He’d  wake  up  in  a  heavy  sweat,  the  bedroom  impossibly  humid,  the  walls warping inward from the damp. He’d check his damp head, fearing his brain fluid was leaking away. 

He  had  a  plan  for  getting  remarried  if  he  ever  got  out  of  the  house  to  meet someone. She would be enormously impressed with the improvements he had made. 

And once she saw his sensitivity demonstrated in his plans for the new children’s playroom,  she  would  fall  in  love  with  him.  They  would  be  married  in  the  living-room, if he could keep it dry long enough. 

They would have children. He’d always wanted children. 

His  bed  rotted  under  his  thrashing  body.  His  sheets  tore  to  damp  rags  in  his fists.  The  wallboard  began  to  decompose,  releasing  gases  into  the  room  that reminded  him  of  swamps  and  old  spring  houses.  You  can  smell  history  in  these rooms,  he thought, and wondered if he had stumbled across an important discovery. 

He  woke  up  with  the  water  in  his  ears.  He  stumbled  into  the  bathroom  —the liquid oozed from the tap like clear molasses. He went to the kitchen and the water was full-force from that faucet. The ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ handles no longer controlled it. 

He wandered into the turgid air of the living-room; the walls had begun to sweat. 

Where was Wes? Owen scrambled up the stairs and into his old bedroom. The bed was soaked, the sheets falling apart, the  models suspended from the ceiling so damp they periodically dropped pieces onto the floor. Like rotting carrion. 

32  

 

 Leaks 

But he couldn’t find Wes. He fell running back down the stairs. The steps were slick, insubstantial. 

Someone  was  calling  for  help.  A  child  was  lost  in  the  creek,  drowning.  The child’s voice was badly garbled by the fog, each syllable filled with cold and damp. 

But  Owen  had  momentarily  forgotten  where  the  creek  was.  If  anything,  the  creek surrounded him. 

It was quieter outside. The creek kept peace tonight. He could not decide what had made him so anxious. 

When  his father beckoned from  the  house for  their  evening  swim,  Owen  did not hesitate. 

33  

 

Stone Head 

HE  WOKE  UP  with  a  severe  headache.  A  migraine,  he  thought  in  surprise.  He thought  he  had  finally  escaped  their  daily  torment  years  ago.  The  room  was  soot-black,  bone-black.  He  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  because  there  was  no  moon  or  if  the migraine  had  addled  his  senses.  He  could  recall  headaches  so  bad  he  could  not speak, hear, or think. 

Someone was speaking his name. 

Had he overslept? Was it dark outside? For some reason he thought perhaps it might be early morning, just past midnight, but he could not find the window shade, did  not  even  know  where  to  look.  It  could  be  dawn  outside  his  room;  it  could  be noon. The headache seemed to be slowly creeping through the tissues of his brain, turning his brain—his thoughts—into stone. 

Someone was speaking his name. 

He knew his wife was not with him, knew without even touching that she was absent  from  her  place  beside  him  in  the  bed.  He  was  not  sure  if  she  actually  no longer  lived  with  him;  he had  intended  to  divorce her  many  limes,  over  a span  of years. But something had always stopped him. Had he finally gone through with it? 

She had intended to divorce him as well, from time to time. She was fed up with his coldness, his distance, his lack of deep affection, she had said. Had she finally left him? 

He did not know. He could not remember. 

Someone was speaking his name. 

He imagined  he could  hear  the  voice,  but for some  reason  thought  perhaps  he was  merely  thinking  the  words.  But  he  could  not  picture  the  words.  He  could  not remember his name. 

Nor could he remember what he had been doing the previous day, the previous week, the month. He could not remember what he had been doing the past several years. He had not been happy, he thought. Perhaps that had been his condition. He felt that almost assuredly he had been alone. 

Someone was speaking his name. 

No,  perhaps  they  were merely  writing  it.  Yes,  that was  it! At  last  he  could  be sure of something! Someone was writing his name. 

But why so loudly? Why was the process of writing his name so loud? 
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Each stroke was a thundering inside his head. That was the source of his migraine—

someone writing his name in this loud, pounding, thunderous way. 

But  yet,  what  had  happened? He felt  sure the previous  day  had  been normal.  He had got up, washed, dressed ... Or perhaps he had not dressed, perhaps he had stayed in  bed  that  day  to  read.  Perhaps  he  had  stayed  in  bed  every  day  for  several  years, reading, sleeping . . . 

No, he told himself, yesterday had been a normal day. It must have been a normal day. But now someone was writing his name. So loudly it was giving him a headache. 

And so severe a headache he could not see. Everything was black. 

What had happened to all his children? He could not remember. He knew he had not  seen  any  of  them  in  a  long  time;  such  a  long  time  that  he  had,  in  fact,  forgotten how many  children  there had  been.  Ungrateful  lot,  all  of  them—of  that  he  was  sure. 

But  he  could not  remember  their  faces,  could  not  remember  the  names.  His  memory had turned to stone. 

Someone was pounding his name. 

Of that, too, he was sure. His head quaked with each beat, each metronomic slam of  his  name,  his  signature.  He could  not  feel his hands—was  it  he himself  doing  the pounding? He had signed cheques, letters, so many cheques for ungrateful children, an unfaithful wife. A wonder he had not written his signature permanently into his desk, etched  it  in.  Perhaps  it  was  his  own  hand,  making  his  own  signature,  beating  it, pounding each stroke of his signature into the ancient wood. 

Someone was beating his name. 

Bam! Bam! Bam! But it wasn’t quite wood, was it? The surface he could hear was not wood, not ancient wood, not hard wood. Maybe metal ... his wife pounding on the motel  bathroom  door  he’d  locked  himself  behind.  Nagging,  nagging,  pound,  pound, pound. His son ... he had a son, working on that trashy car, pound, pound, pound. He thought  his  head  would  split.  He  could  barely  hear  his  own  thoughts  beneath  the drumming. 

Someone was cutting his name. 

He could feel it on his arms, his thighs, his buttocks. The knife carving his initials. 

One  of  his  daughters,  painted  to  her  wrists  in  his  blood.  Yes,  yes,  he  knew  the  beat, beat, of her cutting, cut, cut, his initials, his initials. He tried to read his initials through his pain. But could not, could not . . . 

Someone is chiselling his name. 

.  . .  could  not  because  it  wasn’t  on  his  arms,  his  buttocks,  at all.  But  beat, beat, beating  into  his  forehead.  His  head  again!  Someone  actually  beating  on  his  head, dulling his thinking, making it hard to live. He had no life! They didn’t care! 

Someone  is  chiselling  his  name.  Someone  is  beating  his  name.  Someone  is chiselling his name. 

His thoughts turn to stone. His memory turns to stone. There is no one. 
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He has lost them all. He does  not know how long ago they left. But there is no one. 

His thoughts are stone. His feelings arc stone. 

Someone is chiselling his name. 

Someone is chiselling his name. 

Into his forehead. Into his brain. At last he thinks he sees something: the name, his  name,  in  front  of  him.  On  his  forehead.  His  name  is  being  written  onto  his forehead  and  yet  he  can  sec  it,  see  up  through  his  stone  brain  into  his  transparent forehead. Head stone. Where someone is chiselling his name. Someone is chiselling his name. 

Someone is chiselling his name. 

And the stonecutter is beautiful. The man has powerful arms. The stonecutter’s chisel is silver, a sliver of moon. 

Someone is chiselling his name. 

As he sinks into the hole, as his arms grasp the sides of the hole and he begins to  drift  beneath  the  earth.  As  he  looks  into  his  forehead  and  sees  his  name  being chiselled on the expanse of cool, white stone. . . 

Someone is speaking his name. 
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JEFF LIKED TO think of the white hairs in his ears as signs of maturity, although he suspected  they  were  really  the  first  outcroppings  of old  age.  He  hadn’t  even  noticed them until they were a half-inch or more long; that bothered him. They were pale and looked slightly rubbery, like the hairs on some mutant onion. Once he knew they were there he spent hours examining himself for any new phenomena. Sometimes he would use  Liz’s  magnified  make-up  mirror.  He  was  convinced  that  his  face  was  changing every  day,  but  other  than  the  somewhat  dramatic  ear  hairs  he  had  found  nothing  to confirm this. 

In  the  mirror  silvered  fog  turned  to  beads,  then  rivulets  that  bent  his  flesh  and attempted to drag his face into the sink. He wondered if Susan would still love him if he were deformed. Adults  were mutants—he could think of no better way to define the accretion of distortions as children grew into adults. 

He  remembered  his  embarrassment  over  his  own  father—the  man’s  appearance, his  views  about  race and  nationality.  During  his  teen  years  he  had  sought  a  theory  to explain his father’s condition—the brain parasite, the secret society, his father’s hidden lizard face. 

Some day Susan would find him hideously embarrassing—that was why he had to take her on this trip with him. The time when she was uncompromisingly proud of him was fast approaching an end. 

Liz  had  stopped  loving  him  years  ago.  There  must  have  been  a  final  day  when she’d passed beyond her love for him, into whatever indifference or resentment she felt now, but he’d been unable to trace the exact day. They didn’t speak of it—there was a kind of unspoken pact between them that they not speak of it, perhaps the ultimate in the series of unspoken pacts which had characterized their marriage—but it had been so  obvious,  so  stupid  and  banal.  He’d  continued  to  love  her  even  after  that,  in  that youthful lovesick and inarticulate way he always had, until that too was gone one day, maybe  the  same  lost  day  he’d  first  become  the  adult  mutant,  when  he’d  started growing hair in his ears. 

An area of cleared mirror containing a section of his left jaw and earlobe fogged over again beneath his breath. His face had fractured in the mirror, 37  
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broken out into a collage. Some of the layers of  his face were as  young as his first memories  (his  lost  tricycle  half-buried  in  a  pile  of  coal  behind  the  house,  his mother’s breath smelling like warm bread), and others were far older than he was. In fact some of the layers of the mirrored face, he was convinced, didn’t even belong to him. 

‘Are we ever going, Daddy?’ He saw Susan in one comer of the mirror, dolled up  in  her  party  dress,  ready  for  the trip out.  Liz had done up her  hair  in  a mass  of tight curls—it must have taken hours. ‘Well, are we?’ 

‘Just give me a few more minutes, honey. I want to look good for the reunion, haven’t seen some of these people in a very long time.’ He couldn’t make himself turn  around.  The  mirror  was  much  safer.  If  he  looked  at  his  daughter  directly  he would want to hold her all the time, until that day she stopped breathing. Sometimes she  made  him  want  to  cry—out  of  some  strange  sadness  because  he  was  growing older every day or because he loved her so much or because he’d recently realized she  was  the  only  person  in  the  world  he  really  did  love,  and  even  there  he  wasn’t sure he was very  effective at it—as he’d grown older he seemed so frightened and suspicious, so inept at loving. So he contented himself with staring at her reflection, admiring the light she cast. ‘We’ll be leaving real soon, honey. I promise.’ 

Liz was waiting in the bedroom when he walked in. ‘She’ll be bored to tears, Jeff. I really don't understand this.’ 

Her shadow rippled across the wall as she paced the room. That flicker of grey reminded  him  of  a  small  bird  that  had  been  trapped  in  the  house  one  night—they couldn’t  quite  see  it,  they  were  just  aware  of  its  grey  wings  beating  and  beating against the light’s reflection on the glossy wallpaper. In the morning they had found tom  feathers,  spots  of  blood  on  the  bed.  He  spoke  to  Liz’s  shadow  as  it  moved across the wall. ‘None of my old classmates or teachers have ever met my daughter. 

I want to show her off. I have a right—I’m proud of her.’ 

‘Providence  is  a  long  way  to  drag  an  eleven-year-old.  Just  to  stroke  your vanity.’ 

Her shadow danced a graceful ballet across the wall. It was a terrible irony that adult  mutants  cast  the  delicate  shadows  of  children.  He’d  always  believed  that saying things more than once was pointless. And during the course of an unusually verbal  marriage  he’d  said  about  everything  possible.  It  was  like  looking  in  the mirror every day: if things did change it was too gradual to notice. But if he didn’t say something, she’d embrace him with silence until he’d left the house. ‘I’m sorry,’ 

he said. ‘I don’t think that’s what I’m doing.’ The words cracked in his mouth from all  the  years  of  repetition.  One  day  they’d  degenerate  into  another,  far  more primitive  language.  Some  sort  of  eldritch,  decadent  phrasing.  If  he  didn’t  do something. If he was still capable. 
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to be an argument this morning. Jeff found himself holding his breath in anticipation of her  decision,  and  that  made  him  angry  and  resentful.  Some  mornings  that  would  be enough  to  make him  say  the little  more which  would  guarantee an  argument,  but  not today. Today he was going to take his beautiful daughter down to Rhode Island for that ten-year reunion. Everyone from the graduate school was going to know that he’d had it in him to have a family, a normal family like other people. With a beautiful daughter, a daughter who depended on him, who called him Daddy. 

He heard the agitated beating of grey wings in his head, but he tried to ignore it, moving  about  the  bedroom  getting  dressed  as  quickly  as  he  could,  waiting  for  Liz  to say  whatever  it  was  she  was  going  to  say.  He  wanted  to  ask  her  what  lies  he  should take, if his grey corduroy jacket with the elbow patches would take one more important wearing, but first he had to know if there was going to be an argument or not. If there was going to be an argument he thought he might never be able to ask such questions of her again. 

He caught her reflection in the dresser mirror as she sat on the bed, staring  al his half-full suitcase on the other end. She looked so unhappy he wanted to go over and sit beside  her,  take  her  in  his  arms,  but  then  she  would  tell  him  all  that  he  had  done  to make her feel the way she did, and that would start the argument he could not have this morning. 

In  the  mirror  he  saw  the  silvering  in  her  long  black  hair.  He’d  never  noticed  it before,  looking  at  her  every  day,  watching  her  eat  breakfast  before  she  left  for  the university. Again the mirror provided him with secret, arcane knowledge. But then she always wore her hair up for work, and she was usually in good humour—she actually enjoyed the work she was forced to do. Sadness brought out the silver in her hair. Not for the first lime, Jeff realized how difficult he must be for her to live with. 

‘You used to be so impressive,’ she began softly. ‘You were the only person I’d ever  met  who  early  on  decided  what  kind  of  person  he  was  going  to  be,  and  then became that person. You used to make me feel so good about myself’ 

Her  reflection  stared  at  him,  talked  to  him.  Liz  had  learned  where  to  look  if  she wanted to look into his eyes. Her image in the mirror was so clear, so direct, that Jeff thought  he  might  be  loving  her  again,  if  he  had  ever  in  fact  stopped  loving  her.  The room’s  reflection  around  her  image  looked  vaguely  warped,  shimmering  with distortion. The contrast between the room’s distortion and Liz’s clear image brought a tremor of anxiety into his hands struggling with the tie, and he wondered vaguely at the physics  involved.  There  appeared  to  be  dark  pockets  where  the  vertical  lines  of  the room’s  image  warped  or  broke.  There  appeared  to  be  distant  movement  behind  Liz where the reflected colours of the room bled. Liz’s face was singular and unwavering, her eyes fixed on him, even as the rest of the world appeared 39  
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chaotic with layers, the room about to dissolve around her, peel away revealing . . . 

what? He could see in the mirror that she was silently crying now. But if he didn’t turn to look at her directly she was not crying at all. If she was sad only in his mirror, he had not made her sad at all. In the mirror her eyes begged him for the first time in years.  Jeff  looked  away,  embarrassed,  and  fumbled  again  with  his  tie,  trying  to imagine it tied. 

‘I’ll . . . talk to you about it just as soon as we gel back tomorrow. I promise.’ 

‘Okay,  Jeff.  Whatever.  Whatever  you  say.’  When  Jeff  looked  back  up  at  the mirror she had left it. The lines of the room moved jaggedly, the furniture blending with increasing speed, as if the world of the mirror was being heated. 

Susan was good in the car. It made him proud when Susan was good. ‘Am I going to meet your friends?’ she asked. 

‘Old friends,’ he said. 

‘But are they still your friends?’ 

He  didn't  know  what  to  say.  He  pretended  to  busy  himself  with  the  rear-view mirror, adjusting it in order to view as much of the landscape behind him as possible. 

Early in their marriage Liz would kid him about his habit of fiddling with the mirror, as  if  something  was  following  him.  He  had  never  laughed,  and  eventually  she dropped  the  joke.  ‘I  don’t  know,  honey,’  he  said  now.  ‘Adults  don’t  always  know who their friends are, I guess. Il’s simpler at your age. Friendships get complicated when  you’re an adult. You get set in your ways, and then  you forget how to make friends.’ 

Liz  nodded  solemnly  in  his  rear-view  mirror.  Jeff  stared  at  the  mirror  until  his wife’s face vanished and Susan’s reappeared. He adjusted the mirror both to expose the  maximum  amount  of  receding  landscape  and  to  see  as  much  of  Susan  as  he could,  while  limiting  her  view  of  his  own  mutating  expressions.  He had  to  keep  an eye on her, he had to keep her safe—that was his responsibility as a father—and yet he didn’t want her to feel like he was spying on her. 

‘Why  won’t  you  look  at  me,  Daddy?’  Obviously  he  had  the  mirror  adjusted correctly. She hadn’t asked the question in a long time. 

He licked his lips. But he couldn’t see himself in the mirror now, so he had to wonder if he was in fact licking his lips. ‘I’m driving, honey. I can’t look at you and drive at the same time.’ 

She nodded again. ‘That’s why I  can’t sit in the front seat with  you. That’s the rule.’ 

Every few months she seemed compelled to check out his expectations. He hated it  when  she  called  them  rules.  He  preferred  to  think  of  them  as  guidelines,  mini-strictures which held reality in place. Mutants needed as many of these guidelines as they could generate, just to get through the day. Jeff didn’t bother to tell Susan about all of them, thinking that if she knew 
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them all it would hasten her evolution into mutantcy. So he had always told her strictly on  a need-to-know basis. ‘When  you  sit  in  the front  seat,  it  distracts  me,  honey.  And when  that  happens  things  aren’t  so  safe  any  more.  I  guess  you  distract  me  because you’re  so  pretty.’  He  laughed  but  Susan  did  not  laugh  with  him.  ‘Driving  is  serious business,’ he continued. ‘Daddy has to concentrate.’ 

‘Someday I still want to sit in the front scat, Daddy.’ 

‘I  know.’  And  someday  soon,  he  knew,  she  would  no  longer  accept  his interpretations of what was safe. 

They  passed  through  Attleboro  on  Highway  123  before  connecting  with  I-95 

which  would  lake  them  south  out  of  Massachusetts  and  down  into  the  heart  of Providence.  Jeff  had  taken  the  long  way  out  of  New  Hampshire,  avoiding  Concord, Portsmouth, the entire Boston area. He hadn’t exactly planned it that way. He drove as he always drove, allowing himself plenty of time, constantly referring to the map so he would  have  some  vague  idea  where  the  roads  led.  Vague  because  maps  lied—he’d discovered this a long time ago—taking you into all manner of locales not even hinted at by the pale colours and wandering veins etched into the paper. 

He  never  chose  the  shortest  route.  You  couldn’t  tell  anyway  because  traffic  and road  conditions  were  never  indicated,  and  the  nature  of  the  driving  experience  itself was beyond the scope of any map. He avoided the interstates as much as possible—he was scared of not seeing those hidden taints in the bypassed towns. 

He preferred to feel his way through the landscape, watching not only the road but also  the  ambient  architecture  and  the  local  residents,  constantly  checking  his  mirrors for  the  backward  look  that  often  revealed  all—the  secret  faces,  the  unconscious expressions. 

Then he would find the next road on the map, and, if the drive had been pleasant, he would choose routes which he sensed would somehow maintain the experience. But if the look of the buildings or the people or even the particular rake or curvature of the road disturbed him, he would search the map for the quickest, most likely release. 

But the indigenous inhabitants were most important. They were the ones who built and maintained the buildings, who landscaped the environment. Even the most neutral of settings would reveal some sort of signature. 

They stopped for gas in a small New England town which had somehow escaped the  urban  sprawl.  Perhaps  no  one  had  ever  noticed  it  was  there.  It  was  tucked  away beneath  one  edge  of  the  highway,  a  faded  green  sign  hanging  askew  on  rusted  bolts pointing to a narrow exit lane. Jeff took the lane past a row of dilapidated houses to a one-pump station. 

The boy appeared suddenly at the driver’s side window. His dark skin was mottled by  patches  of  pink  and  grey  peeling  away  beneath  his  eyes,  like  poorly-applied makeup. His eyes were narrow and dark. The phrase  melting 41  
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 pot came to mind. Jeff’s father used to talk a great deal about a ‘melting pot’ when Jeff was a child. The phrase had filled him with unease. 

‘Gas you?' The dark spaces of the boy’s eyes betrayed no life. Jeff found himself grunting  an  affirmative.  The  boy  nodded,  replying  with  a  scries  of  expressions, gestures,  even  simple  looks  Jeff  could  not  fully  understand.  It  made  him uncomfortable.  So  perhaps  he  wasn’t  so  different  from  his  father  at  all,  only marginally better educated. Educated enough to feel the guilt. 

In  Jeff's  mirror,  Susan  was  layered  in  shadow  and  light,  her  deep-set  eyes unreadable. But he suspected she felt it, too. He’d always wanted to blame his own father for teaching him such profound unease. But he suspected it wasn’t upbringing. 

Unease was bred in the womb. 

He tipped the boy much too generously and hurried back to the main highway. 

He passed through several similar villages. He changed routes several times, and still the  worn  out  houses  and  patchwork  faces  continued,  the  accumulation  of  them sloughing off his mirror into memory. 

In  Jeff’s  rear-view  mirror  shadowed  faces  appeared  in  backwards  perspective, layer after layer of them in grey doorways and open windows and behind polarized windshields.  But  what disturbed  him  more than  the faces  themselves  were the  eyes they  held—as  a  bare  setting  might  hold  its  jewel—too  small  to  see  and  yet  which themselves  might  see  so  much.  Thousands  of  eyes  glittering  with  dark  colour, moving  slowly,  scanning,  telescoping,  perhaps  jittering  a  wild,  drug-induced  dance within the ravaged face within a ravaged hovel. The eyes his rear-view mirror could not catch in the act. 

He  knew  such  things  weren’t  safe  to  talk  about.  Early  in  his  graduate  history studies he had been interested in the writings of such American nativists as Madison Grant, Lothrop Stoddard, and H. P. Lovecraft. He’d wanted to know if they had had certain  perceptions,  and  if  perhaps  they’d  so  misunderstood  these  perceptions  that their rather bizarre racial theories had come about. He’d wanted to know what they saw when they looked into the mirror. 

Regularly  he  checked  on  Susan  in  the  mirror.  She  slept  off  and  on,  slumped against  the  right  hand  door.  Now  and  then  she  would  wake  up  and  gaze  into  the mirror with bewildered eyes, as if this were something she had never seen before, as if she had seen her adult self, her mutantcy, her lone animal self. Then she would nod off  again.  Children  were  blessed  with  an  expansive  capacity  for  sleep,  because  the world was too complicated a place for them to take in all at once. Now and then she would wake again and look, and as it grew darker outside the car there came a time when Jeff could not see her eyes in the mirror, although he sensed their heat. 

It was night by the time they’d reached the outskirts of Providence. But not the complete  dark  he  would  have  experienced  at  home,  surrounded  by  open  fields  and with the nearest streetlight miles away. This was the brown dark that 42  
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surrounded large cities, diluted by chemical smoke and exotic lighting. 

He’d always found driving at night to be disorientating. Each vehicle was a bubble of  dim  light,  a  marginally  sufficient  and  self-contained  ecosystem.  You  wandered  up and down grey ribbons of highway you could barely see, seeking clues as to your route. 

It  was  a  wonder  any  one  of  you  reached  your  destination.  Night  driving  seemed  a matter of blind, ancient instinct, aided by appeals to the gods of luck. 

He  remembered  being  lost  one  lime  and  driving  with  the  window  down,  seeking some sort of guidance from the local smells: wet salt, cedar smoke, or a thick, treacly plasma that seemed to cling to his clothing. He’d read somewhere that smells often had a powerful impact on people’s moods, especially the moods of children. He wondered how many sociopaths had grown up with stale, evil fragrances. 

Now he rolled the window up tight, cursing himself for exposing Susan to the air of the highway. He searched for her in his rear-view mirror, eventually finding her curled up against the right hand door, the top half of her face eaten by shadow. ‘Susan?’ She didn’t  move.  He  spoke  it  again,  louder,  and  still  no  response.  He  felt  her  panicky, screamed  name  rising  swiftly  up  his  throat,  but  held  it  back.  He  should  have  been watching  her  all  the  time.  Then  she  stirred  in  her  sleep.  He  was  relieved,  and  then suddenly  a  little irritated  with  her.  He needed  to  have her  alert,  and  charming,  for  his reunion. He pulled off the road and into a small convenience store on the northeast edge of the city. 

The man behind the counter seemed too old for the long silver chain dangling from his left ear. His eyes were greasy. He gazed past Jeff out the front window. ‘Your little girl sick?’ he asked, with minimal movement of his lips. 

For some reason the very idea that the clerk had noticed his daughter in the car, had used  the  words  ‘your  little  girl’,  alarmed  Jeff.  He  found  himself  searching  the  man’s face  for  a  lascivious  wink  or  tongue  across  the  lips.  In  the  high  chrome  polish  of  the cash  register,  shelves,  and  counter  trim,  Jeff  could  feel  a  thousand  fragments  of  the clerk’s slick eyes, watching him, sliding closer. 

Jeff  turned  and  found  himself  looking  at  his  daughter  directly,  without  the protection  of  reflection.  She  sat  like  an  elderly  doll  slumped  with  a  heavy  weight  of medication, her forehead pressing the car window, staring at him.  The red and  yellow neon of the store’s sign washed her face, made it seem thinner, the shadows darker. She was  his  beautiful  doll,  his  Auschwitz  doll.  He  turned  and  his  gaze  latched  on  to  the clerk’s  greasy  eyes  almost  desperately.  ‘It’s  just  the  reflection  from  your  sign.  That damned garish neon. That’s what makes her look so ill.’ He said it inviting argument, but there was none. The clerk cast his subhuman eyes down and waited for Jeff’s order. 
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When  he  got  into  the  car  he  handed  the  sack  of  food  back  to  her  without looking. He held his breath a beat, anticipating some sort of terrible breakage—the car  windows,  the store beyond,  perhaps  even  the tight  sheen  of  skin  stretched over his  skull,  but  after  a moment  a  hand  look  the  bag  from  him.  ‘I  couldn’t  remember what  you  liked.’  He  forced  a  laugh  and  it  sounded  oddly  falsetto.  ‘So  I  bought enough for six . . . six daughters, six little girls.’ 

He was embarrassing himself. She said nothing in reply; he thought she must be terribly angry with him now. He was glad Liz wasn’t there to point out how badly he was handling things. It was obviously much too trying a trip for a little girl. He had given her coffee and donuts, cupcakes and a nut bar and two colas in the bag, brands he  had  never  heard  of,  Rhode  Island  brands  he  supposed.  He  thought  she  was  too young for coffee but he couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember any of the things she liked to eat. Suddenly he didn’t know her at all. She had grown up much too fast and soon she would be dead. They all would be dead. Everyone had told him that all his life but he hadn’t believed it until now. 

She  didn’t  say  anything.  But  he  thought  he  could  hear  her  eating  now.  Not loudly, but slowly consuming everything he had given her. Good. 

He didn’t recognize any of the streets around Brown University. They were all tom up, decades of asphalt pulled up like geologic strata, detours leading him around the  gaping  excavations  floored  with  oily  liquid  to  oddly-shaped  parking  spaces overlooked by black ruins. He thought he recognized the Rockefeller Library but he couldn’t be  sure.  He finally  pulled  the  car  into  what  may  or  may  not  have  been  a parking space, opened Susan’s door, and reached into the shadows there. Her hand caught his timidly. ‘We’re late,’ he barked nervously, turning his head as he dragged her from the car and started racing up the steps. Her tread grew lighter the harder he pulled. He had a vision of his beautiful daughter entering the reception hand-in-hand with  proud  poppa.  He  whispered  back  into  the  cool  wind  blowing  off  the  damp pavement, ‘You’re beautiful.’ He knew her shyness would not permit her to reply to that, and she didn’t. 

The  night  air  in  Providence  seemed  a  far  more  substantial  thing  than  he remembered,  but  it  had  been  a  very  long  time  since  he  had  done  more  than  drive through the city during daylight hours. He supposed there was much more pollution these days, more dust from all the reconstruction. Shadows underwent a congealing process; black spaces solidified. At times it was like walking through veils. The air had  a  feeling  of  age,  as  in  a  room  long  kept  shut.  Try  as  he  might,  he  couldn’t imagine how as a student here he had ever tolerated such Lovecraftian gloom. 

The printed sign on the door said that the City Works department had ruled this particular  classroom  building  ‘unsafe’.  Another  hastily-scrawled  red  note  on  blue paper—Professor  Lawrence’s  old  stationery?—explained  that  the reunion  had  been moved to the Biltmore Hotel. 
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Rather  than  trying  to  manoeuvre  those  tom  and  reshuffled  streets  again,  Jeff decided they would walk. He wouldn’t worry about getting lost; everyone knew where the Biltmore was. 

After several blocks he had to remove his coat. He could not believe the heat. His shirt  stuck  to his  skin  like layers  of  moult—he suspected  it  was  mined.  Liz  would  be unhappy—she  had  given  it  to  him  last  birthday,  although  it  was  the  only  present  he could  remember  receiving.  Perhaps  an  ugly  tie  from  Susan  with  her  child’s  taste.  He vaguely  remembered  looking  into  the  mirror  and  seeing  a  line  of  distortion  hanging from his neck, squeezing it so tightly he couldn’t breathe. Susan kept slipping from his grasp;  he re-gripped  her  hand  so  lightly  he was  surprised  when  she  didn’t  cry  out.  In the  dark  puddles  spotting  the  pavement  his  reflection  looked  bodiless,  his  head screaming as it flew through the night air. 

Store  windows  strangely  refused  to  give  up  all  of  his  reflection.  In  passing  he would see a cheek and an eye, downward slash of a mouth, an out-thrust leg, one hand trailing  back,  desperately  clutching  at  a  daughter  who  seemed  to  have  lost  her  bright image in  their  flight  across  town.  He tried  to  attribute  the  gaps  in  his  own  image  and his daughter’s complete absence to dust and grease on the glass. 

Now and then he lost track of the Biltmore’s direction in the tangle of disrupted streets  and  gutted  buildings.  He  stopped  and  gave  a  dark  passer-by  his  best  ‘lost’ 

look—the  man’s  shambling  made  it  impossible  to  ask  him  directly.  He  wasn’t surprised that the man ignored him. He tried this tack again and again, finally working up  the  courage  to  at  least  touch  the  shoulder  of  one  or  two.  Some  of  those  citizens obviously  didn’t  take  kindly  to  his  touching  them  so—some  looked  as  if  they  might have  killed  him  had  there  been  no  witnesses.  All  his  life,  he  had  met  people  who seemed somehow too cold, too cruel to be human; they behaved in ways Jeff believed no  human  should  behave.  A man  turned  suddenly  and  gestured  awkwardly  towards  a narrow side street. Jeff was struck by the mouth, which seemed too wide, as if he had undergone  one  of  those  mouth  surgeries  movie  stars  had  had,  but  in  this  case  the incision  had  gone  much  too  far.  Jeff  stared,  but  the  man’s  eyes  refused  to  blink, collecting  more and  more water  which  caught  the dim  light  and  magnified  it,  making them look heavy with ground glass. Jeff finally turned away. 

The  gathering  at  the  Biltmore  was  sedate,  and  no  one  seemed  to  recognize  him. 

The hotel itself was under reconstruction, tall scaffolding leaning precariously against the  walls  where  workers  in  white  coveralls  laboured  overtime  at  replastering  the cracked and stained surfaces. Or perhaps they themselves were applying the cracks and stains.  Jeff  drank  until  the  workers  and  scaffolding  disappeared,  and  then  he  had  a vision of the hotel’s more elegant future firmly in mind. 

‘Bill,  is  that  you?’  Someone  clutched  his  shoulder,  as  if  desperately  seeking directions. 
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‘No,’ Jeff replied to the staggering fat man in front of him. ‘Tonight I’m not me at all.’ 

Now  and  then  a  stranger  would  smile  and  slap  Jeff  on  the  back,  chant  a  few endearments, and then leave again. Jeff thought that in another time and world they might  have  been  his  friends.  Everyone  had  always  liked  him,  but  he  had  no  talent for friendship. 

Some  time  near  midnight  Jeff  discovered  Professor  Lawrence  chatting  with some men and women Jeff’s own age whom he vaguely remembered as having been in his classes in graduate school. He watched the elderly man for some time before he  could  muster  enough  courage  to  speak  to  him.  He  wore  glasses  still,  but  a different,  squarer  shape.  His  speech,  his  entire  presentation  seemed  a  bit  more hesitant,  his  former  students  interrupting  frequently  to  take  command  of  the conversation and discuss their own researches. 

‘Professor  Lawrence?’  he  said,  pushing  himself  right  up  to  the  old  man’s glasses. ‘Jeff Reynolds. It’s great to see you again!’ 

The  old  man  nodded  absently,  then  raised  an  eyebrow  slightly.  ‘Oh,  I remember,’ he said sounding tired. ‘You did some work on the nativists, as I recall. 

Most peculiar. Those old bigots. Most peculiar,’ he said again, as if describing Jeff himself,  and  Jeff  watched  as  his  reflected  face  in  his  imagined  father’s  glasses turned dark, broad, lizard-like. 

‘Here,’ Jeff said suddenly, rocking forward and spilling his drink on Lawrence, who blanched and stepped back. ‘I have a  family now! Me! A wife and a beautiful . . 

. beautiful daughter. Susan!’ He called, looking around, and suddenly realizing in a panic he had no idea where she was. ‘Susan!’ He tried to grab Lawrence’s hands in both  of  his  but  Lawrence  stumbled  and  jerked  away  from  him.  As  if  Jeff’s  touch might  contaminate  the  old  fraud.  ‘Susan!’  He  stared  at  Lawrence  in  horror.  ‘You have to believe  me!’ he cried.  ‘You were important to me.  I   do have a daughter!’ 

But the hotel shimmered so loudly Jeff had no idea if Professor Lawrence heard him at all. 

After  a  few  hours  Jeff  stopped  calling  out  the  name  of  his  beautiful  daughter, wondering—helpless  not  to—whether  that was  truly  her  name.  If  she was  alive,  if she even existed anymore, he felt she would find him. If only he could cover enough ground in time. The sky had lightened somewhat—dawn would be there soon—but as yet there were only night people out on the Providence streets. 

He did not know what he could tell Elizabeth, if there was ever an Elizabeth to tell. He didn’t think he would ever be able to tell her anything if he could not  find Susan. 

The pale light falling between the buildings into the narrow streets had its own kind of solidity, as if there were a clear line between this light and what lay beyond and  the  ordinary  morning  this  side  of  it.  Like  a  curtain,  or  a  sheet  of  glass.  He stepped through. 
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In  the  expanding  light  Providence  tried  to  reveal  its  secrets  to  him.  Where  store fronts had been tom open metal armature was revealed, a multitude of electrical cable and the complex network of plumbing added to and subtracted from so often over the years  that  he  doubted  anyone  could  trace  it  all.  Posters  had  been  rubbed  away unevenly  from  the  exterior  walls  of  shops  so  that  the  portions  of  words  remaining spelled out bizarre phrases which nonetheless seemed vaguely familiar to him. Ornate architectural  decoration  had  been  weathered  so  that  even  more  ornate  subsurfaces showed  through.  Disparate  building  styles  had  been  jammed  together  to  create  new styles. The city appeared unfinished, and yet already renewing itself. 

Two  of  the  men  with  too-broad  mouths  rode  huge  street  cleaning  machines, running over the same spots again and again. 

From  broken  window  panes  fragments  of  many  eyes  reflected  down.  At  the bronzed  edges  of  buildings  misshapen  limbs  attempted  to  stir  from  the  reflective surfaces. In the finish of a shiny red car he saw his body beginning to warp and catch fire. In the polished tile of a pedestrian plaza he caught a glimpse of his true eyes. In the curve of a broken bottle he watched himself striking again and again at the child he loved so much, whom he could not find in all these mirrors. 

‘This  is  the  way  it  begins,’  he  thought,  as  world  rubbed  against  world,  and  his own skin grew veined and layered. ‘This is the way it ends,’ he thought, as stink and dark  erupted  from  every  crack  in  the  pavement,  every  opening  in  the  walls,  and  the raw  edges  of  his  reality.  ‘This  is  simply  one  of  those  moments,’  he  thought,  ‘when suddenly  and  just  for  the  moment  you  forget  that  you  are  a  human  being  within  the company of human beings, and you find that you are capable of doing something truly terrible. Just for that moment there seems no reason not to do the worst thing you can think  of.  There  seems  to  be  no  one  to  judge  you,  and  for  that  moment  you  are incapable of guilt. A life is defined by the choices made during moments like these.’ 

He found Susan’s body somewhere between the world he had always dreamed he lived in and the dark impulses beyond. Her body had been taken apart beyond all hope of reassembly. In the dull mirror of her eye he could see the lizard he had become, and the goat,  a  lone  member  of  that dark,  mysterious  race that  would  forever  corrupt  the lives of the human animal. 
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THE  SKY  WAS  like  cotton  candy,  Russell  thought  at  first.  But  then  it  changed somehow,  and  it  was  like  cotton  which  had  been  in  water  a  long  time,  until  it  had become fat and swollen, and each time you touched it cold milky water seeped out. 

Like the body of a dead white cat he had found in a ditch one time. It made the sky seem  bigger  somehow  than  it  should  be;  the  cotton  was  filling  up  everything, soaking up all the sounds, all the smells. His head felt full of the sky. 

He could not be sure, would not be sure how the Suttons felt about him. They’d told him to go out to play, to play in the back yard while they both talked. They said they needed some time to themselves. 

They were busy. And he’d been in their way. He’d seen it in their faces. And seen something else, too, the beginnings of something. The same thing he’d seen in other adults’ faces just before they decided they couldn’t keep him anymore. 

It was cool outside, the sky a milky grey colour. As Russell looked up above the porch, trying to find the sun, ice crystals formed in the hair fallen over his left eye. 

He could feel another one on his nose, and one fell into the comer of his mouth but just as quickly disappeared. As if it had never existed at all. 

The neighbourhood  was  quiet  this  morning;  Russell  could hear  little.  He stood near  the  cedar  fence  and  looked  out  over  the  back  lot.  The  neighbours’  cars  were gone; there weren’t the usual kids playing softball and tag. He thought he was going to have to be alone the whole weekend and it made him angry. 

He’d miss the Sutton home: the big back yard, the swing under the mimosa tree that  smelled  so  nicely  in  the  spring,  Marge  Sutton’s  big  flowerbeds—he  wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but he really liked flowers. It was the nicest place he had lived in yet. 

The social worker had told him this would all be permanent, that the Suttons had gone ahead and adopted him and that was that. But Russell knew better. Adults did pretty much what they wanted to; the rules were really just for kids. His birth mom had  told  him  she  loved  him,  then  she’d  left.  After  she’d  made  him  feel  so  bad  for lying. Well, she’d lied, too, hadn’t she? 
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He  guessed  he  expected  all  this  to  happen;  the  first  signs  were  very  familiar  to him. He just wasn’t sure why it was happening, and that bothered him a little. 

There seemed to be something funny about the back lot. Usually it was so dusty, even in late spring, that you could see the little clouds of it lifting off in a brown haze with  even  the  slightest  breeze.  That  seemed  to  happen  all  day;  the  air  always  had  a gritty feel, like you were swallowing some dirt. 

But  today  the ground  seemed  still,  almost  fake.  Russell  wanted  to  walk  over  and look  at  it,  feel  it.  He  wouldn’t  be  surprised  to  find  it  was  some  kind  of  plastic,  or painted  concrete.  But  maybe  the  lot  seemed  that  way  because  it  was  so  cool  today, cooler than he thought an early spring day should ever be. 

Of  course,  he  knew  why  the  Suttons  didn’t  like  him  anymore,  he  reminded himself.  He  did  a  lot  of  bad  things.  Marge  Sutton  had  always  told  him  people  didn’t like you when you acted bad like that. And he’d always believed her. 

But  sometimes  it  was  really  hard  not  to  be  bad.  He  would  just  do  something, whatever it was he wanted to do, and for some reason most times it would turn out he had  done  something  bad  again.  If  he  wanted  something,  or  needed  something, sometimes it was hard for him to remember it belonged to someone else. 

His  hands  were  getting  cold.  He  held  them  up  in  front  of  his  face  and  was surprised to see how while they were, and how stiff the fingers felt. He didn’t think he could bend his fingers at all. 

He  looked  around  anxiously.  It  didn’t   look  that  cold.  He  didn’t  understand.  The mimosa and oak trees bordering the yard and back lot were a brilliant green, glowing, except  Russell  couldn’t  understand  how  since  there  really  wasn’t  that  much  sun  out. 

The trees looked like it was a bright summer day. 

Except that they were so still. Just like a photograph. Even the individual leaves on the trees were still, not moving the slightest. Everything so quiet. Like it could be this way forever. 

He was suddenly afraid he’d lost all his hearing, it had been so quiet. ‘Hello!’ he shouted. Now he was embarrassed, and a little scared about having broken the silence. 

He could not smell the flowers, or the trees. He could not smell or hear anything. 

He wondered if he were to go get one of the oranges from the kitchen counter and start to eat it out in the back yard, if it would have any taste, any taste at all. 

Sam, Marge’s husband and Russell’s father for now, thought he was a thief, and a liar. 

‘And no one likes liars and thieves,’ Sam had told him. 

The day before Russell had used one of Sam’s shirts without asking. Sam seemed to  hate  that  worse  than  the  time  Russell  had  taken  some  money  from  Marge’s  purse. 

He’d yelled at him a long time. 
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Russell knew he shouldn’t have taken the money but he had bet a friend that he was  brave  enough  to  ride  his  bike  through  Mr  Watson’s  front  yard.  But  he  just couldn’t; Mr Watson had been sitting on the porch and would have called the police or  something.  So  he  just  had  to  have  that  money  to  pay  back  the  bet;  the  boy would’ve  stopped  being  friends  with  him  if  he  hadn’t.  And  he  needed  friends;  he didn’t have many friends. 

Then  there  was  the  time  he  had  taken  one of his friend’s  toys,  a  small  model car. He knew it was wrong, but he didn't have one like that and he suddenly felt he just  had to have it. It had scared him real bad—what if his friend had caught him? 

Then he wouldn’t be his friend anymore. 

When Sam accused him of taking the money, saying that no one else could have taken  it,  Russell  had  lied  about  it  for  hours.  He  had  to!  There  was  no  telling  what Sam  would  have  done.  But  he  found  out  that  Sam  knew  for  sure  he  had  done  it anyway—Sam  had  said  it  so  many  times  it  just   had  to  be  true—although  Russell couldn’t understand at all how Sam had figured it out. 

So Russell had finally admitted it, crying, and Sam had put his arm around him telling him he knew how hard it was for Russell to tell the truth sometimes and that he knew Russell was real scared sometimes, and that had been nice. And Russell had to do some work to pay Marge back the money. 

But  they  didn’t  trust  him.  They  were  going  to  give  him  back  to  the  social workers; he knew it. No matter how much Sam and Marge said how much they still cared about him, that they loved him no matter  what he did. 

Russell  could  see  in  their  faces  that  they  were  lying.  He  could  see  it  in  their faces  more  and  more  every  day.  Something  had  gone  away  from  their  faces  when they looked at him. 

There were more ice crystals in the air. Russell stared up into the sky in wonder. He didn’t know it ever snowed this time of year. He suddenly felt very excited; he could almost  jump  up  and  down.  He  couldn’t  control  himself!  He  always  felt  this  way when unexpected things happened. 

The sky seemed closer to the ground now, and he had noticed this before about the sky just before it snowed. But not like this. It seemed closer to the ground now than Russell could remember it. 

But he soon felt very afraid, and he didn’t know why. It wasn’t going to snow, he somehow knew. The sky seemed closer and closer to him, but it wasn’t going to snow. 

Sometimes  he  felt  nervous  because  the  sky  seemed  like  fog,  so  close  to  the ground. It didn’t break up and get all misty like fog, but for some reason the trees and Mr Walton’s house seemed a little harder to see, even though there was nothing in the way that should have made these things hard to see. It was like the sky was so cottony it made you look at it, like it wanted you to come into it, so that you didn’t notice  other  things  like  the  trees  and  Mr  Watson’s  house  as  much.  It  was  funny. 

Russell had felt something like this before, but he couldn’t remember when. 
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He was scared. He ran back into the house, slamming the door behind him. He had to see Marge and Sam, be sure they were there. He was suddenly afraid they had gone off  past  where  the  sky  had  lowered  itself  towards  the  ground,  their  bodies  absorbed. 

Maybe he was the only one left. 

Marge and Sam looked up when Russell ran into the living-room. Sam had a scowl on his face. ‘I thought I told you . . 

‘I thought you’d gone . . .’ Russell said breathlessly. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

‘Well, never mind,’ Sam said. ‘We were going to call you anyway, Russell. Your babysitter can’t make it tonight and we’re supposed to go to a party. I think you’re old enough  now,  though,  that  we  can  trust  you  by  yourself.  We'll  be  leaving  in  a  half-hour.’ 

‘You’re gonna leave me alone?’ Russell said, his voice quivering. 

‘We  couldn’t  find  anyone  this  late  .  .  .’  Marge  began,  nervously  pulling  at  her black curls. 

‘You’re  old  enough  to  stay  by  yourself  a  little  while,  Russell.  Why,  you’ll  be  a teenager soon.’ Sam smiled. 

Russell looked out the window. The sky was so white! It seemed to  have pressed itself against the glass. Somehow he knew that if he went over and touched the pane it would be ice cold. 

A half-hour later Sam and Marge were back downstairs, all dressed up. ‘Here’s a number to call us, just in case,’ Marge said, scribbling it on the pad by the telephone. 

‘You’re going now?’ 

‘You’ll be fine.’ Sam patted his shoulder. 

Russell looked around in desperation. He knew he was old enough; he’d been left alone before. But for some reason he couldn’t bear the thought of being left here. ‘But . 

. . the weather, the sky! It’s all white and it’s come to the window!’ 

Sam looked down at him with a puzzled expression. ‘It’s dark out, Russell. That’s just a little snow.’ 

‘No, no, it isn’t!’ 

Russell  ran  to  the window  and looked  out.  It  was  dark  outside,  pitch  dark,  and  it looked like there were glistening patches in the dark. It seemed as if there were shiny places  in  different  dark  pockets  in  the  air,  then  suddenly  brilliant  white  ice  crystals would explode out of those dark pockets. So white, they hurt his eyes. 

‘What if you can’t get back, because of the weather?’ Russell asked. He turned to Marge. 

Marge stooped and hugged him to her. ‘It’s not supposed to be that bad a night. 

We’ll  leave  if  it  storms.  You’ll  be  okay.’  She  was  looking  at  her  husband  with  that nervous expression of hers. Out of the comer of his eye Russell could tell that Sam was nodding. ‘I’m sure you’ll be fine,’ Marge said. 
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Sam started towards the door. 

Russell screamed and ran in front of him. ‘Don’t open the door! Don’t open the door!’ 

‘Why, Russell, what’s wrong?’ Sam crouched and held Russell by the shoulders. 

‘You’ll let it in! You’ll let it in!’ 

‘What, for heaven’s sake?' 

‘The sky . . . it'll push in. Make us cold, all cold!’ 

Sam  stood  deliberately  and  pulled  open  the front  door.  A  few stray  ice  crystals whirled in and landed on the carpel. They melted immediately, while Russell stared at them. As if they had never been there. As if he had merely dreamed them. 

‘There—just a little snow,’ Sam said. Russell looked up at him and saw the same disappointment he had seen on the faces of the Reynolds, the Carters, and the Wades. 

They were going to give him back to the social workers soon, he just knew it. 

‘Maybe we should stay, Sam. He’s so upset.’ 

‘No.  Russell  is  a  big  boy  now.’  Sam  looked  down  at Russell deliberately.  ‘It’s not good for him for us to give into all his fears.’ 

And then they were gone. A pat on the shoulder, a quick kiss, then the door shut behind them. The little night air which had entered the house when they opened the door seemed to stay around Russell in a cloud, making him colder than he could ever remember. He began to shake violently. 

He rushed  to  the window.  He was  just  in  time  to  sec the twin  headlights  of  the Sutton family car turn onto the main street. It was too dark to see the rest of the car. 

Russell watched with mounting fear as the headlights pulled behind another pair of headlights, and then another, and another, until there were hundreds, thousands of headlights making one long snake of light drifting off into the darkness. Away from Russell. 

They were all going away from Russell. 

The  sky  was  lowering.  The  glistening  white  fog  whirled  down,  filling  the depressions and irregularities in the lawn, covering the flat areas, covering everything with  white.  Russell  thought  about  the  cold,  white  sky  that  afternoon.  It  was  as  if streamers of that sky were falling to the ground, covering the ground and leaving the blackest of blacks where that white sky once had been. 

The sky had come down to earth, and the whole world was smothered in it. 

Russell watched as the last set of headlights disappeared into the darkness. Then he realized  none of  the houses on  his  block  were lit  up,  and  all  the  street lights  had gone out too. They’d broken away and joined the headlights. The entire lit-up snake had disappeared into the dark. 
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He was crying again. He couldn’t see beyond the front yard now. He couldn't see the other houses. There was black and whirling fog, falling cold where the front  yard ended. 

Russell watched as faces formed in the drifting fog. The sky drifting into hollows and rises, eye holes and long noses. The sky curled up around a stone in the lawn and suddenly a wide, thin-lipped mouth was there, grinning its cold smile at Russell. 

An  arm  curled  out  of  the  cloud-filled  street  and  drifted  up  over  the  front  porch steps,  fingers  breaking  off  and blowing  with  the cold  wind  towards  the  window  with Russell’s head in it. 

He  had  stopped  crying.  The  lights  in  the  house  had  gone  out.  He  fell  very,  very cold. 

The tree limbs bent down, the black hair of the trees raking the fog arm, the cold sky body stretched out on the Sutton lawn. 

Russell  breathed  the  cold  house  air  deeply  into  himself,  drawing  it  down forcefully, feeling it enter his fingertips, the ends of his feel. 

He watched as the white fog wiggled and jumped, hungry for him. 

He didn’t care that they had gone. He no longer cared about any of them. He was glad they had all gone away. 

He watched the while clouds forming in front of his lips and nose. He laughed, but there was no sound. 

He wasn’t allowed to go out after dark. But the Suttons were gone and would not be coming back. 

Russell  touched  the  door  knob  and  it  seemed  to  turn  silver  under  his  grasp.  It seemed very cold. 

He opened the door and felt the cold sky’s embrace. The indifferent sky swirled higher and higher; a wisp of fog drifted through the door. 
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HE CAN HEAR flies striking the window. He can hear flies whispering in the rain. 

He can hear flies buzzing in the spaces between his thoughts. 

If he can only understand everything in the flies’ song, he thinks, then this house will  be  transformed,  fill  with  noise  and  bright  colour,  and  maybe,  perhaps,  he  can say that he is still alive. 

Each day he rises earlier in this house on the floor of the desert valley. Soon he won’t need to sleep at all. Nights will become his mornings. 

He has neighbours, but he hasn’t spoken to them in years. Their houses are just like  his,  so  he  feels  there  is  no  need  for  words  between  them.  There  is  an understanding in the way the wind moves, and the houses creak. 

When  he  heard  about  the  first  son,  he  was  standing  here  in  this  same  spot, gazing  out  these  windows,  reading  the  dark  before  sleep.  The  telephone  was  swift and  urgent,  and  afterwards  lay  like  a  dead  animal  in  his  hand.  He  put  it  away  and would not pick it up again. 

When  he  heard  about  the  second  son  he  was  on  the  back  porch  smoking.  His wife came for him, shaking, and he walked out to meet the men at the door. Out on the side of the road past their cars he thought he saw the old skull of an animal he himself  had  shot  as  a  teenager.  The  skull  still  had  the  light  of  fear  in  its  eyes.  He smiled as they told him the story of his son’s death, and he knew they would all talk about him later and wonder why. He smiled because of the joke that had been told on him, but he did not tell them this because he'd never been good at repeating jokes. 

He was sleeping when they came to tell him about his wife. They let themselves inside and woke him up. ‘Another joke?’ he asked, and saw them looking at each other,  not  knowing  what  to  make  of  him.  They  were  different  men  from  the  ones who had come the last time, but they held themselves the same. He was glad to be lying  down,  because  he  could  no  longer  hold  himself.  He  thought  about  sleeping, how the body feels when it sleeps in its own skin. Sometimes we try to sleep in the skins of others, he thought, and we stay awake all night. 

There is an understanding in the way the winds move, and the houses creak. He spends all day sweeping the floor clean. Sometimes he pauses to listen for nothing. 

Then he sweeps the floor again, ridding it even of his footprints. 

54  

 

 Houses Creaking in the Wind 

Each  night  he  waits  for  the ones  vanished  to  come home.  They  sit  in  his  chairs, but do not speak. They leave no footprints on his clean floor. He goes out to the porch and his eyes hunt for the skull, but he has not seen it in years. He goes back into his house as if it is he who is just now arriving. Dinner is on the  table, and his sons are singing  the  fly  song.  Wind  blows  past  the  creaking  houses  and  his  neighbours  all come outside to join in the singing. 

He is too happy for words. The house is bright with colour again, and the air that moves from room to room is warm as the sun. Outside in the dark yard the neighbours all  shout,  but  here  in  his  warm  bright  house  he  opens  his  mouth  to  sing  and  shows each one of his family the song, the flies that have boiled out of his throat, that have gathered on his tongue. 
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THE FLESHY MASK of the monkey’s face was too bright, too dramatic, like the bad make-up jobs I’d seen on some of the women in Caracas. I held the bright twists of  metal  just  the  way  Perez  had  told  me  to—away  from  my  face,  so  the  monkey couldn't read my eyes. 

I  felt  ridiculous,  some pimply  kid  on  a snipe hunt.  There wasn't  enough  breeze over the slow-moving Baria to move these dangling bits of metal more than slightly, a  subtle  twisting,  a  slightly  stronger  untwisting,  as  they  hung  like  Christmas  tree icicles from the rough string. Twisting and untwisting. It can drive you crazy. Things just gel too complicated. Most of their movement came from the slight rocking of the canoe,  I  thought,  and  from  my  shaking  legs  and  arms,  straining  not  to  move.  I desperately wanted to scratch at the gritty slime of insect parts and dirt that covered my  arms.  I’d  been  slapping  and  smashing  the  insects  all  day  and  now  rivulets  of sweat  had  deposited  the  remains  along  every  wrinkle  on  my  body.  I  imagined  that some  of  the  pieces  still  had  life  in  them—I  thought  I  could  feel  them  jumping, scraping at my skin. I imagined ripping off my clothes in search of them. I imagined myself  going  head  first  into  the  stream  at  any  moment,  and  whatever  fed  there poisoning  me,  taking  me.  There were piranha,  I  knew,  here and  there,  although  I’d never seen any. Supposedly you had to be bleeding before they went after you. I was more  afraid  of  the  snakes,  or  anything  hidden,  and  slithering.  Long  twisted  things had  glowed  in  the  scorching  nights  of  my  dreams  ever  since  we’d  begun  this journey.  But  the  slow  twisting  and  untwisting  appeared  to  be  working.  There  did seem to be some kind of hypnotic effect on the monkey. Its too dark, too human eyes stared unblinking at the metal twists, just as Perez had said they would. 

I was vaguely aware of Perez pushing his way through the dark green blades on either side of the water. It was too dark here to see him clearly; the branches joined so solidly overhead you couldn’t really tell where you were. You couldn’t see past the stream, the monkey’s bright face, and maybe fifty feet of steaming jungle. 

But I could feel the solstice somewhere outside all that, the sun moving towards the earth, and my thoughts beginning to boil away one at a time from the outer layers of my brain. 
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As  Perez  made  his  way  slowly  towards  the  monkey,  I  had  a  sudden  impulse  to jangle  the  twisting  metal  just  a  little  too  hard,  rock  the  canoe  a  little  too  vigorously with  my  feet,  make  a  little  noise  to  jar  that  too  human  monkey  from  its  perch  so  it could make its escape. 

But I couldn’t. I stood there moving the twisted metal just slightly as Perez made his  way  towards  the  bright-faced,  child-innocent  monkey,  a  pole  with  a  wire  loop  on one end angling steadily for the monkey’s dark neck, invisible in the green night of the jungle. Because I depended on Perez for my survival. I depended on Perez to help me find my daughter Ceelie somewhere in this tepid sea of blues and greens. I didn’t have the words for this place. Ever since the trip had begun I’d piled word upon word trying to define for myself this place that held my daughter. But the words just increased my nausea.  My  own  words  were  fuzzy,  imprecise,  overwrought  from  my  anxiety.  I depended  on  Perez  for  the  words.  And  if  it  meant  sitting  still  as  this  monkey  was slaughtered, if it meant eating the remains of that slaughter, then that’s what I would do. 

The  monkey’s  face  suddenly  appeared  to  swell.  Its  eyes  grew  larger.  It  made  a sound like a small child and my second skin of sweat turned to chill. 

Then it disappeared into that dark heat, just as my daughter had disappeared. 

My  long  series  of  mistakes  with  Celia  first  began  when  I  concluded  that  her  mother, my  ex-wife,  was  no  longer  capable  of  taking  good  care  of  her.  I  had  some  reason  to think  that  at  the  time,  or  at  least  I  tell  myself  that  now.  She’d  been  drinking  again, leaving  Ceelie with  neighbours,  relatives,  that kind  of  thing. But  not  enough,  I  knew, for  me  to  get  a  change  of  legal  custody.  Marge  was  too  smart  for  that;  she’d  always been  able  to  pull  herself  together  long  enough  to  make  a  favourable  impression  on whatever authorities were involved. I knew. I’d been very favourably impressed myself at one time. 

Talking to her wouldn’t do any good either; I’d stopped trying that. Whatever was left of our mutual attraction had become hopelessly twisted by now. We didn’t speak the  same  language  anymore;  the  same  words  had  different  meanings  and  you  never knew  which  ones  were  booby  trapped.  Every  other  word  sounded  vaguely  like  an insult. 

That part of it was just as much my fault as hers, I knew. She’d been a wonderful human  being  at one  time  and  something  in  our  life  together  had  damaged  that.  But  I just couldn’t get past the feeling that Ceelie was no longer completely safe with her. 

And that became my overriding concern. I didn’t want to hurt Marge, but if I had to in order to keep my daughter safe I wasn’t going to worry too much about it. 

So at the time the best thing seemed to be just to drive up to Atlanta one day, pull up in front of the school, and take Ceelie away. 

I was a well-reasoning, well-intentioned, stupid fool. And Ceelie hadn’t wanted to go. I’d never expected that. After all, I was her father. 
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I’d pulled up alongside the school about 3.25, just as the first kids were leaving the  building.  Sprawling  on  the  lawn,  wrestling,  tumbling.  ’Yard  apes.’  My  father used to say that, whenever we passed a crowd of kids. ‘Look at all them yard apes!' 

If we were walking he’d go up to one or two and tousle their hair, slap them on the back.  Just  a  little  too  hard.  Yard  apes.  As  if  they  weren’t  quite  human  yet.  And watching them, I’d almost thought that myself—the sounds they  made, the strange behaviour, the awkward, too-rough play. 

By  3.30  the  front  lawn  of  the  school  was  crawling  with  yard  apes.  Curtain climbers.  Linoleum  lizards.  Rug  rats.  A  swarming  mass  of  brightly  coloured  shirts and  trousers  engaged  in  mindless,  animal-like  activity.  Again  I  could  see  that.  But Ceelie was different. Ceelie’d never been anything like that. 

Ceelie had always been quieter than other children. Subdued. As if she was too busy watching what the other children—and the adults—were doing to attend to her own activities. She took in everything around her. With dark, serious eyes, her face a Halloween mask of the ‘Good Child’. 

That passivity had always bothered Marge. I guess she’d been a real hellraiser as a kid. I understood it—I’d been a quiet kid myself. But not that quiet; I’d never met a kid that quiet. 

Finally I saw her coming through the front door of the school. I knew Marge’s schedule—a  neighbour  lady  Marge  was  always  manipulating  into  favours  picked Ceelie up every day for free babysitting, but she had two kids in junior high she had to pick up first. So I had at least fifteen minutes. 

I  made  my  way  down  the  sidewalk  through  a  mass  of  apes,  lizards,  and  rats. 

Their little hands clawed and grabbed for my trouser legs. As if I were everybody’s daddy.  The  feeling  appalled  me.  I  was  Ceelie’s  daddy.  Even  that  was  almost  too much for me. 

Ceelie stopped when she saw me, staring al me with this confused look, as if she didn’t know who I was. 

‘Ceelie,’ I said. She walked a little closer. ‘I’m driving you today, Ceelie.’ 

Her face was solemn. ‘The neighbour lady drives me,’ she said definitely. 

‘She can’t come today. Something . . . last minute. I have to drive you.’ 

Ceelie backed up a step. ‘Mom told me  I  can’t ever  go with  you.’ She looked about to cry. 

I was beginning to panic just a little. I didn’t know what I’d do if she started to run. I didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t want Ceelie scared, or running or crying either. 

‘I know, but things are better. I talked to your mom. It’s really okay.’ 

Ceelie began walking towards me slowly, but still with this half-scared look on her face, as if she were wondering whether she was about to get into trouble. For the first time since our break up I was honestly feeling a small 58  
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slab of hatred for Marge, the way she'd got Ceelie to be afraid of me like that. We’d always been so close; she used to run into my arms whenever I came home from work. 

I reached out my hand to Ceelie. I’d almost touched her shoulder when the bright orange  Nova  stopped  across  the  street  and  began  honking.  Ceelie  looked  over  and gasped, then stared up at me as if I’d murdered her favourite pet. ‘You lied, Daddy!’ 

As if struck, she exploded into tears. 

I should have turned and left right then, or found a way to apologize somehow, but everything was racing around me, Ceelie screaming and all those brightly clothed little beasties jabbering and yammering around me, crawling over my legs, grabbing at my clothes, the neighbour lady running across the street and teachers pushing past kids at the  front  door,  and  all  I  could  think  of  was  what  Marge  might  be  able  to  do  with something  like  this,  and  how  could  I  possibly  defend  myself,  so  I  just  picked  up  my screaming  baby  and  ran  for  the  car,  scattering  crying  apes  and  rats  and  monkeys  all over the grass and sidewalk. Ceelie didn’t fight me. She just pushed into the comer by the door and covered her head, sobbing as I pulled away from  the curb. The crossing guard  at  the  comer  grabbed  her  door  handle,  then  fell  tumbling  as  I  made  the  sharp curve. 

Ceelie kept as far away from me as possible, cowering like a small animal. I knew then I was never going to be able to forgive myself for this. 

The  monkey  was  tough,  but  edible.  I  didn’t  want  to  show  Perez  any  weakness—I didn’t think I could afford to. But I was also very hungry. I had barely been able to eat our last meal; searching for a  missing child will do that to  you. So far, Perez hadn’t shown any diminution in appetite. 

I wondered, again, how such a man had risen to such a position of trust with my father. It wasn’t so much that Perez was so primitive in his actions and instincts—my father admired a little animal cunning in his associates. It was, simply, that he was so native.   Beneath  his  stained  white  hat  his  face  looked  no  bigger  than  a  coconut.  An ancient,  blackened  coconut,  the  skin  wrinkled  almost  beyond  belief,  split  here  and there for eye holes and nostrils, and one too-large hole containing a few rotted, com-like  teeth.  My  father  had  been  the  most  thorough  bigot  I’d  ever  known.  ‘Little monkeys,’  he  called  them,  whatever  their  specific  third  world  nationality.  I  couldn’t imagine what might have happened to him down here in the jungle to trust one of them with the supervision of his oil and trade businesses. 

‘Good, eh?’ Perez grinned, strands of rare-cooked flesh caught between his teeth. 

‘Yes.  Oh  yes,  sure,’  I  mumbled,  trying  not  to  open  my  mouth  too  wide  for  fear that the pungent jungle air would add to my nausea. 

I didn’t think I dared keep Ceelie in the States. I figured either Ceelie would say something—although  she  had  refused  to  talk  about  it  at  all  since  the  day  I  snatched her, kidnapped her—or I would let something slip out 59  

 

 The Far Side of the Lake 

some night when I'd had too much to drink. And too much drink had become a habit with me since I took my daughter and ran. 

Although I hadn’t seen my father in over ten years, and despite the fact that his prejudices and his questionable business dealings had always bothered me, I knew he could provide a place for me outside the country. He’d been headquartered in Caracas the past twenty years, and doing quite well according to other members of my family. 

The  connection  had  been  a  bad  one;  distortion  squealed  and  chittered  into  my ear. 

‘So  sorry  .  .  .  señor,'   were  the  first  words  to  precipitate  out  of  the  distortion. 

‘Your father. . . dead two weeks now.’ 

I sat silently as the funnel of static poured through my head, attempting to kindle some feeling, some thought, anything. I look no pride in my lack of feeling. 

‘You need something,  señor?  Your father . . . his last wish was that I take care of you.’ That followed by a small explosion of distortion. A cough, or a laugh? ‘“Little monkey,’’ he say.  Little  monkey he always called me. “Little monkey, take care of my son.'” 

And  so  it  was  that  I  was  to  bring  Ceelie  to  Venezuela  and  work  for  one Emmanuel Perez, my father’s ‘little monkey’. Work for him, certainly. But the man promised to take care of me, and he did. There was no will; there seldom is with men like  my  father.  In  any  case,  most  of  his  holdings  and  other  valuables  either  did  not exist  on  paper  or  existed  only  in  the  most  disguised  fashion.  Perez  intended  to maintain  that  disguise.  My  background  in  accounting  would  prove  most  helpful,  he told  me.  ‘Despite  their  reputations,  accountants  are  much  better  at   creating  paper trails than  hiding  them,’ I told him. 

The distortion grew hot in my ear. His laughter, I concluded. He told me to come anyway,  and  to  bring  my  daughter.  He  would  find  something  for  me  to  do.  So  I bundled up my fear and my guilt and we took the first plane down. 

‘Yes, yes, yes, yes,’ Perez muttered in a sing-song as he pushed us along with the pole. 

The  bottom  of  the  sky  had  dropped  out  again,  the  hard  rain  beating  its  rhythm into my brain. Otter, tapir, ocelot: I  could see their grey shadows huddled along the banks.  I  could  see  all  the  grim  monkeys  gathering  in  the  trees,  gazing  after  the moviola of the dark old Venezuelan ferrying his fool to nowhere. 

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ the man with the shrivelled black head chanted, turning his face and grinning his ape grin at me. I suddenly felt as fat and useless, as bigoted as my father. ‘This is the way, yes’’ Perez shouted above the beat of rain. ‘Your daughter was  taken  down  this  very  path!  We  are  lucky,  you  and  I!  So  many  paths  down  the Baria, and we choose the correct one!’ 
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‘How  do  you  know?’  I  shouted.  I  trusted  him,  certainly.  At  this  point  I  trusted Perez implicitly. But I still wanted some hint to his secrets, some way into the rapport he had with damp and jungle, and all those grim monkeys out there. 

‘In here,’ he said, tapping his darkened, spoiling skull. ‘Those monkeys paddle the river in here,’ he said, and laughed like a child. 

‘My daughter, the Yanomami took her, right?’ The rain had slackened, relieving some of the numbness it had driven into my body. Now I could feel the heaviness and thickness  of  the  liquid  in  my  clothes,  in  my  skin.  I  turned  chilled  and  febrile  at  the same instant. 

‘No.  No,  I  once  think  so,  same  as  you,  but  I  know  this  not  to  be  true  now.  No Yanomami.  No  “Fierce  Ones”,  you  call  them?  No.  But  related.  Monkeys.  Sad monkeys, play monkeys, all.  I know. I be a monkey too, OK? Your father say all the time, OK? “You monkey you,” he call me. You call me monkey, too?’ 

I stared at him through the rain, trying to divine what someone like him might be thinking, hiding. But I had never had much luck figuring out what anybody thought. 

So  now  I  served  Perez,  one  of  the  natives,  one  of  the  children.  One  of  all  those grim monkeys. We’d find Ceelie or not—it was all at his discretion. And now through the small silver spears of rain he laughed at me through a monkey’s mouth full of dark. 

At  first  I’d  thought  Caracas  was  going  to  work  out  for  Ceelie  and  me.  Beautiful seventy-degree weather year round, ninety miles of coast within the city limits, and just about  anything  you’d  want  in  an  ultra-modem,  contemporary  city.  Living  there  was going  to  be  far  from  roughing  it,  and  yet  you  could  still  get  a  taste  of  the  old,  the traditional:  peasant-garbed  street  vendors,  flaking  adobe  buildings,  beautiful  dark women  walking  with  their  duenna.  And  Perez  always  had  some  small  job  for  me involving  paperwork  or  correspondence—whose  purpose  was  rarely  clear  to  me—to semi-justify the overly generous salary he gave me. 

But  Ceelie  never  quite  broke  out  of  the  silence  she  brought  with  her  from  the States. If anything, it grew worse. Her sentences grew shorter; replies to my questions were soon reduced to but one or two words. If there was a reply at all. 

‘How about the Patinata today, Ceelie?’ It was a roller-skating rink up on the roof of the Centro Commercial Chacaito shopping center. Ceelie used to love to skate, once, a long time ago. 

Nothing. I waited. Sometimes her replies just required a little waiting for. And she did look at me. Eyes rounder, somehow, than I remembered them. She stared up at me like a mute, or someone who didn’t know the language. 

After about ten minutes I said,  'Esta bein, eso es.  Fine—okay, that’s the 61  
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way it is.’ Still nothing. She looked at me. I knew she heard me. ‘ Perdoneme, claro. 

 De nada.  I beg your pardon, of course. Don’t mention it.’ 

Funny how I started thinking about what a beautiful child she had become right about then. More and more beautiful since the day we’d left the Stales, even as she became more and more resistant. The Venezuelan sun had baked her, scorched her, smoked  her.  Her  complexion  darker  with  each  passing  day,  her  black  hair  shinier, until  on  that  afternoon  on  the  balcony  where  we  had  our  little  one-way  dialogue when her hair seemed almost incandescent. 

And yet I could no longer communicate with this beautiful thing who had once been  my  daughter.  I  could  not  guess  her  language.  'Muchas  gracias,'   I  said sarcastically, with an exaggerated bow, and left her to her silence. 

In my dreams, disease had come into our sunny house in Caracas: dysentery and cholera,  typhoid  and  hepatitis.  I  had  brought  my  daughter,  kicking  and  screaming, into  a  nightmarish,  dangerous  country.  Chagas’  disease,  where  the  assassin  bugs defecate next to the puncture wounds they’ve made. River blindness, where worms live in the eyeball. Human botflies eating my sweet baby from within, leaving her in the form of inch-long grubs. Fer de lance and bushmaster entwined within her dead body. 

Sometimes I woke up with shadows dancing in the comers of my eyes, as if I’d taken  Yoppo,  the  hallucinogen  the  Yanomami  use.  Short  bodies  with  malformed, rotted  faces,  eyes  that  were  human  and  not  human.  Rug  rats  and  yard  apes. 

Chattering  and  screeching  to  each  other  in  a  tongue  I  could  not  follow.  Dancing  in the shadows. 

And then there was the day Ceelie’s silence did break. 

I’d  taken  her  to  a  public  garden  to  look  at  some  flowers  and  flowering  trees. 

She’d  always  loved  flowers  before,  and  back  in  the  States  there  was  nothing  to compare  with  these.  Rose  of  Venezuela,  red  flower  sunbursts  so  bright  it  was  as  if the  stems  were  in  flames.  And  the  redder  still  Arbol  del  Fuego,  red  as  blood.  The purplish red Bougainvillea, the orange cockscombs on the Bird of Paradise blossoms. 

But still she said nothing. She smelled too closely, she tried to taste—like a two-year-old, I thought, who can keep nothing out of her mouth—until I pulled her away. 

I could almost see her as some poorly trained pet. 

Then  some  native  kids  came  along.  Dark  and  dirty,  barely  dressed.  Their Spanish  a dialect completely  unrecognizable to  me.  They  screamed  and  yammered, smacking their lips and popping their tongues in a cacophony of strange sounds. But their  faces  seemed  unusually  ardent  as  they  made  these  strange  sounds  to  one another, their blackened cheeks and foreheads glowing with sweat. Ceelie was drawn to them almost immediately. 

I couldn’t stop her. She pulled out of my hand with a strength I hadn’t thought possible. She circled the small band of dark children, making yaps and sharp staccato cries and little guttural noises much like their own, and 62  
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soon  they  were  chorusing  her,  taking  the  lead  away  from  her  and  then  following  it again, until the garden was filled by the strange, multi-part song. 

Passers-by gathered around the show, and after a few minutes I had a difficult time seeing Ceelie and the other children. In a sudden panic, I pushed my way through the mass  of  native  people,  ignoring  their  obviously  angry  but  unintelligible  whispers  and mutterings. 


But I still couldn’t see Ceelie. The distorted song was louder than ever—it felt as if there  were  wet,  hot  waves  of  it  washing  over  my  body—but  I  couldn’t  make  out Ceelie’s  individual  voice  in  all  of  that  boiling  noise.  The  surrounding  grown-ups pressed closer to me. I looked into each of their dark faces, but there wasn’t a feeling or a thought or even an expression I could quite recognize. As they pushed closer I felt as if I were in the middle of a stampede, the herd singing at limes a dirge for me, at times a  battle  cry.  The  dark  faces  grinned,  but  even  their  teeth  showed  no  lightening,  no contrast, so that it was a further darkness which greeted me each time they opened their mouths to sing. 

And at the edges of the crowd, at the hallucinogenic peripherals of my vision, were the natives. The Fierce Ones, the savages in their loincloths. Tattooed bodies and dark looks and painted spears. Grim monkeys, every one. 

I  haven’t  seen  Ceelie  since  that  time.  I  spent  hours  searching  the  gardens,  the surrounding streets, calling and screaming, finally yammering and jabbering in a crazed attempt to duplicate their song. But my Ceelie never answered. 

Finally the local police took me away; they thought I was crazy. Somehow Perez had me out in less than an hour and put me to bed. 

Again,  I  dreamed  of  shadows  dancing.  Ceelie  dancing  with  all  those  grim monkeys, singing a challenge. 

‘You’re sure these aren’t the Yanomami,’ I asked Perez. 

‘Yanomami  too  fair-skinned,’ he  replied.  ‘These  much darker.  These  black.’  His black  face  split  a  grin.  ‘Yanomami  fight  over  women.  These  fight  over  everything,  I think.’ 

The darkness beneath the overhanging branches grew darker still. ‘How close are we, do you think?’ I asked. ‘It seems we have been travelling for a very long time.’ 

‘Close. So close. Always been close.’ 

It  struck  me  as  somehow  funny  the  way  the  smoothness  of  Perez’s  English appeared to lessen the further we travelled into the Amazon. The way his speech began to break up, the guttural taking over. His features, too, seemed even cruder than before, darker. In the occasional flashes of light through the trees I could detect old scars on his face. 

‘Battle scars, Perez? Fighting over some woman?’ 

Perez laughed a distorted explosion of sound. Birds and other, unseen, 63  
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creatures  lifted  out  of  the  trees  along  the  banks  as  the  boat  approached.  The vegetation moved as if under water. 

‘We haven’t eaten in a very long time. Shouldn’t we eat, Perez?’ 

‘Close, so close. We find your daughter soon. She dance for you, eh?’ 

Shadows moved up and down the bank. Suddenly bile rimmed my mouth. ‘But we'll die if we don’t eat.’ 

The dark head had shrunk. It  turned slowly towards me, but I could not see his features. The broken English came out of the dark hole above his collar. ‘You rot fast here, I think.’ 

The  boat  turned  into  another  dark  tributary,  its  banks  awash  with  leaping, dancing, tumbling shadows. ‘How fast, Perez? How fast?’ I said. I could imagine hot bacteria  working  away  at my  skin.  And  I  no  longer  feared  that  I  would  not  see my daughter again. 

‘No tum back,’ he said, then began popping and snapping his lips, his invisible mouth making a broken song. 

That conversation took place ages ago, it would seem. Since that time, we have wandered the Bario, a stream of near-endless tributaries, a tributary for each hair of a young woman’s head, it would seem. 

The head on Emmanuel Perez has grown steadily smaller, blacker, so that now his grin appears larger than his head. 

Now and then, at the periphery of my vision, on the banks of the stream, appear all  those  grim  monkeys,  who  come  and  take  bites  from  me,  tiny  botfly  portions  of me, so that it will be ages before I die. Punishing me for my lack of understanding, my prejudice, my need to see things only in terms of myself. 

Perez grins like an ape, his naked, hairy shoulder hard at the pole, pushing our boat further into the ancient darkness. 

But the sweetest teeth are my Ceelie’s, the brightest monkey in a jungle of dark faces. 
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BLACK  SAND,  PURPLE  waves,  golden  moonlight.  Reay  knew  the  cove  didn’t really  have  those  colours,  but  they  were  so  intense  in  her  imagination  that  it  was difficult  to  see  it  any  other  way.  She  liked  to  see  the  world  as  a  series  of  pretty pictures,  herself  the  young  maiden  or  small  girl  in  the  foreground.  In  this  particular picture  she  felt  she  must  look  much  the  dark  Indian  doll:  her  long  raven-black  hair, narrow face in shadow, bright red blouse, and heavy quilted skirt checkered in yellow, green,  and  blue.  She was  wearing  her  new black  boots,  all  laced  up,  the leather  well shined. 

As  she  did  every  night  about  this  time,  she  found  a  place  on  one  of  the  logs forming the border between wood and beach. She pulled the cloth-bound notebook out of her bulky purse, then the stub of candle fixed to one of the miniature china plates she’d  saved  since  childhood.  She  lit  the  candle,  musing  about  her  mother’s  warning that  she’d  go  blind  this  way,  and  set  it  by  her  side.  Her  mother  couldn’t  understand how a candle was so much nicer than any other source of light. Reay  was thirty; she could make such decisions. She opened up her notebook to a blank page and wrote: Her tears were like little lakes  in which the birds, the fish, the frogs, and  even  the  reeds  were  invisible;  it  made  her  sad  to  see  these  little worlds slip away. 

She was pleased by the suggestion of delicate, ephemeral little worlds. So pleased, in fact, she decided she could not write anymore that day. She felt as if she might cry. 

Reay thumbed through the pages, rereading the previous week’s entries. 

dear god—the plant—the surprise of the water drop on its lower leaf. . 

. green-yellow centres like the spot that appears when eyes are closed. 

The spiderweb—like a face, an elf? Ah, heaven. Who are you? 

Talk  with  John—his  mentioning  my  quiet  disturbed  me—I  was feeling  quite  pressured.  He  helped,  joked,  got  a  loud  laugh  out  of me—startling—how  spontaneity  breaks  me.  Fish  net?  Can  the  fish ever be free? Can he ever escape his death? 
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She  looked  out  towards  the  water,  hugging  herself,  and  she  thought  she  was seeing  a  fishnet  hanging  like  a  coat  on  an  invisible  hook  before  her,  thousands  of strands. With a small cry she leapt up out of her reverie, startled and fearful, so much did it seem like a spider’s web. 

But it was a man, tall, dark, moon glistening off his wet hair. He must have been taking a swim. He was walking up the beach, straight towards her. She had the feeling he was watching her, but couldn’t make out his features, his head a black oval. 

As  if  to  escape  him,  and  her  rising  apprehensions,  she  looked  quickly,  self-consciously, back into her notebook, look up the pen, and in agitation began to write: the  sea—so  restless  tonight—I  was  seeing  it  as  if  for  the  first time. 

The  way  the  waves  grope  forth  in  large  curves  in  places,  but  only small  fingers  in  others,  so  much  like  a  living,  breathing  thing.  I visualize a great, heavy, sweating beast beneath the sea, its laborious breath  giving  the  waters  this  restless  quality.  Or  perhaps  a  vast, steaming,  and  sparking  machine,  but  I  so  hate  to  think  of  it  as  a machine -----------------------------------------------------------  

She looked up into clear, almost transparent blue eyes; never  had she seen such eyes!  The  hair  was  dark,  almost  jet,  with  small  strands  of  weed  entangled  here  and there; no doubt he had been in the shallows. 

It suddenly occurred to her that she had forgotten to be startled. And although she had  never  seen  him  before,  and  was  a  little  frightened  by  his  dark  good  looks,  she realized  too  that  some  part  of  her  had  expected  him,  expected  him  since  the  first evening she came to this beach to write. 

earlier a dark illustration made me think of being lost in the Miami streets and accepting help from the old, gentlemanly Englishman His  lips  flattened  out,  the  line of  his  mouth  extending  in  what  she  took  to  be  a smile.  She  knew  she  must  look  comical  out  here,  with  her  notebook,  the  candle sputtering out, and the way she had so obviously ignored him. 

‘I’ve seen you before,’ he said, in a voice like a slow wind over water. 

She started to shake her head, not knowing what to say. 

‘.  .  .  by  the  beach,  here  .  .  .’  He  gestured  at  the  logs  with  a  smooth,  sweeping motion of one hand, his head angled towards her as if he were going to dive. 

—clear sparkle of water from the drainpipe ---------- 

She  began  to  giggle,  unable  to  stop  herself.  She  had  just  visualized  this  tall, handsome  man  diving  over  her  log  and  headfirst,  awkwardly,  into  the  sand.  She looked up, embarrassed. 
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But he had not moved, and she could see no signs of irritation in his features, no signs of anything. He stared at her so, it seemed uncanny, his features like a grey cliff overhanging  the  sea.  With  the  candle  out  she  couldn’t  see  the  whites  of  his  eyes, although  she  would  have  expected  to.  Now  his  eyes  seemed  grey,  blending  into  the shadows. 

‘You . . . you say you’ve been here before, seen me here?’ She busily rearranged her skirt, looking away from him. 

‘I’m here every evening . . . about this time.’ 

‘Swimming?’ 

‘Yes. I also ride.’ 

‘Oh, that must be wonderful! Exhilarating, galloping up and down the length of the beach. But aren’t you afraid the sand might throw you?’ 

He looked  down  at her,  angling  his  head  that strange way  again,  and  this  time  it seemed to her as if he were trying to hear something. Perhaps he was reading her mind this way, gaining a better approach angle into the stream of her thoughts. She shivered. 

He remained silent. For some reason this didn’t bother her. She seemed to be able to sit quietly within his presence with no trouble at all. 


***** 

now,  hearing  the  lovely  sea  shanty  on  the  record  player—icy  and billowy, pastel & heavenly—and books on the peach quilt Rcay  didn’t  know  when  he  left  her  that  evening;  he  had  been  so  quiet.  She  had been sitting still, meditating, had not even been aware of his presence for a time. She’d been  daydreaming  about  being  a little  mermaid,  and  living  with  an  old  sea captain  in his cottage, where he had kept care of her. Then she had swum home one day—she’d suddenly felt greatly alarmed, only to find him dead, drowned, and it seemed from his body he had been dead for years. She had snapped out of this, shocked that she could ruin one of her favorite fantasies this way, and discovered the stranger had gone. 

She looked around her and saw that some of those worms in the little curled shells had come out, as they often did after a rain, and she noticed  the beach around her was damp. When had it rained? 

In any case she walked a long stretch out of her way to avoid the little worms. 

my sea man—so dark and quiet—I’m sure it betrays a kind of gentleness. So many of us afraid to show ourselves, afraid to be vulnerable—and we all go off to our lonely little rooms—I should have spoken to him more, been kinder ---------------------  
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John  today—touched  my  arm  asking  for  some  tissue—his  face  had  a  very gentle light in it—his eyes bigger and clearer than usual—then amazement—

he put his hand gently on my head as he left the room—I thought I dreamed it I  was  so  surprised  and  touched—I  know  I  brushed  my  head  with  a  jolt, expecting  the  messed  hair  to  be  straying—feeling  a  kind  of  shine—felt  like crying and telling him how soothing that gesture was—I must look very sad, I thought ------------------------------------------------------ 

Last  night—fierce  bright  dreams—I  awoke  twice  with  a  parched  throat—

draught of sweet cider so refreshing—then back to soft bed and more dreams

-------------------------------------------------  

twice  today  people  in  the  laundry  have  turned  to  watch  and  follow  my progress—the snow has begun to fall—oh let me love The next three nights Reay didn’t return to the beach because of the snow. She knew that many people would have been surprised at her going  there at all in winter, but the beach, in winter, gave her wonderful feelings. 

the beauty of the snow—I felt like an old peasant woman as I walked through the soft crispness—ah how it fell on me gently and entrapped me—I love it when it snows, I feel so less lonely—I felt as if I were walking under a great featherduster—no, a flower duster, and I was tiny within it --- 

It was whiter at the beach than during any other winter she could remember. The trees  looked  so  much  more  barren  than  they  had  only  a  few  days  ago,  the  trunks  so dark against the brilliance that they seemed burnt, all the life gone from them. 

She  was  surprised  to  see  the  first  footprint,  so  obviously  fresh,  but  then  not  so surprised as she followed the trail up the beach. She’d expected him to be here, after all.  Then  she  came  to  a  place  where  the  snow  and  the  sand  beneath  were  quite disturbed,  tom  up,  as  if  there  had  been  a  struggle.  Reay  was  afraid.  But  out  of  the tangle came the hoof  prints,  and  she knew her  sea man  had  mounted  his  horse  here, then gone sailing away, his dark hair streaming, strong shoulders moving much as the horse’s beneath him. She hadn’t seen the horse’s tracks until then, but perhaps he’d been  leading  it  through  the  lap  of  the  surf.  But  those  frigid  waters!  How  could  he? 

These thoughts were forgotten when she caught the flash of dark up ahead. The snow was coming down quite thickly now, the visibility poor, but she hadn’t been mistaken. 

Between gusts she could see that fluid black flash. What a gorgeous horse it must be! 

She began to stroll, to dance, difficult in such snow, but the frozen sand beneath began to give her purchase, and 
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then  she  was  running,  laughing,  chasing  the  horse  off  into  a  sky  and  shore  bleached white. 

the mountains in mist this morning—old chrysanthemums in snow The cold wind hurt her throat and lungs terribly, but still she continued to run, so excited she was by the flash of that wonderful beast. Where was its rider? Because of the speed and the snow she couldn’t make out any figure astride its back. Such speed! 

How did the horse manage it in these conditions? She was never quite able to see the entire animal, mere bits and pieces, flashes which tantalized. It seemed thin, as if it had no flesh at all really, just black hide stretched over bone. And the shoulders so sharp, so angular,  moving  alternately  into  the  currents  of  snow  as  if  the  horse  were  swimming through it, so rapid, the black hide, the tangled hair, the wild eyes . . . 

Reay suddenly fell into the snow, her nose filled with cold, her skin burning. She began to cry, not so much from this insult as from the knowledge she’d never be able to catch him now. 

She  sat  up  and  held  her  face.  She  was  hearing  .  .  .  what?  Faintly  at  first,  a thumping?  Pounding?  Then,  unmistakable  as  it  grew  louder,  the  sound  of  hooves thundering all along the beach, like a herd of horses. The sound of hundreds of hooves, thundering as if on a dry and dusty prairie. 

Thundering  all  around  her,  the  heady  smell,  loud  breathing,  snorts,  beginning  to close in the circle . . . 


***** 

I remember being very tense and very frightened last night—afraid somebody was under my bed ------------------------------------------- 

That next night the beach was a cold, lonely place for Reay, the horse nowhere to be seen, nor  the  stranger.  She had  had  a long,  unsatisfactory  phone  conversation  with John that day; they really didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. The talk had upset her, so she had tried to make up for it by doing some things to the house. She got out all the tin foil from the candy and gum wrappers she’d saved, and in the middle of them pasted pictures she’d taken from some second-hand fairy tale books. She looked over at the far comer—she  remembered  that  moment  distinctly—and  had  thought  how  she  liked  the wheat-coloured wild grass on her white table there, the red goblet nearby. 

—the  weeds  on  the  hill  barely  lifting  with  faint  pale  life—turn  my head  and  the  rich  green  in  the  stubble—the  silver  strand  of  hair crossing my eye ------------------------------------ 
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Tonight she was wearing her lemon-lime shirt with the delicate strawberries, her hair up. She felt pretty in it. Too bad no one was here to see it. 

my  tangled  hair—I  will  be  brave  about  this!  I  won’t  let  the  tears  distract me—melted tracks of water from the cars, tears 



How could John be so stubborn? It seemed as if he really wanted to be lonely; he certainly seemed to do little to alleviate it. For a moment she thought of bringing him to the beach some night, but no, that couldn’t be! The beach was her place. 

with  John—unbearable  memories  of  men  not  knowing  what  to  say  and making  me  feel  I’ve  got  to  take  the  lead—I  hate  this  sensation—I  hate  the frustration—it’s an area where I’ve exhausted my patience—oh I hate myself sometimes -------------------------------------------------------------  

She’d felt so uncomfortable in her house today; she couldn’t wait to get out. It disturbed her; before she’d enjoyed the solitary moments in her rooms so much. Now it  seemed  she  craved  the  excitement,  the  thrill  of  looking  at  the  great  black  beast, feeling the thunder all around her, and within. 

so many people—pounding down the years, achieving nothing but boredom ------ 

Reay remembered the book she’d been reading that morning, about the sea, and those who lived there. Such smooth, capable creatures. She fancied herself a delicate mermaid. Playing, sliding through the cold and dark. Undying. What it must be like! 

dream  of  the  child  giggling  somewhere,  invisible—afraid  I’d  be struck  at  any  moment—living  in  an  old  mansion—trapped  beneath the blankets—deep sense of alarm about to be sprung—such human suffering—Rilke  calls  sorrow  a  source  so  often  of  blessed  progress

----------------------------------------- 


***** 

Reay was greatly disappointed in her next few trips to the cove. Each day she’d sat in her rooms alone, determined not to yield, but finally driven out by John’s persistent phone calls, by her own self-conscious gesturing before the mirror, by boredom itself. 

But each time her anxiety and excitement had been unrewarded; the stranger, her sea  man,  and  his  horse  had  not  been  there.  The  cove  was  white,  deathly  still, completely  iced  over.  Nothing  moved,  not  even  the  usual  animals  she  saw  there. 

There was no reason to stay; it was like 
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walking into a dream of death by mistake. She didn’t want that at all. 

So she returned to her rooms each day to sit quietly, read, and jot thoughts into her notebook. Sometimes she tried to dream about spring, about green growing things, but the  fantasies  always  went  wrong  somehow,  became  cold  and  wet.  There  seemed  no escaping the winter. 

a  vision—thinking  back  to  our  old  house  in  Virginia—a  dark hillside—with cabbage-like flowers that I have to till daily. I work in the darkness but there’s dew on the flowers—I’ve got to work as hard with these spindly flowers as one would with a full flower garden in a sunny  field—but  my  flowers!  They  look  like  the  souls  of  animals—

crystal & fragrant—a smell much like chrysanthemums—diaphanous, snow-flake  complexity—wafting  like  plants  underwater—all  this within the heart of a petalled flower --  

For  the  first  time  she  thought  to  ask  herself  where  her  stranger  might  live,  if  he was married, where he must keep that gorgeous horse. She would keep it in the house she was sure, no smelly stable! She’d give it a real bed to sleep in . . . 

the need to punish & be punished; god, how it drives lovers 




* * * * * 

Reay woke depressed, but the energy which had left her body seemed to have collected in  her  fingers,  so  she  wrote  fast  and  furiously  in  her  notebook  for  two  hours.  Only when her fingers began cramping did she realize she’d not yet turned the heat on in the house.  She  felt  the  coldest  she’d  ever  been.  She  held  her  hands  under  hot  water, grabbed her coat, and started out on her walk. 

ah  heavens—the  death  scene  of  the  child  in  my  new  book—holding the beautiful mother and father—oh the eyes of Marion—oh heavens, the lift of her neck—such utter spiritual beauty the  boy’s  smile—like  a  pebble-struck  brook,  goes  out  into  the  open after travelling the body-----------------  

Although she hadn’t gone that route in several days, she wasn’t  surprised to find herself  making  the  turn  towards  the  cove.  The  sky  was  the  grey  of  old  lead  this morning,  made  darker  by  the  brilliance  of  a  fresh  layer  of  snow  on  the  fields.  There was no one else in sight; she appreciated that. The houses looked abandoned, not even dogs barking. No birds in the sky. As if she were the last creature alive on the planet. 
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As she took the long trail bordering the beach, and the houses dropped behind her, the grey of the sky  seemed to blend with the ground. That, and some low patches of fog, made her feel as if she were walking into a bank of clouds. 

the  remarkable  beauty  of  the  candled  rooms—so  like  a  religious place, a sanctuary, mortuary—the triple deck porcelain pearl bracelet around  the  still  wrist—the  artificial  flowers  against  the  pale neck—

the feathers—the satiny chestnut dress, with piled hat and matching ribbon—like a display case, as beautiful as any flower bed There  were  a  few  leafless  trees  in  this  part  of  the  cove:  tall,  white,  thin,  bowed like old ladies, their stiff strands of hair frozen and weighted earthward by the snow. 

the shadow of hair all flying in a tangle—and I can testify that I smell flowers under the ground ---------------------------------  

♦ * * * * 

I tell you I smell chrysanthemums -------- 

Suddenly she grew rigid, as if violated by the cold. She jerked open her eyes; she was  in  his  long,  dark  arms.  He  rubbed  his  chin,  startling,  against  her  cheek  in  an almost animalistic gesture. Then he showed his long teeth, his full mouth . . . 

—my love’s teeth are white geese -------- 

Then  they  were  moving,  quickly,  the  landscape  jiggling  by  her.  She  realized  he had taken her up in his arms and was now carrying her as he ran. It astonished her . . . 

such strength. His heavy odour began to rise; expecting to be  offended, she was not, but  was  excited.  She  let  go  of  her  fear.  She  began  to  giggle.  She  laughed  out  loud. 

They were going faster and faster, so fast she thought he must have mounted the horse with her, and her so groggy she hadn’t known it. But the movement wasn’t that of a horse, and she was held so she couldn’t look down. 

my  world  turns  so  rapidly—how can  I  have the stable  land  to  walk on? perchance I must learn to dance on a small square of it? 

She  laughed  again.  He  turned  his  face  to  her  this  time,  and  again  made  that stretching of the mouth she took to be a smile. Of course! She was sure of it. 

‘Why do you laugh?’ he asked. 

‘Oh . . . well.’ She chuckled again. ‘Actually nothing ... no, let’s say I 72  
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was wondering about mermaids, especially  mermaids in winter. How do  you suppose they manage with the inlets and northern seas all iced over?’ 

He  made  a  sound  much  like  a  bark,  which  she  took  to  be  a  reciprocation  of  her own laughter. Then he gestured to the cove. She could vaguely make out a large crack in the ice; it hadn’t been there a few days ago. ‘They work their way . . . from beneath. 

Otherwise’—he moved his arm sweepingly— ‘they stay beneath, in their homes . . .’ 

Her sea man turned his head forward again, angling it into the wind, and they went faster and faster down the shore. Her skin prickled, blood stirred in its deepest, stillest wells. She thought of John, and wondered why things weren’t like this with him. There should be an excitement between lovers, a higher  energy, an intensity. She had never had anything like that with John. But perhaps she could do something about that. She’d never had a lover, but suddenly she was convinced she held the key. The stranger filled her  with  sudden  power.  She  felt  she  could  do  anything.  She  could  be  the  active  one now . . . the thunder in her cars drowned out all thought. 

the  dogs  barking—made  me  think  of  a  duck  filled  with  bells—the cracked amberglass of my feet memorable for some reason 




***** 

somewhere between  striving  for  a goal and  accomplishing  a routine comes  a moment of pure beginning—where within the world does this happen? 

Reay  was  buying  blouses,  the  delicate  one  making  her  feel  like  a  perfume  phial, the orange dress she wore reminding her of quilts from childhood, the undies she once had. Or that baby sweater in violet—buy that? Hood too. Made her feel like the sugar plum  fairy.  She  could  put  cinnamon  in  the  pockets.  She  finished  and  strolled  to  the library, where she wrote: 

I  felt  like  a magic dwarf  in  the store—my  speckled  lantern  socks  unmatched when I tried on the rose—slit, tight cold skin—Ha! 

last night making love to John—so delicate, the light tickle, sensation as of a feather—I thought I’d pass out—ah, feeling so warm—as the poets said, such a gentle death ------------------------------------------------------ 

Also, babe, you have as much height as depth ------------  

Reay  went  back  to  the  cove  early  in  the  afternoon  this  time,  wearing  her  new outfit, her notebook in hand. She brushed the snow  off one of the logs and sat down. 

Her excitement building, she began to write: 

73  

 

 The Far Side of the Lake 

—the fire in my sea man’s eyes—it’s deadly!—his approval so important to me that I don’t—I’m not sure what this is I’m feeling—

the excitement when he held me!—John’s so nice, but She could feel his breathing behind her, the rise of his animal smell. She climbed to her feet and began to rum, arms outstretched to embrace him. 

The  jet  horse  snorted  at  her  loudly,  then  nuzzled  her  roughly  with  its  nose.  It whinnied. It coughed. Fire in its eyes. Hot, fetid breath. 

Reay put her arms around it and stroked the mane. 

And  before  she  knew  it  she  was  off,  dragged  up  onto  its  back,  her  hair  flying, bones  already  aching,  eyes  tearing  from  the  icy  blasts  suddenly  racing  in  from  the white-encased sea. 

She tried to scream but could not, could not even whimper. The cold air silenced her, took her breath away. 

She  was  smelling  the  perfume  of  flowers,  thinking  strangely  of  old,  decrepit mermaids, when the horse leapt out on the ice, and as the ice began to break she could feel the change beneath her: the jaws shortening, the back falling, the cold greeting of those blue transparent eyes. 

And as her sea man embraced her, she thought back to her notebook lying now on the snow-covered shore, the pages turning open to the winter wind, when he exposed his  long  white  teeth,  and  she  could  think  of  no  more  images,  so  overcome  was  she with thunder. 

I am so unsure of myself—certain only that I have a very tender youthful imagination—and a great sense of being assaulted by fate

---------------------------  

—chrysanthemums dark in glass bowls underground -----------  
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THAT TOWN IS burning down,’ Carter says to the stranger sitting across from him. 

But  the  stranger  seems  not  to  have  heard  him.  He  pulls  the  spread  of  newspaper even  closer  to  his  face,  as  if  wanting  to  give  his  closest  scrutiny  to  some  account  of murder and mayhem. Or perhaps it’s because the train rocks and bucks so severely the stranger  has  to  grip  his  newspaper  all  the tighter,  drawing  it  closer  to  his  face.  Carter was never very good at physics, but he thinks that’s what might occur. He studies the whiteness of the stranger’s knuckles against the outside of the paper, trying to gauge by this whiteness just how many foot-pounds of pressure the stranger must be applying. At any moment, Carter expects to see the paper split in half from the forces being applied to  each  end.  But  then,  luckily,  the  stranger  has  selected  a  tabloid-style  paper  to  read, which Carter imagines must be somewhat sturdier than the larger size. So perhaps the stranger’s reading matter is safe after all. 

‘That  town?  Outside  the  window?  The  one  the  train  is  passing?  It  appears  to  be burning down.’ 

Still no answer. Carter gazes out the window, wondering at the length of time that has elapsed since the burning town first appeared in the train window, puzzled that the train  still  has  not  completely  passed  it.  It  makes  little  sense  to  him,  since  the  town  is small (soon to be even smaller) and the train, he is told, moving very fast. 

Of  course,  the  train  doesn’t  appear  to  be  moving  all  that  quickly,  at  least  from where  he’s  sitting.  He  vaguely  remembers  that  there  are  a  number  of  physical  laws specifically concerning moving trains  and their relationships to those observers on the train and those observers off the train, say, watching the whole thing—the fire, in this case—from  a  grassy  knoll  nearby.  But  Carter  can  remember  the  specifics  of  none  of them. Perhaps there’s even a law concerning the relationship of a moving train to the burning town it is attempting to pass—and seemingly unable to pass with any speed—

and  the  observer  on  the  train  attempting  to  interest  a  stranger  into  also  becoming  an observer.  He  wonders  how  the  concept  of  ‘witnessing’  figures  into  this  physical equation. Also the concepts of‘responsibility’ and ‘guilt’. 
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Outside the train window the small town—just a few buildings isolated out on the prairie  where  only  a  train  might  pass—continues  to  bum.  Carter  presses  his  nose against  the glass  and  imagines  he can  feel the  intense heat on  the  other  side,  outside the  confines  of  this  swiftly  moving  train.  The  small  town  continues  to  bum  and suddenly he is in pain and when he removes his nose from the glass a small patch of skin from the tip remains, adhering to the hot pane. 

Even  though  the  town  is  some  distance  away  he  can  observe  what  is  happening there with remarkable detail. An old-fashioned red fire engine is moving between the burning buildings, dragging its ancient canvas hose which is also on fire. Carter thinks the age of the fire equipment would be a problem in any case and now the hose is on fire,  and  the  engine  is  in  fact  aiding  the  spread  of  the  fire  by  dragging  this  burning hose  through  the  streets.  He  wonders  if  anyone  has  warned  the  driver.  On  closer examination he observes that the man behind the wheel in the open cab, the man in the yellow  slicker  and  black  fireman’s  helmet,  is  also  on  fire,  his  torso  and  head  and upraised amis a long tapering flame like that of a candle. 

And  yet  he  knows  this  is  impossible.  He  knows  one  cannot  possibly  sec  such detail from a moving train. It is that lack of connection, of specific, closely-observed detail, he suspects, which makes travel by rail so attractive in the first place. 

Here  and  there  Carter  can  see  open  windows  like  dark  mouths  and  hollow  eye sockets  within  the  flaming  structures,  and  burning  human  beings  —women,  men, small children—transfixed in these dark openings, their own mouths and eye sockets opening  wide  with  darkness.  And  it  is  all  impossible,  he  thinks.  Such  observations from a moving train are impossible. Such pain must surely be impossible. Suddenly he wishes the train would go faster, much much faster so that it might pull away from the town. 

‘There  are  children,  children  burning  up  in  that  town,’  he  insists,  staring  at  the stranger’s raised newspaper. On the exposed front page there are articles concerning murder,  earthquakes,  and  arson.  The  headline  reads:  FATHER  ABANDONS 

FAMILY: THREE FEARED DEAD. In exasperation, Carter grabs the man’s left hand and pulls it down, separating the stranger from his paper. ‘Can’t you see? That town’s on fire! People, children are dying!’ 

The stranger glances out the window, then shrugs. ‘We’re on the train,’ he says. 

‘There’s nothing we can do.’ Then, amazingly, the stranger grins. 

Carter stares at the man. Then he touches the hot glass, pulling it away before his fingers can bum. ‘Children are burning like cotton! Their faces melting like a cheap plastic doll’s!’ 

The  stranger  puts  his  paper  full  of  murder  and  mayhem  aside.  ‘That’s  very unfortunate,’  he  says.  ‘But  we’re  on  the  train,  you  see,  moving  past  the  town.  The town remains still, an immobile location. It’s physically 76  
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impossible for us to do anything to help those people.’ 

‘But they’ll die!’ 

‘They’re already dead,’ the stranger says. ‘There’s nothing for us to do. We’re on the train, they’re on the land, the still, unmoving land. WeTe  removed from them by sheer speed.’ And again the stranger grins, as if in the pleasure of his explanation. 

Carter stares at the man. ‘And by time, loo, I suppose.’ 

The stranger nods. ‘Precisely.’ 

‘Because  speed  and  time  arc  somehow  related,’  Carter  continues.  ‘I  was  never good  in  physics,  but  I  believe  that’s  true.  Time  and  speed  are  related.  On  the  train we’re removed from them by time, and speed.’ 

‘And  state  of  mind,’  the  grinning  stranger  says.  ‘For  the  people  in  the  town  are wrapped up in their present, workaday lives. We are living on the train, in the future, or towards  a  future,  on  a  train  headed  for  a  destination.  Their  world  could  not  be  more separate from ours.’ 

‘So we have no responsibility towards them,’ Carter says. 

‘None whatsoever,’ the stranger replies. ‘It’s simple physics.’ 

It  lakes  a  long  time  for  the  town  to  bum  to  the  ground,  but  not  so  long,  Carter imagines, relative to the average train schedule. The window is still warm to the touch for hours after the town has been reduced to embers. 

That night Carter finds it difficult to sleep on the train. The irregular clicking of the rails,  the  rocking  of  the  sleeping  car,  the  periodic  tappings  al  his  window  probe  into and irritate his sleep. The window tappings are particularly bothersome. Each time he hears them he rises out of the seats which have been converted into a bed and goes to the glass, pressing his face to the glass first on one side and then the other in order to look as far as possible down the length of the train. He sees nothing. He speculates on possible causes: gravel thrown up by the wheels, the slap of branches which have not been  trimmed  back,  grit  carried  by  the wind.  The window  lappings  continue  all night long,  but  he  never  sees  anything.  In  the  morning  he  discovers  hundreds  of  round, slightly greasy spots on the glass. 

There is but one empty seat in the dining car, across from the stranger from the day before. 

‘May I?’ Carter asks, gesturing towards the seat. 

‘Of course,’ the stranger replies. ‘Feeling better than yesterday?’ 

Carter studies the menu. ‘Mostly. Some . . . trouble sleeping. That’s all, though.’ 

‘Glad to hear it.’ The stranger grins, absentmindedly taps the folded newspaper on the  table.  Carter  wonders  if  he  has  already  read  it,  or  if  he  is  now  feeling  anxious  to read it. He hopes the man has already read the paper; he doesn’t think he could stand it if the man picked up a paper again. He isn’t sure why. 
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portion:  MAN  KILLS  WIFE,  CHILDREN,  SELF  and  PLANE  FEARED  LOST  and HUNDREDS DIE IN FIRE. He turns to the tram window. Out in a field is an impossible vision: a man in overalls is beating a young boy—his son?—with a piece of timber. 

‘So, are you married?’ The stranger speaks so quietly Carter at first isn’t sure the man has actually spoken, or if he’s imagined the question. 

‘Yes . . . yes I am.’ Outside the train, the man in overalls raises the timber higher with each swing as he beats the boy. 

‘Children?’ 

‘Two.  A  boy  five,  a  girl  eleven.’  Is  that  correct?  Suddenly  Carter  isn’t  so  sure. 

Outside the train, the little boy’s mouth stretches wider and wider in silent agony. 

‘But they’re not travelling with you?’ 

Carter  stares  at  the  man,  trying  to  measure  his  expression.  ‘Why  would  you  ask me such a question?’ 

‘Just being friendly,’ the stranger says. 

‘You think I don’t care? You think I’m like those fathers you read about in that damn paper of yours!’ 

‘Just  being  friendly,’  the  man  says  again,  seemingly  unaffected  by  Carter’s outburst. 

‘You  should  save  your  worries  for  kids  like  him.’  Carter  gestures  towards  the violent scene being enacted outside the window. 

They  both  stare  at  the  boy  and  his  father.  The  boy’s  mouth  now  stretches impossibly  far  in  his  attempt  to  adequately  express  his  pain.  ‘Most  unfortunate,’  the stranger says. 

‘We have to do something,’ Carter says. ‘Here we are sitting comfortably in our speeding train, and a child is being beaten. We have to do something.’ 

‘But  I  explained  all  this  yesterday,’  the  stranger  says.  ‘We’re  on  the  train, removed from that child by time and speed. There’s nothing we can do.’ And again, the stranger grins. 

‘There must be something we can do,’ Carter says. 

‘Nothing. Relax. There’s nothing either of us can do.’ 

‘That boy’ll be destroyed. If not physically, certainly mentally . . 

‘That’s his present. We live in the future, on the train. We cannot reach him.’ 

Carter  slumps  back  in  his  chair.  ‘This  was  supposed  to  be  relaxing.  Like  a vacation.’ 

‘Then enjoy yourself,’ the grinning stranger says. ‘You’re riding the most modem of passenger trains. Shattering time and distance. The old life is gone—this is your new life, your destiny.’ 

After  the stranger  leaves,  Carter  puts  his  ear  against  the  glass  pane.  He can  hear the  boy’s  screams  fading  in  the  distance.  And  yet  he  knows  it  is  impossible  to  hear such sounds from a moving train. 
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When night comes he sleeps no better. The rails click and the cars rock, and a tapping that begins at dusk continues through the night. The train passes through open countryside with  only  a  few houses,  scattered  here and  there,  but  in  each house  at  least  one  window glows with light. And behind each glowing window Carter knows there is some happiness he cannot share, or perhaps some tragedy he cannot prevent. 

A  face  rises  suddenly  into  the  glass,  glowing  like  one  of  those  distant  windows. 

Carter stares hard at this face, but once he realizes that it is his son’s face, it disappears, swept away by the wind created by the fast moving train. 

‘Somebody  has  to  save  him,’ Carter  mumbles  aloud.  But  he is  on  a  speeding  train, and can do nothing. 

Night  passes,  and  then  the  day,  and  then  night  comes  around  again.  He  sees  the grinning stranger now and then: in the dining car, the lounge, passing through on his way somewhere else. He’s afraid to speak to him: afraid of all the questions, the loo-easy, yet perfect, excuses. In the landscape outside his train window the impossible occurs: murders are committed, avalanches bury  skiers, children are abandoned and ignored, houses bum down.  And  there  is  nothing  he  can  do.  It  is  impossible  for  him  to  do  anything.  He  has made  his  escape  on  the  train;  their  lives  could  not  be  more  separate.  He  has  left  his responsibilities behind on the station platform. 

Night  passes  to  day  again  and  the  tappings  continue  at  his  window.  He  wonders  if they  merely  want  to  gain  his  attention,  or  if  they  in  fact  want  to  escape  their  present situation and board the train. 

Eventually it seems as if it is the train standing still, and the land, the people enacting their little dramas, rushing past, flooding his senses, leaving him behind. 

‘You asked about my children,’ Carter says one morning to the stranger. ‘Well, I left them behind. Abandoned my wife, and them.’ 

‘That’s all in the past now,’ the stranger replies. ‘You’re on this train, now.’ 

‘I  couldn’t  support  them;  I  kept  losing  jobs.  I  was  never  a  very  good  father,  or husband.’ 

‘Look out the window,’ the stranger says. 

In the valley below them a swiftly moving river has improbably left its banks and is pushing houses, cars, livestock, all rapidly down its path. Carter can see the smooth fish-shapes  of  human  bodies  tumbling  in  the flood.  The  train,  of  course,  is  safe,  on  a  bridge high above the valley. 

‘We can’t do anything,’ Carter says. 

‘Correct.  You  have  no  responsibility.  That  is  another  life.  You  have  escaped.’  The stranger grins so fiercely Carter is surprised the man is able to get the words out. 

‘It was best that I leave.’ 
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‘Of course.’ The stranger thumbs through a week’s accumulation of newspapers. 

Carter  can  make  out  only  pieces  of  the  headlines:  HUNDREDS  DIE  .  .  .  MAN 

JUMPS ... 23 INJURED WHEN . . . CHILD ABUSE ON . . . CANCER UNDER . . . 

FIGHTING  CONTINUES  .  .  .  WAR  DECLARED  BETWEEN  .  .  .  ESCAPEE 

FOUND . . . 

‘Anyway, I was never very good in emergencies.’ 

‘Of course—few of us are,’ the grinning stranger says. ‘Few of us are responsible. 

But you’re on the train, now. Its speed is beyond anything you’ve ever known before. 

It  splits  time and  space.  Its  destinations  lie  in  the future,  another  dimension  entirely. 

Those other people, the ones outside the train, are merely lost messages coded into the winds,  and  the  dry  dust  which  disintegrates  as  the  train  pushes  through  their  world. 

They cannot reach you. They cannot hold you responsible.’ 

‘But a witness? Doesn’t a witness have some responsibilities?’ 

‘This is the modem era. An era of media, media faster than any train. We are all witnesses. We are born into witnessing.’ 

Carter  continues  his  escape  on  the  train.  Rails  click  and  cars  rock,  his  wife  and children tap and kiss the window, but he will not look at them. He will not feel guilty. 

And  every  day,  unthinkably,  people  die  outside  his  window,  towns  bum,  children starve,  planes  plough  nose-first  into  the  ground  alongside  the  tracks,  and  all  the pleading voices are readily accessible to him. All he has to do is press his car against the glass. Day rolls over into night and the seemingly endless night turns slowly into day. 

Outside  his  train  window  he  sees  his  wife  and  children  caught  out  in  an  open field,  a  tornado  like  a  man’s  anger  ripping  up  the  ground  around  them.  Stones  are picked up by the fierce winds and hurled like bullets at his family. Branches become spears. Odd bits of debris become flying shrapnel. He watches as his wife covers their children with her own body. He watches as the blouse across her back begins to tear into bloody strips. He watches as his children’s clothes are plastered to their bodies by drenching rains. He moves closer to the glass, and he watches. 

And  as  the  impossible scene  with  his  family  continues,  as  his  unlikely  family  is tortured  and  dies,  he  waits  for  the  stranger  to  come  and  sit  across  from  him.  He’s eager to hear whatever the stranger has to say. 
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IF  YOU  LIVE  long  enough,  everyone  you  know becomes  a  ghost.  Tom  didn’t  know who said that. Maybe he was the one. If  you live long enough,  you become the  most obvious ghost of them all. 

He might have said it in a dream. These days, he spoke much more in dreams than he  did  in  day-to-day  life.  The  problem  was,  the  people  in  his  dreams  were  never  as they were now, but as they might have been, or as they would one day become, or as he remembered them when they were still alive. Where was the comfort in that? 

It was a cold November morning in the city, but Tom deferred turning on the heat, took off the heavy socks he’d slept in, and walked the wooden floors barefoot. Tom, who’d  always  hated  the  cold,  who’d  engaged  his  late  wife  in  a  decades-long  silent battle  using  locked  windows  and  raised  thermostats,  now  craved  the  palpable intimation of cold against bare flesh. To remind him of her, and to remind him that he might still feel. 

Half-remembered  voices  issued  sleepily  from  between  the  floorboards  as  he padded towards the front door. 

A  heavy  white  light  had  settled  into  the  windows.  It  felt  like  a  snowy  day,  and when Tom walked out for the paper he found the grass crispy with frost. But there was no snow, and the sky was not only empty of cloud, but of warmth as well. There was no  traffic  on  his  street  today,  but  a  distant  murmur  of  moving  vehicles  beyond  the houses  to  the  east,  the  prattle  of  an  invisible  stream.  He’d  always  thought  of  this neighbourhood as noisy, too close to the Interstate. Even Janet had complained that the noise wasn’t good for the kids. Something must have happened. Something big enough to leach that surplus of sound from the air. A large grey bird flapped slowly away from the tall elm by the street, its wings heavy and silent. 

 There  are  patterns  and  shapes  hard-wired  in  the  brain.  When  you  see  these patterns out in the world, you recognize them, and are filled with awe.  He hadn’t said that, maybe no one had. Something he’d read, or dreamed. When he used to argue with Janet, he might say he ‘read it somewhere’. When she tried to pin him down, he could not always identify his sources. So maybe he had dreamed it—he just couldn’t always tell the difference. 

‘So, how are things at your house this morning?’ 
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He  looked  around  for  the  source  of  the  question,  and  saw  no  one.  Details  were muted; he squinted at his neighbours’ porches for faces. Flowerpots with dying plants, shadows under the eaves, worn patches in painted walls, discoloured windows: faces everywhere, and nowhere. Nothing but old houses layered in memory. Lonely middle-aged wives, retired types, widowers. Janet used to say they should research each house someday, sec what they might uncover—all that history, it was a shame not to know. 

But they never got around to it. 

‘Hey, Tom, did you hear? I said how are things?’ The face was there, set above a withered  hedge  as  if  speared  on  a  sharpened  branch.  His  neighbour,  rough  shadows travelling the face as he tilted his head. He didn’t appear to have shaved in a while. 

Tom couldn’t resist touching his own face, the stubble like abraded skin. 

‘Hello, Jack. Didn’t see  you.’  When was the last time he’d spoken to the man? 

Years?  ‘We’re  .  .  .  I’m  fine.  Everything  at  my  house  is  fine.’  Had  to  use  singular pronouns  now—had  to  remember  that.  Didn’t  want  to  embarrass  people.  Suddenly everything  had  become  so  damned  personal.  Manners  an  impenetrable  code. 

Minefields everywhere. When had the small things become so painful? 

‘Well,  that’s  good,  good  to  hear.  Listen,  I  was  sorry  to  hear  about  Janet.  Good woman.’ Black-mittened hands floated above the hedge now like crow wings, looking for a place to land, finding none. Jack grimaced his sympathy. So it had been at least three years. Janet had been dead three years. 

‘Thanks, Jack. Thanks.’ He spoke the words a little too loudly, but it had been a while  since  he  had  talked  to  anyone  on  their  street,  this  street,  his  street.  He  didn’t have complete control over his voice. 

Jack’s head looked down at the hands, as if in wonder at their sudden appearance. 

Hands flapped and struggled, disappeared. ‘You know I lost my wife four years back. 

I guess I know how it feels.’ 

Was this an overture? An invitation? Tom had no idea—he wished he could call one  of  his  daughters,  they  were  so  much  better  about  people  things,  thank  God,  but even if he could call them he could never ask such a thing. Four years? He had had no idea. It felt like ten. Had they sent their condolences at the time? Surely Janet would have taken  care of  that.  But  maybe  this  was  Jack’s  way  of  gently  criticizing  him  for having said nothing. ‘I’m . . . I’m sorry, Jack.’ Which part was he sorry for? Jack’s wife’s  death—what  had  been  her  name?—or  his  own  awkwardness  and  neglect?  In fact, he was sorry for damn near everything. He could hear the fear in his own voice. 

Could Jack? ‘Well, see you soon.’ 

‘See  you,  Tom.’  The  voice  behind  him,  so  loud  and  strong  in  the  cold  air.  But he’d already headed back into the house as quickly as possible, trying not to slip on the  frost-slick  grass,  because  if  he  fell,  then  what?  What  could  he  say  to  Jack?  He could feel faces appearing at his neighbours’ windows, 82  
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heard a whispering like distant traffic, but he didn’t look. Not with their eyes fixed on  him  like  that.  If  he  turned  around,  what  would  he  see?  Nothing,  nothing  at  all. 

Nothing and everything. 

He was acutely aware of the sucking sound made by the soft rubber weather stripping as the  front  door  closed  onto  the  still  house.  He  could  not  remember  having  noticed  the sound  before.  It  might  have  been  the  remarkable  quiet,  something  about  the  cold, typical for this time of year, or a change in his own hearing because  of age, or—more likely—emotion. The idea that sad people might hear sounds denied to others made an odd  kind  of  sense  to  him.  He  opened  the  door  again,  closed  it.  A  sound  like  a  kiss, something sealed in, or something sealed out. A finality, in any case. Whom would he kiss, if given the chance? 

He  went  into  the  family  room,  the  entertainment  room—they’d  called  this  space various names over the years and now none of them seemed to fit. No family at home, and he could not remember the last time he had been entertained. He pulled the heavy curtains across the windows, greying down the light. He sensed layers of dust floating past him. When they landed everything felt dirty and uncleanable. Julie, especially, was always alarmed to find the room this way. ‘Dad! It’s like a mausoleum in here.’ 

He always smiled when she said that, although he never told her why. It was silly, really—he just found himself inordinately proud to have a daughter who might use such a large and unusual word. 

Whenever  she’d  find  the  room  this  way  she’d  busy  herself  pulling  back  curtains, opening  windows,  dusting  the  most  obvious  places,  collecting  plates  crusted  with unidentifiable food. ‘You’re going to get mice, Dad. And bugs, for sure.’ 

He hadn’t seen any bugs, except for moths trapped in his lamp shapes, beating and beating until he ran to free them, unable to stand the sound of them. Sometimes they got caught  behind  the  window  shades,  tumbling  together  in  a  pantomime  of  struggle.  He could not bear to watch. But he’d never noticed insects on an everyday basis.  Insects were background, like the soft and steady cascade of thought, or the whisper of distant conversation. 

But  as  he’d  grown  older,  the  backgrounds  of  his  life  had  expanded,  grown increasingly  detailed,  until  finally  they  became  the  foreground,  leaving  nothing  in background,  nothing  unnoticed,  nothing  unheard.  He  was  only  sixty,  but  felt  much older. Then again, he couldn’t remember a time he hadn’t felt much older. 

Mice had always been a problem for Janet; their presence made her  feel like a bad housekeeper. Their cat Max had done a good job of keeping the mice at bay, but Angela took  the  cat  when  her  mother  died.  This  had  created  friction  between  the  girls—Julie thought  he  needed  the  cat’s  company.  To  make  peace  he  assured  her  this  wasn’t  the case. Angela retrieved Max the evening of the funeral, and though she’d said nothing about it, Tom was 
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convinced she'd been afraid he was incapable of taking care of the cat. 

Oddly, he hadn't seen a mouse in the house since then. Perhaps the rodents saw no point without the drama of the cat. Sometimes at night he’d lie in bed listening for their scurryings,  his  breath  catching  when  branches  scraped  the  window.  But  no  sign.  The house was empty. The thought would make him oddly hungry, and he’d climb out of bed and  go  down  one  set  of  stairs  and  down  another—the  house  had  always  been  too  big, even when they all lived here—and stare into the refrigerator for long periods of time—

 Tom, you’ll burn out the bulb!— feeling cold mist travel his face, but saw nothing there to satisfy him. Then he’d hear this scratching, this scurrying, this racing, and he’d turn and turn, looking for the mice. Then realize it wasn’t mice at all, but the blood racing through his skull, scratching at his temples, gnawing at the flowers of his memory. 

The  room—this  would  be  the  TV  room  now,  he  was  thinking,  this  was  where  he watched  TV—was adorned with family photographs. Periodically Julie would take care in  dusting  them.  He  looked  at  them  often,  but  he  was  afraid  he  didn't  really  see  them anymore. The girls didn’t look like themselves in these pictures, and his son Will looked loo much like a younger version of Tom, so that in some pictures he couldn’t tell if it was Will  with  his  mother,  or  a portrait  of  Tom  and  Janet.  And  there were  always  more  and more people he didn't recognize. Who were all these dead folk? 

Janet would have been able to tell him. Only Janet had stayed pretty much the same, showing  her  age  in  only  subtle  changes  to  her  hair  and  skin.  She  was  in  most  of  the photographs—even  as  part  of  the  background  her  features  were  sharply  defined.  Janet relaxing.  Janet  in  some  unrecognizable  landscape.  Janet  surrounded  by  pale  strangers. 

Sometimes  one of  those strangers  would  be  him,  but  not  often.  He’d  taken  most  of  the photographs,  even  the ones  of people he no  longer  recognized.  Now and  again  Janet  or one of the kids would ask him to pose, to hand over the camera just for a second, but he usually  declined,  made  some  lame  excuse.  The  kids  often  complained  he  didn’t  trust them with his precious camera equipment. But that wasn't it. He’d just never liked having his picture taken. He wasn’t sure why. 

One thing was he didn’t particularly like seeing himself, the way he’d changed over the years, the way he got older. Was that really him? He’d been afraid to tell his family he didn’t always recognize himself in old photos. It would sound impossible—it sounded impossible to him now—but looking around at the easel-backed frames propped up like some  variegated  army  on  crutches,  he  couldn’t  always  tell  which  photos  he  was  in, except for the rare close-up. If there were ghosts in any of these photos, they weren’t the images of the ones who’d passed on, but of Tom himself, absent or unrecognized, a sad spectre. 

A  look  from  Janet  caught  him.  Feeling  faint,  he  closed  his  eyes.  When  he  opened them again, he couldn’t find the particular picture of her. For an 84  
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anxious moment he worried that someone had taken it, but that made no sense. Other eyes seemed  to  be  looking  up  at  him,  no  doubt  an  illusion  created  by  their  tilt.  Some  of  the frames  leaned  dangerously,  threatening  to  spill  their  occupants.  Other  pictures  appeared to  gesture  to  companion  photos,  attempts  to  signal,  to  draw  conversation.  He  found himself leaning, dizzy. 

Tom  reached  out  and  found  the  arms  of  the  oldest  chair,  now  collapsing  into  the floor. Angela had bought him a new one, and he’d moved that into the living-room still wrapped in plastic. He sat in it once when she gave it to him, smiled and thanked her, told her  he  loved  her.  But  he  hadn’t  sat  in  it  since.  There  was  a  lamp  beside  the  old  chair because he used to read a great deal in this room. The bulb had burned out weeks ago. He hadn’t bothered to replace it because he read little these days. His eyes always wandered from  the  print,  following  some  stray  thought  having  nothing  to  do  with  what  he  was reading, and he'd find himself staring at this room and seeing nothing, feeling everything and seeing nothing, and yet unable to return to the page again. If he returned to the pages, the  words  had  changed.  He  was  in  the  middle  of  another  story,  another  day,  and  there were too many words he’d never seen before. 

So  now it  was  the  TV  room,  and  he used  the remote  to  turn  on  the  morning  news, satisfied with the darkness of the room. ‘God, Dad,’ Julie would say, ‘you can’t tell if it’s day or night in here.’ But that was the point, although he wasn’t sure why that was the point. It was just easier somehow. 

The image on the screen flickered, and flickered, pulsing like a failing heart. He’d let his cable service lapse, and the reception on the local channels was poor on the old TV. 

The last time Will had visited, he’d offered to buy him a new one, but Tom had declined, telling his strangely grown-up boy that this would do, this would do fine. He did not tell his son all the things he was thinking at the time, how he didn’t know any of these people anyway, how a sharp picture might fool you into thinking you knew them, how it brought them right into the room with you, how sometimes the clarity of superior reception could be such a lie. Some thoughts you simply did not share, not even with a loved child. Most thoughts you did not share. 

He’d never  really  understood what  should  be  told,  what should be  kept  to  oneself. 

Somehow that was a key to intimacy between people, but he’d never known. Janet had been the expert, and had obviously struggled to hide her exasperation with him when he made  terrible  faux  pas.  Perhaps  for  more  than  anything  else,  he’d  loved  her  for  that. 

When he lost her, he lost the world’s patience. 

A buried rustle. Mouse in the room, but he had no cat. He had no wife and he had no cat. 

The lead story was about a famous young actor who had died the night before. The cause  of  death  was  unclear  to  Tom—he  could  not  be  sure  what  they  were  saying.  It sounded as if they were saying the young actor died 85  
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because he was a  young actor. And that made a kind of sense to Tom.  For a moment you  might  believe  everything  they  said.  But  they  were  spectres,  flickering,  beating desperately against the inside of the glass as their lights began to fade. 

Tom didn’t think he’d ever seen any of the movies the young actor had made, but he might have seen one of the commercials he’d been in as a young boy. For peanut butter,  maybe.  A  boy’s  smile  of  simple  pleasure,  repeated  again  and  again,  like  a grainy home movie watched too often. Some people smiled much too much, continued to smile long after happiness had passed, and long after they themselves were dead. 

The  sound,  too,  was  grainy,  allowing  other  conversations  to  creep  in,  but  Tom could not trace the specific words, nor did he recognize any of the other voices. 

A phone rang, and it was far too clear to be a phone on TV. He looked around the room, momentarily forgetting where he’d put the phone. He had no idea where the wall jack  might  be,  and  besides  with  the  long  extension  cords,  not  to  mention  those  new cordless  jobs—did  he  even  own  a cordless?  Julie  had  talked  and  talked  about  buying him one, and he’d told her that was too much money for an old man’s birthday, and she’d been upset— Don’t  talk about being old, Dad. You're not that old!— so now he had no idea where the phone might be. 

The phone jangled persistently. It probably wasn’t for him anyway. Almost all the calls  had  always  been  for  Janet;  she’d  had  so  many  friends.  A  few  had  called  since then, to see how he was doing, to ask for information only Janet might have had, and then those calls had ended abruptly, like a short circuit, a sudden surge of pity and then everything was dead. Now he got three or four wrong number calls a week. The other day some fellow just would not believe he wasn’t Jerome Bledsoe.  You sound just like him!   And  the  guy  started  making  small  talk,  just  didn’t  want  to  hang  up.  And  Tom found  himself  unable  to  end  the  call—they  must  have  been  on  the  phone  together  a good  five  minutes.  And  then  the  caller  himself  ended  the  call,  and  it  surprised  Tom how disappointed he was. 

Tom got up and was searching the room when the phone suddenly stopped ringing. 

It had probably been a sales call. He also received a number of those every week. He didn’t remember getting so many while Janet was alive, but he’d finally figured out she must  have  intercepted  them.  Neither  of  them  had  ever  bought  anything  from  a telephone  solicitor.  How  could  you  know  what  they  were  selling  even  existed?  That made  him  pause,  the  idea  of  a  salesperson  selling  imaginary  things.  Subscriptions  to imaginary  magazines.  An  imaginary  insurance  policy  to  cover  an  imaginary catastrophe. Falsified entertainments. Counterfeit friendships. 

He  was  beginning  to  understand  how  you  might  bring  yourself  to  talk  to  such invisible intruders. He imagined these might be the only phone calls 86  
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some older people ever received. And if you listened a certain way, a stranger’s voice might sound like that of one you had loved. 

The phone started ringing again. He felt a little panic. What if it was an emergency? 

He’d  lulled  himself  into  thinking  that  there  wouldn’t  be  any  more  emergencies  after Janet died. No more middle of the night trips to the emergency room, no more weekends spent waiting around in a hospital, sleeping beside her in a lounge chair that was good for worrying in, impossible for sleeping in. Maybe it was   supposed to make you worry more,  maybe  worry  energy  was  good  for  the  dying  patient.  The  girls  could  have  an emergency,  or  Will,  but  they  were  grown  up  now,  and  far  enough  away  that  any emergency call would not be to ask for his help, only to tell him that some terrible thing had already occurred. 

The  ringing  slopped,  but  he  kept  looking  for  the  phone,  really  needing  to  find  it before  it  started  up  again.  He  lifted  pillows  and  books,  upended  trays,  shoved  dead plants  to  one  side,  soiling  his  clothing  with  dried-out  clumps  of  dirt  and  brown  leaf. 

When he moved a stack of magazines a large folder slipped out from between the pages. 

Opening  it  up  on  a  battered  TV  tray,  he  found  several  brochures  from  the  local  free university, and a registration form filled out in Janet’s handwriting, specifying courses in art appreciation and landscape architecture for herself, one in local history for the two of them together. 

It had been his wife’s plan, he remembered, to get him out of the house more often. 

She knew he wouldn’t go out by himself, so it had to be with her; she’d always been his ambassador when dealing with other people. It was a job she’d done very well, knowing when  to  invite  him  into  the  conversation,  when  to  carry  it  by  herself,  somehow managing the entire transaction without embarrassing him, making it all feel so normal and  natural.  He’d  worried  a  little  about  the  class;  it  was  very  informal,  of  course,  no pressure, no grades, but it had been years since he’d been in a school of any sort. 

Now he held the slip of paper in trembling fingers. She’d never had the chance to mail  it  in.  She  would  have  loved  her  own  two  classes;  she’d  always  enjoyed  learning new things, especially subjects she had no particular practical use for. He could feel his eyes leaking as he put the paper down, continued looking for the phone. He had had the experience every few days since she’d died: the eyes burning as if from some airborne pollutant,  the  tears  so  unlike  tears,  more  like  some  vague  lubricant  forced  out  under pressure. The result of some haphazard ambush: a book she’d been reading, the photo she’d used as a bookmark, a lost article of clothing, a letter in the mail addressed to her, a  late  afternoon  shadow  crouched  by  the  flower  beds,  and  suddenly  he  wasn’t  seeing what he wasn’t seeing. He was seeing what was hard-wired into his brain: her face, and everything about her, the pattern of their last years together. 

87  

 

 The Far Side of the Lake 

He  stumbled  around  the  room,  trying  not  to  make  the  kind  of  mess  that  might aggravate worry in one of his children if they were to suddenly drop in. The phone was ringing again. How long? It seemed close at hand. 

There?  He  lifted  several  weeks  of  newspapers  off  an  old  humidifier  cabinet.  The grey,  dust-laden  phone sat exposed,  attempting  to  jangle itself  awake.  He  reached  out and stroked its handset. Suddenly more rings. His hand jumped. He picked it up, but for a moment found himself unable to speak. 

‘Dad?  Are  you  there?’  The  voice  impossibly  distant,  and  older  than  he remembered. 

‘Oh ... hi, son.’ 

‘So are you okay? The girls, well we’ve all been a little worried.’ 

‘I’m fine, really.’ He paused, thinking he should dredge up some details to back it up.  I  was  just  talking  to  our  neighbour  this  morning.  Jack.  You  remember  Mr  Baker? 

The blue house.’ 

‘Of course I do, Dad.’ 

‘His wife died, you know.’ 

‘Yeah, Dad. Years ago.’ 

‘I know. That’s just what I was saying. We had a nice . . . chat.’ 

There was an awkward pause on the other end of the line. Obviously, Will didn’t know  what  to  say.  And  Tom  knew  he  must  sound  addled.  ‘I’ve  been  thinking,  Dad. 

Maybe  I  should  come  down  there  this  weekend.  We  could  take  in  a  ball  game  or something.’ 

Tom was touched. He’d always known his son had grown up to be very much like himself:  shy  around  most  people,  never  quite  sure  what  to  say.  He  also  knew  how awkward it would be, the both of them trying to come up with things to talk about, Will feeling obligated to pull his father out of this emotional hole he’d dug for himself. All three of his kids seemed to be feeling that obligation. And it was wrong of him to put them through this. 

I  really  appreciate  the  offer,  son.  But  I’m  afraid  I’ve  already  made  plans  for  the weekend. I’ve decided to go up to the lake tomorrow.’ 

 'Jesus,  Dad. Um . . . sorry. Are you sure that’s wise?’ 

‘I have to do it sometime.’ 

‘But up there by yourself. . .’ 

‘I’m down here, by myself, at least most of the time. I haven’t been to the cabin since your mother died; she loved it up there. I have to face it sooner or later.’ 

Will let him go after a few more minutes. The boy could tell his sisters he’d done his  best.  And  Tom  had  surprised  himself  after  months  of  no  surprises.  He’d  thought little  of  the  cabin  until  this  conversation.  It  was  almost  as  if  the  place  didn’t  exist without Janet. 

He  climbed  into  bed  that  night  right  after  a  cold  dinner  of  biscuits  and  peas, thinking he’d make an early start of it, stock up at the grocery store and 88  
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then head for the lake. The phone rang several times during the rest of the evening, and jangled on into his dreams, but he ignored it. 

‘Daddy, are you sure you’re ready for this?’ 

‘Well, good morning to you, too.’ 

Julie  had  shown  up  on  his  doorstep  first  thing  the  next  morning,  dressed  in  a business suit. ‘Morning, Dad.’ She hesitated; she had that look she’d worn consistently as a young girl, about to ask him something and expecting him to say no. ‘You know, if you’d wait a week I could go up with you. Or at least I could go up and scout around, take care of things that might be, well, upsetting.’ 

‘Julie Ann! I'm still an adult, you know, last time I looked.’ Julie appeared a little ashamed, and Tom regretted his tone. I’ll be okay, sweetheart, really.  I appreciate your concern, but look, you’ll be late for work.’ He paused. ‘Oh, honey—you’ve got a two hour drive back, don’t you? I must’ve really worried you.’ 

‘Well,  Dad  —I  called  last  night,  and  early  this  morning—I  didn’t  know   what  to think!’ Her lower lip trembled, and suddenly in his eyes she was ten years old again, the superimposed pattern of her younger face so vivid he had to stop himself from trying to pick her up, comfort her in his arms. 

‘Sorry I . . . sometimes I just ignore the phone. That life of picking up the phone, making plans, keeping apprised of who is and what is . . . that was someone else’s life. It doesn’t have anything to do with me anymore.’ 

‘Dammit, Dad.’ She rubbed her arms as if brushing off a chill, glanced sideways as if  sensing  an  eavesdropper.  When  she  looked  up  at  him  again  he  found  himself surprised, almost frightened, by her fury. ‘If you stop answering your phone we’re going to think something’s happened to you! It’s not  fair,  Dad!’ 

‘I  know,  honey.  You’re  right,  of  course.  I’m  sorry.  I  won’t,  I’ll  try  not  to  let  it happen  again,  okay?  Please  try  not  to  worry.  I  think  it’s  probably  a  good  sign,  my wanting to go up there.’ 

‘If you think so,’ she said softly. 

Of course he wasn’t sure if he thought so or not, but for the moment at least he’d turned back the clock a bit, and was once again the father who at least had some chance of knowing the right thing to say, so he wasn’t about to admit doubt in front of her now. 

‘I’ll call you when I get up there.’ 

She peered at him. ‘The phone up there’s still hooked up?’ 

He  nodded,  puzzling  the question.  He  had  no  idea  if  it  was  hooked  up  or  not.  He might  have  paid  the  bill,  but  he  certainly  had  no  memory  of  it.  But  there  would  be  a payphone somewhere, and he could call her from that. ‘Of course,’ he replied, and felt like a liar. He looked around, sure someone was watching him lie. 

Tom hadn’t been inside a grocery store since Janet died, preferring to phone 89  
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his list in and have everything delivered. But there was no time for that today. Besides, he didn’t really know what to buy for the trip—Janet had always been in charge of this part. It was best he go in person, see what was there, let his instincts take over. 

But  once  he  stepped  into  the  shiny  white  structure  all  instinct  seemed  to  melt away. He didn’t remember grocery stores having been so bright when he was younger, and  wondered  if  this  might  mean  something  about  his  eyesight.  Or  maybe  there  was something  technological  involved—stronger  filaments,  brighter  printing  inks. 

Tentatively he grabbed the handle of the cage-like cart, found himself at first stepping carefully down the tiled aisles, as if the floor might suddenly shift beneath him, seeing nothing  on  the  shelves  that  looked  at  all  familiar  to  him—did  people  really  eat  this stuff?—at first not really seeing the food clearly al all. 

A  woman  ahead  of  him  wore  furry  bedroom  slippers.  He  stared  at  them, disoriented,  briefly  considering  that  he  might  be  in  the  wrong  place.  A  little  boy perched precariously in the child seat, unstrapped, his eyes too bright and too wide. 

After several aisles Tom felt increasingly self-conscious about not having any food in  his  cart.  He  made  himself  reach  out  and  touch  the  cans,  the  bright  packages appropriate for children’s candy but certainly for nothing substantial. He was alarmed to discover that he had never heard of many of the foods. 

A  woman  in  a  motorized  cart whizzed  by  him,  much  too fast.  He’d heard  about these, but never seen one. She wore a huge yellow hat and oversized glasses with dark blue lenses. 

Seeing a can with a familiar name, ‘gravy’, he scooped it eagerly from the shelf. A can  full  of  sausage  gravy.  But  Janet  had  made  it  right  in  the  pan.  So  what  was  this about? He started to put it back, hesitated, then set it down carefully in the bottom of his  cart  as  if  it  were  a  baby,  or  a  bomb.  Gravy  on  bread  seemed  good,  sounded possible. At least he wouldn’t starve. 

A couple of carts were parked by the frozen foods. He neared the end of the store and still had only the gravy and a couple of cans of peas and some Spam in his cart. He attempted  a  surreptitious  glance  at  the  contents  of  the  two  carts  by  frozen  foods, looking  for  ideas.  TV dinners  in  one,  which filled  him  with  a  ridiculous  hopefulness. 

Where did  they  keep  them?  Perhaps  if he  followed  the owner  of  the  cart  he or  she—

probably he—might make a return trip for more. 

The motorized cart with the miniature-faced lady sped by again. Her head turned, as  if  watching  him.  He waited for  her  to plough  directly  into  the far  wall.  She  turned just in time, but without looking at all. Why was she staring at him? Did he know her? 

The  second  cart  by  the  frozen  foods  held  flours,  spices,  oils,  eggs  and  milk  and cheese, several unfamiliar flours, and vegetables. 
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Tom  stared  at  the  items.  The  phrase  ‘basic  ingredients’  came  to  mind,  a  kind  of epiphany.  It  was  an  entirely  different  relationship  to  food,  something  Janet  would  have understood, but which he had absolutely no experience of. Dinners could be built from the  ground  up,  magically  transformed  by  blending  basic  ingredients  in  certain combinations  and  applying  fire.  People  who  could  perform  such  magic  would  surely never  go  hungry  even  as  the  rest  of  the  population  attempted  a  precarious  existence, counting on the talents of these few for their sustenance. 

A large green fruit of some sort took up the middle region of the basket. Tom didn’t think it was any kind of melon, but he had no idea what it might be Suddenly it shifted, rolled over onto its side. Tom turned away rapidly, pushing his cart, listening for sounds behind  him;  the  squeak  of  a  wheel,  a  broken  snippet  of  muzak.  He  stopped  abruptly, having  bumped  into  another  parked  cart.  He  looked  around  in  embarrassment,  then peered down into the basket. A white container in the cart said ‘Sopaipilla Mix’.  Tom reached down and picked it up. Janet used to make these once a month, soft and fluffy and dipped in honey. It had never dawned on him that they might start out like this. He couldn’t  help  himself—he  slid  an  edge  of  fingernail  under  the  plastic  lip  and  lifted, peered inside: a bag of pale powder with a twisty tie. 

 'Excuse me?’ The voice beside him was young and sharp. 

‘Oh, God. I’m sorry.’ He turned to her, flushed, and dropped the container, the bag splitting, spilling the contents everywhere. He looked at her, startled to see that she was about his daughters’ age. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ve just never seen it. This way, I mean. Before it’s cooked.’ 

The sharp lines of her face softened. But he didn’t know if she felt sorry for him or if it was his eyes bothering him again. 

‘Oh, it’s okay. Really. No problem. I’ll get another one. Somebody will clean this up.  Don’t  worry  about  it.’  She  swam  into  focus.  She  was  just  a  kid,  younger  than  his daughters. A kid face. 

‘Can I help you, sir?’ The new voice confused him, upping his embarrassment. 

He turned. The fellow in the white apron looked no more than thirteen years old. But he had a name badge, and somehow managed to convey an air of authority. 

‘Well, no,’ Tom said. ‘I had a little accident here.’ He hesitated. ‘With this lady’s food,’ he continued. He added quickly, ‘I’ll pay for it, and for your time, or whoever’s time, for cleaning it up.’ 

‘That’s  not  necessary,  sir.  The  stock  boy  will  take  care  of  it.’  Then  he  turned  and was off again. 

Moments  later  the  young  man’s  voice  issued  from  directly  overhead  like  some teenaged god. ‘Dry clean up on aisle three.’ Tom couldn’t have been more embarrassed if his name had been mentioned. 
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The  young  woman  patted  his  arm.  ‘It’s  okay,  really.  Do  you  have  family  in  the store? Can I get someone for you? You’re not lost are you?’ 

Tom looked at her in surprise. Clearly she thought he was senile. But hell, maybe he was. ‘It’s okay,’ he muttered softly. ‘You’ve been very kind.’ 

Tom ended up buying the rest of his supplies at a small, rundown convenience store a couple of miles before the ramp up to the highway.  The prices were much higher, but there weren’t so many choices—just the basics. He bought eggs and coffee, a variety of soups, canned vegetables, milk and bread, and an assortment of sandwich meats. 

His  anxiety  mounted  as  he left  the residential  streets  behind  and  climbed up onto the turnpike. He didn’t think he’d driven on a real highway since Janet died. At first it was  because  he’d  had  this  paranoia  of  being  in  an  accident.  With  his  daughters’ 

growing  solicitousness  the  idea  of  his  dying  in  a  car  crash  seemed  particularly  cruel. 

But after this fear faded, he’d discovered he felt no need, no reason to use anything but the local streets. There was a distance, an openness to the elevated highway that seemed somehow inappropriate to his life now. 

So it was with some sense of surprise that he discovered a growing exhilaration in him  as  he  wound his  way  up  and out  of  the  city.  In  fact, he didn’t  think  he’d  felt  so excited about driving a car since his teenage years, when he couldn’t wait to leave the house and get out on the open road. The equation back then had seemed a very simple one: stay home and you saw nothing, drive your car and you saw everything. And even now, when he knew that anything might happen once you stepped out your door, and a goodly part of  that bad and worse, he could not deny that sense of having been freed, with a car to taxi you where your thoughts might wander. 

But  he  didn’t  remember  the  drive  out  of  the  city  and  up  through  the  foothills  as having  lasted  this  long  before.  Of  course,  he  wasn’t  used  to  long  drives  anymore,  so that  was  probably  all  it  was.  The  road  certainly  hadn’t  changed  any:  cracked  asphalt and loose gravel and potholes, weeds permitted to crawl right up onto the pavement. A decade of  highway  budget cutbacks  taken  root.  At  times  the  drive  seemed  so  long,  in fact,  that  after  a  couple  of  hours  he  began  to  think  this  had  been  a  stupid  notion,  the kind of foolishness which gave his children so many worries. 

Even in late morning the air appeared misty. The trees alongside the road seemed more densely packed than he remembered, so close together they squeezed the shadowy areas between them, strands and feelers of darkness spilling out across the highway. 

It  may have been fatigue or it may have been the change of air, but the higher he drove the more insubstantial everything became, as if his eyes were adjusting to some alternative physics. Dark blue and lavender clouds hung too low to the ground, as if the mountain had bullied its way through the top layer of atmosphere and was now bruising heaven. He thought he should pull 
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over  to  the  side  of  the  road  until  his  head  cleared,  but  he  was  afraid  to—what  if  he couldn’t bring himself to start out again? Besides, he knew he’d be tempted to leave the car and that would be the worst mistake possible. So he held more tightly to the wheel and turned and turned through the switchbacks as if corkscrewing up through the layers of  the  world,  entire  landscapes  disappearing  in  his  wake.  Even  the  mountain  itself appeared  gradually  less  material  the  higher  he rose,  breaking  down  into  light,  shadow, and mist. 

He was  beginning  to  think  he might  have  no  choice but  to  take  a  chance and  stop before he passed out at the wheel, when the steep dirt track with a hint of gravel that led to the lake suddenly appeared in the left comer of his windshield. 

He jerked the wheel, making the car rock.  Tires squealed. He hadn’t even realized there had been cars following. But as he made the turn he could feel their mass moving behind  his  back.  He  stretched  as  best  he  could  while  crouched  in  front  of  the  wheel. 

Everything ached, and he remembered the main reason he didn’t like to drive anymore: there had come a point when he was no longer very good at it. 

The  trees  thinned  out  even  more  as  he  climbed  the  narrow  mountain  road.  There used to be weekend cabins along this stretch, and small mountain homes for fishers and trappers  and  loggers,  but  most  had  burned  down  long  before  he  and  Janet  had  bought their  place.  He  never  found  out  for  sure  what  started  the  fire,  'one  fella’s  blame  and every fella’s misery, I reckon,’ was the way the old timer—something Baxter, who lived two cabins down—put it. 

Here and  there  Tom  saw  a free-standing,  broken  chimney,  sorrowful  in  its nudity. 

Scattered brick and metal, piles of shattered and melted glass—memories ill-treated. His father  used  to say—with  bitterness,  it  seemed,  glaring  at  Tom  as  if  he  was  sure  to  fail him—that  the  main  reason  people  had  children  was  so  that  someone  might  remember them  a  scant  couple  of  decades.  After  those  twenty  years  the  most  you  might  expect were a few old  photographs  of  people no  one  recognized,  an odour  of dust  or  mildew, maybe a few words remembered incorrectly and without attribution. 

His father’s impressions had seemed exaggerated, until Janet died, and as much as he’d adored his wife he’d had to study her pictures regularly to refresh and enliven the ghost of her in his head. When even that level of dedication began to fail him, and the vividness of her image continued its inevitable erosion, he’d begun this slow slide into an  indefinable  sort  of  desperation  which  continued  to  this  very  day,  and  was  now passenger on his trip to the place Janet had loved most. 

After that long ago fire nothing was ever the same around the lake. The economics in  the  area  at  the  time  had  not  made  rebuilding  possible.  These  houses  most  likely wouldn’t have been much to begin with, but it still bothered him that the cradles of so many children’s memories had been wiped away. 
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The sun felt too hot against the back of his neck. He wondered if that was the age of his skin, the loss of trees, or perhaps a general wearing down of the very atmosphere itself. 

Actually  he  was  quite  surprised  how  familiar  everything  still  was:  the  same  big trees bent low over the road, the same sharp turns through naked clay banks, the same rusted-out car in somebody’s front yard, the same smell of pine, and water, and sunny days with nothing scheduled but each other. As he neared what he knew to be the top of his  climb,  the  smell  of  water  became  more  pronounced,  and  with  one  more  tum  the great  weight  of  the  dark  lake  presented  itself,  road-to-cliff-to-sky,  an  impossible miracle at this rare elevation. 

Tom  pulled  over  onto  a  widened  shoulder  marked  by  exclamations  of  wooden signs: Indian Village! Gifts Galore! Sky Dreams Dock! Dance At Midnight Under The Stars! He got out of the car and felt alarm as it shuddered, shuddered again, and sighed. 

But he was here now, so what did it matter if it died? 

The lake deepened in colour as heavy clouds settled for the night into the natural bowl of the encircling pale shore. It rained every night here, if only for seconds, if only for the time required to blink an eye. Janet used to speak of how it cleaned off the day before the night could begin. 

He missed those things profoundly: something to clean the day, and her to notice it. 

The  dark  raced  the  sun  across  the  water,  so  quick  it  would  disorient  someone who’d  never  seen  the  phenomenon  before.  The  distant  shore  was  already  deep  in gloom. The sun fell swiftly, and the suddenness of the shadows made the world seem too busy, as if nothing ever stopped and the dead were not dead at all, but rushing off to hide. 

He  climbed  back  into  the  car  and  turned  the  ignition.  The  car  hesitated,  then started.  He  moved  slowly  to  the  first  turn-off,  then  more  slowly  still  to  the  second, remembering how complicated the route to the cabin had been from this point on, even with Janet beside him to help navigate. No way he could remember ... no way. And yet his  hands  guided  the  car  through  its  requisite  moves  almost  automatically.  Like sleepwalking in a car,  he thought. And there was the cabin, surfacing from the pool of greenish-gold  vegetation  like  the  rise  of  a  sunken  boat,  its  paint  bubbling  up  and floating away after a season underwater. 

He  drove  through  the  weeds  that  clogged  the  dirt  driveway,  backing  up  and moving forward in progressive movements to flatten the growth. He realized he should spend  a  few  days  at  yard  work  while  he  was  up  here—the  untended  growth  was  the thickest  in  his  memory—but  at  the  moment  such  a  chore  seemed  quite  out  of  reach. 

And he really couldn’t afford to pay anyone. His kids would be glad to do the job for him, but of course he could never ask such a thing. 
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The first  thing  he  noticed  when  he stepped  up  onto  the  front porch  was  that  all  the blinds  were  up,  the  curtains  open.  Probably  not  a  good  thing,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  why. 

Janet was the one who’d always handled the whys of such matters. He must have left the cabin this way—it wasn’t the sort of thing a vandal or a burglar might do, unless they did their  jobs  differently  here  in  the  mountains.  Stole  all  your  belongings  but  then  washed your windows. 

He tried to think back to the morning he and Janet had last been here, but it was like searching  for  gems  in  soup.  They  hadn’t  expected  to  leave  until  afternoon,  but  she’d taken  a  bad  turn  in  the  night.  She’d  insisted  on  fixing  him  breakfast,  however,  taking some  juice  for  herself  that  she  hadn’t  been  able  to  keep  down.  He  wanted  to  leave instantly, but she slowed him down, tried to keep him calm. That, too, had been part of her job, and making the world real, giving it a face he would speak to. 

But  as  that  unreachable  morning  had  worn  on—bright  and  vivid  to  him  now,  but more like a movie or a particularly vivid scene in a book than something from day-to-day life—she had become less tangible somehow, as if preparing to disappear. He’d begun to hurry,  but  tried  not  to  alarm  her—at  least  he  could  do  that  much—and  she’d  let  him move her along as if she had no more will. It had been the most frightening time of his life. He’d thrown their clothes into bags—if she’d really been with him she would have complained,  told  him  to  slow  down—he’d  grabbed  whatever  he  knew  they’d  need  in town. Whatever couldn’t be easily replaced. Now and then turning around to look at her, to  make  sure  she  was  still  there,  because  he  could  no  longer  feel  her  life  in  the  room. 

 What was he going to do? How would he . . .  He watched her close her eyes, and he made some  noise—dropped  a  pan,  banged  a  door—to  test  for  her  reaction,  to  find  out  if  she was still alive. Her eyes fluttered like a dreamer’s. But she moved nothing else. 

‘Janet,’ he’d said, but for some reason he’d been afraid to say it too loudly. ‘Janet,’ 

he’d said, fear straining at his words. 

At  that  moment  he  was  already  imagining  a  life  without  her.  It  felt  like  the  worst kind of betrayal. 

He  recalled  now  how  she’d  wanted  the  curtains  open  so  that  they  might  see  those glorious trees, and the particular way those trees filtered the sunlight before permitting it to lie down upon their little cabin. He’d left so many pots, and plates, and silverware out, he now saw, the truest confirmation of how she’d been that morning. She’d never told him  to  put  them  away,  never  told  him  to  take  care.  Never  said  a  thing  again,  not  even goodbye. 

Now all  their  things  from  their  life together—all   her  things, because  this  place had really been hers, chosen and decorated and run the way she preferred, not that he minded at  all—were washed  in  grey.  He lay  his  fingers  in  a large dinner  plate  and  smeared  the grey away. He waited for someone to 
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object.  Tom, Tom, what am I going to do to get you civilized?  The face he’d made in the plate  grinned  up  at  him.  He  could  almost  imagine  that  someone  still  lived  here—

someone with terrible habits. 

 Something wrong with the light,  he thought. It was more than just the curtains left open. Il had bothered him since he’d first walked in the door and now he realized why. 

Something  different  about  the  light  here.  He  stared  out  the  sliding  glass  doors  to  the deck  beyond  the  dining  table.  Brilliant  light  that  filled  the  glass  and  rubbed  the  room raw with its intensity. Light like fog on fire. Light as if the air had burned away, where no whisper could survive. And the light of this interior like some preternatural diorama, not a place where human beings might live. Then he knew. The trees were gone. 

The  tall,  skinny  trees  that  had  once  shaded  this  side  of  the  cabin  were  the  main reason Janet had picked it in the first place. They'd grown tall around the lol, and close to the house they spread and bowed as if to spy or embrace. Now there was nothing to see beyond the table but the brilliant deadness of glass. 

Holding  his  breath,  Tom  walked  to  the  sliding  door,  pulled  it  open  with  a  harsh squeal of  metal.  Not  even  locked—he’d  been  lucky.  That  ill-fitting  thought  made  him grimace. 

Three  steps  to  the  railing  and  he  looked  out  and  down.  Far  below  on  the  slope, battered columns of wood lay tumbled together, their grey trunks stripped of all trace of green. On the largest, a long scar of lightning, and a spread of char from trunk to branch so  clearly  defined  he  imagined  he  could  see  the  ghosts  of  flames  dancing  in  the shimmering air. Looking more closely with a forced sobreness, he could see that these were  clouds  of  insects,  moving  up  and  down  the  deadfall  in  clouds  that  constantly changed shape and weight and pattern of reflection. He would have thought the air too cold, the season too late, but there was no denying their presence here. 

Tom  went  quickly  to  the  side  steps,  made  his  way  down  the  slope  through  the shattered  remains  of  a  forest  trail  with  overhanging  canopy  that  he  had  walked  with Janet every night they’d spent at this place. This trail had always been pleasant, even on the  hottest  or  coldest  days,  and  it  had  been  the  quickest  way  to  the  lake’s  shore—no more than a fifteen minute walk. Birds had lived here by the hundreds, and those huge black  mountain  squirrels  with  the  upraised  ears,  and  even  Tom  who  did  not  exercise would say those walks had been too short for his liking. 

Now  the  sky  hung  oppressively  low.  He  fought  the  urge  to  bow  his  head.  There was  no  path,  at  least  no  direct  path  to  the  lake,  which  he  could  see  clearly,  the  angle making  it  look  like a high  wall  of  deep  blue down between  the  trees,  waves  churning dark half moons in the wall’s rippled surface. 

The air’s insect hum seemed impossibly loud. So loud, in fact, he looked to see if there were bees’ nests in the fallen trees. And saw there were bees, but also mosquitoes and huge dark flies and others he did not recognize, 96  
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blending  the  beat  and  fray  of  their  wings  into  one  huge  discordant  aria.  But  then  all noise  stopped  and  the  clouds  of  insects  fell.  And  he  heard  the  sounds  of  distant laughter, and music, and voices raised in song, or was it prayer? 

He  stared  down  the  slope  and  across  the  water,  to  a  speck  perched  on  the  upper edge of the deep blue wall. He remembered there used to be a dock over there—Janet and he had ridden past it in their frail little boat—but back then the dock had been half fallen into the water, and the row of cabins and the hotel called ‘Journey’s End’ just up the  slope  had  been  well-collapsed,  walls  fallen  into  themselves  and  into  the  weed-tangled lanes between. 

Now, so many years later, and oh, he was sure of it, someone was throwing a party there on the far side of the lake, someone was laughing, dancing, having a good time. 

Not that it mattered. He wouldn’t know what to say. Tom wouldn’t know how to be.  The  party  might  as  well  have  been  in  another  time  and  place,  for  although  it  was Janet who had died, it had been Janet who had done all the laughing, the singing for the two of them. It was Tom who was the ghost. 

That  night  Tom  tried  to  clean  as  little  as  possible.  Not  out  of  laziness,  but  out  of  a reluctance to disturb this snapshot of a time lost to him forever. 

The  walls  were  covered  with  pictures  Janet  had  chosen  herself,  all  of  them landscapes, places she used to say she’d like to live someday. High mountain  passes, tropical  islands,  a  farmhouse  or  two,  or  three,  and  one  surprise  he’d  never  quite understood:  a  fantasy  landscape  of  a  vast  and  empty  plain,  with  towering  clouds.  So lonely, so sad, so unlike everything he understood about his wife. 

When he’d asked her about the painting she’d say, I just like it, because I like it,’ 

and that would be the end of the conversation. 

She’d given him plenty of opportunities to choose paintings and other furnishings on his own, but he’d declined. He’d always found a certain sadness in most pictures—

images of times gone, or people you’d like to be with and cannot, or other lives you’d been denied. In that way, most art, most movies, most books, were haunting. There was a sadness in him that she had not visited these places, and yet a vague uneasiness that perhaps, now, she had. 

At  the very  least  he should  remove from  the cabin  everything  she  had  chosen.  In truth,  he should  rid  himself of the place entirely,  although  he  knew he  would  not.  He couldn’t imagine selling it even if he never visited it again. He could see himself paying the bills for years. The abandoned place collapsing within itself from neglect. The fire that  would  one  day  take  it,  or  the  wrecking  crew  after  the  county’s  warnings  of condemnation  were  ignored.  He  could  imagine,  he  could  imagine  everything,  and nothing. 

So  he tidied  up,  cleaning  the cabin  as  he might  for  a  friend,  not  much  more  than throwing away the garbage. 
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were  his  thoughts.  It  was  like  putting  your  hands  over  your  ears—all  you  could  hear was your blood beating monotonously. 

There were occasional interruptions—more dogs barking than he remembered, an occasional  bang,  as  from  a  door,  perhaps  a  distant  weapon  discharge.  Occasional thunder, occasional rain tapping the roof impatiently. Nothing more than that. Nothing more. 

But  his  other  senses  were  more  alive  than  at  any  time  in  memory:  the  smell  of distant  blossoms  and  rain,  the  strong  salty  taste  when  he’d  bitten  his  lips  again,  the sense of a terrible weight of absence on his chest. Sometimes in the middle of the night he'd come half out of sleep and feel her weight pressing down on the mattress. Shapes and forms hard-wired into the brain, like phantom limbs. 

His least favourite aspect of a stay at the cabin had always been that he woke too early up here, hours before there was anything to do. It was even worse this time. He opened his eyes very early to a grey light painting the bedroom window, and a vague, confused anxiety filling his chest.  Something’s happened to the sun,  he thought, then shook his head,  rubbing  his  face  vigorously  as  if  to  rub  away  the  crazy  perception.  But  that brought him fully awake. He’d crossed a subtle but unmistakeable line separating half-asleep  from  wide  awake,  and  he  cursed  himself,  feeling  weepy.  How  he  would  have loved to have slept. He remembered tossing, dreaming, but it was one of those dreams which  would  not  be  remembered,  while  leaving  enough  of  itself  behind—embedded, uninterpretable—that you knew it would disturb you mightily if you remembered all of it. As it was he awakened feeling broken and incomplete. 

When  he  slipped  into  old  pants  he  kept  up  here,  they  bagged  around  him.  For  a moment he was  sure they belonged to someone else—some stranger had left his pants here. Then he found the pattern of blue spots from when he’d painted the window trim five  years  ago.  So  much  weight  to  lose  in  five  years,  especially  since  his  entire  adult life he’d had a problem keeping the weight off. The belt was also too large—with an ice pick from the kitchen drawer he made a couple of new holes, not bothering to line them up properly. He stepped out onto the deck. 

He stood quietly as the surrounding trees appeared grudgingly out of the morning fog,  as  if  he  were  remembering  them  into  place.  But  even  as  the  first  trees  emerged, they made the mist seem thicker around those behind them, and thicker still around the trees beyond those, which brought a sense of weight to the surrounding air, as if the fog were some sort of avalanche receding, dropping stones and trees and cabins in its wake. 

Tom felt the urge to go back inside and try sleeping again, but could not leave the railing  when  the  world  was  so  strange,  much  less  sleep.  He held  on  tight,  waiting  for the sun to bum even a little bit of it away, to make it seem less phantasmal. 
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When they’d come up together, he and Janet had spent a great deal of time walking. 

On the few occasions when he’d come up by himself—to do paperwork, to concentrate on his taxes—the idea of walking had never crossed his mind. Long ago he’d concluded that there were people who took walks and people who did not. Janet had been a walker. 

He had been a waiter. Janet could not wait—‘You can’t just wait for the world to come to you.’ Tom didn’t know why not. 

Now, he knew better. Now he knew that to wait was to let the shadows of what has gone settle around you. Once the life force had left them, then those shadows demanded something  substantial  to  anchor  them.  There  was  no  use  trying  to  scrape  these  things from  you.  Nothing  wants  to  die.  Nothing  wants  to  be forgotten.  The  only  escape  from that kind of need was to keep moving. Let your thoughts follow your feet. 

Somewhere  a  distant  phone  rang.  Too  early,  of  course—it  had  to  be  a  wrong number. Or bad news. 

So on one of the foggiest mornings Tom had ever seen, he began this walk around the lake and through the woods, out traffic-less dirt roads which promised much but in most cases delivered only some uninhabited ruin where the sole signs of life were flies buzzing and something hidden in low dark brush. Or down paths which might have been human trails or might have been animal, he had no idea with the thick fall of leaves and narrow branches layering the passage. He wasn’t sure how he knew these were paths in the  first  place,  and  wondered  if  he  could  be  seeing  patterns  from  some  other  place, passages through some other, more abstract difficulty which he was now superimposing over this wild place. 

The road  around  the lake often  defied  expectation,  which  was  somewhat of  a joke with  the  locals.  Normally  you  would  expect  the  one  road  to  encircle  the  lake  with various  sideroads  to  the  cabins.  But  here  it  was  the  side  roads  that  told  the  story.  No single road took  you from one side of the lake to the other—you had to find your way down side road after side road, avoiding the ones marked ‘Absolutely No Tresspassing’, until  you  eventually  reached  your  destination.  Their  old  neighbour  Baxter  said  it  all came  about  because  of  a  series  of  right-of-way  battles  early  in  the  century,  and  local officials  who  could  not  make  a  firm  decision.  So  there  was  no  way  to  get  anywhere along the lake quickly. 

An  elderly  couple  approached  him,  their  hair  so  much  the  same  colour  as  the morning fog it looked as if the tops of their heads were dissolving. A few steps more and he could see that they were smiling. The man said something to the woman and her face was suddenly brighter, full of energy. She was about to speak when Tom realized who they were: the Carters, a retired couple a mile up the road. He and Janet had had dinner at their place a few times. 
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his hand. Her hand felt so fragile on his he hesitated to move, afraid he might damage it. 

‘How are you?’ he said, anxiously aware that that was all he could think of to say to her. 

‘Why, I’m good.’ She looked at him with what might have been scepticism. ‘Have you been ill?’ 

He started to say yes, then thought the better of it. 

‘Forgive her, Tom. She’s just a curious old woman,’ the man said, reaching out his own  large,  old  hand,  grasping  Tom’s  with  unexpected  strength.  ‘We  old  people,  we spend most of our time thinking about illness—ours and everybody else’s.’ Tom couldn’t remember the man’s name. ‘Bob, here, in case you’ve forgotten.’ The man grinned, as if to say,  yes, I do read minds.  

‘Oh, sure, I understand,’ Tom said, hearing the lack of conviction in his voice. 

‘And  Janet?  Did  she  come  up  with  you  this  time?’  The  woman  fixed  him  with  a smile that strained her skin. ‘I’d love to catch up with her.’ 

There  it  was.  They  didn’t  know.  When  Janet  first  died  he’d  had  to  deal  with  this kind of situation, but not the last couple of years. 

‘Well ... no. No, she didn’t. She’s been pretty busy.’ He shocked himself. He’d had no idea he was going to say that. The words had come so easily, and with so little guilt. 

‘Oh, really. So what kind of exciting projects is she up to these days? I  know she was always so . . . active.’ Something about her tone—could she tell he was lying? His daughters would know what her tone meant, Janet would have known. He had no idea. 

‘Well, let’s see. There’s sewing, and baking, and the flower garden, of course.’ She looked al him strangely. Then Tom realized. ‘Well, of course, the flower garden this past summer,  right?  I  mean,  not  many  flowers  this  time  of  year.’  He  chuckled,  and  the  old couple laughed as if he were the wittiest conversationalist they’d ever heard. 

‘Oh  .  .  .  and she’s just  started dance  lessons.’  This  last  detail,  he  thought  guiltily, was inspired. 

‘My my, she  is busy.’ 

 The dead are forever busy, my love,  Janet’s voice said in his head. 

‘What’s that?’ Bob asked. 

Tom  felt  his  face  go  hot.  Had  he  repeated  Janet’s  words?  ‘I  .  .  .  well,  what   did  I say?’  he  said,  and  laughed,  and  they  laughed  back,  and  he  couldn’t  remember  the  last time he’d felt so in control of a conversation, and all because of a lie. 

Of course, if Janet had been alive those were all things she might have done, and if he’d only thought of it he would have suggested to her the dance lessons, and she would have been so surprised, so pleased, because he never 100  
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made such suggestions to her, never came up with things she might enjoy. 

They  wished him well, and said he should come over for dinner some time, and he said  he  would  if  he  could,  and  then  they  went  on  their  way.  But  instead  of  feeling triumphant, Tom felt a growing embarrassment and humiliation as he watched their thin arms and legs in the matching leisure suits trot with surprising vitality down the road. 

Such  a  terrible  betrayal,  he  thought.  What  was  wrong  with  him?  Janet  would  have been  ashamed  of  him.  But  this  would  never  have  happened  if  Janet  hadn’t  died,  now would it? Again, the shame. He found a boulder by the side of the road and sat down. 

He wouldn’t have lied, he wouldn’t have betrayed Janet if not for the shyness he’d been cursed with his entire life. People didn’t know how overwhelming it could be. He didn’t  know  why  he  was  like  that.  It  may  have  been  his  father,  but  he  was  too  old  to blame  anybody  now.  And  the  older  you  got,  the  stupider  you  felt  about  being  shy.  It seemed so ignorant and childish. Janet had shielded him from its consequences when she was alive. But now he couldn’t feel completely adult in the face of it. 

He  descended  a  long  slope  in  the  road.  Here  the  mist  had  settled  more  thickly.  He imagined this pocket was the place the fog went to escape the sun. That here was its last refuge before sunlight sought it out and burned it away. 

The surrounding  woods  appeared  only  in  patches  peeping  through  tom  holes  in  the fog. And here and there a discoloured roof, or a bit of wall. Cabins here, but he couldn’t tell how many, or if they were occupied still, or even whole. 

A  gentle  pattern  of  soft  voices  issued  from  the  gaps  in  the  fog.  He  slopped  and looked  around.  The fog  was  close,  the  cabins just on  the other  side,  looming  closer.  He could feel their dry, tinderbox weight. It suddenly occurred to him how they had taunted the flames, seduced the fire into coming and consuming them. Some things, some people, by their very nature invite calamity. 

He  could  almost,  but  not  quite,  make  out  what  the  voices  were  saying.  A  familiar rhythm to them, each voice knowing its place within the pattern of the whole. Members of a family. 

Then they were beside him, whispering in his ear, their tiny hands taking his hands. 

 Let's go swim, papa. The day is hot and the lake is so cool.  He tried to pull his hand away, twisting  it,  but  not  wishing  to  hurt  the  small  hand  that  had  grasped  his  so  firmly.  You promised!  A piping wail. Tom was sorry, not wanting to hurt a child for the world. 

Cold  mist  on  his  face.  He  touched  the  skin  with  his  fingertips—narrow  streaks  of damp down his cheeks as if he had been crying. 

The  kids  had  enjoyed  the  cabin  for  only  a  few  years.  By  the  time  they  were teenagers, going up to a mountain cabin seemed the lamest thing in the 101  
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world to them. Each trip up engendered increasing complaint. Where only a year or two before there had been an unending supply of things to do, now there was nothing. And the people who lived up here had gone from being adventurous playmates and storytellers to ‘too weird for words’. 

Janet had taken all of this in stride. ‘It’s the age—we really shouldn’t make them come up here, I suppose. We shouldn’t make them miserable.’

For Tom, however, it was a major loss. Something about his children’s teenage years seemed profoundly threatening to him. As if one night his children had gone off to bed and the next morning he’d discovered strangers had taken their place. Now and then there was a shadow of the children who used to be, in a gesture or in a particular cast of eye, and sometimes during a period of stress or strong disappointment his old children might return to him. But these moments made the loss seem even more profound. There was a working chaos in these new children, which threatened to transform his family into a phantom of what it once had been. 

These thoughts were somehow connected to the apparitions which had faded into the mist and woods, although he did not know how. He passed several burned-out cabins, wondering why no one had torn them down.  What a dangerous place for children to play,  he thought, but realized that these particular children were doubtless well-removed from danger. 

The lane forked. He stood there trying to remember the route to the lake shore and the main dock. He hadn't realized that was what he had been seeking when he first headed out this morning, but the desire had manifested itself, and now he could not shake it loose. 

A sudden inspiration compelled him to stop in the middle of the road and sniff the air, as he imagined a primitive hunter or ancient trapper might. Candy on a child’s breath, the smell of shampoo in her hair. He closed his eyes. Someone was crying, and was there any sound worse than a child’s lonely cries? 

But underneath these scents, seeping up like a persistent memory, ready to sink you if you didn’t pay better attention, was the subtle perfume of water, and burnt wood soaked in water, and things drowned for decades. 

He opened his eyes and looked down between the trees. A sharp glint grabbed his eye. A shimmering where the sun caught the chop and chum as the lake chewed at the dock pilings. Tom left the road and started down the slope through the trees. 

About five minutes down he had the apprehension that perhaps this was not the best of ideas. His shoes slipped on the damp leaf fall that blanketed the pathless wood. 

He’d never been very talented at hiking or climbing, and what meagre skills he’d had were long forgotten. Feeling himself slipping, he reached out and grabbed a rough-barked tree. He could feel the flesh of his palm tearing. He yelled, jerking his hand away from the razor-bark, then lost his balance, tumbled forward, kicked out to keep his balance, and ended up
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running down the slope like a madman, dodging trees, getting his face slapped repeatedly by thin, stiff branches, unable to stop. Blood roared in his ears, shouting at him to do something. 

Eventually he did, crashing head first into a tree and dropping like a loaded sack. 

After a few moments of stunned rest, he tried to focus his attention, looking for broken places. Things appeared sore but not broken. He was just glad he hadn’t done this where anyone could have seen him. 

He pulled his hand out of the undergrowth. It came up black with ash and streaked with blood. Mist rose out of the shadowed vegetation, stinking of smoke. 

Children whimpered between the trees and his head swam with terror. ‘Jesus, Janet . . 

.’ And as suddenly the stench was gone. 

But there were still voices in the air, moving tree-to-tree throughout the wooded slope like children playing a hiding game. Beyond these, the deep water and, clearly, the sound of many voices raised in manic song, drifting across from the opposite shore. 

Somewhere a party was going on. Somewhere, someone was having a good time. 

This always seemed to be the case, and he had never been a part of that kind of life: a life of parties, and good old buddy get-togethers, and singings past midnight. His own fault—he just didn’t have it in him. People picked up on it, of course, tried to jolly him into a good time. Or they had. After a certain age they decide you’re set in your ways. Which was, of course, true enough. 

He picked himself up and made his way slowly down the slope. Now he was looking at the weathered grey dock, the way it pushed tentatively out towards the far shore like an old finger. At the shadows deeper there, like night lapping at the pilings. Something hidden and immense beneath the waves. 

Something stung at his knee. He looked down and saw that he had tom his pants, blood on the lips of the flapping tear. He looked a mess, like someone who’s just walked away from a car crash and has not quite survived. 

A man sat fishing off the dock. ‘Baxter?’ The elderly neighbour, who did not turn around at the call. It pleased Tom, perhaps too much, that he remembered the man’s name. He walked closer, and discovered a limp in his step. He started to say the old man’s name again, when Baxter turned around. 

‘Looks like you’d be better off fishing,’ the old man said. 

‘I guess ... I guess I’m just not suited to wandering around by myself.’

‘Few of us are, if truth be told,’ Baxter said, a gleam in his eye. ‘Sit down. Rest. 

You had no further appointments, I trust?’

‘Well . . . no.’  What's he talking about?  Tom lowered himself unsteadily to the boards, Baxter grabbing his arm when it looked as if he might actually tumble into the lake. Tom laughed awkwardly. 
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‘Good day for fishing,’ the old man said. 

‘Really? Well, I ... I wouldn’t know. I guess it’s been a while since I fished, not since I was a teenager.’ Torn was so tired he didn’t have the energy to be embarrassed by his lack of conversational skills. 

‘I don’t know, Tom. You've always struck me as a fisherman.’

Confused, he peered at Baxter. All the years they'd had the cabin up here he'd barely spoken to the man, so how could he have made such a statement? They barely knew each other. Tom looked for a smile, something in the eyes. When Janet was alive she’d often had to tell him when someone was kidding him. He couldn’t even guess. He looked hard at Baxter, seeking signs of humour. ‘I guess I don't know what you mean,’ he finally said. 

‘A fisherman waits for something to happen. That’s you, Tom, always waiting for something to happen.’

‘Now, just a minute . . .’

‘Oh, I don’t mean that as a criticism. You’re a decent man. You’re just stuck in one place; you always have been. And you know it. You dream about it, think about it. You just don’t know what to do about it.’

‘Now wait a minute.’ And Baxter did just that. He waited for Tom to say something, but Tom could think of nothing to say. He felt almost desperate for this old guy not to say anything more, but he didn’t know how to accomplish that short of killing him.  Killing him? What's happening to me? 

Then he looked at the old neighbour a little more closely, afraid  not  to look at him now, turned just as the rays of lowering sun caught Baxter’s head just so, and Tom found himself looking through translucent skin to the hard skin, the metal-shiny skin below, all covered with sores and spiny, thorn-like protuberances, the eye so large and cold and fish-like, staring at him, taking him in. Tom felt the blood run out of him, so swiftly the world fluttered and beat at his head. 

‘Tom . . . Tom . . .’ Baxter’s hands on him, breath like decaying fish. ‘I’m sorry, son.’ The old man’s face swam suddenly into clarity. I wouldn’t have had you see me that way, but there is no way to completely control . . .’

 'What?' 

‘I died a year before your Janet. Don’t you remember?’

The world stopped as Tom stared at the man. He could hear nothing, even though Baxter’s lips moved. Some sort of water bug tumbled out of the loosely flapping mouth and flew away. ‘Jesus, oh, Jesus . . .’

‘Tom, it’s okay. I’ve always liked you, Tom. I just want to help. You know that Janet would want . . .’

‘Don’t say her  name\  God, don’t say her name!’ Tom leapt up and away from the thing sitting on the dock. And sound went away again. The thing continued flapping its mouth and water poured from its darkening hide but Tom heard nothing. 

The light was failing, but he could not move. Clouds rolled in and 104
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darkness spread through the water, but he could not move. An overpowering stench of smoke filled his lungs so he could hardly breathe, but he could not move. He could not hear and he could not move. 

Then the volume of the world returned, coming up slowly from a fade, ‘It’s been ringing off and on since you arrived here yesterday,’ the Baxter-thing was saying. 

‘Did you know? Your phone, ringing and ringing. You really should pick it up, you know. They get worried, Tom, and you don’t take enough care with that. All that ringing—I hate to make so much of it, Tom, but the dead so hate an unanswered phone.’

‘You’re crazy,’ Tom said softly. ‘Or I’m crazy. Maybe the two of us, we’re two crazy old men.’

‘Not so old, Tom. I understand how you feel, but you’re far from old.’

I  feel  old, or at least too far from young, crazy old man. And farther every day.’

‘Go back to the cabin. Answer your goddamned phone.’

‘You stuck around to tell me that?’ Tom tried to look through the old man again, to see the metallic fish head, but could not. Baxter looked ordinary enough, perhaps paler than most, but nothing more sinister, surely, than a retired man going fishing. 

But Tom had seen. ‘Don’t you belong somewhere, in Hell or something?’

The Baxter-thing chuckled softly. ‘Tom, Tom. My my, you’ve got more vinegar in you than I thought. I just liked to fish, still like to fish—that’s why I’m here. You sit quietly with your hook baited, waiting for some kind of nibble. Of course, you know about that.’

‘You never know what’s going to bite,’ Tom said. 

‘Exactly. Some men fish too much, wait too long with that old pole in their hands. I think you might be one of those.’

‘Bullshit.’ He looked at Baxter for a reaction, saw none. Then, ‘The people who died in that fire you told me about, they’re here? Their children, too?’

‘I’m afraid so. You aren’t going crazy. The voices you heard were real.’

‘So why aren’t you helping them?’

‘You can’t help the dead anymore; you need to learn that. It’s  essential  that you learn that.’

‘But the children . . .’

 'Your  children are still alive. Go back to the cabin. Pick up the goddamned phone. It’s important, Tom.’

At that moment Tom became aware of the music, and the voices singing. The party had been going on at the far side of the lake for some time. He stared across the dark water at all the lights burning over there, more and more added to the throng as the daylight dimmed. Then he saw the small white rowboat tied to the dock. 

‘Whose boat?’ he asked. ‘Yours?’
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‘It belongs to the lake. It belongs to everybody. But just leave it, Tom. Go back and answer your phone. Talk to your kids.’

I will, I will. There's just something I need to check out first.’

‘No, Tom. Go back. It’s not for you.’

‘You said the boat belonged to everybody.’

I’m not talking about the boat. The party—you don’t belong over there.’

‘Then it is a party.' Tom moved towards the boat. 

‘Stay away from the boat.’

‘Just a quick trip over. I’ll be right back—I promise.’

‘Stay away from the boat, Tom.’

‘It can’t be more than fifteen minutes across.’

‘Stay out of the boat, Tom!’

But Tom was already easing himself into it, untying the rope. ‘I just want to say hello. I just want to be neighbourly.’

‘Stay out of the boat, Tom!’ the Baxter thing screamed and screamed, but did not move from where it was sitting, did not even lay down the fishing pole. Tom thought perhaps the Baxter thing could  not  move from his assigned spot.  So who's stuck now? 

Tom gently pushed away from the dock and picked up the oars. 

‘Your phone! Better pick it up! Come back and pick up your phone, Tom! 

Tom!’

 I’ve picked up the oars so I can’t very well pick up the phone,  Tom thought. The boat moved as if on its own accord towards the centre of the dark lake—Tom hardly had to pull the oars at all. He gazed at the far side of the lake, now brilliant with explosive white light. Behind him someone was calling his name, but the sound was so unfamiliar he couldn’t quite grasp its significance. When he got back from the party he’d have to investigate. 

It suddenly occurred to him he may have forgotten something, but he could not remember what it was. He and Janet were always forgetting things when they went off to parties. 

A stench of burned flesh in the air. A constant ringing in his ears. Someone really ought to pick up that phone. 

He turned around in the boat to look for it, and saw three people waving to him from the shore. But where was Baxter? He’d probably just caught his limit and returned to his cabin to sleep it off. The man was a lush—Tom had known it the first time they met him. Janet had been more charitable. ‘He lives up here alone. His wife died a few years ago, I’m told. He doesn’t have much to hold onto anymore, poor man.’

Poor man. Poor Tom. He has no wife and he has no cat. No cabin, no phone, a borrowed boat, and all his children grown up and gone. All of them ghosts with much more substance than he. 

The music from the far side rose and fell like waves on an ocean.  So much activity for such a small lake,  he thought. 
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A change in the light made him look up. Somehow the trees along the lakeshore had grown taller, bent over at their tops to dome the water. He stared at the water and saw their reflections: layered trees above and layered trees below. 

And no light anywhere except for the glow of the distant party, the bum of their laughter, the fire of their full lives. 

A desperate ringing in his ears. 

He could hear the splash of other boats and other swimmers. He heard their voices, calling for the people on the far shore to wait for them, to keep the party going until they got there, but he saw no boats, no swimmers. And then all was still again. 

The boat turned and raced. It made no difference if he used the oars or not. 

Sometimes the boat swung around so that he could see the dock he’d departed from: the figures waving frantically, the confused cries, the  rring rring rring begging his attention. But then the boat would turn again before he could even think of acting. 

He thought of preparing himself for the party to come. What did he have to say? A lot of pleased-to-meet-yous and isn’t-that-interesting and we’ll-all-have-toget-together-again-real-soon. Janet would have coached him well about what he could or could not say. And his children. 

And his children. They couldn’t know what went on inside his head. No one could look inside another person’s head. Yet they still loved him. How had they managed that? 

They could not see the dying inside him struggling to chew its way out—the young had no true appreciation of the dying—and yet they still called him Dad, still sought his company, as sorry as it must be at times. 

They managed to do so much, his sweet children. 

The wind picked up sharply, blowing hard enough to pull his scalp right off his skull. Tender thoughts for his children ripped through the skull plate, tangling briefly in his too-long hair (measurable in feet it seemed, since beginning this boat ride), before spinning off into the impenetrable cloud cover. He held on to his rippling shirt, then held on to his face, feeling the skin pull into a rictus grin. 

He was close enough now to the far side of the lake, that he could see the rows of faces gathered along the shore. Faces resolving themselves out of the showy paper lanterns dangling from the trees, faces expressed in broken cabin windows and dead tree trunks erected in the shallows, faces floating out of the fires that raged unchecked through the campground. 

Faces everywhere, and nowhere. 

It had always seemed to Tom that everywhere you went there were faces and eyes to look at you, and yet most people were seldom seen. How could this be? 

 Rring rring rring.  A tall figure on the shore, ringing the largest handbell Tom had ever seen. That person, wrapped in sheets and dustwebs and flame, 107
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had to be someone of enormous power, bell the size of a schoolbell, for ever) wayward student of the world. If only he could show his children such a sight. 

If only his children.  It's not right, Daddy.  Of course not, but sometimes, maybe most of the time, we had to live with what was not right. He had tried hard to get that across to them, even though he hadn’t really wanted them to know. 

You live alone and you die alone, and that isn’t right. You know no one and no one knows you, and that isn’t right. 

In fact, it is a horror. But it is a horror you share. 

 Rring rring rring.  He’d have to answer. His children were waiting for his answer. As the boat swung back around he could feel the burning gaze of the dead on the far side of the lake, against his back, on his head. He could feel the rage in their hunger and the hunger in their rage. 

But his children waited for him on the opposite shore. As the skies cleared, and he pulled the oars slowly through these walers shadowed with time, and memory, and all that he could not understand, he could see first one, then the others, wave him home. 
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DEBORAH HAD BEEN unable to keep track of the rain, and it worried her. 

She’d fallen asleep with the rain and awakened again with the steady, numbing beat of it, and there seemed no change in its rhythm, no change in the clouds of mist which covered the ground and lowered the sky and filled her mouth when she tried to speak of her fear. The rain continued, day after day after day. She tuned into the weather forecasts on both the television and radio and, although they spoke of the rain and how no clear days were yet anticipated, no one remarked on the awful persistence of the rain. No one verified Deborah’s belief that the rain had continued without slackening, without even the pause of a few seconds, without even the vaguest alteration in its pace. 

The numerous fogged windows had left the house encased in grey. At night the moon melted into milk which was quickly soaked up by the dark clouds. Her footsteps seemed to disappear into the floor, as if she were walking on liquid the colour and texture of wood. The voices of her husband and children had faded into soft, damp echoes. 

The grey of the rain became the grey of walls, floor, and ceiling. The grey became her own thoughts, the steady beat of rain the rhythm of her heart and lungs. When she breathed, she breathed the house, her entire life, into her lungs. 

Her mind grew damp, then heavy with waterlogged furniture and decor. It was during the fourth week of such rain that Deborah began seeing the new people living in her house. 

A young woman walked through the rooms much as Deborah always had, anxious and afraid, checking on children who were not Deborah’s children. 

An older man read late at night in a chair she did not recognize, in a study that had been her sewing-room. 

A small boy she had never seen before painted picture after picture of a woman with grey hair, brown eyes made too big and of different sizes, a dark red smear for a mouth. Deborah thought the woman strangely resembled herself. 

Out in her back yard, under a steady stream of grey that descended from a still greyer sky, a young couple embraced beneath a huge maple where once a sapling had grown. 
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Strangers moved in and out of her home as if underwater, as if in slow motion, as if waltzing through a vagueness of time. When Deborah’s daughter walked into the room—and what was she doing out of bed? She should have been in bed hours ago!—Deborah stretched out her hand through the frigid air and brushed the ice from her daughter’s hair. Her daughter looked up into Deborah’s face and smiled with an empty mouth. Then her daughter reached up to embrace her mother, their empty grey mouths met, and Deborah's daughter filled her with cold. 

Deborah walked out into the grey rain and down the streets of her neighbourhood. Here was the church where her daughter was married. Here was the house where her daughter raised her own children, lived and died. Here was the grey grave of her husband. Here were the graves of everyone she had ever known. Here was her own damp grave. 

Deborah stared at these houses all around her. She went from house to house as if floating, as if her feet would not, could not touch the ground. She went to the windows and stared at the strangers inside: people she had never known, eating, sleeping, watching the clock. She shouted at them through the grey glass but they paid her no attention. She beat on the glass but they would not turn and look at her. 

‘Don’t you know?’ she shouted as if underwater. ‘These?’ And she looked around her at a world at once familiar and yet obscured by the greyness of strangers. ‘These are the houses of the dead!’
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Derelicts

THEY ALWAYS SEEMED to find him. The derelicts. They always seemed to know just where to look. He’d go into a store to buy cigarettes or beer, and when he came out there’d be several of them gathered around, waiting for him. Washed out eyes and dark stubble, frayed collars and cuffs. Hand always outstretched, that look of hunger in the face. They seemed convinced he would give them something; they were sure of him. They’d pass by far more likely prospects to hit on him. It was as if they had a network, passing the word around that he, the red-haired one, was the one to ask. 

And yet he never gave them anything. He was polite enough about it, never rude, but still he never went into his pockets for them, never gave them money or offered to buy them food. He would walk past them, self-consciously holding his head erect. He would not be intimidated by them; they had no right to intimidate him. And yet they continued to approach him: individually, in couples, even small groups. 

He lived in an old part of Denver, his neighbourhood an odd mixture of housing developments, antique houses, abandoned buildings, and vacant lots. The shopping malls nearby were among the oldest in the city, every other store boarded up or rented out for warehouse space. Shops seemed to come and go, few lasting more than a couple of months. ‘Coming Soon to This Location’ signs were much in evidence, and were removed frequently, often before the neighbourhood had even been told the nature of the new business. 

Tatters of poster overlaying poster made ragged murals on nearly half the buildings. Stripped away with only partial success, each succeeding layer blended and weathered until they made Rorschach arrangements of colour. He had never seen so many posters and handbills anywhere and he wondered where they all came from. He had never seen anyone actually putting them up. Circus posters and campaign posters, handbills promoting the Socialist Workers’ Party, advertising community meetings, block parties, year-old garage sales. Always asking you to join, to belong to something. They suggested extensive activity, but he knew there had been little such activity in some time. 

Abandoned stores, boarded-up houses, overgrown lots (wasn’t there some 111
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sort of ordinance?), structures crumbling dangerously into streets, trash-filled alleys ... if he really thought about it the sense ol desolation was nearly overwhelming. Like a city in wartime, or a bad dream about the world after a nuclear attack. So few people out in the streets, especially this lime of year. 

It was too unpleasant. 

And where did all the trash come from, or the wind-blown grit that stung your eyes? Sometimes he had the fantasy it was manufactured outside the city, brought in on trucks or dropped from planes. 

The number of derelicts in the area increased, even as the apparent wealth declined. He couldn’t understand it—who had any money to give them? He theorized enough: perhaps the police had driven them out of other areas, perhaps they were local hotel dwellers with Social Security money—not wanting handouts so much as to make contact. Perhaps they were a club. He watched closely for hidden handshakes and meaningful looks. They seemed so well organized; he couldn't believe it had happened by accident. 

He’d changed jobs twice the past year. Staying too long in one office had always made him uncomfortable. Both his employers had been surprised; they’d insisted he talk out any problems he might be having with them personally. They said he was a valuable man. They said they couldn’t get along without him. Their insistence made him anxious, and in both cases he cleaned out his desk immediately, cancelling his two weeks’ notice. 

He hadn’t seen his wife and two kids in over three years. Last thing he’d heard they’d moved to Chicago. He fell sad about that, but not enough to write, not enough to make contact. He knew he should, but he just couldn’t force himself. His attitude nagged him; he was aware of how cold, how inhuman it must seem to others. But he didn’t have it in him to tie himself to a wife and children. It was somehow . . . wrong, for him. As if he were committing some moral wrong—he fell it that strongly. 

He left the grocery store with bags in the crooks of both arms. Twice as much food as he needed, really, and he wasn’t sure why he’d been so extravagant, except sometimes since he’d left his family he’d had a crazy urge to buy, to consume, to let the food spoil and then throw it out when it smelled too bad to tolerate. It released something in him to do that; it was relaxing. 

They were waiting for him, a group of five or six, outside the grocery tore. 

He couldn’t get to his car without passing through them. They had no right. 

They wouldn't move. He strode closer and closer to their little group, and still they wouldn't budge. The tallest one turned slightly as he approached, opened his mouth wide, and expelled a long, slow, and rancid breath into his face. A smell of ancient appetites, things dying in the cavern of the mouth. He veered away from them, and two old women raised ragged hands, grease 112
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staining them in streaks, or was it blood, and dirt caked over to seal their wounds? It was a slow, dirty dance as they moved ever so slightly with his own movements, seeming to follow him with their thoughts, their smells, their din, the sluggish cells of their bodies following in kind. 

He couldn’t bear the thought of having those filthy, tattered clothes touch him, those tom and grimy fingers. And the eyes ... he couldn’t see them. The eyelids so dark and greasy ... the eyes seemed lost. 

He walked past, and, incredibly, they didn’t touch him. They slipped by like oil. Dark and silent. If they touched him he’d never be able to wash them off. 

They followed him to the car, two steps behind the whole way. He got in, pulled out, and would have run them over if they hadn’t suddenly slid aside like a dark and stained curtain. 

Driving home he suddenly realized he’d been thinking about his parents. Their faces had crept into his daydreaming, merely as additional faces in the crowd, and then they had stepped forward. He couldn’t remember the last time he had thought about them. 

For a moment he couldn’t remember what he had been thinking about them, and although that kind of lapse happened to him all the time he found it disconcerting. He knew it was something important. Then with a shock he realized he’d been trying to remember the day of their death, and the funeral that followed. What had he been doing? 

He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t even remember their death—it did happen, he was sure it happened—but he suddenly couldn’t remember anything about it. Where it occurred, when it occurred ... it was all a blank. 

It was quite remarkable, really, the way the derelicts worked things. Each appeared to have been assigned a specific street comer, but was ready to move, to regroup if it seemed necessary. There were always a few of them everywhere he went in the neighbourhood: outside a movie theatre, on the steps of the local branch library, sitting by the trees next to his bank, congregating in the parking lot of the insurance company where he now worked. And it would always be a mixture of new and old faces. They must have squad leaders, he thought. He began noticing definite patterns. Many of the same faces showed up at his bank that also appeared at his grocery store, but none of those ever seemed to make an appearance at the library. 

At the library they watched him return some long overdue books. At the grocery store they caught him overspending again, buying much more food than he needed. At the theatre he bought a ticket to an X-rated movie under their watchful gaze. At the laundromat he sorted shirts he’d let go much too long without washing, and they were there just past his left shoulder, on the other side of the window, lounging on the sidewalk. 

He could have done all his shopping outside the neighbourhood, but he didn’t want to do that. It wasn’t loyalty to local commerce so much as an 113
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interest in watching how things went in the neighbourhood, how things occurred. 

Observing the life of the neighbourhood had become a kind of hobby for him. He watched it go downhill; he studied its decay. He performed a kind of accounting on each building he saw, day after day. He observed whether there were more tiles missing, more chips in the paint, more splits in the wood. He knew where all the broken windows were, and when a new one appeared. He saw the merchandise leave the shelves and noted the failure to reorder. He watched the weeds grow around the buildings and in the vacant lots. 

On a Saturday he drove around the lake. There seemed more of the derelicts than he had ever seen before, hundreds of them, mixed in thoroughly with the usual Saturday lake crowd. Lounging about, picnicking, even playing basketball. Almost a convention of them. There were more of them than he had imagined, and he wondered if perhaps more of them were migrating here, to his neighbourhood, from other parts of the city, or if it were just that large numbers of his neighbours were going over—their lives decaying as the neighbourhood decayed. 

He thought he saw his parents in the crowd, sunning themselves in tattered and greasy clothes with the other derelicts, and he spent some time driving around in that area, but he couldn’t be sure, and he did not see them again. 

On his way home that day he realized he didn’t really know if his parents were alive or dead. He could not remember at all. 

When he got home he sat out on the front porch awhile. He realized he had been paying little attention to his own block of late. The house across the street was boarded up, weeds covering the sidewalk, the flower beds, most of a tricycle. The house just north of his had its shades pulled, several windows broken, and a few weeks’ worth of mail spilling out of the mailbox. All up and down the street: dark and grey houses, empty driveways, a few cars abandoned on the street, their sides rusting, lights broken, windshields spiderwebbed with cracks. Trash and leaves covered the shallow curbs. 

He wondered if it were possible. If he could be the last person living on his block. 

He couldn’t sleep that night. After dark he’d gone inside and sat on the couch, turning the radio up loud. He had things to do, he knew, but he could not remember what they were. He could not remember the names of his missing neighbours. He could not remember what was on TV that night. He could not remember if the mail had come. He could not remember if he had eaten. He repeated his own name over and over to himself, silently, his lips moving slightly. It made him feel better. 

When he looked out his front window he thought he could see the tattered shadows on his porch, looking in on him, their eyes but slightly lighter in colour than their soiled clothing. Varied shades of grey. But
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perhaps it was an effect of the lighting. He couldn’t be sure, and he would not check. 

The bright sun through his window woke him up early the next day. He sat on the edge of the bed, feeling slightly startled by the morning. Everything seemed much too bright somehow, full of glare. But it made him feel better this morning than he had in some time. As if there were energy in the brightness that he could use. 

He drove to work and noticed that even the neighbourhood seemed brighter somehow, full of sun, and full of promise despite the condition of the streets and buildings. There were no derelicts in sight. They did not stare out at him from street comers as they usually did. 

Their absence made him vaguely uneasy, but he forced a smile. He wasn’t going to let them spoil this bright morning. 

In the parking lot outside the insurance building was a welcoming committee to greet him. Bright and shiny faces, arms outstretched to shake his hand, pull him into the crowd. 

Hundreds of them. He searched their faces for deceit, but he found none there. 

They waved at him with their tom fingers and tattered clothes, smiled with their unshaven, greasy jowls. The women with dark eyes beckoned, the stoic men with their oily hair and heavy smell gestured invitingly. He recognized the lady who lived across the street from him, the man from two houses down. 

He thought he saw his parents near the centre of the crowd and slowly pushed into the mass of bodies, seeking them, wanting to talk to them. It had been a long time. He wanted to tell them how he was doing, share his thoughts, ask for advice. He needed them now. 

The mass of bodies moved rhythmically as he pushed to its centre, seeing his father’s face here, the back of his mother’s head over there, just out of reach. He was feeling better now, more satisfied. He felt certain he would get his own street corner. Surely they owed him that. 
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IN THE ORPHANAGE they’d had an aquarium. A wooden model of the ancient, sprawling orphanage itself, open al the top, had served as a frame for the ordinary glass aquarium inside. 

The orphanage was always receiving unusual gifts like that—giant gingerbread men, dolls with some president’s face, doll houses modelled after some famous building. There’d be an article in the paper each time with a picture of the donor and his gift, surrounded by dozens of children with practised smiles. 

Other benefactors hosted special events. The Seaharp used to throw parties for the children of the orphanage every year, parties that sometimes lasted for days, with the children sleeping in the hotel. Michael knew he had attended several of the Seaharp parties, but he had been so young at the time—not more than four or five—

he really couldn't remember them. 

The aquarium had had a little brass plaque: ‘Gift of Martin O’Brien’. Michael had heard that the fellow had been some sort of fisherman, and himself an orphan. 

Many of the gifts were supposedly from former residents of the orphanage. But Michael never actually believed that there was such a thing as a former resident; the place marked you forever. Sometimes he would wonder what he would give to the orphanage when he got old and successful. 

Sometimes the fish would swim up to the tiny model windows and look out. One of the older boys said that fish could barely see past their mouths, but they sure looked like they were peering out at you. As if you were a prospective parent and today was visitor’s day. That’s the way the children always looked on visitor’s day, Michael thought: staring wide-eyed out the windows and moving their gills in and out nervously. Trying to look like whoever these prospective parents expected you to look like. Trying to look like you’d fit right in to their family. Sometimes when the light was right in the aquarium room you could see your own reflection in these windows, superimposed over the fish. Looking in, and looking out. Waiting. 

In the orphanage Michael used to dream that he had no face. He was waiting for someone to choose a face for him. Until then, he had the open-mouthed, wide- and wet-eyed face of a fish. 
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Now, in Greystone Bay, Michael got into a green cab that said ‘Two Crazy Brothers Cab Co.’ on the door. Michael wondered if that meant there were two identical cabs, a brother driving each one, or perhaps only one cab with which they alternated shifts—Greystone Bay was, after all, a relatively small place. Or perhaps there were dozens of such cabs, and the brothers didn’t drive anymore, being president and vice-president of the company, or perhaps co-vice-presidents, their mother or father taking the largely honorary presidential post. It was difficult to know exactly who his driver was, and what he expected from him. 

‘Not many go to the Seaharp this time o’ year,’ the driver said. 

Michael glanced at the rear-view mirror and fixed on the driver’s eyes. Seeing just the slice of face holding the eyes bothered him. He’d never been able to tell much from eyes—people’s eyes had always seemed somewhat interchangeable. 

Seeing just that cut-out of someone’s eyes led him to imagine that they were his own eyes, transplanted somehow into someone else’s shadowy face. A social worker at the orphanage had once given him a toy that rearranged slices of faces like that, a chin, a mouth, a nose, eyes, hair, all from different characters mixed and matched. 

After a while the particular arrangement hadn’t seemed to matter. It was the very act of changing which had been important. 

‘You must like a quiet holiday,’ the cab driver said. 

Michael looked at the mirror eyes which might have been his own. He wondered what the driver’s mouth was like, whether it conveyed a message different from that of the eyes. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Like I said. Before. Nobody much comes to the Seaharp this time of year. 

Thanksgiving through Christmas, right up ’til the party on New Year’s Eve. Then the whole town turns out. But up ’til then, that’s their dead season. People are home with their families, not in some hotel.’

‘Well, I don’t have a family, I’m afraid.’

The driver was silent a moment. Then, ‘Didn’t think you did.’

Michael held himself stiff, eyes motionless. They always seem to know. How do they always know? Then he forced himself to relax, wondering what it was the cab driver might like to see. What kind of passenger he might like and admire. Just like a good orphan. He could feel the themes of independence and ‘good business’ entering his relaxed facial muscles, his posture. 

‘Too busy building a career, I guess.’ He let slip a self-amused chuckle. ‘A fellow my age, his career takes up most of his time.’

‘Your age?’

‘Twenty-five.’ He’d lied by twelve years, but he could see in the mirror eyes that the driver believed him, apparently not seeing all the age signs that made that unlikely. People believed a good orphan. ‘I’m an architect.’

A sudden, new respect in those mirror eyes. ‘Really? They planning to 117
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expand up there at the Seaharp? Maybe they know some things about money coming into the Bay us regular working folk don’t? 

‘I really couldn’t say…’

‘Or maybe they’re going to remodel. You gonna give that old lady a facelift?’

‘Really. I couldn’t.' 

‘Hey I get ya. I understand.' One of the mirror eyes half-winked. 

The driver offered to carry his bags up the steps to the hotel, but Michael told him that wasn’t necessary. ’Travel light in my business.’ The driver nodded as if he knew exactly what Michael was talking about. Michael gave him a generous tip anyway; he had to. Walking up the steps he wondered if he had enough expense money left. 

In the dark, the Seaharp was magnificent. Its classical lines flowed sweetly into the shadows left and right; its silhouette climbed smoothly out of the porchlight with very few of the architectural afterthoughts which spoiled the proportions of so many of its type. Outside lighting had been kept to a minimum, forcing the night-time visitor to focus on the windows so many windows—exaggerating the width of that first floor. 

But then most old buildings looked impressive in the dark. He hoped it lived up to its promise in the less forgiving daylight. That’s when you could tell just how much of the Seaharp’s budget had been allotted to maintenance and repair over the years. By mid-morning he’d be able to spot any dry rot or sagging wood. He could already tell the Seaharp had been fitted with Dutch gutters in spots—the downspouts went right up into the enclosed eaves—a real problem with water damage if they hadn’t been refurbished recently. 

Something bothered him about the windows. It was silly, and these little naggings he was prey to now and then made him angry; he didn’t like to think of himself as irrational. Rationality had always meant safety. All the kids he d grown up with in the orphanage and all their dreams—it had given them nothing but a crib of pain as far as he could see. 

And yet he took his few steps up on to the porch and stopped, compelled to examine these windows before entering the Seaharp. 

The glass was extraordinarily clean. A good omen. In fact the glass was so clean you’d hardly know it was there. It was an invisible barrier separating w at was in -the contents, the atmosphere of the hotel—from what was out. 

Michael imagined the heavy pressure of that atmosphere—the accumulated breath and spirit of all those visitors over all those years—pushing mightily against that glass which had to be so strong, so finely crafted. Like an aquarium ? 

He stepped closer to the glass. Inside, the furniture and the carpets were of sea colors, blue and blue-green. The wallpaper a faded blue. The guests moved slowly from setting to setting. As if asleep. Or as if underwater. Their 118
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faces, blue and green, pumping the heavy, ancient hotel air. Michael wondered if they could see him outside the glass, peering into their underwater world, seeing his own face in the faces of all these fish. 

He walked gingerly to the main door and opened it, took a deep breath. The moist air quickly escaped, pushing over the porch and wetting his face and hair. Stepping inside, he pulled the door tightly, sealing himself in. 

He forced himself to remember who he was and the nature of the task he had been hired for. 

He was pleased to see that much of the furniture in the lobby and other public areas dated back to the original construction of the hotel; whether it was original to the Seaharp itself, of course, remained to be seen. And there was so  much  of it. On impulse he crouched as low as possible for a child’s eye view, and peered along the floor at a sea of Victorian furniture legs: rosewood and black walnut with the characteristic cabriole carving and rudimentary feet supporting a Gallic ornateness of leaved, flowered, and fruited mouldings and upholsteries. Here and there among the Victorian legs there were the occasional modem, straight-legged anachronisms, or stranger still legs of curly maple and cherry, spirally reeded or acanthus-leaf carved American Empire pieces, or, going back even further, Sheraton mahogany with satinwood. Michael wondered if the original builder—Bolgran he believed was the name—had brought some older, family pieces into the hotel when he moved in. 

No one appeared to be watching, so Michael went down to his knees, lowering his head to scan the floor even better. And then he remembered: four years old, and all the legs and furniture had been trees and caves to him, as he raced across the lobby on hands and knees, so fast that Mr Dobbins, the supervisor that day, had been unable to catch him. Every time Dobbins had got close Michael had hidden under a particularly well-stuffed item, sitting there trying not to giggle while Dobbins called and pleaded with increasing volume. Dobbins’s tightly-panted gabardine legs—old, stiff, a bit crooked—seemed like all those other legs of the forest while he was still, and once he moved it was as if the whole forest of legs moved, and when other adult legs joined the search, it felt like a forest in a hurricane, legs sliding across the floor, crashing to the floor, old voices cracking with alarm. At the time he’d thought about staying in that forest forever, maybe grabbing a few of his friends and living there, but then Dobbins had lifted the chair from over him, there was daylight and thunder overhead, and Michael was lifted skyward. 

He stood up, dusted off his pants, and headed towards the desk. Still looking around. No one had noticed. Good. He made himself look professional. 

Numerous secretaires and writing desks lined the far wall of the lobby, including two excellent drop-fronts of the French  secrétaire à abattant  type, 119
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built all in one piece, which must have been brought up from New Orleans at no small expense. He couldn’t wait to open them up and examine the insides. 

He continued to the registration desk, his eyes alert for the odd detail, the surprise. 

Victor Montgomery sat motionless on the other side of his desk. He seemed strangely out of place, and yet Michael could not imagine this man being anywhere else. Perhaps it was the clothes: all of them a size too large, including the collar. But the knot of the tie was firm and tight, and the suit wasn’t particularly wrinkled from enclosing a body too small for it. It was as if Montgomery had shrunk after putting the suit on. The desk appeared too large for him, as well. As did the black phone, the blotter, the desk lamp with the green glass shade. They seemed huge to Michael. 

And Victor Montgomery seemed an infant, forcing his small wrinkled head out of the huge collar, his baby face glowing red from the exertion, his small eyes having difficulty focusing. 

‘There is quite a lot to catalogue,’ Montgomery said, his baby eyes straying. 

‘The furniture in all the rooms, the public areas, the storage cellars. As well as all the art and accessory items, of course. You will not be inventorying the family’s private quarters or the attics, however, nor will you be permitted access to a few other odd rooms. But those are locked, in any case. If there is any question, I expect you to ask.’

‘I can assure you there will be no problem completing the inventory in the allotted time. Perhaps even sooner.’ Michael permitted just a hint of laughter into his voice, thinking it might show enthusiasm. 

Montgomery looked like a baby startled by a sudden noise. I did not expect there would be.’

‘No, of course not. I just thought that if you were leaving the family quarters, the attics, or any other areas off my assignment for fear of the time they would take, I should reassure you that they would be no problem as well. I have done a number of these hotel inventories and have become quite efficient, I assure you.’

‘Any furniture in those off-limit areas I wanted inventoried has already been moved into rooms 312 and 313. You will evaluate each piece, make recommendations as to which should remain part of the Seaharp collection—

whether because of historical interest, rarity, or to illustrate a particular theme, I do not care—and which might be sold at auction. Any marginal items of dubious functionality should be disposed of as quickly and inexpensively as possible. Most importantly, I want a complete record and evaluation of all items in the hotel. I am quite sure we have been pilfered in the past and am determined to put a stop to it.’

Michael nodded, doodling in his pad as if he had recorded every word. 

The infant’s head was frighteningly red. ‘May I start tonight?’

‘If you wish. In fact I would suggest that you do much of your work at 120
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night. That will avoid distracting (he help from their work, not to mention attracting their curiosity.’

‘And that would be a problem?’

‘I do not want them to think I distrust them. Although, of course, I do. You will be eating Thanksgiving dinner here.’

Michael didn’t know if that was a question or an order. I had planned on it, if possible.’

‘What of your family?’

I have none. And no other place to go this holiday.’

The infant looked vaguely distressed, as if it had filled its diapers. I am sorry to hear that. A family is a great source of strength. It is important to belong.’ Michael waited for him to say something specific about his own family, but he did not. 

‘I feel I am a member of the family of man,’ Michael lied. 

The infant looked confused. ‘An orphan?’

‘Yes, in fact the children of the orphanage came here over a number of years for a kind of holiday. Even I . . .’

I was away at school most of those years,’ Montgomery said. 

‘Yes, yes, of course.’

‘There are no more orphanages, are there? In the United States, I mean?’

Montgomery said. 

‘No, I don’t believe there arc.’

‘Foster homes and such, I believe. The poor orphans get real families now,’

Montgomery said. Michael simply nodded. The infant Montgomery was suddenly struggling to his feet, lost in his clothes, his baby’s head lost in the voluminous collar. The interview was over. I will make sure the staff prepares a suitable Thanksgiving repast for you tomorrow. After that you will have the hotel essentially to yourself. The staff will be home with their families. We Montgomerys will remain in our quarters for the following two days, at the end of which time I expect to be able to review your full report.’

‘Certainly.’ Montgomery was moving slowly around his huge desk. He seemed to be extending one sleeve. For a panicked second Michael thought he was extending his hand to him, but the infant’s arms were so short Michael would never be able to find the hand, lost in the huge folds of the coat sleeve. 

‘One more thing.’ The infant yawned and its eyes rolled. Up past his bedtime, Michael mused. ‘Any remaining furniture should  fit  the hotel. It is very important that things fit, find their proper place. 1 hired you because you supposedly know about such things.’

I do, sir.’

The infant lolled its head in the huge collar, then waddled off to bed. 

Michael took a long, rambling, post-midnight tour of the Seaharp’s floors to get a preliminary feel for the place. He didn’t at all mind working at night. 
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Most nights he was unable to get to sleep until three or four in the morning anyway. There never seemed to be any particular reason for his insomnia—his mind simply was not yet ready for sleep. And he had no wife or children to be bothered by his sleeplessness. 

The walls of the Seaharp’s public areas were well-supplied with art. There were a number of pieces by British painters in the German Romantic style. Michael had a working familiarity with art but knew he’d have to call in someone else for a proper appraisal: Reynolds from Boston or perhaps J. P. Jacobs in Providence, although Jacobs was often a bit too optimistic in his appraisals for Michael’s taste. 

And Montgomery would want a conservative appraisal, the more conservative the better. So maybe it would have to be Reynolds. Reynolds would have a field day: there were several excellent examples of the outline style, after Retzsch. Also some nice small sculptures he was sure Reynolds could identify—if the sculptors were worth identifying —the pieces looked nice enough but Michael was out of his area here. The themes seemed to be typically classical: Venus and Cupid, Venus and Mercury. The Death of Leander. And several small pieces of children. Cupid, no doubt. But the faces were so worn. Expressionless, as if left too long underwater. 

Along one stretch of wall there were so many of these small, near-featureless sculptures, raised on pedestals or recessed in alcoves, that Michael was compelled to stop and ponder. But there seemed to be no reason for it. He could not understand the emphasis of these damaged, ill-coloured pieces. Literally ill-coloured, he thought, for the stone was a yellowish-white, like diseased flesh, like flesh kept half-wet and half-dry for a long time. Even when he left this area he could feel the sculptures clamouring for his attention, floating into his peripheral vision like distorted embryos. 

The door to room 312 creaked open. He pawed through a fur of dust for the lightswitch, and when he finally got the light on he discovered more dust hanging in strings from the ceiling, and from antique furniture stacked almost to the ceiling, obscuring the glass fixture which itself appeared to have been dipped into brown oil. Obviously, Montgomery had had the furniture moved here some time ago. He wondered why it had taken the man so long to finally decide to get an appraiser. Or maybe it was a matter of finding the  right  appraiser. That thought made him get out of the chill of the hall and completely into the room, however dim and dusty. The sound of the door shutting was muted by the thick skin of dust over the jamb. Michael slipped the small tape recorder out of his coat pocket. 

A good deal of the furniture in the room pre-dated the hotel, late eighteenth century to early nineteenth. Bought as collectors’ pieces, no doubt, by some past manager. Most of them were chairs: Chippendale mahogany wing chairs and arm chairs of the Martha Washington type, late Sheraton side chairs and a few Queen Anne wing and slippers. But they varied widely in 122
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quality. Most of the Sheratons were too heavy, with rather awkward carving on the centre splat, but there was one boasting a beautifully carved spread eagle and fine leg lines, worth a good ten times more than the others. The Chippendales were all too boxy and vertical in the back. Most of the Martha Washingtons suffered from shapeless arms or legs that were too short, seats often too heavy in relation to the top part of the chair, but there were two genuine masterpieces among those: finely scooped arms, serpentine crests, beautifully proportioned all around. 

Some of the chairs had been virtually ruined by amateurish restoration efforts: the arms crudely embellished, mismatched replacement of a crest rail or stretcher, the legs shortened to give the chair an awkward stance. And something odd about one of the altered pieces. Michael clicked his recorder on. 

‘A metal rod has been added to the top of the chair, with leather straps attached.’

Fie brushed off the leather and leaned in for a closer look. ‘It appears to be some sort of chin strap. Another, wider leather strap has been attached to the seat. Like a seat belt, I’d say, but poorly designed. It would be much too tight, even for a child.’

He gradually worked his way around the room, not trying to catalogue everything, but simply trying to get a feel for the range of the pieces, highlighting anything that looked interesting. ‘An English Tall Clock, with a black japanned case embellished with coloured portraits of both George III and George Washington. An excellent matching highboy and lowboy with cabriole legs. An early eighteenth century high chest of drawers. Ruined because one of the cup turned legs has been lost and replaced at some point with a leg trumpet turned. A very nice India side chair with Flemish scrolls and feet . . .’

He stopped once he discovered he was standing by the window. A heavy fog had come in from the bay, had crept like steaming grey mud over the trees, and was now filling the yard to surround and isolate the Seaharp. It seemed only fitting for such obsessive, lonely work. On the evening before his solitary Thanksgiving meal. It had been only recently that Michael realized he had no practical use for the antiques he valued so much. These were heirlooms, family icons and embodiments. Made for a family to use, for fathers and mothers to pass down to children and grandchildren. And he was someone who had no place to go for Thanksgiving. A wet fish trapped inside the aquarium. He was haunted by mothers and fathers, grandparents, generations of ancestors who—as far as he could tell—had never existed. 

He had no fixed place. He was, forever, the rootless boy who cannot get along. 

He got down on his hands and knees and rooted like a pig through the dust of ages. He pretended to be a professional. He examined the pieces for 123
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patina, wear, and tool marks. His fingers delicately traced the grain for the track of the jack plane. He crawled around and under the pieces seeking out construction details. He made constant measurements, gauging proportion and dimension. ‘A sofa in the Louis XV style with a scroll-arched rail and a centre crest of carved fruits and flowers with foliage,’ he chanted into the recorder held to his lips, like a singer making love to his microphone. 

But in fact he was a dirty little boy, four or five, hiding in a forest of legs and upholstery. Now and then he would try out a chair or sofa, sitting the way he was supposed to sit, sitting like a grown-up in uncomfortable furniture that broke the back and warped the legs and changed the body until it fit the furniture, and nothing was more important than fitting in however painful the process. ‘A Philadelphia walnut armchair, mid-eighteenth century, with a pierced back and early cresting.' Yellow-pale, distorted children with featureless heads were strapping themselves into the chairs around him, trying to sit pretty with agreeable smiles so that visiting adults would choose them. 

‘Three Victorian side chairs after the French style of Louis XV, both flower and fruit motifs, black walnut.’ Wet children with eyes bigger than their mouths pressed tighter and tighter against the glass. ‘Belter chair with a scroll-outlined concave back and central upholstered panel crowned by a crest of carved foliage, flowers, and fruit.’

He examined the wall nearer the floor. Letters were scratched into the baseboard, by something sharp. Perhaps a pocket knife. Perhaps a fingernail grown too long. V. I. He imagined a child on his knees, scratching away at the baseboard with his tom and bleeding fingernail. V. 1. C. T. O. R., the baseboard cried. 

The next morning he woke up, from a series of strange dreams he could not remember, in the rough chair with the straps, the cracked leather chinstrap caressing his cheek like a lover's dry hand. 

The morning’s disorientation continued throughout the day. 

Thanksgiving dinner in the Dining Room was a solitary affair; he quickly discovered that the last of the hotel's guests had left that morning and, other than two or three staff members and the Montgomerys hidden away in their quarters at the top of the hotel, he had been left to himself. An elderly waiter poured the wine. 

‘Compliments of Mr Montgomery, suh,’ the old man creaked out. 

‘Well, please tell Mr Montgomery how much I appreciated it.’

‘Mr Montgomery feels badly that you should dine alone. And on  Thanksgiving ' 

‘Well, I  do  appreciate his concern.’ Michael tried not to look at the old man. 

‘Mr Montgomery says a family is a very important thing to a man. “Families make us human,’’ he says.’

‘How interesting.’ Michael bolted his wine and held up his glass for 124
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more. The elderly waiter obliged. ‘He is close to his family, is he? And was he close to his father as well, when he was alive?’

‘Mr Simon Montgomery had a strong  interest  in child-rearing. He was always looking for ways to improve his children, and read extensively on the subject. You can find some of his reading material still in the library, in fact.’

‘Is that why he brought the children from the orphanage here over the years?’

Again, Michael bolted his wine, and again the old waiter replenished his glass. 

‘I suppose. Did you enjoy yourselves?’

Michael stared up at the waiter. The old man’s tired red eyes were watching him carefully. Michael wanted to reach up and break through the glass wall that had suddenly surrounded him, and throttle this ancient peeping tom. But he couldn’t move. 

‘I don’t remember,’ he finally said. 

After dinner Michael spent several hours in the library trying to sober up so that he could continue his cataloguing. He was particularly interested in the older books, of course, and in the course of his examinations discovered the German title  Kallipadie, 1858, by a Dr Daniel Schreber. Michael’s German was rather rusty, but the book’s illustrations were clear enough. A figure-eight shoulder band that tied the child’s shoulders back so they wouldn’t slump forward. A  Geradhalter— a metal cross attached to the edge of a table—that prevented the child from leaning forward during meals or study. Chairs and beds with straps and halters to prevent ‘squirming’ or

‘tossing and turning’, guaranteed to keep the young body ‘straight’. 

Off in the distance, in some other room, Michael could hear the pounding of tiny knees on the carpet, the thunder of the old men trying to catch them. 

Michael made his way down to the cellars via a door in the wall on the north side of the back porch. That door led him to a descending staircase, and the cellars. The main part of these cellars consisted of the kitchen, laundry, furnace, and supply rooms, and various rooms used by the gardeners and janitors. But hidden on one end, seldom-used, were the storage cellars. 

In the cellars had been stored a treasure of miscellaneous household appurtenances: some of the most ornate andirons Michael had ever seen, with dogs and lions and elephants worked into their designs; shuttlecocks and beakers; finely painted bellows and ancient bottles and all manner of brass ware (ladles, skimmers, colanders, kettles, candlesticks and the like); twenty-two elaborately stencilled tin canisters and a chafing dish in the shape of a deer (necessary to keep the colonials’ freshly slain venison suitably warm); dozens of rolls of carpet which had been ill-preserved and fell into rotted clumps when he tried to examine them; a half-dozen crocks, several filled with such odd hardware as teardrop handles, bat’s-wing and willow mounts, rosette knobs and wrought iron hinges, and the largest with an assortment of wall and furniture stencils; another half-dozen pieces of Delft ware from Holland (also called

‘counterfeit china’); a dripping pan and a
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dredging box; a variety of flesh hooks and graters and latten ware and patty pans, all artefacts from earlier versions of the Seaharp’s grand kitchen; a jack for removing some long-dead gentleman’s boots; a finely-made milk keeler and several old jack mangles for smoothing the hotel’s linen; a rotting bag full of crumbling pillow cases (sorting through these Michael liked to imagine all the young maids’ hands which had smoothed them and fluffed their pillows—they would have been calling them ‘pillow bears’ back then); skewers and skillets; trays and trenchers; and a great wealth of wooden ware, no doubt used by some past manager in an attempt to hold down costs. 

He could spend a full week cataloguing it all, which wasn’t really what he wanted to do during his time at the hotel. After seeing just these more common, day-to-day bits and pieces, he was more anxious than ever to go through the other rooms in the hotel. But he could tell from his finds in the cellars that there was quite a bit of antique wealth here. If the sales were handled properly they could bring the Montgomerys quite a bit of money. And the beauty of it, of course, was that these relics were now of little use in the actual running of the hotel. 

That evening Michael began his inventories of the guest rooms themselves. 

Most could be handled very quickly as there would be little of value or interest. 

The only thing that slowed him was a continuation of the vague sense of disorientation he’d felt since awakening that morning. Things—most recognizably the faceless cupid statues he’d encountered his first night—hovered at the periphery of his vision, and then disappeared, much like the after-effects of some drug-induced alertness. He began to wonder if there had been something wrong with his Thanksgiving dinner—perhaps it had been the wine the old waiter had delivered so freely—and he became very careful of the things he ate, examining each glass of beverage or piece of bread or meat carefully—for consistency, pattern, tool-marks, style—before consumption. 

‘A tea-table with cabriole legs and slipper feet tapering finely to the toe. Like some stylish grandmother dancing. Perhaps my own, undiscovered, grandmother dancing. Second quarter of the eighteenth century, probably from Philadelphia.’

The orphans squealed with delight, their tiny knees raw and bleeding from carpet bums. 

‘This kettledrum base desk is obviously pregnant. A portrait of my mother bearing me? Its sides swell out greatly at the bottom. A block front.’

In two rooms he found painted Pennsylvania Dutch rocking chairs. The pale yellow children rocked them so vigorously he thought they might take off, fuelled by their infant dreams. 

When it finally came time to retire Michael of course had his choice of many beds. But many of the beds were of the modem type and therefore of little interest to him. Where there were antique beds they were usually Jenny 126
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Linds with simple spool-turned posts or the occasional Belter bed with its huge headboard carved with leaves and tendrils. 

Michael finally settled for a bed with straps, so many straps it was like sleeping in a cage. But he felt secure, accepted. He began a dream about a forest full of children, tying one another to the trees. The crackling noises in the walls of his bedroom jarred his nerves, but eventually he was able to fall asleep. That night, as always, he had a boy’s dreams. No business or marital worries informed them. 

It was only upon waking that Michael discovered this room had a stencilled wall. 

This was of course a surprise in a structure from the 1850s, with the number of manufactured wallpapers available, but he supposed it might have been done—

no doubt using old stencils—for uniqueness, to preserve some individual effect. 

Michael was surprised to find that it had survived the many small repaintings and remodellings which had occurred over the years. Usually a later owner would find the slight imperfections normal to a stencilled wall irritating, and the patterns crude, as certainly they often were. 

But Michael liked them; there was a lot to be said for the note of individuality they added to a room. He suspected the only reason this particular wall had been saved, however, was because the guests hadn’t the opportunity to see it. Looking around the walls—at their shabbiness, and the crude nature of the furniture—he felt sure this room was not normally rented. So an owner would not be embarrassed. 

The pattern was an unusual one. The border was standard enough: leaves and vines and pineapples, quite similar to the work of Moses Eaton, Jr. Some of the wall stencils Michael had found in the cellar matched these shapes. Within these borders, however, was a grove of trees. Most of them were large stencils of weeping willows, but still fairly standard, again derived from Easton’s work. But here and there among the willows was another sort of tree: an oak, perhaps, but he wasn’t sure, tied or bound by a large rope, or maybe it was a snake wrapping around the trunk and through the branches.  Bound  was the proper description, because the branches seemed pulled down or otherwise diverted from their natural direction by the rope or snake, and the trunk  twisted  from the upright—a dramatic violation of the classical symmetry one usually found in wall designs. 

The design of this particular tree was obviously too intricate to have been done with a single stencil. There had to have been several, overlapping. But the colour was too faded and worn to make out much of the detail, as if some past cleaning woman had tried to remove the bound trees, though not the willows, with an abrasive. 

He got down on his hands and knees. The baseboard was covered with scratches, the signatures of dozens of different children. He could hear a distant thundering in the hall outside, hundreds of orphan limbs, pounding out a protest that grew slowly in its articulateness.  Choose me. Me me me.  He 127
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began to doubt that Victor Montgomery had ever been away to school, that he had ever left this hotel, and his father’s watchful eye, at all. The voices in the hall seemed strangely distorted.  Distorted embryos.  As if under water. The scratches in the baseboard tore at his fingertips. 

Michael crawled out the door and down several flights of stairs. The faceless children all crowded him, jostled him, and yet he still kept his knees moving. He manoeuvred through a mass of legs, furniture slacked and jammed wall-to-wall, all eager to grab him with their straps and wooden arms and bend him to their shape. He cried when their sharp legs kicked him, and covered his face when hurricanes swept through the woods and shouted like old men. 

He stopped at the front windows and floated up to the glass. A crowd of people watched him, pointed, tapped the glass. Sweat drenched him and fogged the glass wall. His eyes grew bigger than his mouth. And yet no matter how hard he peered at the ones outside, he could find no face that resembled his own. 
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In the Trees

IT WAS A GOOD climbing tree, a good climbing tree for a good boy. And Will’s son was a good boy. A wild boy, sure, but a good boy, a beautiful boy. A boy like Will himself could have been, if only he hadn’t had to grow up so quickly. The fact was, Will had never been very good at being a boy. He’d never had the knack. At his son’s age he’d been cautious and forced, an old man in the soft skin of a boy. 

‘Go to sleep, son,’ he said softly, a whisper from the old man he’d always been. He stood in the doorway and gazed at his son’s head, small face and soft dark hair barely out of the comforter, sunk to his red ears in the pillow. ‘You need your rest. You can’t understand that now, but take it from me, you’ll never have enough rest for what lies ahead.’

Will could see past the bed, out the window to where the climbing tree stood, its leaves lighting up with the moonlight. Will took another pull of his beer and wished it were whisky. The climbing tree was a beautiful thing, standing out from the surrounding trees that formed the edge of ‘the grove’—more like a forest—

that spread out from this edge of town seven miles before farmland started breaking it up. 

But few of the trees seemed fit for climbing, and none of the others were this close to the house. 

‘I’m a good boy, aren’t I, Dad?’ his son spoke sleepily from his bed. But even in the sleepy voice Will could hear the anxiety that had  no  reason to be there. ‘I try to be good, don’t I?’

‘Of course, son. You’re a good boy, a  fabulous  boy.’

‘Then don’t make me go to sleep. I  can't  sleep.’

Will knew this couldn’t be true. This was just the boy’s natural excitement talking, his anxiety, all the life in him rising to the top that made it hard for him just to lie down and rest, to permit the night to pass without his presence in it. His son sounded sleepier the more he said. He wouldn’t be surprised to hear his snores at any second. He had to go to sleep. Sleep was medicine. And he had to take his medicine. Had to grow up big and strong. And bury his old man someday if it came to that. 

Will thought about what to say, tried to think about what his own father would have said, and drank slow and steady from the can, now lukewarm in 129
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his sweaty hand. ‘Tomorrow’s another day,’ he finally managed, feebly. ‘You're young; you have a whole lifetime ahead. No sense rushing it; that was the mistake I made when I was a boy. I was always rushing things.’

The wind picked up. The longest of the leafy branches thrashed the window. 

His son's dark head began to thrash, too, whipping back and forth across the pillow as if in fever. 

‘Stay still, son,’ Will implored, his hands shaking, full of pain. ‘That’s no good. That’s no good at all. You have to get your rest!’

‘I can't sleep, Daddy! I just can’t!’

Will moved to the side of the bed. It was a kid’s bed, low and small; Will felt like a giant towering over it. ‘I’ll help you sleep,’ he said, his own anxiety bubbling up al his throat. ‘I’ll do anything I can.’

Awkwardly Will dropped to his knees beside the bed. He put the can down on the rug, but it tipped over. Foam erupted from the opening and dribbled over the edge of the rug on to the wooden floor. Bui Will couldn’t move his hands off his son’s comforter. He reached over and stroked the good boy’s hair, hair softer than anything in Will’s experience. He felt the good boy’s forehead for fever—

not sure he would know a fever in a boy this small. He stroked the shallow rise of comforter that covered his chest and arms. 

‘I don’t want to go to sleep, Daddy! I’m scared!’

‘What are you afraid of?’

I don’t know,’ the good boy said, thrashing. ‘I never know.’ Will wasn’t going to say there was nothing to be afraid of; he knew better. 

Will looked around the room, for something, anything, that might calm his son down and let him sleep. And let Will sleep as well, for he knew he couldn’t leave the room until a night’s rightful relief for his son was well on its way. 

A stuffed tiger, a bear, a red truck, a pillow decorated with tiny golden bells. 

His son barely looked at the toys as Will piled them up around his tiny, soft, thrashing head. ‘Had your prayers yet?’ Will asked the beautiful, anxious boy, as if it was still more medicine he was talking about, still more magic. Will rubbed his hands together, prayerful-like, now desperate for another drink. 

‘No! I’m not sleeping!’ his beautiful son cried, his tiny head red as blood, the wave of black hair across his forehead suddenly so like the greasy wing of a dead bird. Will made his pained hands into fists, not knowing whether he was going to caress or strike the good boy. 

Will put his shaking hands together and prayed for his son to go to sleep. 

‘I want to climb the tree!’ the good son suddenly cried. 

And Will, who had never before permitted it, said ‘Tomorrow. I’ll let you climb the tree tomorrow.’

Will sat on the floor in his son’s dark bedroom, drinking a beer. He watched 130
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the beautiful face—no longer bright red, or dark, now pale silver in the moonlight that had slipped through the open window—as his son slept, dreaming the dreams all good boys dreamed, but which Will, who had grown up all too quickly, had forgotten. 

Behind and above the headboard of the bed was the open window, and the climbing tree beyond. The moonlight had planted silver flames in its branches. 

The boy’s head was perfectly still. The boy’s head no longer thrashed, but the climbing tree continued to thrash in the wind, making the silver flames break and spread, shoot higher up the limbs of the tree. 

Will watched his beautiful son’s face, relieved at its peace, but could see his nervous, living dreams torturing the bright flaming limbs of the climbing tree. 

Again, the beer had grown warm in his hand, but he continued to drink. 

Tomorrow his wife and daughter would be back from their trip. Maybe  she  could get their son to sleep. Maybe  she  could talk him down out of the climbing tree. 

Will had been crazy to agree to the climb—it wasn’t  safe,  it had never been safe. 

He’d never let his beautiful boy climb the tree before, no matter how much he’d begged. Now he didn’t understand how he could have given in so easily. He’d change his mind and tell the boy, but Will had never been able to break a promise to his son before. 

The curtains floated up on either side of his son’s window, flapping severely as if tearing loose. Will hugged himself and imagined his small, good son hugging him, protecting him from the chill wind of adult pain. 

It was a good tree, an outstanding tree. Will drank and watched his beautiful son play in the uppermost branches of the climbing tree. 

His son was better at climbing trees than he had ever been. His son braved things that had terrified the young Will, left him motionless and dumb. And old, so old the other young boys were strangers to him, wild beasts scrapping in the trees. His son was a much better boy than Will had been. His son had all the right talents for being a boy. 

He was a wild boy, but a good boy. The boy loved it when the branches almost broke, bent so far they threatened to drop him on his head. The boy laughed  at terror; it thrilled him. Like other boys Will had known once upon a time, his sweet boy had no sense about danger. 

The boy shook the upper branches and made as if to fly off with the tree, laughing. Will imagined the tree uprooting, then turning somersaults in the darkening, early evening air. 

Behind him, the wife said, ‘Will, it’s getting late. It’s time to get him in.’

Will’s wife knew about a boy’s safety. 

But much to his surprise, Will discovered he didn’t want his son to come down just yet. As the sky grew darker and the wind increased Will took pride in the way the boy held fast to the uppermost branches, shaking them like some small, fierce animal, dancing among them like some unnatural spirit. 
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 Thai’s it, son! That's it,  he thought, throwing his head back and permitting the flat beer to gush down his throat.  Don't leave the trees for a life down here on the ground. It happens soon enough—you’ll understand that someday. 

A sudden wind caught Will full in the face: his hair stood up and his eyes were forced closed. Another gust knocked the empty out of his hand. He could almost feel himself up in the tree with his son, just another boy to join that good, wild boy. Will staggered to his feet. The wind took away his lawn chair. He moved forward towards the base of the tree, trying to remember what his clever son had done to begin the climb. 

‘Daddy, I want to climb, too.’ Will knew the tug on his pants. He looked down at his little girl, who was using his leg to block the wind. 

‘You’re too small!’ Will shouted down. But the wind was dragging his words away. 

‘You let  him!  She began to cry. 

Will picked his little girl up in his arms. ‘Too dangerous,’ he spoke into her ear. 

‘Will!’ His wife’s scream beside him warmed his ear. The wind had grown cold; he could feel ice in the wrinkles of his clothes. 

He turned. Her face was white, floating in the cold black air. ‘It’s going to be okay!’ Will cried against the wind. ‘He’s a  good  boy! A  great  boy! Don’t you see? A much better boy than I ever was!’

Will turned back towards the tree, where his son played and laughed, his son’s face hot and glorious in the wind, the moon laying shiny streaks into his dark hair. Lightning played in the distant boughs of the forest, moving towards the house. Will started towards the climbing tree, his wife and daughter clinging to him. But he remembered he no longer knew how to climb, and stopped halfway between the house and the tree. 

His beautiful son stopped laughing and stared down at Will. Will brought a nervous hand up to his lips, then realized he had no beer. He felt a sudden panic as he knew his son had seen what life was like back on the ground. 

Lightning began to ripple the trees. Up in the highest part of the tree, his beautiful son laughed and started climbing higher. 

It was a good climbing tree. A wonderful climbing tree. Will had taught his good son not to be afraid to do things. Will had taught him the lessons Will had never known. Will had taught him not to be afraid to live. 

‘No!’ Will cried out to the trees. ‘Come back! It’s not safe!’

But in the trees there were boys laughing and playing, unafraid and with no sense of danger. Dark hair flew as the boys climbed higher, pushing and wrestling in the weak, thin upper branches of the forest. Lightning bleached their hair. Wind and electricity gave them wings. 

‘Will! Get him  back?  his wife screamed. 
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‘He’s a good boy, he’s a wild boy, he’s a beautiful boy!’ Will shouted above the wind. 

The climbing tree rose up and did a somersault, the kind Will had always been afraid of doing. The forest floated up out of its roots and shouted. And all the boys in the trees laughed so hard they cried, in love with themselves and in love with each other. 

And Will’s beautiful son was gone, climbing  so  high, climbing to where Will had always been afraid to go. 
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Among the Old

IT WAS LIKE gazing into mirrors. The silvering must have been inconsistent, for there were variations, but still, each old man had my face. 

The park is only a few blocks from my apartment building. I’ve been going there for years. The community around the park has grown old. The people have grown old. 

Yet now there are young people in the park as well. The old are haunted by them. Funny that I should call them ‘the old’, when I’m as wrinkled as the worst, as stooped. As dreamy. 

Gottfried wants to know what I’ve eaten today. He asks me every time I see him. 

‘Make sure you get the meat,’ he always says. ‘But watch your sodium.’

I nod and thank him. He’s a poor advertisement for a healthy diet. He looks as if he might drop at any second, as if he’s not particularly distressed at the prospect. 

The old move from bench to bench; they say the young pursue them. 

‘A boy,’ Clarkson pants, ‘he was after my billfold.' 

‘Where is he now?’

Clarkson looks around, befuddled, embarrassed. ‘I don’t know ... I could swear. He’s  here  I tell you!’

‘Of course.’ I smile. I pat his shoulder. 

‘He’s just like I was at that age . . . reckless, irresponsible. He’s capable of anything'  Clarkson looks up at me sharply. ‘You don’t believe me!’

‘Of course I believe you.’

‘No, you don’t. You  look  old . . .’ He rubs the skin on one of my liver-spotted hands. ‘But it’s a  trick.  You’re not old at all.’

The sun in the park warms my scalp, so inadequately insulated by thinning hair. People will forgive anything when it’s warm out, even the infirmities of age. 

I look down at my hand where Clarkson was rubbing it. I should have stopped him. The skin has stretched out of shape—folds and creases have formed. If you don’t want to grow old, don’t let people touch you. 

My apartment is one room. Sometimes I think it must have been larger once. 

It shrinks more with every day I grow older. I never go out except to 134
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visit this park. Delivery boys bring me life’s necessities. 

A boy chases a ball that never stops rolling. The boy is me. The old scatter from his path, if ‘scatter’ were a word that could be attributed to the old. 

I turn around; a teenager is watching me. A young man behind him. A middle-aged man after that. They are all me; the oldest at last begins to resemble me. 

Gottfried harangues a group of young men about proper health habits. They are all him, I think. 

‘As an old man I cannot remember accurately what it was like to be young,’

Clarkson says at my shoulder. ‘But then, as a young man I could not remember what it was like to be old.’

I turn to face him. ‘But I’m only thirty-five,’ I tell him. 

‘Look at your hands,’ he says. I do. The flesh-coloured gloves I wear are old and worn. And much too large. They wrinkle at my wrists, and form ridges up the backs of my hands. They wrinkle over every joint in my fingers. 

I was young before I began my visits to this park. I had friends, and useful work to do. That was only a few days ago. 

Some of the old have captured one of the young hooligans who terrorize the park. He thrashes on the ground, screaming, afraid to look into their wrinkled faces. But many old hands can keep even a violent young man down. 

‘Look at yourself! Look!’ Gottfried insists, holding a mirror up to the young man’s face. We all crowd around. 

The young man cannot believe what he sees in the mirror: his face, wrinkled and old. 

‘You were  born  old,’ Clarkson says, gently, with a lilt, as if it were a baby’s lullaby he was singing. ‘We all are. And we wear our bodies out chasing the ancient one within.’

When the young man struggles to his feet he is old. He begins to argue politics with Clarkson, diet with Gottfried. 

It is near dusk when I turn towards the line of trees that borders the south end of the park. The ancient trees turn colour even as I watch; they are expert with the properties of light. The ancient grass bides its time; even the mowers don’t bother it. 

The mountains in the distance wrinkle, and suddenly are old. 

In the park the old begin to whisper, a sibilance so compelling I cannot help but join. By nightfall we are one ancient voice. 
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The Little Dead Girl

LINDYWAITED FOR the other girl to appear again. She always knew when the girl would appear; her mother would be screaming at her. 

‘Don’t do that!' 

Lindy hadn’t meant any harm; she hadn’t intended to be bad. It just seemed to happen that way. That morning she’d cut up a hooded shin to make a halter top, then discovered it was one of her mother’s best shirts she had ruined. Later she’d given the cat a haircut, and her mother had screamed at her, telling her how awful it looked and how the kitty would never be quite the same again. 

It was a beautiful day. A special day. They’d been in this gigantic shopping centre and she’d just put the very tips of her Fingers against the brick wall, and dragged them along as she went from store to store with her mother and her mother’s friend Marge. 

I said stop that!’

Not a cloud in the sky. 

‘Lindy!’ Then her mother pulled her hair and slapped her hard. 


Lindy looked up at her mother in surprise. Then she began to cry. 

‘I tell you, I don’t know what to do with her anymore,’ her mother told Marge. 

‘Kids today just aren’t as respectful as we were, Ann,’ Marge said and shook her head. ‘They just don’t care.’

‘I just can’t handle her anymore; I don’t know what to do.’

Marge’s eyes looked sad as she shook her head. 

Lindy leaned against the cool, rough brick and cried. She could still feel the outline of her mother’s fingers burning into her face. Her mother turned and looked at her; she looked as if she hated Lindy. Lindy cried even louder. 

‘Maybe I need to put you someplace where they’ll control you!’ her mother said. 

Marge looked around Lindy’s mother’s shoulder and nodded her head solemnly. 

‘You mean like the jail?’ Lindy tried to hold back the tears. 

Her mother seemed to smile a little, but it didn’t look quite like a smile. 

‘Well, not a jail exactly. We’d have to find some special place for kids.’
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Lindy turned and sobbed into the wall, the rough brick cutting into her nose and checks. 

‘You conic along when you think you can control yourself!’ her mother called back over her shoulder, grabbing Marge’s arm and pulling her down the hall. 

Lindy stood with her face against the wall for several minutes, too embarrassed to turn around, afraid of what all those people must be thinking. 

Looking at her. Pointing and staring. 

She finally turned and walked over to the large concrete tub full of plants in the middle of the hall and sat down on the curved bench there. 

She sat with her back to the plants. There was a cool breeze against her neck. She hunched her shoulders and shivered. Suddenly she was very cold. 

Suddenly she was terrified. 

Lindy twisted quickly on the bench and stared down into the tub of plants. 

She saw a thin arm. Then a small leg. And a pale, bruised child’s face, decorated with little red spots like flowers, little tears in the skin like delicate petals. 

‘Lindy . . .’ the beautiful face said. 

The boy across the street had given Lindy a new pair of sunglasses. They had big pink plastic frames with little wings at the comers, and the lenses were a light green. Lindy loved them, and was soon wearing them everywhere. With her bright orange knee-socks and scarlet dress she imagined she looked just like a piece of candy. 

Her mother was sick in bed with a headache. She’d been out late the night before, drinking, and when she finally got home she’d ordered the babysitter out of the house, refusing to pay her because the refrigerator had been raided. Then she’d come into Lindy’s room and awakened her, crying, telling Lindy she loved her and how' sorry' she was she had to leave her with a babysitter who didn’t really know how to take care of her, didn’t know her needs, but Honey I’ve got needs too, she’d said, and I need time to myself, and then her mother had told her how men didn’t treat you right and that Lindy should never, ever trust them. 

Then Lindy’s mother had gotten her up out of bed and they’d both fixed late night eggs and pancakes, making a big mess on the counter and giggling together about it. Her mother had told Lindy what a big help she was going to be once she got to be just a bit older—why, she was going to be a wonderful cook, her mother had said. It was the best time Lindy could ever remember having with her mom. 

But now it was morning again, and the party they’d had seemed like a dream. Lindy looked down at her orange socks and felt a chill along her spine. 

She stroked the softness of her bright red dress and began twisting the cloth in anxiety. She looked at the mess on the counter: loose flour, dried yellow egg, hardened batter, crumbs, dirty dishes and glassware. She began 137
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to cry a little as she dragged a chair to the counter and climbed up to start cleaning. She cried louder as the sticky mess clung to her mom’s good dishtowels and then wouldn’t wash off. 

‘Lindy . . the dead little girl on the counter said. The dead girl’s arms moved slowly through the mess as if she were swimming underwater. The yellow egg beneath her tom and bruised body looked as if it had oozed from the dead girl’s wounds. 

Lindy was crying as hard as she could, scrubbing the messy counter with her mom’s ruined dishtowels as hard as she could. 

‘Lindy’s in trouble,’ the dead little girl said. 

‘Shut up! Shut up!’ Lindy cried. 

Lindy worked as fast as she could, trying not to touch the dead girl’s body, rubbing the cloth right up to the pale and ruined skin, but not touching it, knowing that she would scream if she touched it. But the little dead girl was making it hard for Lindy, moving and squirming on the counter like a fish out of water, so that several times the dead girl almost touched her hand. 

The dead girl made a noise like a laugh, but her voice seemed raw and cracked so it didn’t sound right. ‘Noooo!’ Lindy began to scream. 

A hand closed over Lindy’s left shoulder and jerked her off the chair. The back of her head striking the floor cut off her scream. She looked up and saw a hazy image of her mother floating above her. She looks just like an angel, Lindy thought groggily. 

‘You little bitch! Just look at this mess!’ her mother shouted. 

Her mother jerked her off the floor by the hair and slapped her across the face. ‘How many times have I told you not to mess with the kitchen utensils? 

Huh? Look at this—you never listen to me! You don’t obey . . . you’ve got to learn to obey!’ She slapped her again. 

‘Mommieeee . . .’

‘Don’t be such a baby! I didn’t hurt you! You hear me? Say it: I didn’t hurt you!’

‘You . . . didn’t . . . hurt me.’ Lindy began to cough. She looked up at her mother’s face and started to back away. Her mother was looking at her dress, scowling. 

‘What’s all this crap you’re wearing?’

‘It’s pretty, Mommie, I . . .’

‘It’s crap, you hear me? No wonder you’ve got so many problems, dressing like that. How do you expect the little boys to pay any attention to you when you dress silly like that?’

Lindy hung her head. ‘I don’t know . . .’

‘Maybe you don’t want little boys to notice you, is that it?’

‘I guess so. 
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from here. I just can’t handle it anymore. I used to be young and pretty, you know that? Well I’m not young and pretty anymore. Who’s ever going to look at me now?’

‘Oh, mommie; you wouldn’t really send me away!’ Lindy began to cry again. 

‘Damn right I would! I don’t need this aggravation, not for a little bitch who won’t even try to be good!’

‘Oh, I’ll try, Mommie. I promise I’ll be good!’

Her mother was smiling a little lopsided, and that always made Lindy nervous. ‘Then you promise to take your punishment like a good little girl, and not complain?’

‘Oh, I promise, Mommie. I really promise!’

‘And do you promise not to tell anybody?’

Lindy looked up al her mother solemnly. The dead little girl was sitting on the counter, looking over Lindy’s mother’s shoulder, grinning widely. But there were no teeth in the grin. Lindy knew they’d all been broken out. ‘I promise,’

she replied. 

As her mother raised the wooden spoon high over Lindy’s head, Lindy bit her tongue so that she wouldn’t cry out, hoping that maybe her mother wouldn’t beat her so much if she wasn’t crying. And as the spoon smacked again and again into her skin she thought about how it was kinda nice, really, what the spoon was doing to her. She was looking a bit more like her friend the little dead girl each day. 

Lindy look the long way to school most days; she liked the scenery better. There were pastures and fields and long rows of barbed-wire fence just like out in the country. And like most days she carried the lunch her mother had made for her in a special brown paper sack. 

She stopped along the wide, curving ditch, just as she did most every day. It was the last place along this road she could stop without being seen from her school, which was just around the bend. 

She looked around, then opened her lunch. There were two plain mustard sandwiches, just as there were most days. Nothing else. Lindy’s mother knew she hated mustard. 

Lindy threw the sack down into the big ditch, as she did most days. The sack caught on some weeds, and she had to slide part way down to kick it. This scared her a little, but she did it anyway. Then she got up, brushed herself off, and walked on. The bell started ringing so she had to run. She’d been late loo many times lately; her mother might get mad if she found out. 

She could hear the little dead girl calling her from the ditch, but Lindy ignored her. 

The teacher had been mad at her all day. Lindy couldn’t understand why; she’d tried to be good. She really had, but she just always seemed to get into more trouble. 
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The teacher yelled at Lindy all the time for bothering her when she had things to do with the other kids, or for interrupting too much. Lindy didn’t mean to interrupt, but sometimes she just had to say something, to have the teacher pay attention to her. Sometimes when the teacher was talking to the other kids Lindy would get all nervous, and the skin on her legs and arms would begin to itch. So she had to say something to the teacher, ask something. It was the only thing that would stop that itching. 

‘Lindy, stop it!’ the teacher finally said. 

Lindy would tell herself, ‘Now Lindy, don’t you get yourself in trouble!’

and shake her forefinger up and down. But telling herself never seemed to work very well. 

She tried to play with Olive and Marcia at recess, but the two girls turned their heads away. She’d got mad and screamed at them. She knew that didn’t help, that her temper was one of the reasons they all stayed away from her, but she just couldn’t help it. They’d looked at her as if she were an ugly old frog or something dead and mashed on the ground. 

‘Naughty Lindy,’ said the dead little girl in the playground; but Lindy didn’t care. 

Lindy had to spend most of the afternoon sitting in her seat by the door for yelling at the teacher for not paying any attention to her. Just before the bell she got up and went into the bathroom. 

‘You’re gonna get hurt again, you’re so bad,’ the dead little girl said from the mirror. 

Lindy took the clay out of her pocket and pressed it against her cheek. It was still slightly moist and felt good on her skin. She put a little on the wall, liking the way it looked there—grey, and brown, and green against white. She put some more up there. She started smearing the entire handful across the wall. 

‘Bad, Lindy,’ the dead girl said from the toilet. Lindy walked over and flushed it to get rid of the voice. 

She wiped the clay along the wall in wide, thin strokes. It felt good. It felt wonderful. 

‘Lindy!’ She wished she had lots more clay. She’d love to lie down in it, it was so cool. 

‘Lindy, stop it!’ She wondered why her mother was at school. Was she in trouble again? 

‘Lindy, look at me!’ She turned and saw the teacher standing in the doorway, staring at the wall with an odd look on her face. Staring at Lindy as if there was something badly wrong with Lindy. 

‘You’re not going to send me to that special place, that special school, are you?’ Lindy cried, her head throbbing. She just knew the little dead girl was back at her home now, lying in Lindy’s own bed, and laughing at Lindy. As hard as she could. Lying in Lindy’s bed and laughing. 
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When Lindy got home from school that day her mother was waiting for her in the kitchen. ‘I got a call from your teacher,’ she snapped. 

Lindy bowed her head. 

‘Do you think I have the time to leave work just to take care of something you’ve done? I have to have that job so we can eat!’

‘Yes’m.” 

‘Do you want people to think I haven’t raised you right, that I don’t take care of my daughter?’

‘No, ma’am.’

“You’re a liar, Lindy, and I don’t like lying little bitches!’

‘I didn't lie, Mommie.’

‘Don’t you tell me! Do you know who called me this afternoon, who came by to see me? Child welfare, that’s who! Said I’d been beating you!’

‘Oh, Mommie! You’d never hurt me.’

‘Damn right. I take care of my own.’ Her mother looked at her in a funny way. ‘You didn’t call them did you?’

‘Oh no, Mommie. I’d never do that.’

‘No ... I suppose not.’ Her mother looked at her nails. Then suddenly looked up in anger, as if Lindy had missed something, as if something had happened to anger her mother and Lindy had forgotten all about it. ‘Why’d you mess up that bathroom?’

Lindy looked away in shame. ‘I don’t know, Mommie.’

‘What am I gonna do with you!’ her mother screamed. Then suddenly she grabbed Lindy by the hair and pulled her towards the bathroom door. ‘I’m just going to have to give you a bath! All that filthy clay on you . . . what else can I do?’

‘Mommie . . . noooo!’ Lindy screamed, and began to kick. 

Her mother ignored the kicking and soon had Lindy stripped to the waist, her head over the sink. And scalding hot water pouring over her hair. 

‘First we’ve got to get your hair clean, don’t we? We’ve got to do that first of all!’ Her mother shouted over Lindy’s screams. 

Lindy kicked and fought, but her mother was too strong for her. She began to throw up into the sink. 

‘Ahhh, look at this mess! Well, you’ll just have to clean that up later!’ Her mother jerked a towel off the rack and began rubbing Lindy’s raw, sore scalp. 

Lindy continued to cry. ‘Guess I’ll have to use the hair dryer so you won’t catch cold—this way takes much too long—huh?’

Lindy cried out even more. Her mother turned on the dryer as high as it would go and pressed the nozzle directly against Lindy’s scalp, neck, and ears. 

Lindy screamed as loud as she could. 

When her mother finally finished with her Lindy slumped against the edge of the tub. She felt sick, but tried desperately to hold the sickness in. 
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‘Look you little bitch; pull one more trick like today’s and I’m sending you to that school for sure.' 

Lindy turned her head so that her chin was resting on the tub. She opened her eyes. The little dead girl floated at the bottom of the tub, her eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. Lindy wasn’t sure, but she seemed to be smiling. 

On her way to school the next morning Lindy tried to remember the dream she’d had the night before, but couldn’t quite, just knowing that the little dead girl had made an appearance several times, each time being much scarier than the last. 

She was only a short distance from the wide curve in the road that had the big ditch beside it when she heard the dead girl’s voice again. 

‘Lindy, don’t go . . . don’t go, Lindy.’

She ignored the voice as best she could. 

‘Don’t go, Lindy . . . don’t go.’

When she rounded the curve she saw her mother and her teacher standing there by the ditch. Her mother looked really angry. 

Lindy walked slowly towards her mother. ‘Lindy . . . Lindy,’ the voice said in her ear. 

Her mother pointed down into the ditch with a scowl. Lindy looked. 

Someone had cleared some of the weeds away. 

There were dozens of paper lunch bags in the ditch, some of them damp and moulded over, some of them broken open and with little bugs and lizards and other things crawling in and out of the bags. 

She looked at her mother and felt sick again. The teacher looked sad, and shook her head slowly. 

‘Maybe it would be best . . .’ the teacher had said. ‘Maybe it would do her some good,’ she’d said. I know I’ve tried everything I know to do.’

The special school for kids looked a lot like other schools, with their halls and bright lights and lots of doors all in a row. Lindy walked down the long dark hall with the superintendent. He was a nice old man, almost like a grandfather, and spoke almost too softly to hear. 

‘You won’t be here too long, Lindy, I’m sure . . . just until you straighten out a few of your problems. Your mother . . . can’t take care of you now.’

‘My Mommie’s wonderful! She’s real good to me!’ Lindy shouted defiantly. 

The superintendent smiled. ‘Of course ... of course she is.’

After a while Lindy left the man. He’d had a phone call, and told her to wait right there, but she’d left, and started walking down the great, dark hall. It was almost night outside. Lindy went up to door after door and looked into the glass there. 

She could see herself. 
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Then, as she admired her reflection, the little dead girl gradually took over the reflection, until finally it was the dead girl looking out at her from every door. She tried every one, and they were all filled with the dead girl. 

‘Here I am,’ Lindy said. ‘I’m all ready to start in the special school! Will you be my friends?’

‘We’ve always been your friends,’ the reflections of the little girl chorused. 

‘A special place for kids, a special school for kids!’ Lindy sang. 

‘You’ve always been in a special school for kids,’ the little dead girl said. 
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SOMETIMES BRIAN THOUGHT he heard voices. They began in the worst heat of summer, and he thought they came from the marshland, or maybe the forest.  Christ, I must be dying.  But he was never sure if they were really voices, or just white noise made more articulate by the pressures he was feeling. 

He’d hear them when he was doing the bills, and there was never enough money in the account to cover all the cheques that  had  to go into those envelopes. His company was doing well, but he was only a junior salesman. 

There’d be a soft murmur that distorted the voice on the TV his kids were watching in the next room. 

He’d hear them when he was trying to get to sleep, but couldn’t sleep for worry about those bills, and for all the things the family needed but couldn't afford, for all the things he could not do with his life for worry over the bills. 

Under the fan blade whirring, growling, and whining because they couldn’t afford an air conditioner. 

Sometimes he thought he might be hearing the neighbours, drunk at a party further up the embankment. Most of them were rich here on the hill; there were lots of parties. 

But voices shouldn’t carry that far. 

Sometimes the voices would bark in his ear, tearing him out of a hard-won sleep. He’d sit up in bed staring out the window into the heated dark, trying to rub the pain of their sharp speech out of his temples, wondering if the dogs had jumped the fence again and were about to earn him another fifty dollar fine. 

He slept uneasily in the house they could not afford, but required. Too large to afford, and yet not large enough to feel safe in. With his first healthy raise Elizabeth insisted that they take this house. All she could see was the largeness of the house, the prestigious location. What she didn't see was the small yard, the fact that it was downhill from some of the largest homes. Some rich man had once housed his servants here, and the older residents of the neighbourhood would know that. The large house payments made them dangerously vulnerable to any financial setback, and all to buy their continued status as interlopers. 
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l ie wondered if the house would ever be theirs completely. But more than that, he wondered if he would ever feel at home here. 

Brian would have done anything to escape those voices. So he wasn’t too surprised to find himself in a stranger’s bed one morning, in a stranger’s house. 

When he first awakened there, he thought he was back in the apartment they’d had before the kids came. The bedroom walls were just that close, and comforting. 

But that apartment had gone to someone else, a long time ago. He had awakened in some stranger’s home. 

The sunlight filled the window here, heating the bed and burning out the tension in his chest. Their new house had a tree by the bedroom window; he’d quite forgotten what it was like to wake up in sunlight. 

The sunlight filled the room, making the yellow wallpaper glow, putting a glaze on the old-fashioned water pitcher and bowl on the washstand, bringing out the crescent-shaped highlights on the tall mahogany bureau and the four cherrywood posts rising out of the comers of his bed. The shadows in the dimpled ivory ceiling filled with it. The pastel paintings, of orchards and haystacks and children playing in front of a blood-red bam, came to life with it. 

Someone had hung his tan corduroy sport coat neatly on the back of an ornate, high-back chair. His brown trousers were folded on the seat. He rolled his head a bit and could see the toes of his shoes peeking out from under the side of the bed, brightly polished. 

He always called this his ‘salesman uniform’. It was what he wore when he visited out-of-town clients. 

He closed his eyes and thought about that, trying to force alertness into his system. His boss had sent him out of town to call on some roofing contractors. 

That must have been what happened. He’d asked for some extra work—they always needed the money—and there was that new line of shingle material that had to be introduced. 

But then he remembered that his boss had said no, said it was the wrong time of year for that. And he couldn’t remember packing. He couldn’t remember saying goodbye and driving here. 

He opened his eyes. He glanced down at his chest, felt the soft material of his pyjamas. The new ones Elizabeth had bought him only a short time ago. He just hadn’t got around to wearing them before. He looked around the room, but was reluctant to lift his head completely off the pillow. He couldn’t figure out what had happened to his shirt, or the suitcase carrying his change of clothes. 

He twisted his head back towards the window. The sun appeared to be high in the sky, the shadows of the tall trees late afternoon shadows. He could see a part of the yard, bright green with a sprinkler feeding that green. A child’s red wagon. Bright yellow flowers bordering a flagstone path that 145
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led away to an immense bam in the distance. A line of trees beyond that. And deep blue. He had awakened in a stranger’s home after a long afternoon nap. 

A slight breeze rustled the pink-tinted curtains. It carried a scent of green, but Brian could distinguish it no further. 

He could hear the voices of children calling from the fields beyond. A woman read softly to another child, somewhere below his window. He could hear the child asking questions, knew they were questions from the lilt of the sentences, but he could not make out individual words. 

He sat up in bed until dizziness passed, then gained his feet. The ivory ceiling seemed far away. He drew nearer the window but still could not see the children. But he did see more of the yard: a wooden wheelbarrow in need of paint, a collie sleeping under it. He heard someone, male or female, calling dinner. 

He wondered how he got here. He tried to think about a car, but the image wouldn’t come. He wondered about what he must have been doing before he fell asleep. Perhaps listening to a woman singing a young child to bed. He wondered about how he had closed his eyes—slowly with fatigue, heavily with alcohol, or quickly with determination. 

He wondered if it had been raining at the time, or if a wind had been coming up. 

Someone had called Brian from downstairs. 

He opened his eyes uneasily; he had fallen asleep again. He wondered if it had been such a long trip, to make him so tired. Boston, New York, maybe Bangor. Some place in the country, outside one of those cities. He used to dream about places like this. He used to gaze out of his living-room window to the heavily wooded lands beyond the city, where there were no lights, where it was always dark. He used to wonder what was beyond the forest. Maybe fields with restful houses like this one. Places where a guest would fit so comfortably. 

But someone had called him down to dinner, and he had to be properly dressed. He stood and walked over to the tall bureau. He knew shirts were often kept in the top drawer of such pieces. 

But when he opened the drawer he could not bear to reach his hand inside. 

He saw four freshly-starched shirts, bleached blazingly white, folded stiffly, rigid in blue paper wrappers. Fresh from some local laundry. He didn’t think they were his shirts—if they were, they had been seriously transformed by the laundry. He dared not touch them. Maybe it was the fineness of the material, and the unbidden thought that the cloth seemed like a kind of skin arranged in neat, antiseptic folds. Or maybe it was the stiffness, the edges and angles so sharp he wondered if they might cut, might slice through layers of flesh. 
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He was afraid the shirts had death inside, all folded neatly away, creased and wrapped in blue paper. 

Somewhere a meal had been prepared, a meal so quiet and perfect it was like a party. Brian knew they expected him; a place had been set. Dinner would not be the same without him. Children were dressed in their best, sitting quietly with expectant faces because a stranger was coming to dinner. They were hungry, famished after a long day at play, but could not cat until their guest had arrived. 

Brian opened the second drawer, which held two or three much friendlier polo shirts, each striped in a different colour and bearing an arcane symbol on the one breast pocket. He slipped one on hurriedly, pulled on pants and shoes, and opened the bedroom door. 

He could tell at once that the house was an old Victorian, trimmed with ornate woodwork. The lamps were old, the electricity new. Numerous doors led off a narrow central hall. He assumed that he must be staying on the second floor. Here and there the ceiling tilted at a sharp angle. He wondered if there was one of those old barn-like attics overhead. 

He could see the tops of the heavy staircase rails at the end of the hall, so he made his way there. He could hear the metallic sounds of cutlery being applied to a table somewhere below, so he quickened his pace. His gallop down the stairs cleared his head and made him wonder when was the last time he had eaten. His stomach growled; he tightened it in embarrassment. 

The dining-room was to his left at the bottom of the stairs. A broad round table. A half-dozen people dressed variously in suits and work clothes seated around it, postures erect, waiting, three small children staring up at him wide-eyed. Several cats wandered the room, periodically making their way through the maze of legs. 

A large bald man began to smile. The effort blushed his face scarlet, swelled his cheeks. ‘We thought we were going to have to start without you,’ he said in a friendly tone. ‘Glad you could make it.’

Suddenly shy, Brian made himself walk into the room. He wasn’t sure if he had ever met any of these people before. Maybe they had all come in late the night before, after his own arrival, whenever that was. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, and took his place at the one empty seat. 

No one said anything for a few moments, then the bald man passed serving plates around, nodding vigorously as if it were the most wonderful thing in the world to be doing. Brian took a little bit of each dish, muttering thank yous, and doubting he could eat anything. Suddenly his appetite was gone. Occasionally someone would add something to his plate when he wasn’t looking, however, so he found himself eating just to keep the food from overflowing onto the dainty lace tablecloth. 

‘We’ll fatten you up,’ the bald man said with a wink, and Brian thought he could feel nerves tugging on the skin covering his abdomen. He turned his 147
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head slightly left and right, confirming his suspicion that the children were still staring at him. He wondered how long he had been here. His wife might be worried. He’d call her but he didn’t think they’d have a phone. He was almost sure they didn’t have a phone. 

Sometimes he would gaze at another guest and they’d raise an eyebrow or make some ambiguous gesture with a raised fork and Brian would stare down at his plate again. He could hear people working in the kitchen and he'd wonder if they were servants, or members of the family that owned the house. He'd look at each diner around the table and doubted they belonged here, except for perhaps the children. He wasn’t sure about the bald man. Maybe he was a local who stayed here frequently, which made him like a member of the family. Maybe he was the family retainer, entitled to speak for all of them. 

Just when he was looking for an excuse to leave the table, Brian saw a pale hand wrap around a door on the other side of the room. Two dark eyes peered round, the forehead sloped so steeply Brian couldn’t see the hairline. Two dark lips like crusts of bread opened and closed, seeming to nibble on the paint along the edge of the door. Then the lips, the eyes, the hands were gone. Brian stood up abruptly. 

‘Delicious meal,’ he said, then paused awkwardly. ‘Thank you.’ He turned and headed up the stairs. 

Brian sat on the edge of his bed, listening to the sounds of the house: pipes banging, footsteps, the occasional murmur of voices like small winds trapped in the walls. Although he was reluctant to go down the steps again and visit with the other guests—for he’d finally decided this must be a guest house, or a boarding house, a place where travelling salesmen spent a night or two—he knew he liked it here, would always like it here. 

He’d found his suitcase in the closet, and carefully searched it, as well as the room, for any papers regarding the purpose of his visit here. There were none; he’d apparently left even his wallet at home. He had no idea how long he had planned to stay. He supposed there was a way to find out—the bald man might know. In any case, the lack of documentation gave him an excuse to stay as long as he liked. 

Elizabeth might be worried, but she also knew that these trips sometimes took longer than planned. At least she wouldn’t be panic-stricken. He wondered how she was doing with the bank account, with writing the cheques. He’d probably have an enormous paperwork mess to clear up when he got home. She always wanted to put off paying the credit cards, or the loan accounts, or the utilities, in order to buy something for the house or the kids. She just couldn’t understand why that filled him with such anxiety. He could see the bills accumulate—he was the one who dumped them into the bill basket each month. 

And, with almost mythical mathematics, the payments due seemed to increase geometrically once you got behind. He was
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surprised they hadn’t had to declare bankruptcy at least once. Half the year they spent trying to catch up from the other half. 

He used to spend hours each night worrying about the money—adding it up, rearranging it, trying to make it fit into the seemingly countless hands and pockets that demanded it, that demanded it from  him.  He was always trying to think of other ways to make more money, and he discovered early on that he was quite poor at that. In fact, he seemed poor at most things involving money. He couldn’t save it; he couldn’t even spend it wisely. And bill collectors terrified him. They had a way of making him feel worthless, insignificant. They implicated his common sense and his honesty. Every phrase seemed to veil a threat. 

If he had the money he’d buy them all off. He’d pay the bills and pass out the insults. Elizabeth could do what she wanted then; nothing would bother him. 

He was tired of thinking about it. Elizabeth didn’t realize. It would kill him. 

He couldn’t imagine it not killing him in some way or other. 

He didn’t have to worry about the bills here. In some way, his company was paying for this. He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t. And there was nothing he could do about his family’s bills while he was out here, which must be a long way from home. Elizabeth would have to take care of things. Let her pul off making the payments, then she’d have to talk to the collectors. She’d find out soon enough what it was like. 

He heard footsteps outside the room. Shadows stopped for a time in the thin crack of light beneath his door. Someone was whispering in the hall. 

The sunset through his window was a beautiful, exotic bruise. Brian had never seen one quite like it before. 

He imagined the guest house to be pretty self-sufficient. Grow your own food, rent out the rooms. No collectors to pay. People like these always made their payments on time. They didn’t like to owe. 

After dark Brian went downstairs and out to the front porch. He sat by himself on a large, handmade swing that might have held five or more. All the other guests must have retired to their rooms, or to some television- or reading-room or other he didn’t know about yet. At some point he would ask the bald man about that. 

With no street lights it was almost black outside. He could barely make out the outlines of the bam, but nothing else beyond the front yard. 

Suddenly the swing was rocking, and the bald man was sitting down beside him. Brian didn’t see where he had come from. 

‘Nice night.’ The man sighed. ‘Enjoying your stay with us?’ Brian couldn’t see the bald man’s eyes, just his jowls and large, florid lips. 

‘I am, very much. Nothing much to worry about here, is there?’

‘Oh, no.’ The bald man chuckled. ‘We don’t worry much at all, about anything,  in this house.’ He patted Brian’s arm and Brian felt himself draw 149
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away. ‘No need for you to worry your pretty head about anything either.’

Brian didn't know what more to say at first; he felt his cheeks go hot. He moved his head back and forth slightly, still trying to see the bald man’s eyes. 

Then after several minutes he remembered what it was he wanted to know. ‘By the way, did I mention how long I was staying here?’

‘No, you just said as long as it took, didn’t you? I could be mistaken, I suppose. Nothing to worry' about if you didn’t. We’ll let you stay as long as it takes, even if it takes forever.’ He laughed, but Brian wasn’t sure why. 

Something rustled out by the trees. A tall, thin shape. Pale hands were flapping in the moonlight. 

Again the next day Brian couldn’t bring himself to try the shirts packaged so neatly in the top drawer of his bureau. Instead he took another polo shirt, but felt seriously underdressed. A guest should dress nicely, he thought. 

He spent most of the day on the porch, watching the children play around the bam. Once he helped the six-year-old untangle a kite. 

Nothing to worry about here. 

These children sang more than any others he had ever encountered. They watched him as if he were something different, something more than a stranger. 

Sometimes he’d awaken abruptly from a nap, his thoughts disjointed. It was the silence that frightened him. But there was nothing to worry' about here. 

Sometimes the breeze seemed unusually cold. Perhaps he’d arrived here by train. 

He saw no cars, and he thought those were iron rails glistening out in the fields under the mid-afternoon sun. 

Brian felt inconspicuous here on the porch. Maybe that was the most wonderful thing of all. No one could see or hear him here, in the guest house. 

Voices faded into the dark. 

He tried to imagine a new guest arriving at night. All the guests seemed to arrive by night. For there were always new faces around the table in the mornings. By train, having to walk across several hundred yards of grassy fields to reach the house. Dark windows and stark outline against the expansive sky. 

The front door opening to welcome them. A dark hat gesturing respectfully from the entranceway. 

Dinners were interrupted more and more frequently by glimpses of pale, bloodless hands and faces, whisperings in the kitchen and pantry, closets, the dark comers of the house. The bald man tried to keep Brian in a festive mood, always talking about getting up chess and bridge games, activities in which, he claimed, Brian’s participation was essential to the well being of all. 

Cats walked through the dining-room one at a lime, whispering to unseen presences standing behind the many doors of the guest house. 

Brian saw a desperate white hand drawn out of hiding, sliding out from a doorway and squirming on the floor, trying lo steal a piece of discarded meat 150
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from a calico kitten’s mouth. They tussled awhile and the cat won, the hand withdrawing slowly in defeat. 

It was like looking up from your meal and spying the dead, beckoning you from distant rooms. Brian found it difficult to swallow. 

But there was nothing to worry him here. All bills had been paid in full. 

Brian had fallen into sleeping most of his days. He ceased to wonder about his family. 

He’d eaten little on his plate. He was too busy trying to catch another glimpse of those who did not eat in the dining-room with the other guests. The ones who scavenged. When he looked around the table he discovered that all the faces were unfamiliar. He’d been in the guest house the longest, with the exception of the bald man. 

A tap on the shoulder. The bald man stood over him. 

‘You can’t eat here tonight, I’m afraid,’ the bald man said. 

‘My name is Brian. Brian.’

‘But you can’t eat here, you see. The guest house is full now, and there are more people coming.’ The bald man’s voice was gentle, but Brian could see the definiteness in the man, the assumption of unquestioned authority. 

‘You never call me by my name. You never did,’ Brian said. 

I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.’ The bald man’s eyes held tears. Brian wondered if they were sincere. ‘You have to leave our table now.’

‘Nothing to worry yourself about,’ Brian said. And stood. 

They’d given Brian the shirts to wear with his freshly-pressed trousers. He wore a new one today, but then they seemed to be new every day. Crisp and sharp. 

The collar sliced a piece out of his neck. Blood encircled the starched collar like a necklace. When Brian buttoned the cuffs the stiff material tore into his wrists, managing extensive damage when he walked and swung his arms. By the end of each day he was sore and bloody, but he felt fashionable, a well-dressed guest with no need of money. 

Now he motioned from the pantry. Or from the closet near the stair. He robbed the cats of their small portions of food. The guests at the dining table tried to ignore him, but some were less successful than others. Some quickly lost their appetites and did not survive. 

At night he would stand in the shadows, watching new guests arrive, making their way slowly towards the dark house in the field, its windows full of night, the dark hat removed from a bald head beckoning from the open door. 

 Welcome,  he thought.  You’ll need no money here. Worrying is a waste of time. 
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THEY HAD STARTED in April to excavate the block across from Tom’s apartment building. Now it was September, and because of work stoppages and other delays there was still the largest hole Tom had ever seen right in the middle of the city, and right in the middle of his life. The library research company he worked for had its offices in a building at the north edge of this giant, muddy hole. Certainly it was a rare moment when he’d noticed any dry earth around the site. September’s rainfall had been the heaviest on record. He’d read in the papers that the construction company had had some trouble with slides at the site. Two workers had been killed. Experts had been called in from more rainy climates to offer their recommendations. 

He often considered whether Willie would live long enough to see the new complex. Willie had always been an avid fan of new construction, especially projects this complicated. Staring out the window into the squarish crater filled Tom with doubt. He wasn’t sure he believed there was enough steel, stone, and concrete in the state to fill such a hole. Construction projects were often as unpredictable as a ravaging disease. The holes in Willie’s immune system would not be easy to fill, either. As the complex was beginning a dramatic rise out of the raw wound of ground, Willie was slowly, inexorably, being sucked back into it. 

The height of the dirt walls at the site impressed him. When the digging had first begun, he’d walked close to the site each day, spending time at the various peepholes cut into the temporary roofed walkways around its perimeter. He’d been surprised at the fecundity of the earth; even at a depth of a hundred feet or more it was rich and moist like cake. 

Topsoil was supposedly only a few feet deep, but here he could see roots and animal holes and insect tracks and all the dark strata of decades of decay meant to feed generations of new life that went far deeper than that. Impossibly deep, he thought. The living feeding off the dead. After a week, the machines were still uncovering small animal skeletons and black compost. After two weeks of this grave robbing Tom stopped visiting, trotting through the walkways briskly as he went from apartment to job and back again. 

A park over a portion of the site had now vanished into the cavity. Four 152
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or five cast statues—a general on a horse, a standing man with his hand on a book—had been lifted out of the way and temporarily stored in a blocked-off portion of street that once ran alongside the park. There were also a couple of old stone statues in the lot, badly weathered and veined heavily with black. From his office window they looked like bystanders, gone to the edge of the pit to see what lay inside. 

He had a poor understanding of what was required for such constructions; he had no idea why they would need to dig a hole so large. He tried to imagine how many years of the city’s history they had ripped away. How many skeletons of cats and dogs, family pets buried in the back yard? On the news they’d reported the discovery of a human skull within the last week, thought to be over a century old. Foul play was not suspected. They thought it might have drifted down from the cemetery a half-mile away. Tom tried to imagine such a thing, dead bodies drifting underground, swimming slowly through what most of us liked to think of as too solid ground. 

But they weren’t bodies anymore, exactly. Separate bones, the flesh gone to earth. Now it seemed as if the buried skeletons had discarded their old suits of flesh and slipped on the entire world as their new bodies. The world’s movements had become the movements of the ancient dead, its dance their dance, its seasons their dreams of birth, death, and renewal. So maybe he himself was just a reflection of some dead man’s forgotten desire. 

Willie would have liked that conceit, Tom thought. He might have laughed at the elaborateness of it, but it still would have meant something to him. Now Willie had good reason to appreciate such an image. Tom liked to imagine Willie alive, doing the things they’d always done together, making plans, watching the city change even if most of the time they thought it was for the worse. But Willie wasn’t going to be a watcher anymore. Willie was about to become part of the rest of the world. 

The basement of Willie’s house had been crumbling for decades. Tom had warned him against buying the place, sure that someday the entire structure would collapse, but Willie had just shrugged, saying that he loved the upstairs too much not to have it, the cool and the old world charm of it, and in the meantime continued a practice begun by the previous owners: filling the basement cavity with whatever clean fill dirt he could find, packing it down, adding occasional large rocks for more mass. Now it was the structure of Willie himself that was collapsing, and the basement was almost full with a half-dozen or more varieties of earth. 

Tom struggled with his key in Willie’s front door, the lock out of true, the door itself beginning to list noticeably to the right.  The ground’s coming up to get you, Willie,  he thought, and grimaced as the key began to bend just before the door popped open. He glanced at the key once, ran his finger along the warp of it, turned, and tossed it out into the front yard. He wouldn’t be needing it after today. The yard was almost barren—Willie had let it go 153
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after he was diagnosed, and refused to let Tom, or anyone else, do anything with it. Damp red clods of earth heavy with worms showed through vague whiskers of greyish grass, the dirt loose and clumpy as if it had frothed up above the roots and stems, leaving only the tallest plants exposed. The flower beds were a sea of jagged, dark stalks. 

He stepped inside onto a discoloured patch of carpet. Dirt followed him in, clouds of it forming in the bright light. There used to be a dark green awning over the front door, but somewhere along the line it had disappeared. He looked down at the filthy rug, troubled by all the dirt. He stepped back out onto the single step that was meant to raise a visitor to the level of the door. It was as if it had dropped several inches during last month’s heavy rains, leaving only a vague lip above the ground. But Tom knew that couldn’t be—if that had been the case the step up to the door would have been far steeper than before. He stared at the threshold. Willie’s entire front yard appeared to have risen. The seemingly solid ground rubbed at the bottom of Willie’s front door. Trails of dark brown earth had crept up over the worn oak threshold until parts of it were submerged.  Oh, Willie, you didn't stand a chance,  he thought, and stepped quickly back inside, away from this determined stretch of ground. He pushed the door shut firmly, forcing a cloud of earthy smell up into his face. 

Ts that you, Mr Davison?’ John, Willie’s last lover and now Willie’s nurse, stood in glaring light at the top of the stairs. He’d always called him  Mr Davison, and Tom had always felt vaguely insulted by the formality. Tom fumbled with the living-room light switch, but the overhead bulb was dead. The room was shrouded in black. As Tom made his way up the stairs into the light it felt as if the dark had taken on the weight of earth, pulling him back, seducing him with the impulse to lie down, to sink, to fall back and close his eyes. ‘Mr Davison, there’s not much time.’ John reached out and grabbed Tom’s hand as if to reel him in. The gesture made Tom uncomfortable, but he permitted John to help him up the remaining steps. 

Willie’s bedroom door was half open. Tom stopped with the impulse to knock, then, suddenly angry, pushed the door the rest of the way, slamming it against the edge of Willie’s bed. He had never been expected to knock before; he wasn’t going to end things knocking. 

‘We’re not doing well today, I’m afraid,’ John said behind him. Tom turned and, without thinking, searched John’s face for evidence of sores. John gestured towards the bed, at the bundle of bedding where Willie was supposed to be. He looked down at the edge of the door pressing against the mattress and frowned slightly. Tom felt defensive, as he usually did in John’s presence, but he didn’t want to say anything in front of Willie. Instead he looked away with deliberation, his eyes searching the bed for his old friend as if there were some question as to his whereabouts. 

The dark shadows on the sheets looked like great splotches of dirt, or 154
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even excrement. Tom was suddenly filled with rage and started to turn back to John and let him know about it when the cloud cover outside the window changed, and he realized those splotches were actually shadows after all. 

‘John . . . leave us alone . . . now.’ The voice under the sheets was so low Tom could barely recognize it as Willie’s. The throat sounded full. Tom thought of the darkness downstairs, and imagined the loose, grey earth rising up the staircase, eventually filling the mouth of the second floor hall. John looked at Tom with a vaguely troubled expression, then left without protest. 

I feel bad ... I can’t make him ... at ease. He’s scared . . . you know? But I’m glad he’s here. Come . . . come closer.’ It was an eerie feeling, hearing that vaguely recognizable voice coming from beneath the bedclothes, as if Willie were already dead and buried and it was his voice haunting the bed. Tom walked slowly to the head of the bed. ‘Un . . . uncover me, will you?’ Tom leaned over and pulled away the sheet which had been tucked tightly under the shoulders. 

Appalled, he felt as if he were unwrapping a mummy. 

Willie looked up at him, his face a mask of sweat, his skin pocked with sores, his eyes dark as if too much makeup had been applied. (‘That’s the worst thing, really,’ he once said. I’m starting to look like some old drag queen.’) Tom thought Willie’s flesh looked unstable, as if it might fall off the skull at any moment. He imagined a plate full of such flesh, a grave full of it. ‘He doesn’t mean to, but ... he keeps . . . covering me ... a little too much. So he won’t . . . 

have to see.’ Willie grinned hideously. 

‘Jesus, Willie. That’s horrible. Don’t let him.’

Willie grinned again. ‘You don’t . . . understand us. Not really.’

Tom felt like turning away, but the grin fascinated him. He realized again it was as if Willie was already dead. It was as if a rock had suddenly smiled at him, as if a patch of bare ground had opened up and grinned at him. The thought worked cruelly through him—after all, Willie was his best friend, he loved Willie—but it refused to be ignored: Willie was well on his way to compost. 

‘Don’t let . . . them bury me.’ Tom looked at him in shock, as if his old friend had been reading his mind. Again Willie smiled. Or was it the same smile, and now his face was frozen that way, the words squeezing past the yellowed bars of his teeth? ‘Make sure . . . I’m cremated.’

Tom shook his head.  No, I won't let them,  or  No, I can  7  do that ... He wasn’t sure which he intended by the gesture. Willie’s face seemed to be dissolving right in front of him. But his friend wanted help with his last wish, and didn’t he owe  him that, even though his friend was already dead? ‘Why cremation, Willie? 

Why do you want that?’

The grin fell away so suddenly Tom thought of magic tricks, Willie wearing a tall dark hat and waving a wand. ‘I don’t want this body . . . even 155
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hidden under dirt. This isn’t  me! . . . want it . . .  burned  away. Let . . . the rest of me . . . inside ... fly  away,  Tom. Fly away.’

‘Okay, Willie. Okay.’

‘Don’t ... let them. They’ll . . . bur)' me.’

I promise.’

It was almost over when John came back into the room. Maybe it already was over. Maybe it had been over months ago. Tom felt as if he had no understanding here, and in that had let his best friend down. Willie had fallen back, unconscious. John went to the side of the bed and grabbed Willie’s hand. 

 He really loves him,  Tom thought, the first nice thing he'd ever thought about John, but he couldn’t watch, didn’t even think he should watch. So he left. 

Dirt now covered the entire length of the threshold. Dirt formed a wide, shallow pool over several square feet of the carpet in front of the door. As he stepped into the front yard, dark earth slopped over his shoes and stained his socks. He had a sense of the entire house sinking behind him. He was sure that if he came back to this site in a few weeks he’d find only a barren splotch of ground. 

It was at that point that Tom realized he had no intention of keeping his promise to his old friend. What was he supposed to do, drag the body away in the night? John was Willie’s lover, and what was Tom? A coward of a friend who had been too embarrassed to let other friends know that Willie was gay. 

He turned around in the yard, feeling the need to go back up those stairs and tell Willie that he wouldn’t be keeping his promise, that he was too embarrassed, that he was too frightened, when he again saw the dirt on the carpet, the way it moved, the way it spread. Like a fluid. Liquid ground covering the floor slowly, soon to ascend the stairs in its quest for Willie. And certainly there could be no way of fighting such hungry ground. 

Tom left the yard quickly, intending never to be back. 

At Willie’s funeral Tom said nothing as they lowered him into the ground. The day of the funeral was unusually hot for that time of year. Early in the afternoon a temperature inversion dropped a lid over the city, compressing the air as the cars continued to move over the dusty streets and the heavy machinery continued to chew away at the rich body of the earth. By the time of the late afternoon funeral a thick stew swirled over the tops of the buildings, drifting slowly down into the streets where it forced itself into open windows, cars, and raw, desperate throats. 

At the gravesite John’s eyes met Tom’s briefly as John dropped the first handful of rich, crumbling dirt over the lid.  Don  7  let them bury me. 

‘But the dead have no say in such things, Willie,’ Tom thought. ‘After the ground takes you back it’s the living that get to decide.’

Never before had he felt such shame. For having been embarrassed. For 156
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being one of the living who continue to make decisions for the dead, even if only by default. 

A month after Willie’s funeral the work still continued on the giant hole in the middle of Tom’s world. He couldn’t understand why it was taking so long. The papers mentioned continued delays, but work was obviously taking place—there were simply no indications of impending completion. What disturbed him most was the fact that the hole appeared less uniform, more unfinished, as the work progressed. The excavation had lost its squareness, and now appeared as if something rotted had been removed, as if corruption were distorting the edges of this gigantic earthen wound. Digging had spread past the original wooden walkways and barriers, and some of the bordering buildings appeared in danger of being undermined. Some barriers had actually fallen into the hole, where they were mulched to the point of being indistinguishable from (he remaining soil. 

During slow periods at work Tom researched the decomposition rates of flowers, mahogany coffins, and a human body short on fat and muscle following a long, debilitating disease. 

The temperature inversion recurred several times during that month. Some afternoons the air felt abrasive, and tasted of soil. Other days unusually high winds blew dirt out of the excavation and across the windows of the neighbouring buildings. From inside his office the windows appeared smeared with urine and feces. One afternoon the office was evacuated because of an air pollution alert. Tom refused to leave, instead choosing to surround himself with piles of crumbling antique volumes—research whose purpose he’d quite forgotten—while he coughed into a dirty handkerchief. 

He’d never intended to go back. But in the will John and Tom had been jointly delegated the task of sorting through Willie’s belongings. John had told him this briefly, curtly over the phone. They’d agreed on a day, then John hung up. 

Yellow signs had been plastered to the outside walls of Willie’s house. The property had been condemned. Tom was hardly surprised—the front door frame had shifted with the loose ground until it could no longer be completely closed. 

Someone had fixed a metal bar across the door, secured by a hefty padlock. This contraption now hung loosely beside the wide open door. Boxes containing a variety of junk were stacked high on either side. The front room contained an inch or more of dirt tattooed with a riot of footprints, but a clean, narrow patch had been swept to make a corridor to the bottom of the staircase. 

He tried the light switch again but with no luck. Vivaldi’s  Four Seasons drifted down to him. Tom took the stairs carefully, his steps creating dark, musty clouds around his feet. 

‘You're late. I’ve already done about half of it.’ John turned from the bed 157
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where he'd been folding some of Willie’s sweaters. ‘I hope that’s okay.’

‘Sure, I . . . I’m sorry,’ Tom said awkwardly. John kept looking at him, his hands resting on the pile of sweaters.  What does he want me to say? ‘You would know best where everything should go, anyway.’

John nodded, as if that had been the correct answer. I appreciate that. I guess I do know who Willie would have liked to have his things, and what should go to Goodwill. I loved Willie, do you know that? I really did.’

‘I know. I loved him, too.’

John sighed, and continued folding the sweaters. ‘But it isn’t the same, is it?’

Tom didn’t reply. John sent him for boxes and he got them. Together they packed the boxes—John told Tom whose name to put on each box. Together they dismantled the bookcases and sorted through the books. John thought Tom should take a number of those for himself, and Tom accepted the idea. Now and then Tom would be aware of an increased amount of dust in the air—clouds of it would drift past the yellowed window panes. He thought John didn't notice until he stopped once and said, ‘We’ll have to hurry. In a couple of days they won’t be letting anyone back into the place. And the floorboards are creaking more than they used to. I think that’s probably not a good sign.’

‘He should have moved a long time ago,’ Tom said, throwing a bundle of old clothes into the Goodwill pile. They appeared streaked with blood, or feces. But that couldn’t be—he knew that sort of thing would have been washed, or burned. 

Maybe it was just plain old mud, as if they’d been used to dam a flood. 

‘I was telling him all the time he should move in with me. But he wanted to stay independent. Sometimes you see someone close to you doing something, or living a certain way that you know isn’t good for them, but what do you do? 

Even if you know you know better, they have to make their own decisions, right?’

Tom dropped the clothes and rubbed his hands briskly against his jeans. 

‘Unless they’re dead.’

John turned his head, a puzzled set to his lips. ‘Beg your pardon?’

‘I say unless they’re dead. They can’t make their own decisions if they’re dead, and even if they’ve already made them those of us still living can just pretend we never heard, and do what we want.’

‘What are you talking about?’ John rubbed his scalp in irritation. Tom had seen the gesture before, when Willie was being particularly stubborn about something. 

‘He wanted to be cremated, John. And you went ahead and buried him, you and your friends. Because that’s what  you  wanted.’

‘Where’d you get that idea? Willie never said . . .’

‘He would have told you—you were his lover. You were  responsible  for 158
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the arrangements. He must’ve just told me because he wasn’t sure you would do it. But I was a coward, I admit it. I couldn’t deal with it—I couldn’t deal with you and Willie’s other friends. But you should have done what he asked for, John. Christ, it was his last . . . “Don’t let them bury me,” he said.’

‘You stupid fool.’ John stared at the bed, and the piles of clothes. Tom could see red dust drifting out of the empty sleeves and pant legs. ‘It wasn’t in the will. 

He told  you  because he wanted to spare me. In him I saw not only the one person who’d ever loved me dissolving into nothing, but I saw myself and all our gay friends. Disappearing like everyone had always wanted us to. He told  you  so that you could  tell me.  He trusted you to carry the message.’

Nothing more was said until all of Willie’s things were packed and sorted. 

Tom found the enormous size of the pile going to Goodwill vaguely upsetting. 

But he trusted John’s judgement. John knew that Tom was a fool, and John was correct. 

‘It goes too fast,’ John said finally. ‘A lifetime of things and they can haul it all away in hours. I’m afraid of disappearing like that. Like Willie.’

‘I’m afraid, too,’ Tom said. 

Over the next few weeks Tom immersed himself in scattershot, seemingly aimless research. When the secretary asked which client to bill his hours to, Tom gave Willie’s name. 

His hands shook as he ran them through a large volume on the meat industry, counting off the steps involved in butchering cattle in a meat packing operation. He made notes and compared these steps with the standard operating procedures used by pathologists during an autopsy and morticians during an embalming. 

He buried himself in the pictures in a book called  Techniques of Forensic Investigation.  They made his head feel as if it was about to split (gunshot wound? axe?) but he persisted, wondering if these techniques and procedures might have some sort of theological significance. (The rate of discorporation is inversely proportional to our impatience to arrive in heaven, all our sins tattooed onto our naked backs.)

He dug up the geological surveys for his part of the city, for the emptiness next door. He carefully examined the figures concerning the composition of the soil, looking for something of Willie there, and, finally, something of himself. 

The next day he was in bed, quite unable to climb up out of the gritty darkness. 

 Don’t let them bury me. 

Poe would have understood such a request. Back then, Tom thought, many people might have been buried alive. Or embalmed alive—he supposed that still came first. Filling your body full of inert chemical was the logical 159
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preparation for your own eternity of inertness. Without advanced medical procedures, how could they have been sure? Maybe in a hundred years, Tom thought, we’ll discover how many we’re still burying alive today. We, the living. 

Always making decisions for the dead. But was there really such a clear distinction between us and them? A breath of wind, a drip of moisture, a vague presence of heat—not much more than that, certainly. Walking dirt and dancing clay. 

Under his feet, under his building, the dead were swimming vast distances underground, endlessly seeking rest. 

He was out of bed now, but he had not been back to work. He could not bring himself to go out. Outside his apartment, the giant hole in the earth grew bigger every day, a grave that swallowed larger and larger chunks of his world. 

 It's coming to get me, too, Willie. 

A portion of the neighbouring streets had buckled and collapsed. The city had rented out the parking lot of his apartment building and moved the homeless statues from the park as a precaution. The workers had conducted this operation in haste, however—nobody liked working too close to The hole’—resulting in considerable damage. Several of the metal statues had massive splits, arms and legs had separated, and one of the stone statues had been reduced almost to powder. They lay on the pavement below his apartment window, a jumble of disinterred body parts, the dark, rich soil still clinging to their secret surfaces. 

Several days of alternating intense heat and wind served to loosen the dirt that was now omnipresent in the neighbourhood. It had spread out from the massive hole, dark and reddish as blood, to creep down the streets and alleys, filter into the cracks and mortar that held the walls together, staining stone, metal, and glass with its rich colour. 

Tom was reminded of childhood days spent in the sandbox his father had built in their back yard: four walls of rough timber holding back a foot-deep mound of sand whose look of sparkling cleanliness seemed impossible, given its constant use. He and his brother Rick would play in the sandbox for hours, even on days when the sun was so intense the crystalline specks in the sand sparked like bits of broken glass and by late afternoon had begun to bum them, and then the grit of it irritated the oval patches of bum that had formed above their waist bands and on the backs of their legs. 

Tom remembered that sand as having remarkable powers of adherence; he’d find traces of it in his clothes, in his bed, drifting in narrow ridges through his toybox for days afterward. Sometimes there’d be enough of it pressed into his pyjamas and bedclothes that his dreams that night would be about endless days at the beach, lying half-buried with the crabs creeping up on his small face. He’d never quite understood the reason for the terror in those dreams, since he’d always loved burying himself in the sand. Rick, too. 
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Sometimes they’d be ‘tree men’, the larger part of themselves rooted deep inside the sandbox, only their small, growing heads exposed. Tom and Rick had seen their dad dig up roots out of the back yard—the roots had gone all soft and crumbly like they’d become part of the ground. Rick told him that would happen to them, too, if they stayed buried too long. That’s what happened to dead people, he’d said; they fell apart and fell apart until they  were  the ground. 

Rick died in Vietnam. Later Tom found out from his dad that they’d sent back only part of the body. The rest was part of that big overseas sandbox. 

By the time Tom had decided he couldn’t take another day of staring out his apartment windows at the ever-widening hole—now wide enough that he was beginning to think the hole surrounded his building, making an eventual trip outside compulsory if he was to accurately evaluate his current living conditions—a renewed vigour of excavations in combination with high winds solved the problem: his windows became so caked with red-brown dirt he could no longer see out of them. 

The building owners no longer provided window washing—there would be no point until the project had been completed. Tom also suspected it would be difficult to get anyone willing to wash windows with that kind of emptiness yawning below them, like working over the edge of the Grand Canyon. On the other side of the glass he could hear the thick rumble of machinery as it chewed still deeper into the earth—he wondered if they had changed the plans to permit more storeys underground. Tornado or perhaps hurricane protection? 

Or maybe the workers were simply feeling the kind of frustration he’d been experiencing all along: the project seemed simply to refuse to get done. Now they were expending all their energies in a day and night marathon of desperation, attempting to finish off the hole before it could turn and swallow them, bulldozers, backhoes, and all. 

 Don  7  let them bury me. 

One morning Tom awakened to no gas or electricity, no phone. Only a trickle of water from the faucet to refresh him, to keep the dust out of his eyes and off his hot face. He didn’t bother to check with the super. He strongly suspected that in their rush to completion the workers had accidentally severed the service lines leading into the building. He was tempted for the first time in days to go down to the front door and out to the parking lot to see how things were progressing next door (and to check on the condition of the statues, whose broken images had filled his dreams many times of late), but he resisted. He could wait until all power was restored by the professionals. 

That night in his dreams Tom was in an elevator rocketing deep into the earth's core. He woke up suddenly with his eyes burning, his mouth tasting of sand. 
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The windows had become so filled with dirt that almost no light got through. His mouth was sick with its own taste of dirt and dry flesh. He spent hours staring at his dirt-packed windows, imagining that he was looking into a kind of aquarium, the dead swimming slowly through the dirt on the other side of the glass. But because the dead had been there so long, and because there were so many of them, they had become so like the medium they swam in, so much a part of the dirt, that he could not tell the difference between the two. 

 Don't let them bury me. 

Finally he had no choice but to take that elevator trip he had dreamed of. 

Several days of minimal food had left him weak. As he staggered down the corridor to the elevator he imagined himself falling into his own shadow, but there was no light to cast a shadow. Confused, he thought he might be the shadow cast by a self who was always behind him, whom he could not see even if he turned around quickly. 

He sank into the cool, earthy darkness of the elevator, pressed the button for the lobby, and let it drag him down. 

He must have fallen asleep, because he could clearly see the elevator taking him down through millions of years of strata. When he woke he could hardly breathe because of the pressure. His lungs felt on the verge of collapse. The elevator coughed him out at the bottom of the run. 

Down here the walls were mud. And flesh. Mud becoming flesh and flesh becoming mud. Willie and anyone else Tom had ever loved was a whisper lost somewhere within the movements of the ground. 

He could smell body odour and the mingled scents of cooking, the blossoming odours of human beings working and meeting and loving, millions of such smells buried deep underground. 

He suddenly realized he was naked—he’d left his apartment without bothering to put his clothes on. But the mud had smeared so thickly across his chest and thighs he actually felt modest. 

He wanted to tell them he loved them all. He wanted to say things he’d never been able to say before. He wanted to speak to the mud and have the mud speak back. 

When he’d been in his sandbox with his brother the sand had been like love to him, warm and caressing, insinuating itself so quickly into every part of him. 

And yet here, as he began to speak of his regrets and the mud began to melt and the dark earth pushed into his throat to meet the words, he knew there was no love here. He had gone past love completely, to something far more elemental. 

Tom tried desperately to hold on to his body, the soft bleeding slide of his own flesh, but his body was gone. 
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Dark Shapes in the Road

IT WAS DARK when Victor reached his mother-in-law’s house. He hated driving in the dark—he  hated  it. But this had to be done in the dark if it was going to be done at all. 

The fact was: Victor hated driving any time. It was a fear of the automobile that had come so early in his life he thought he might have been bom with it. 

Maybe it had become, since the car’s first invention, a  universal,  almost a genetic fear. He was sure that most people experienced this anxiety at one time or other, after being in bumper-to-bumper traffic, after witnessing a terrible accident. The car had established its martyrs: James Dean, Albert Camus, Jayne Mansfield, Isadora Duncan, Teddy Pendergrass, Jessica Savitch. And even its own version of ultimate hell: the gridlock. Victor found it easy to theorize about the nature of the automobile. Or, rather, he found it necessary; it kept the machine at a safer distance. But he knew that in the final analysis the theories were irrelevant. He knew that all his obsession with automotive safety was ultimately futile. The bottom line was that the automobile killed. 

He cut the lights as he turned the station wagon into the driveway. Then he killed the engine and let the car drift. It rolled forward: huge, dark, almost silent. 

Like a great shark. Without the lights it was hard to see, and for a moment Victor imagined the wagon drifting over an embankment in the dead of night, or into a concrete pillar. All because he had forgotten to turn on the lights. 

His wife had never understood his fear. She didn’t drive herself, so she had no conception of the risk involved, and Victor believed that made her a danger to their children. 

‘It’s not safe, Rachel.’

‘You worry too much. Other people let their kids ride like this all the time. 

You can  overprotect  kids, you know.’

‘This is a station wagon. Children shouldn’t ride in the back of a station wagon with no seat belts. What if there’s an accident?’

‘Oh, Victor. You just like to make rules . . .’

‘How are you going to feel if we’re rear-ended and their little heads go smashing through all that glass? How are you going to feel to see your own 163
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kids ripped open and lying in the road?’

Ann and Timmy were crying softly. Victor wondered if it was just his shouting, or if they understood what he was talking about. He hoped they did; he hoped they got afraid enough to always be cautious. 

‘See now . . . you've scared them! You’re sick, you know that, Victor? You’re really a sick person.’

But Victor had only the vaguest notion of what she was so upset about. He was too busy imagining his children’s deaths, underneath the inexorable wheels or behind them, and already he grieved for them. How could he stand it? How could he ever bear up under the weight of those awful wheels? 

Thoughts of Rachel’s carelessness angered Victor even now, when he needed to concentrate. There was too much at stake. Leaving the lights off as he entered the driveway was incautious, but necessary. Victor bit into his lower lip and let the car drift on. He turned the wheel when he figured he’d reached the spot at the comer of the house where the driveway curved around back. Almost immediately he was beneath the window he wanted. He got out of the car and climbed up on the hood, then onto the car’s roof. 

This had originally been Rachel’s room, and the kids always slept there when they visited. He was in and out within minutes, Ann bundled sleepily into his arms, Timmy staggering as he dropped from the window sill on to the car. Timmy began to whimper. 

‘Shhhh.’

‘But my feet hurt, Daddy.’

‘It’s okay—I’m sorry, son,’ Victor whispered. ‘You can go back to sleep once we get into the car.’ They climbed down and Victor put them both into the back seat. 

‘Is Mommy coming? I’m scared.’

Victor gunned the engine and raced backwards out of the driveway. ‘Don’t be afraid. Daddy’s here.’ Ann was awake now, crying. Victor gripped the steering wheel until his hands hurt. The car squealed on to the street.  It can  7  happen now. 

Lights were going on all over the house. He could hear his wife and mother-in-law shouting. ‘Daddy’s here and it’s going to be fine.’ He could barely control the tremor in his voice, but he didn’t want his kids to be afraid of him. ‘We’re all going to have a good time.’ He sideswiped several trash cans as he roared down the street. He could hear Timmy starting to giggle. Then Ann joined in. 

When Victor was a child the road itself had delivered up to him the perfect image for the true horror of the automobile. The highways around his home town were mostly gravel, and a trip down the mountain was a steadily increasing series of bone-rattling shakes and dancing auto parts. Victor was terrified, imagining the car careening off the edge of the road and down an embankment at any of a dozen different curves. The fact that the accident had never occurred just made it seem all the more inevitable. 

164

 Dark Shapes in the Road

On one such trip into town the family came across an accident at a narrow place in the road. An old pick-up had tried to squeeze past a larger truck with a load of dead horses for the rendering plant. The rendering truck turned over. A dead horse sprawled over the hood of the pick-up, pink and grey entrails decorating the radiator. Corpses covered the road and leaned against the wreckage. They looked uncomfortably like huge human corpses, dead giants dropped from the sky. The two drivers climbed over the mound of bodies, shouting at the top of their lungs. The dead had been forgotten. Victor imagined that the road and the automobile must make things like this happen daily. 

He watched as his mother-in-law’s house finally vanished from his rear-view mirror. Rachel would be frantic. He hated to put her through the worry—Lord knows, Victor could identify with that kind of desperate worry for the kids—but she’d given him no choice. What finally finished things was a shopping trip Rachel had insisted they make the day after Thanksgiving, the busiest shopping day of the year. He’d argued for two hours. But she’d insisted—they would save money. 

Traffic was bumper-to-bumper to the shopping malls. People were sticking their heads out and screaming at the drivers ahead of them. One man was ramming a car that had cut him off. 

Several cars had stalled. 

Victor wanted just to stop the car in the middle of the road. Maybe the other vehicles would steer clear and once the traffic died down he could escape. Or a tow truck might tow them to safety. But there would be an accident if he stopped. 

They were only a half-mile or so from the mall when Victor swung rapidly on to an access road. 

‘Victor! What the hell are you doing?’

‘Traffic’s too tough, Rachel. This road will take us home safely.’

‘The hell it will! We’ve got shopping to do! Are you crazy?’

‘I’m just taking the best care of you and the kids. I don’t want anybody killed or crippled in this family. Now . . . now you listen to me . . .’

‘Stop the fucking car!' Rachel jammed her left leg over the top of the transmission hump, forcing it far enough for her shoe to catch the top of the brake. The car jerked suddenly and began to fishtail. 

‘Rachel!’ The car was rocking. His children’s screams filled Victor’s ears. 

 It's happening! It's finally happening! 

But then the car stopped dead. The motor stalled and died. 

‘You could have killed us! You could have  destroyed  our babies! Torn ’em apart! Is  that  what you wanted?’

Rachel flung open the door and was sliding the kids out before Victor quite knew what was going on. 

‘You’re crazy, Victor. We’re not going to be riding with you anymore.’

‘Rachel!’
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But she’d already slammed the door. In a few minutes they were just dark shapes in the road behind him. 

Rachel and the kids didn’t come back that night. Or any other night. Two days later she called from her mother’s to tell him she was filing for divorce. 

She’d seen a lawyer. 

‘But I  love  you and the kids. Rachel?’

There was a long pause on the other end. Then a soft voice. I used to love you, too. But you need help, Victor. Honestly, I think you do. You scare me and you scare the kids! Not  one  more day of it.’

Victor didn’t like driving the turnpike at any time, but especially at night. It was poorly lit and poorly maintained, and he’d always suspected that some of the cars out there late at night drove without their lights on. He wasn’t sure why they would do that, unless they didn’t want to be seen until the very last second. 

Predators driven by predators. He imagined dark vehicles passing him in the night, their only sound the wind rushing by and rocking his car. 

But he couldn’t go home; Rachel would have called the police by now. 

There were several towns to the north where he might find an out-of-the-way motel room. 

So he pressed the gas pedal harder than he could remember ever doing before, the fear of being stopped momentarily more pressing than the terror of mindless automotive speed. The station wagon took the curves naturally; Victor was too tense to turn the wheel very much. The Plymouth seemed to be practically driving itself. 

Occasionally his headlights would pick out an unidentifiable bit of crumpled metal, or a stray hubcap, a licorice-like piece of tire. He’d move the wheel ever so slightly, just enough to avoid it, and wonder how they cleaned this stretch of road. Did they close it down for sweeping? The logistics of this simple operation seemed almost mystical to him. 

Sometimes another pair of headlights would appear suddenly in his rear-view mirror, twin flames in the darkness. He’d slow a little and switch lanes. 

Sometimes the other car switched lanes also, and then Victor’s anxiety seemed uncontainable. After a while they would be forced to pass him and he’d be reassured it wasn’t the police or someone else following him. 

As it grew later Victor became worried, and afraid. He really didn’t like to be on the road this long. And it was so difficult to gauge his speed. It was easy to drive too fast on the turnpike, especially in the dark. He’d heard other people say this and it was true. You could not believe the speedometer. You could not believe you were going that fast. 

He’d waited a long time to get his first driver’s licence, until he was almost twenty-two. But then it was time to move, to find a job. He couldn’t put it off any longer. He passed the written test easily—it was just a matter of study, of automotive rules and techniques. But just thinking about the 166
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driving test brought out the cold sweats. He did pass it, but driving like a robot, wishing the other vehicles out of existence. He was lucky there hadn’t been a serious accident. There were some advantages to the daze. It kept him from thinking about the other automobiles—the Buicks, the Nash Ramblers, the ugly Packard/Studebaker wagon—approaching him, following him, coming after him in his thin metal shell of a car. His car was all that stood between him and a bone-grinding, body-rupturing death under their wheels. 

Each morning when Victor strapped himself into the family station wagon, he saw how he was going to die. Because of his own inattention the wagon would creep off the roadway, as if in slow motion. It would slide, then roll down the embankment. It would roll over once, twice, and come to rest on its smashed-in roof. Victor would be dead inside, still hanging from his seatbelt, his neck swollen from the break. 

It seemed ridiculous to be driving at this speed on the darkened turnpike, against all the cautions he’d always believed in. But he had to get to another town, to a motel, to some place safe. The faster he went, the less time he would have to drive. That made perfect sense. 

The wind roared in his ears. He looked around frantically, trying to see if any of the windows were down. Everything was sealed tight. But the wind continued to roar in his ears. 

Victor twisted in his seat. He was going to change lanes; it would be a little safer in the centre lane. But he had to check the traffic first, see if anyone was coming up behind him, and he knew he couldn’t trust the mirror completely. 

There were blind spots. Driving was full of little traps. 

Timmy was sitting straight up in the seat. Victor stared into the boy’s pale face, transfixed. ‘I had a dream, Daddy!’

‘Timmy, you’re blocking the window!’

‘The car was coming apart . . .’

‘Timmy, I can’t see!’

‘There were all these . . .  things  coming in after us.’

‘Timmy!’ Victor jerked around and wrestled with the wheel. A low, brown shape seemed to dive from the side of the road into his left front tire. The car rocked and Victor felt the two thumps on the car’s underside, as if whatever it was knocked to be let in. He glanced into the rear-view mirror and had a momentary glimpse of the large brown dog spinning on its side like a top on the road behind him. 

‘Daddy?’

‘It was nothing, Ann. Go back to sleep.’ Probably belonged to some child his own kids’ age.  I'm sorry, but Fluffy won’t be coming home tonight.  It looked as if the dog might have committed suicide, just dived under his wheels. He wondered if humans did it that way. A high dive into flying metal. 

The pavement had got rougher; the kids were complaining as they were 167
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knocked around on the back seat. It was incredibly bad driving for a major highway. The car was hard to control at this speed. Victor leaned forward against the windshield trying to make out what had happened to the road, but the headlights seemed to have loosened and were jiggling too much for an accurate line of sight. Victor made out numerous low, dark shapes. Nothing more. 

The station wagon felt like an antique, much older than the miles on the odometer indicated. Maybe that dealer had rolled it back on him. He’d read about it—they used a bent piece of wire. The car seemed to be falling apart, in a Hodgkin’s dance. He thought he felt pieces dropping off, and suddenly one of the jiggling headlights failed. 

The car squealed, more metal flew past. There was a clatter and a sudden roaring behind him, as if all the beasts had been loosed from their cages. In the shaky illumination of the one headlight Victor could see the dark shapes that covered the highway. They were writhing in pain. Or pleasure. 

He hoped his children were seeing all of it, however awful. He hoped their eyes and ears would be filled with it. Rachel would never understand; Rachel didn’t drive. But it wouldn’t be that long until his children did, and maybe his children had a chance. He was making this trip for them. And thinking that, he realized again how very important they were to him. More important than anything else. Particularly more than his own worn out and neglected life. A car wasn’t a toy, it was a death machine. Always had been. It destroyed the incautious. 

The car leaped forward as if to pounce on the dark shapes, leaped violently, and it was as if the back of his head had blown out, trailing bloody hair and exhaust, his face roaring, his eyes blazing. 

And then he knew. He knew.  It's happening now, right now!  And he turned to check on those sweet children, but the car doors were gone, they’d been ripped off the car like wings from a tortured fly, and his beautiful children were gone, pulled back into the endless miles of black asphalt night behind him. 

He twisted back over the wheel with the scream pushing out of him, roaring in unison with the engine as it pulled itself apart. The dark shapes edged closer, and he saw in the rough yellow light that they were of many different sizes and shapes. But all of them dark as the night, highlighted in red. So many dark shapes in the road, waiting to take him at last. 
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Decodings

DURINGONE OF our occasional visits my father once told me that the key to life was figuring out the codes. Everything that happened, he said, had its own code, whether it was something as simple and everyday as the first day of school, or as complex, as cosmic, as the ultimate destiny of a people.  Nothing,  he said, was even remotely what it seemed to be. 

My father talked like that all the time. Maybe that was why my mother left him; I don’t know—she’d never talk to me much about it. She said he didn’t know the right things to say to a daughter. She said he didn’t have much common sense. She didn’t want me to see him, even for those occasional visits. I could understand her concern—those conversations left me anxious and shaken. My father never  appeared  crazy; even when I reached my teen years I tended to believe almost everything he had to tell me. When he told me that secrets were everywhere, that appearances not only deceived but  poisoned  as well, I embraced these perceptions wholeheartedly. 

‘Now and then there is a lapse,’ he said, his eyes large and frighteningly well-focused, ‘and we forget that we are civilized, and some other code of behaviour makes itself available to us, and we must choose whether to remain civilized or to follow this new way of being.’ I, who had made so many poor choices during my life—of jobs, men, friends, places to call home —understood this very well. 

But the more I embraced his ideas, the more I resented him personally. He shouldn’t have said such things to me—surely he would know what kind of harm they might do to an impressionable young girl. He taught me nothing of compromise, or the making of friends. If his conviction about secrets and plots wasn’t bad enough, there were the apprehensions he had concerning the female sex. ‘I’ve never felt comfortable with women,’ he told me one time when I pressed him about the breakup of my parents’ marriage. ‘They think so differently from men, it’s like they’re part of another race. A far darker, more ancient race, I think.’ And then he looked around, as if afraid of being overheard, and leaned closer to me, whispering hoarsely. ‘You just have to examine their bodies, if you dare.’ I stared into his eyes—didn’t he see me? Didn’t he know I was becoming a woman, too? ‘They’re not constructed in a way that is compatible with men—the fact that intercourse between us is 169
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possible at all is surely some sort of evolutionary accident! Their genitalia are . . . 

quite unusual.’

All this happened before my father got sick, of course. After that the harangues fell off, and for the past ten years he’d spent most of his time staring at the wall, tracing the edges of things, trying to look behind things, lifting up pieces of peeling wallpaper or paint to find out what lay underneath. He deteriorated slowly, but steadily. By the time he was sixty he had been in a nursing home for almost eight years. I checked on him periodically, even though all those sick and elderly people made me profoundly uncomfortable and half the time he didn’t want to see me. The nurses and social worker kept me posted on his progress, or more often its opposite. They said he would have bouts of the old paranoia, finding conspiracies in the most innocuous of events, and then would stiffen into a strained observation of everything around him, as if desperate not to have some significant detail escape his attention. 

When the social worker called to say that my father wanted me to drive him down to Innsmouth, his home town, to see a doctor there, I made excuses at first. I pretended to have plans, although I never have plans. I said that my mother was quite ill now, which was true, but she hadn’t figured into my concerns for years. I could not bring myself to tell her that I simply did not want to see him, that when I was with him I was constantly looking over my shoulder, that talking to him made my skin hurt. He had talked about making that return trip to Innsmouth for decades, and I had come to see it as just another of his endless, irrational monologues. 

But the social worker said it might do him good to get out. She thought maybe returning to the town of his youth might soften the effect of some of his harsher fantasies. 

I was forty years old then, and because of plainness or attitude or circumstance I’d never married, never had children. I lived alone in a third floor walk-up. I could see no legitimate reason to refuse him, and I was too embarrassed to relay to the social worker my illegitimate ones. Besides, what was the worst that could happen? 

Innsmouth itself is like a house which has been remodelled too many times. No two parts of the place reside comfortably together. We drove in from the north on a relatively new superhighway that swerved sharply before reaching the city. 

Despite its age and sprawl, Innsmouth was served by only two exits from this highway. The exit ramp was long and winding, elevated so that for several miles we seemed to be driving through a forest of dilapidated Georgian and Queen Anne rooftops. The ramp let us off on a downtown thoroughfare whose buildings were far more modem, but in terrible disrepair. Most of these were of the poured-concrete variety, distinguished only by their obsessive sameness, and by the layers which had flaked off their fronts, leaving numerous irregular patches discoloured by the rusting away of the
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exposed iron cables and bars. More often than not, windows were broken or boarded. Mounds and pillars of trash crowded the entranceways, and three out of every four storefronts were empty. Fissures criss-crossed and tangled the sidewalks. Large potholes along the edges of the street were barricaded, making our progress hesitant and slow. Here and there pale figures in tattered clothing shambled about. The place smelled of fish. 

‘The concrete here is in pretty bad shape, Dad,’ I said, making a poor attempt at conversation. He’d spoken little during the long drive, except to point out all the ‘For Sale’ signs on the outskirts of the town, and regions where the land appeared to have sunk some since his youth, the ground gone marshy and smelling of stagnant sea water. ‘Do you suppose it’s the sea air?’

My father grunted and shifted his gaze, staring out the front of the car as if his eyes had suddenly gone lidless. Since the beginning of our journey I’d had the distinct impression that he was seeing things I was not, finding clues in the landscape I had no idea how to look for. ‘Some people keep trying,’ he began, rubbing nervously at the huge liver spots which now covered a sizeable portion of his face. ‘They keep putting up things that are bound to come down. They try to put a mask on Innsmouth, but its true face just keeps pressing through. It wears away at the inside of the mask until one day it just tears it to shreds.’

As we drove past the ranks of broken and diseased buildings in our search for the turnoff to the clinic, I would catch brief glimpses of the views provided by the connecting streets and alleyways. Washington, Church, Federal yawned open their mouths to me so that I might see the garbage they contained. Deeper into the city, behind the concrete façades of these failed attempts at urban renewal, I saw a ragged skyline of centuries-old structures of wood, brick, and stone, with tom roofs and faded fronts. Broad, Lafayette, Adams offered up similar samples of urban decay. Occasionally there were newer looking buildings, but always with some blemish in the structure where decay had eaten through to the surface. 

Those eastern streets which led to the waterfront offered the most dismal of the views: houses which had collapsed into their foundations, houses which had been burned but their remains left standing like blasted heads propped up in display, houses which appeared clawed, chewed, half-consumed by the thick sea air. 

These views tended to make me drive faster, and more than once I asked my father with some irritation if he was sure about the directions he gave me. I nicked a barricade or two, and once the right front wheel dipped into a pothole full of a dark, thick scum covered by thin green scabbing. 

But I could not stop myself from peeking down those distorted lanes even as I raced past them, so that the smooth concrete was perpetually dissolving into crumbling stone and rotting planks, prefabricated warehouses evaporating into peeling Victorian turrets which in turn gave way to crumbling Federal columns then great Georgian structures with their hollow 171
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insides open to the sky. The haphazard movement of irregular shadows drew my eye, but I could not focus. My father seemed increasingly agitated and vague: scratching at his great spots, rubbing at his dried-out, tom lips, licking at oddly translucent skin with a ragged edge of tongue too long for his mouth. 

Frequently he would dip his narrow Fingers into his coat pocket for the jar of ointment the nurse had given him. He’d smear it onto his face until his nose and chin dripped with the heavy, milky goop. But then he couldn’t keep himself out of it, and his tongue would scrape it off his skin as quickly as he applied it. 

I had not realized how sick he truly was. Beneath the yellowed skin that covered his cheeks, the bones were warped, distorting even as I watched him. 

They appeared to be pushing towards the back of his head as if to form supports for gills. 

Suddenly he was screaming at me to turn the car. I guess I didn’t react quickly enough because he flapped his hands across the wheel and clutched at it, his Fingers slipping off, leaving slug-sized dollops of the grease behind. I turned up on a sidewalk and rammed through half a block of accumulated garbage before getting us back onto the pavement, just in time to see the huge, archaically-lettered sign for INNSMOUTH DERMATOLOGY CLINIC looming directly overhead. The car sputtered to a stop and died. There were no other cars in sight, except for an ancient model Studebaker propped up on bricks a couple of blocks ahead. 

My father climbed out of the car and staggered towards the clinic door in a kind of squat. I started after him when he twisted his head and barked back at me in a mucus-Filled voice, ‘Stay here!’ The huge iron-bound door opened for him, and he sidled inside. 

I waited in the car a long time, afraid to get out. Then I walked back and forth in front of the building for a time. Several other men did leave the building during that time, all so similar to my father in build and—more importantly—in complexion that they might have been brothers of his. But still no sign of him. 

In my boredom I started examining the wall on either side of the clinic door. 

Here was the most complex graffiti I had ever seen: curlicues and waves of surf in series overlaid so that they resembled close portraits of scalp hair or fingerprint whorls. Or aquatic life massed so thickly their individual outlines could not be determined. I had to tear myself away from them—they drew my fingers to caress their patterns. 

But the collage of peeled posters was even more seductive than the graffiti. 

Multiple layers of handbills had been plastered and partially stripped from the outer walls of the clinic. The usual advertisements for cough medicines, numerous campaign posters for elected positions I had never heard of before (First Proposer?), as well as the banners for circuses, 172
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carnivals, and freak shows. I could not keep myself from attempting to determine which were the remains of the earliest posters, even which was the first poster to have been applied to the wall. Words and bits of words had been left behind through the continual process of scraping away, but close up they became colourful abstractions, a guttural pre-language with no resemblance to any letter forms I had ever encountered. I had to back up into the street to read any recognizable patterns which might make some sort of contemporary sense: VICK’S OUGH TEXACO estate SALE! McCormack YOG brand SHOGGOTH! razor Razor RAZOR festival R’LYEH! 

I pulled a nail file from my purse and began digging between the separate edges of aging, stiffened poster paper. The words agitated me even more as they broke apart and disappeared under the nicking blade, revealing more primitive strata of language and colour underneath. I had a brief fantasy of digging my way all the way back to the ocean and its even deeper vistas in a kind of reverse evolution when a short man with a broad face ambled up to the door of the clinic and stopped. 

Again, he resembled my father, but seemed more seriously ill somehow. 

The flesh of his face hung in great brown scabs and peels and his stare was completely unblinking. I watched him staring at the door for some time until it occurred to me that he didn’t know how to use it. But the man gave no hint of moving away. 

I waited for my father for over an hour. Although it should have been mid-afternoon the sky was a dark grey, growing bruised at its edges. Occasionally similarly-built men would approach on the sidewalk, but then would turn away or cross the street when they saw me. The man by the clinic door continued to stare at it, never looking at me, and never blinking once the whole time I watched him. He seemed to be breathing heavily at times, or experiencing some sort of muscle spasm, as now and then there would be a jerking or jumping movement under his clothing. 

Eventually a woman came around the comer and stood beside him. She was slightly shorter than he, and a couple of decades younger (they were both so different-looking it’s hard to be precise), but her features were quite similar, leading me to speculate that they might be related. They might be father and daughter. Even though they didn’t speak I sensed some sort of connection between them. Sometimes when his muscles spasmed under his clothing she would gaze at the movement and smile thinly. Once she touched him in the area of a spasm, stroking the pulsing muscle almost fondly. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. She was ugly, and yet beautifully exotic at the same time. And there was something almost touching in her relationship to the older man, a sense of caretaking, that stirred my jealousy.  You’re exactly alike, the two of you. Two peas in a pod.  Mother was always saying that when I did something she did not approve of—as if a suggestion that I resembled my father in any way was the ultimate condemnation.  You're a
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 loner just like he was. You never have had any friends. And you’ve got strange ideas just like he did. You'll both end up the same! 

I watched the younger woman, remembering that it is the things we don’t see which arc often the most important. My father was always telling me that. I felt somewhat dizzy. The air between me and the Innsmouth father and daughter seemed to be thinning, as if some other view were trying to scrape its way through. 

 You certainly don't get it from my side of the family! 

My father used to say that most of us are afraid of our true bodies, the ugliness and corruption of them. He said that if we really were to see our bodies as they are it would make it necessary for us to make some difficult choices. But in an indifferent universe our choices are all that might give our lives a moral form. Someday he thought this understanding would result in a new religion which might replace Christianity. 

 You two even think alike! You don't care about the rest of us! 

The young woman standing with her father by the clinic door turned and looked at me. She was hideous—how could I have thought anything else? Her nose had flattened out; her hands were thick and clumsy. She looked just like my father. 

 You two should have been twins. 

She stared up at me with her wide, idiot smile, her eyes watery, bulging. She looked just like me. 

I suddenly was desperate to leave there before my father came out of the clinic, before I had to see how he might have changed in there, with all those people he’d known since childhood. 

I gripped the nail file tightly in my clumsy fist and sidled slowly away. My body felt squat and awkward to me—I had an urge to fall to my knees and crawl. 

Moving past the layered posters and graffiti, this side of the street was a solid mass of empty store windows, and yet when I put my face closer to the glass I thought I could see dark shapes moving in distant regions of each building. I pulled the file up closer to my head so that whoever was inside might see what I held. 

A dark, hulking form appeared to separate from the mass of shadows in the back and approached my window from the inside. It stood in front of me in the mirror-like glass, filling my image completely, cancelling out my reflection. 

It moved when I moved. 

I almost wanted to laugh. This was the closest I’d had to a companion in years. I could not love my mother, or my father, or any man, and I knew if I had had children I would have been unable to love them as well. But could I love a shadow that moved when I moved? Love and affection were mere appearances, in any case, codes which I had not yet learned to crack. Innocence was also a code and a mask, and I could clearly see that this dark 174
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form contained no innocence. If I had had any doubts before I was now sure that I was my father’s child. 

 Just the same, you and he and all those folk from Innsmouth—you’re just the same. 

This was no alien looking out at me now. This was no mysterious, degenerate race which could not be trusted. 

The dark form in the mirrored glass nodded its assent, and I could see now that it, too, had the skin disease: great loose patches of pale skin which, put together, closely resembled my face. 

The dark form reached up and pulled the pieces of my face away, revealing the purity of its shadow in the dusty glass, and behind it a reflection of the skewed perspectives of the decaying city it had created, and which I would perpetuate. 
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At the End of the Day

ATTHE END of the day Sam has one final package to deliver, a perfect cube a foot on a side wrapped so tightly in its heavy brown paper that not even a stray microbe could get in, and thinking this increases his sense of urgency more even than the bright red envelope marked URGENT affixed to the top of this package and containing the day’s final, imperative, and unequivocal message. 

For hours Sam has searched his maps of the metropolitan area—maps so complete, complex, and expensive they remain unavailable to the average commuter—but he is still unable to find the address. Earlier calls to the dispatcher have confirmed that the address is a true address although the dispatcher herself—a voice soft, yet utterly convincing—cannot help him with its exact location. A thorough perusal of the twelve volumes of executed and planned revisions to the city’s constantly changing street nomenclature and arrangement—stacked in order within his delivery van’s oversized glove compartment—provides no significant clues, although there are sixteen similarly named streets, avenues, drives, places, courts, ways, and circles. Despite its apparent futility he has hunted down each one in the seemingly unlikely event that a mistake in address has been made. 

By the end of the day all urgent packages and messages within the city limits (including extended suburbs) must be delivered. At the end of the day who can know what disaster might follow if such a delivery has failed to go through? 

At the end of the day Sam wonders if there will ever be a lime when his job ends at the end of the day. At the end of the day Sam is still driving his van up and down the same streets, endlessly circling the same routes where every day he delivers packages wrapped in plain brown paper to people who are rarely at home to accept them. Sam wonders, briefly, if any of these absent recipients might imagine that magic played a part in these timely, mysterious deliveries, but he admits to some difficulty crediting the average person with such imagination. 

At the end of the day Sam tries to remember if his job has ever been any different than it was today. He began the job when he was eighteen, right out of high school, intent on earning a few dollars while he decided what his 176
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heart’s work might be. Delivering the packages had been a game, and an opportunity to learn the routes which might some day lead into his future. His father had once told him that sometimes what you like to do has little relation to what you can get paid to do. Sam discovered times had changed—now it had almost no relation. 

At the end of the day Sam dreams about an early morning ambition he once had to be a poet. Now the dispatcher’s soft but unerring patter is the poetry that fills him like alcohol: ‘Four thirty-two, four thirty-two, Park Avenue, Trader Bill’s, four forty-four, Wilmott Square, three-two, three-two.’ But the dispatcher’s voice faded out hours ago, and he is lost with his delivery, packing his lost message through the late afternoon, the message itself no doubt a longed-for poem, and his quest fit subject matter for poetry. 

At the end of the day fatigue is a shadow-self just beginning to separate from his skin, adhering stubbornly to his body, waiting for the dying sun to change its colour. Sam wonders what a sun the blue-grey colour of death would do to the shape and texture of the human shadow. He suspects that it would do nothing, for the combination of polluted air and skyscrapers filtering the sun has already resulted in many blue-grey sunny days. And he has simply become used to these shadows whose tone and colour remind him of the face of his grandmother a few hours after her death. 

Those shadows with legs stagger out of alleyways as if intent on stealing his package and plagiarizing his message, but he is highly skilled at the wheel, sailing around them so closely they spin so quickly that blood flies from their mouths like song. 

At the end of the day shadows form with little resemblance to the objects casting them. Behind a street sign looms a giant, upraised fist. Bus benches front a broad torso broken in half. Comer streetlights hang below huge, shadowed eye sockets. The spaces between tall buildings are filled with grey, unfocused limbs attempting to crawl their way back into the roar of evening traffic. Now and then Sam vaguely recognizes a profile or a stance. Over the years he has known some of the men and women who built, formed, and poured these inhuman monuments. But as the pace of the day wears to its end his sense of recognition fades, the transition into night making him an alien plying his vessel through the narrow lanes of fragmented landscape. 

Out on the main streets there are few pedestrians, for this is rush hour and most have retreated to their cars for the long, anxious ride home. But he knows that there are those who cannot afford cars, who take to the sidewalks and the buses. There arc those who cannot afford homes, who cannot afford even a shadow, and who look exactly the way their missing shadows would look, grey and smudged as if they had struggled against erasure. These people live in the alleys and doorways and under the bridges, where 177
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countless shadows collect. There they blend together and blend with the night. 

Sometimes streetlights send them running but few of the streetlights work downtown. The city does not pay its bills. 

Someone else is unable to return home at the end of the day, he knows, someone trapped in an office positioned awkwardly between dead streetlights, anxiously awaiting the arrival of the urgent package Sam has been ferrying through every section of the city. His client is late. Sam is even later. But far later still, he suspects, is the city itself, changing its names and hiding from its tired messengers. 

At the end of the day he thinks about his children, and how they must anticipate his arrival. How the three of them will line up at the base of the stairs as he enters the front door, each with a question, a request, or the gift of today’s story. It is the stories he likes best and he will devote the most time to these, the daily retellings of how the world is both the same and constantly changing, perspectives he misses on his repetitive routes delivering messages and packages across the city. The questions are sometimes almost as interesting, inquiries as to the nature of life, the world, and the end of the day. He seldom has answers—his life as deliveryman having limited his insights—but the questions make all of them think, and it is his children thinking that he prizes above all else. The requests are seldom true requests but merely excuses for talking; having been filled by the endless chatter of hot exhaust expanding and contracting metal all day he is more than happy to listen to his children’s aimless talk. 

Awaiting a change of light he stares down at the package also waiting, resting solidly across his right front seat. At the end of the day he again wonders why he never looks inside the packages he delivers, why he never reads the messages. There is always ample time for such surreptitious activity. With the current volume of traffic no one really expects him to deliver either packages or messages on time. And yet so many are marked URGENT. So many, he is told, must be delivered by the end of the day. 

In fact he has long suspected that the messages he delivers are never very urgent, for if they were his clients would use the telephone or the fax machine. He has wondered if, rather, what he delivers are scattered moments of contact, simple statements of existence from random citizens to other random citizens, with the unpredictability of his delivery times an essential part of the message. During holiday seasons there are always many more such messages to deliver. He sometimes considers inserting his own messages into his deliveries for random distribution but thus far has not had the courage. 

But at the end of the day the particular package in question seems much more than this. At the end of the day his final message seems an essential delivery. At the end of the day it seems the job he took on after high school 178
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has all come down to this. He can feel his van deteriorating, bolts and washers and scattered bits of metal dropped off from the stress of his final delivery. 

At the end of end of at the end of the rat a tat tat tat At the end of the day he wonders what his wife is cooking for dinner. The traditional role she has taken in their lives has always made him feel guilty, but although he has attempted to convince her many times to continue her career she has adamantly declined, preferring the company of their children with their endless supplies of questions, requests, and stories. In recent years his attempts to get her out of the house have been rare. At the end of the day he envies her place in their home. 

He suspects his wife could have done his job better. He suspects his wife would have delivered this package by the end of the day. She has always been far more controlled than he, far more organized. 

He manoeuvres his van through city divisions which seem to vary greatly in climate. The poorer sections of the urban sprawl always seem colder. At times he switches on his heater. After a few blocks a quick change to the air conditioner engenders a whine of stress in the engine compartment behind the thin metal wall in front of his knees. 

At the end of the day various city walls are coming down, some at the expressed instructions of the city fathers, instructions he himself had delivered on earlier days when he managed to get all messages and packages out before the end of the day. But there are always those which crumble unexpectedly, leaving piles of rubble with which his van must dance. 

At the end of the day the various models of automobile seem to regress, as if the day’s passage has taken years off the streetscape. The foreign cars are the first to disappear. Ancient Fords and Studebakers fill the poorly-paved roads. 

The bordering buildings warp their architectures in the twilight, as if shifting in earthquake trauma or melting beneath the last rays of a thermonuclear sun. A rain of darkness pours down across his windows. A layer of memory disappears each time the blades wipe across the windshield. Half forgotten faces fold and gather in the gutter-line. The streets along the edge of darkness become a litany of all that has been lost and that he is likely to lose. 

At the end of the day the pavement begins releasing its heat and the air loses its colour a small portion at a time. Darkness fills all empty spaces and someone remembers to turn the stars on. He sometimes wonders if that someone can go home now, his or her job completed. For himself he still has this one more delivery, one more package and message he cannot make himself forget, perched patiently on the front seat of his van. 

In the darkness familiar directions become untrustworthy dreams. New street signs appear providing a fresh supply of obstacles. Shadows spread and ignore their loyalties. He sticks his head out the driver’s side window and 179
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attempts to find his way by smell. In the past he has been good at smelling despair and hunger and the locations of those waiting long hours to receive a delivery. 

When the light dims at the end of the day it always seems a sudden event, even though the sun may have been sinking or the clouds rolling in for hours. But beyond his consideration the day is suddenly grey or amber, depending upon the time of the year, and he feels a strain in his eyes as they attempt to see all the details they are used to seeing. He feels dangerous driving a vehicle at such times, and is surprised at the end of the day to find that he has failed to run over any of the shadows. 

The deepening night is like black snowfall, a mass of dark flakes carved from the giant ball waiting at the end of the day, the flakes gathering first in the comers and hiding places of the world, finally filling up the very air he breathes. 

Ever}' morning he has breathed it out again, but a sooty residue of the previous night always remains inside him, in his heart and blood, in his thoughts and the words he uses. 

He does not believe anyone would mind his pecking inside the package. He cannot believe anyone would deny him his right to know the final message. But he must hurry, he thinks, and decide what he must do, for the address scrawled on the bright red envelope might suddenly appear at any time. 

But at the end of the day time passes slowly. Each block is longer and the intervals between lights stretch out lazily. He remembers all the dead ones, the ones who were former lovers, family members, even the dead strangers named by the newspapers. He can almost see them fleeing the headlights. At the end of the day he speculates about what their lives have become. At the end of the day he can feel the shadow of their fatigue in his hands clutching the steering wheel. 

At the end of the day the lines of the streets disappear and he follows the final sparks of head- and tail-lights into the night. Static fills all positions on his radio. He drives through a landscape of black birds, thousands of birds gathered under his wheels, no light to reflect their colours or everyday shapes, wings overlapping until they are one solid, mobile mass rocking his van with their movements. He drives through a landscape of broken trees, their ragged ends scratching at the night. He drives through a landscape of window frames and door frames, their buildings transparent and filled with black. 

At the end of the day he imagines that somewhere else, beyond the limited vision his windshield provides, events of terrible beauty are taking place. Faces are melting and hair is burning. Somewhere beyond his vision his children’s lives are turning to smoke. In his undelivered package he believes there must be revelations about the causes of such events. In his unopened message there may be instructions concerning what to do at the
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end of the day. At the end of the day he will have no one to tell him stories, no one to make requests, no one to speak the orders. 

Sam opens a window to feel the dark air and his fingers come away raw and blistered at the end of the day so that he can barely grasp the steering wheel. 

And yet there is still this one more delivery to make, one more service to perform. As his route stretches out into darkness the lights in the houses dim to amber, then fade to black. Body heat escapes through open windows and chimneys, causing the neon signs to bum noticeably brighter. At the end of the day the city burns its citizens for the fuel that keeps the buildings tall, the concrete rigid, that prevents the asphalt melting into a viscous sea. Sometimes there are power failures. Sometimes the tires on his van adhere to the road, making this final delivery more difficult at the end of the day. 

At the end of the day all the customers have forgotten their orders. At the end of the day there is no one left to receive his package. His message is written in a forgotten language. There are no more tongues wrapped around difficult communications. In the empty streets there are no more tongues. The windows of the stores are grimed. Abandoned cars join together into metallic reefs to block his passage. At the end of the day all the vessels lie empty. At the end of the day tom scraps of paper, discarded messages, litter the plazas and lawns. At the end of the day everything sleeps. There is nothing else to do at the end of the day. 

In the dark faraway he hears his wife and children calling him. His shift should be over by now, they tell him. He should be coming home. But at the end of the day there are very few roads fit for travel. At the end of the day he has lost his name. At the end of the day he cannot find his way home. 

But at least he knows he still has his unopened package. At least at the end of the day he can imagine its contents. He can recite the poetry of its unopened message. Because it is urgent. Because it is essential. And because it is all that he has. 
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HE’DNEVER FELT like one of them, not even for a moment. 

Willis watched them at night, from his bedroom window. His parents didn’t understand why he was always going to bed early. He said it was because he wanted to read, or because he was tired. But he really just wanted to be in his bedroom with the lights out, in protected dark, so he could watch them, see what they were up to. 

Not that he could ever really tell. They stayed in the shadows, and whispered a lot. But at least he’d be able to see if they ever decided to climb the wall to the porch roof, and his window. If they ever decided to come after him. 

If they ever came after him he could always cry and scream, create what Grandma would call a ruckus, and Mom and Dad would come in to save him from them. 

He knew that last part wasn’t true. They’d come in, all right, but they’d come in to sec what the hell was going on. They’d come in to see what was wrong with Willis this time. Why he was such a baby. Why he couldn’t sleep through the night like other boys. 

Sometimes Willis thought that Mom and Dad didn’t understand because they had lived here so long. Mom and Dad had both been born in the Bay and had lived here all of their lives. 

Willis had been born in Chicago, when Mom and Dad were on vacation. Dad had always kidded about that: ‘Your mama just couldn’t wait, I guess.’ And then he’d laugh, but Willis didn’t think it was a real laugh. Willis thought it was one of those laughs people made when they were trying to hide something. 

Willis heard a lot of laughs like that in the Bay. 

Once he had come home early from the library and heard his mom and dad in their bedroom, talking about it. If he’d been born here in the Bay like we’d planned he wouldn’t be this way,’ his dad had said. 

‘You’ve no right to blame me. You were the one who wanted to go so far away, you know, even with me pregnant.’

I didn’t know you were going to pull a stunt like that. I didn’t know if I was even going to get you out of Chicago.’
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‘It was a better hospital, and . . 

‘It was  Chicago'.  You didn’t want to leave after he was born. Or are you trying to tell me you don’t remember that? You wanted to stay in Chicago, and not tell any of the people back here where we were!’

‘I was scared, John. I was a lot younger then, and I was scared.’

Willis couldn’t quite figure out what they were talking about, but he sneaked out of the house after that last part. He was suddenly afraid about them finding him there, home early from the library and everything. So he went off into the woods and stayed awhile, until it was the time he’d told them he’d be home. 

Willis liked the woods around the Bay. There wasn’t the noise (he couldn’t understand how people could live in the city) and there weren’t all the faces—

pale and staring. There were trees so tall he couldn’t see their tops. There was ground that hid stone and pockets of stone, and bold animals. 

Sometimes Willis wondered what the animals thought about the people of Greystone Bay. If they wanted to have anything to do with people other than him. The noise people made would bother them, he thought, so he tried to be as quiet as he could. 

The animals who lived in the woods outside the Bay surprised him some. 

The animals he saw in books and on TV had lots of teeth and were wild, and wild meant you couldn’t keep them as pets because they’d act nervous and try to get away and maybe even go crazy and try to bite you. Willis knew that wild animals were nothing like the stuffed animals his mom used to make him. 

The animals Willis met in the woods didn’t show their teeth, although he figured they must have them. The animals Willis met in the woods had pale fur and white eyes and were thinner than what he would have expected wild animals to be. They looked as if most of their guts had been taken out. 

But they moved okay, and they didn’t act sick. 

There was a rabbit in the woods that moved around on its hind feet and stood taller than he would have expected a rabbit to. 

There was a cat-thing (he couldn’t tell what kind) that made a sound like a whisper and you couldn’t always see it move. 

There was a deer that leaped in slow motion, and when it landed it shook all over for a few minutes, before leaping again. 

Willis was sure that all these things had teeth, but none of them showed their teeth. 

Sometimes when he’d run off into the woods these and other animals would come close to him, only a few feet away, and they’d stay with him, watch him, until it was time for him to go home again. 

At school he usually didn’t have any friends, but sometimes on the playground a few kids would come close to him, only a few feet away, and watch him until it was time to come in from recess. 
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They didn’t show their teeth either, but he knew they had them. 

Sometimes at night, when they thought he was asleep, Willis’s mom and dad came into his room and stood at the foot of his bed and watched him. 

Willis spent most of his time by himself. That part didn’t always bother him, at least not so bad. He had other things to fill his time. 

He could imagine things. He could imagine things better than the things he saw in the Bay. He could imagine city halls bigger than the town’s City Hall. He could imagine hotels far more elegant than the Ocean Arms. He could imagine houses far older, far more ornate. Even though he’d never seen these bigger and better things—he’d never been outside the Bay since he was a few weeks old—he could still imagine them. He had a real talent for imagining but only his sister Elaine and two boys at school—Johnny Williams and Roger Plummer—knew he was so good at imagining. He could see this thing in his head, and he could see that thing in his head, things far more wonderful and strange than what could be found in the ‘real’ world. 

Until they showed him the fogwell, and he saw what it could do. 

He didn’t know if he could call Johnny and Roger his friends, exactly. If they were his friends they were the only ones he had. Not (hat that bothered him too much—he had the imagining, after all—but maybe it bothered him a little. 

Sometimes maybe it bothered him a lot. 

But Johnny and Roger were  best  friends, and had been ever since Willis could remember. Willis was the  third  friend, the friend of Johnny  and  Roger. 

Second best. And somehow he knew that’s the way it would always be. Whoever he met, he’d be the third one. He’d never be anybody’s  best  friend. 

But you couldn’t say that. You couldn’t complain about it, really. Then you might end up with no friends at all, like  he’d  been, most of the time, most of what he could remember. 

Willis couldn’t figure why that was, unless it was something in  him  that made it be that way. That’s the only thing he could figure. Something in him that made him imagine so well, and something in him that made him nobody’s best friend. It had to be something like that. 

Roger was the short friend, the friend with the dark hair, but with eyes so pale you didn’t always notice they even had pupils. Willis had first noticed this future friend standing on the comer near their house—it had seemed he’d stood out there for days, because every time Willis had looked out his bedroom window Roger was there. 

Then one day, while Willis was passing by this strange boy on his way to school, Roger had handed him a frog. Just handed it to him, put it right into Willis’s hand. Willis had been so surprised he’d taken the frog, accepted it just like it was a natural, everyday thing for somebody to be handing you a frog. The frog had been an albino, all pale and shiny, so pale and bloodless, in fact, that Willis would have sworn it was a dead thing, all the blood drained out of it. But its eyes had moved, round and round inside the bulging 184
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sockets, and then its feet had started rubbing back and forth across Willis’s forearm, as if it were dreaming of water, swimming along Willis’s arm. 

Willis had been afraid, at the time, that it might open its mouth all of a sudden, and Willis would have to scream. But the frog didn’t, and Willis didn’t. 

The next day Roger had met Willis out on the playground, and brought his friend Johnny to meet him. Johnny was taller than anyone else in the class, and had very thin blond hair. His hair was so thin and so light that it almost disappeared on real sunny days, so that Johnny looked old, bald and tall and stooped. 

Johnny didn’t say much, just seemed to always be looking down at you, breathing all the air somewhere over your head. Johnny made little gasping noises when he breathed. It was kind of creepy. Like a fish out of water. 

‘Hey, Willis! Let’s go in the woods! Tell us what  you  see. Tell us some stories about the woods.’

That was Roger. He was always trying to get Willis to go into the woods with them. He was always trying to get Willis to tell new stories about the woods. That would make Willis feel all funny inside. Kind of good, that Roger would invite him, that Roger would want him there. And kind of proud, that they’d see that he had that imagination, and that they’d want to hear some more of his stories. But kind of scared, too, and unsure, because Willis liked to be in the woods by himself. It was  his  place. He didn’t want to share it with anybody else. 

‘C’mon, Willis! We can camp out! You can tell us all about the woods!’

Until there was that one day that Willis finally gave in. Roger and Johnny had been gone most of the summer—Willis never knew where—and he’d had nobody to play with the whole time. 

Summers were the worst. You couldn’t pretend you had too much schoolwork to do to play with the other kids. You couldn’t pretend you didn’t need to play with the other kids. And he’d wanted to play with somebody so bad. 

So Roger and Johnny finally dropped by the house a couple of days before school was supposed to start that year. Willis had wanted to play so bad, and Roger and Johnny were already walking towards the woods. 

Before he knew it Willis was running after them. He had an awful time catching up. 

‘What do you see, Willis?’ That was Johnny, and he always breathed even funnier when he asked questions like that. 

Willis just kind of grunted, like it was a joke. They weren’t even near the woods yet. 

‘What do you see, what do you see,’ Roger chanted, and the two boys raced ahead of him. Willis ran as hard as he could, but they were too far ahead of him. 

Before he could catch up they had disappeared into the woods. 
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Willis didn’t like it, didn’t like it at all. The woods were his place, and now his sometimes friends were in there by themselves. Finding his secret sitting places and his secret lying-down places. Looking at his secret animals. 

He stumbled as he ran after them, falling hard on his face. He began to cry. 

He got up and ran towards the woods, that suddenly seemed too far away, just a dim grey fence of a thing over the hill. 

Willis tried to imagine being there, being with his animals, curled up in the dark places, so dark you couldn’t see the spiders and lizards and other things he didn’t like so much. Just the animals, his animals, because they kind of glowed inside and didn’t show their teeth. 

Then he was there, standing right inside the woods, the trees suddenly taller than anything he had ever imagined, hurting his head with their tallness, crowding out the sky with their tallness. 

And everything was so quiet, quieter even than his whole life. 

The trees were like the ones in the Snow White story, or Snow-drop, when she was taken into the woods to be killed on order of the wicked queen, the wicked mother. Or like the trees in ‘The Sleeping Beauty of the Woods’, that grew so tall and wide, interlaced with brambles and thorns. He could see grey running shadows in the distance, weaving their way through the narrow spaces between the trees. He stopped and breathed deeply of the dark air to calm himself. Then he followed. 

As Willis hiked deeper and deeper into the woods, disappointment began to seize him, and the dark air tasted sour on his tongue. They’d gone in so quickly, without hesitating, it appeared as if Johnny and Roger knew their way around here. And all this time, Willis had thought of these woods as his own. 

The trees had grown taller to protect Sleeping Beauty, but here they seemed an ever-growing screen to keep Willis out. 

Suddenly the sound of Johnny’s and Roger’s progress through the woods became audible again, and Willis chilled—the sounds seemed so close by. 

The luminous deer leaped the spaces between trees. The pale cat-thing rolled in the branches overhead. The tall rabbit remained invisible except for its eyes, which danced and floated in the dark. 

Willis closed his eyes, wishing them gone. If he had to share them he’d rather not have them at all. But even with his eyes closed he could feel the patterns they made in the air. 

Something tall and silver-grey moved from tree to tree. For a moment, Willis couldn’t remember if he had opened his eyes or not. He thought it might be Johnny, playing hide-and-seek with him. He shut his eyes and opened them again—or was it the other way around? Either way, what he saw was the same. 

Something tall, something silver-grey, moved from tree to tree. 

He hated hide-and-seek. Of all the games they played, this one was the 186
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worst. Kids you thought might be, might become, your friends suddenly went away, hid somewhere laughing at you while you were looking for them, so afraid that they were gone. They were off playing and having a good time and here you were all by yourself. 

Mist had seeped out of the ground here and there, and here and there Willis thought he could see Roger and Johnny running, hiding. 

The woods had grown colder, the bark on the trees ice to the touch. Willis’s breath turned to fog. Fog wreathed the trees like phantom boughs. 

Willis imagined himself pulling the darkness over him like a cloak. To keep the fog away. 

The fog hissed, and dampened his socks. The skin between socks and pant cuffs felt hard, brittle. 

The fog hissed again, and there was Roger, a small dark silhouette in the fog. His arm a black branch in the air, beckoning. 

Willis wanted to stay out of the fog, but he wanted to play so bad. The fog frightened him, and he was afraid he might get some of it inside. When he stepped into (he fog he was careful to keep his mouth shut. 

He figured the two grey shapes ahead of him—now and then disappearing, now and then broken into pieces by the fog—were Roger and Johnny. They’d slowed down some, maybe to let him catch up. 

Willis was grateful, and didn’t want to let them down. He tried to walk faster. The fog would stick to his shirt, his pants, his skin. Like it had glue in it. 

He had to keep rubbing himself as he walked, just to keep the fog off. 

After a long time walking—Willis knew he’d never been this deep inside the woods before—the fog began to separate some. Roger and Johnny stopped. 

The darkness here was blacker than anything Willis had ever imagined. The trees were so black Willis couldn’t tell how tall they were anymore. The sky was so black he couldn’t see the stars anymore. He closed his eyes and opened them again, and there was no difference. 

The ground was so soft he couldn’t feel it. He felt as if he were standing in night air. 

‘Tell us what you see,’ Roger whispered, and Willis felt a centre of blackness inside him give way, and a place even blacker opened up at the centre of the woods, near where Johnny and Roger were standing. 

The black centre began to breathe, rough and heavy, just the way Johnny breathed. And smoke came out, wispy and thin, like hair—long, pale strands of it—and for some unaccountable reason Willis thought of his mother and wanted to run away, thinking that his mother must have died and she was there in the hole and her body was going to follow her hair and come out of the hole. 

Willis could see pieces of the woods behind the smoke, like the smoke had light in it, and finally pieces of ground, low-lying brush, and backlit fallen branches. 
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And the smoke became fog, long columns then irregular clouds of it. And then there were pale animals coming out of the hole, the well, and drifting off into the darkness through the trees. 

A white rabbit turned and stared at Willis before fading back into the night. 

A pale cat-thing hissed, and leaped into the dark. 

Roger Plummer and Johnny Williams opened their mouths full of fog, and showed Willis their pale drifting teeth. 

The ancient Victorians of North Hill stared down at Willis as he walked home from the library. The streets and the buildings here had a uniform and vaguely comforting greyness. Willis did not know why he felt comforted, he just knew that he was. 

Some people would want to change that greyness, make it into something new, something ‘dynamic’, like other cities. But those people weren’t the true inhabitants of the Bay. Willis, and the other true inhabitants of the Bay, had a certain reluctance about changing the old. 

From time to time, they would come up to him and whisper. The other children. They would drift up the sidewalk and whisper something in his ear, the blanched fullness of their faces creased by their perfectly linear smiles. Their faces were white and soft, like wet dough, smoke, or cloud. 

‘It’s like a dream come true,’ he’d overheard his father tell his mother that one evening. He was glad to be able to please his parents. 

He could not imagine another life besides this one. In this life he had friends, pale faces who drifted up the sidewalk and whispered. They didn’t need to show their teeth. He’d been born in Chicago, and reborn in the Bay. He could not imagine. 

He opened his eyes and closed his eyes. Either way, it was the same. 
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I

THATPOND IS much bigger than it is,’ Rudy had said to the realtor the last time, the first time, he’d seen Ice House Pond. He would never be sure exactly where the perception came from: something about the way the great stretch of level ice—pewter-coloured that late in the afternoon, highlighted with occasional painful stabs of silver—disappeared into blinding snow that rose in clouds he would have thought more typical of high altitudes, snow that expanded and exploded as if with an angry energy. It had been a silly thing to say, really, and he had felt a little embarrassed around this proper New Englander. But it had also been the perfect thing to say, and now, on his return trip to take over ownership of the pond and everything attached to it, Rudy was pleased to see that his original perception still held true. The pond  was  much bigger than it was. 

And Rudy was in desperate need of just such a place. In the real world, in his old world, things surprised you: they seemed so pitifully small after you’d lived with them for a while. 

‘I can’t honestly say that this is the perfect deal, you understand,’ the realtor had said that first time. His name was Lorcaster, which, the fellow at the gas station where Rudy’d asked for directions was quick to point out, was one of the oldest names in the Bay. ‘Unless, of course, it’s  exactly  what you’re looking for.’ He didn’t look like the scion of a great family. He had the belly, certainly, but none of the air. His clothes were a mismatch of pale greens and dark blues. 

And here he was, actively discouraging the sale and they hadn’t even got to the place yet. 

A small, wooded hill, more like a bump really, still obscured the property. 

The dirt road to the pond was so iced over they’d had to park on the narrow secondary that had brought them out of town, then walk a ‘short’ jog cross-country. Lorcaster had supplied an extra coat and snowshoes. Although there was very little wind, it seemed much colder out here than in town. ‘It’ll require some fixing up, no doubt about that. But if you’re handy with tools

’
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than a little. The deaths of two families in ten years and the resulting insurance payoffs had seen to that. His father had believed in insurance, had insisted on it for himself and for Rudy’s families, but Rudy would always wonder if he hadn’t, literally, bought himself trouble. And now he was about to buy himself a new life with the death money, the pain money. 

Lorcaster said nothing more about money for the rest of their walk. In fact, he seemed a bit uncomfortable that Rudy had brought up the subject in the first place. 

‘Just a few feet more,’ Lorcaster had puffed, trudging up the wooded rise, grabbing on to occasional nude trunks for support. ‘Watch your step, real slippery through here. You know, I’d hoped to be selling this place in the summertime. 

Beautiful out here in the summer.’ He paused at the top of the small hill, holding fast to a thick branch, and looked back down at Rudy, who still struggled. ‘You’ll need to be getting a snowmobile, or a Cat.’

Rudy stopped and looked around. The snow here was wet and heavy, not the fluff he was used to. And for the most part the snow surfaces were rough and icy. 

It was like a hardened white sludge that stuck to everything. The trees, instead of looking decorated with lace, seemed assaulted by the snow, encased in it as it froze. Not exactly pretty, but he would hardly call it ugly, either. Perhaps uncompromising  was the word he w-anted. ‘I don’t know.’ Rudy grimaced from the cold. The temperature appeared to drop noticeably each foot closer to the place. Rudy had never experienced such cold, but he was reluctant to tell Lorcaster that. ‘Maybe I’ll want to stay put all winter.’

Lorcaster stared at him appraisingly, as if at some questionable piece of property. ‘Maybe you will at that,’ he said after a while. ‘Anyplace you go, there’s always some that stay to themselves, and don’t mingle in town. Old Finney, the one that built the house and the ice house as well, they say he was like that. Well . . . speaking of. . . looks like we’re there.’

Rudy forced himself up the few remaining feet, chagrined that this fat old man was actually in better shape than he was. 

He couldn’t believe the increase in cold. 

‘Heating system’s in good shape, or so they tell me. You’ll  need  it.’

The property was in an enormous saucer of land, edged by the small rise, with its trees around two-thirds the circumference, and a short arc of hand-fitted stones along the remaining third. Beyond that wall were the far edges of the forest, and beyond that, farmland, although Lorcaster had made it clear that the closest farm was still some miles away. He could see the bright white, two-storey house with the odd angles that so often characterized owner-built homes—

unassuming but interesting—and connected to that was another large white building with a walkway around it, but with no windows, which Rudy assumed to be the ice house itself The truly dramatic feature of the landscape was the pond, which extended in all directions beyond the
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buildings: Ice House Pond. From this angle, it seemed more like a lake than a pond, and it seemed to have its own movements—its own weather. 

The air moving above the pond was whiter than the air surrounding it, and more active, with eddies and sudden swirls, transient movements of white and silver which disappeared as soon as Rudy thought he had found some pattern. 

Now he knew where the intense cold lay: the pond obviously trapped cold, but he had no idea how. It appeared to be snowing just over the pond, but nowhere else. 

‘The old-timers, the ones who knew about it before Old Finney bought the property, called it Bear Paw Pond,’ Lorcaster said. I suppose because of those four little projections along the north shore. They kept calling it that even after Finney had renamed it and posted that sign—Ice House Pond.’ Lorcaster paused. ‘Well, there  was  a sign. Looks like somebody’s tom the blamed thing down. Anyway, even before that some of the old maps have it named as “The Hand”, but it doesn’t look like any hand to me.’ Rudy could detect five long shadows growing out of that north end, four of them being extensions of the four small projections; during high water periods, or maybe times of flooding, they might indeed make the pond look like a hand. But he didn’t argue. ‘Don’t know where the water comes from. No sign of a spring, or any kind of exit. 

There may be some sort of tunnel under the surface, I suppose, that would lead up into an underground body of water. Folks around here will give you more explanations of exactly how the pond came to be than you’ll ever need. Or maybe you’ll just want to make up your own.’

Every now and then the snowy air above the pond would clear a space, and Rudy could then see all the way to the surface of the ice. It was grey and silver, like frozen fog. Rudy thought he could detect streaks, dark branching cracks-shadowed areas like smudges, mounds, or many small things, or one large thing, floating or swimming just beneath the surface of the ice. 

That was when he said the thing that would later embarrass him: ‘That pond is much bigger than it is.’ He hadn’t meant to say something so provocative, or poetic as that. His mouth had just acted on its own, giving voice to a silly thought he’d been unable to shake from his consciousness. 

He had been uncomfortably aware of Lorcaster staring at him. But he couldn’t bring himself to turn and look at the man. ‘Do tell,’ Lorcaster finally said. ‘Then I suppose you’d be getting more for your money that way.’

The deal had gone swiftly after that. After a cursory examination of the property (although that first glimpse had told him everything he needed to know), Rudy told Lorcaster he wanted the place and flew home to settle his affairs, which mostly consisted of calling up the relatives of his two dead wives and letting them know that they could have whatever they wanted from the house. The remainder of the dealings with Lorcaster were handled by mail and over the phone with his secretary, a Miss Pater. Rudy eventually came to believe that Lorcaster found discussions of contracts and money ill 191
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suited to his old-money background. The man probably believed that such dealings left the founders of the first families of Greystone Bay rolling in their graves. Except he did pass on one note directly, and in his own hand rather than Miss Pater’s errorless typing, suggesting perhaps that Rudy might prefer moving in during the spring. Lorcaster even offered to supply a short-term caretaker ‘with my compliments’. But Rudy wouldn’t hear of it. Although he couldn’t have put his reasons into words, more than anything he wanted to reside at Ice House Pond before winter was out, when there was still plenty of rough snow and hard ice on those grounds. 

But even when he got back to the Bay he had to live a few days at the hotel—

the locals seemed oddly reluctant to rent him a truck capable of negotiating the road, and the small moving van bearing the few household furnishings he hadn't given away to in-laws refused to take them out there in those conditions. 

Fortunately, a cooperative manager at the hotel agreed to store the items for a small fee until Rudy was able to gel to a neighbouring town, buy his own pick-up truck, and return. By the time he got out to the pond with his belongings, it was near dark on the fifth day. 

And the pond  was  much bigger than it was, even bigger than in the dreams he’d had of it every night since that first visit. 

Rudy had a little trouble with slippage getting the new truck up over the shallow rim of hills, but the snow-packed road leading down into the saucer itself was in much better shape than what had preceded it, as if getting around on the properly itself had long been a higher priority than getting back into town. The surrounding trees had already blended into one large, irregular shadow, but the difference in the air suspended over the pond was even more pronounced than before. Floating ice crystals caught the light and magnified it, like dancing, low-hanging stars. Rudy pulled his topcoat more tightly around him, hoping he had brought enough warm clothes. An extensive shopping trip before he left the city had readied him at least for an arctic expedition, but already he was having his doubts. The reality of such hard, inexplicable cold as that generated by the pond was a bit difficult to accept. 

An intense storm was again blowing the width of the pond, lifting the snow off the ice into towering clouds of mist, white as powdered sugar. Then the mist began to tear apart into arms and fingers, and, like any schoolchild watching clouds some late summer, Rudy imagined dancers and boxers, fleeing men and drowning women in the separating mist. Just as the truck was leaving the rise for the flat drive to the houses the mist was blown away completely and Rudy got a clear view of the entire pond. And there was the broad palm scarred with life and death and fortune lines, the slight knobs to the north elongated, by drifting ice and snow and moon-silvered shadow, into long white fingers, as ready to stroke a sad cheek as tear out a heart with their razor-sharp nails. 
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The truck bumped its way into the front drive and slid sideways to a halt. 

Rudy leaned over the wheel, trying to cough out the slivers of ice that he’d suddenly sucked into his lungs. 

Rudy brought in only what he knew he’d need that first night, along with anything that might be damaged by freezing. The rest of the truck could wait until tomorrow. He’d need more furniture from town, but he had plenty of time—years—to get it. 

The house was even emptier than he remembered it, but then that wasn’t what had concerned him most during his first visit. Of the few furnishings which remained, a good number were in such bad repair they were unusable. Rudy collected such debris from three of the front rooms into one large room, to give him a little bit of living space for now. 

The empty rooms reminded him of life back before he was married, when he either couldn't afford the furniture or didn’t think he needed it, or because his life hadn’t yet been full enough to leave him with bits and pieces to haul around from one place to the next. 

After Eva, his first wife, and their daughter Julie had died in the car accident, he’d held on to every furnishing from that life he possibly could, including most of Julie’s toys. He thought it protected him from the empty rooms. Not until a few days prior to his marriage to Marsha had he thrown those items away. With Marsha had come still more things to fill his life. A fire at a downtown theatre took her from him, and the unnamed baby she’d been carrying, and again he discovered he could not let go of her things. He had surrounded himself with them, even put them out on display. 

His father used to tell him that in the concentration camps the ‘veterans’

encouraged the newcomers to let go of their personal possessions as soon as possible. Sooner or later, they had to leant that their past, their lives, their status meant nothing now—they had only their naked bodies to depend on. The major reason his father had changed the name from Greensburg to Green when he came to America wasn’t because of anticipated anti-Semitism, but because he didn’t want to rely on his old name for comfort. If he had had a choice, he claimed, he would have preferred to go by no name at all. Names meant nothing in such a world. 

So his first night at Ice House Pond, Rudy Green would sleep naked, in an empty room. At least he had heat. Within a few hours of turning on the furnace the place was like an oven. If anything, the heating plant worked too well. He would have to bring someone out to check the thermostat. 

He took a flashlight and made a quick tour of the remaining rooms. The house certainly wasn’t in as bad a shape as Lorcaster had suggested; the walls in what he supposed had been the living-room would require a complete replastering, and the wooden baseboards had been removed in a parlour-sized room. Two of the upstairs bedrooms were in fine shape, complete with essentially usable beds, bookcases, and dressers (although he’d 193
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certainly want to replace the rotted mattresses). The other two bedrooms—one upstairs, one down—needed some new furniture and a few patches on the walls, but that was about it. The kitchen was old-fashioned, needed new linoleum, but was workable. The only true disaster area in the house was an ancient nursery at the back of the second floor, which for some reason Rudy hadn’t seen during his first visit here. He couldn’t have forgotten it. 

He suspected that the nursery had been out of use much longer than other parts of the house—the crib and bassinet were rotting antiques, and the walls so severely water-damaged that great areas of plaster had melted away, revealing the wooden lath which itself was rotting and falling. Much of the ceiling had come down, exposing beams just below the roofline and blackened, crumbling electrical cable. Here and there charred areas of the exposed wood revealed intermittent fire damage. At first Rudy was angry, but then decided that that kind of deception didn’t fit the realtor’s character; Lorcaster must not have known about the damage. 

He and Marsha had been about to build a nursery when he’d lost them both. 

And now, with a sick feeling, he realized he was liking the idea of having a nursery here in this house, whatever its shape. Solitary people didn’t have nurseries in their houses, nor did lonely young bachelors, nor did people with no more hope left for the future. Whatever changes he would make to this house, he knew that in some form this nursery would stay. There was something not quite right about that, he knew, but he didn’t care. After his first family had died, the thought of having children had terrified him, although he’d still had the desire. 

He’d never told Marsha about any of these feelings; he’d acted as excited and happy as she was. 

More life meant more death—that’s what it finally came down to. The awful fecundity of the world, the terrifyingly long reach of life and its death accompaniment seemed to him a perversion. Every birth seemed to take place within a flowering of rot. What had nearly driven his father insane in the camps was having to live in ultimate exposure to so many people, their naked bodies, their bad habits, their stares, their breakdowns, their piss and shit violating his own flesh. And yet with such an overwhelming sense of massed living, breathing, sweating humanity, they still lived in a  cemetery.  There was no escaping it. More life meant more death, and what did it matter that your child died as long as you yourself survived? Rudy’s father used to say that his own papa would have pushed him into the ovens before him if he'd had the chance and if it would have helped him save himself. But Rudy’s father had lived and his grandfather perished. Who could figure it? Friends, families meant nothing. So much death in life, so much terror of both—the mathematics were unacceptable, yet inescapable. 

What little wallpaper remained in the ancient nursery had yellowed to the point of brownness, so murky that its pattern was indecipherable. Rudy came 194
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as close to the wall as he dared, for the very walls stank of ancient damp and sewer smell. After a while he determined that the figures painted beneath the brown were cartoonish images of cute tiger cubs and lamb babies playing together, but the browning and other damage had so distorted their features they looked almost depraved, soiled and chewed upon.  Just the thing for a nursery in a mausoleum,  he mused, and felt disgust with himself for this errant thought. 

He went to the side of the bassinet and rested his hand there. A miniature baby’s pillow of pink silk lay on a greying, dusty blanket. The pillow was creased in such a way that Rudy could almost see the wrinkles where new eyes squeezed shut, where a new nose had just shown itself, where thin lips pursed into an upside-down W. The surface of the face began to crinkle and collapse, rotted cloth giving way, dark insect heads flooding out of pores and blisters and cavities to swarm across the blanket, eating and laying and multiplying even as they Tilled the bottom of the bassinet with a thick, writhing soup. Rudy stepped back as the tide lapped over the edge of the bassinet, long chains of the insects hanging out like the waving, reaching fingers of a dark hand. 

But then he knew that wasn’t what he was seeing at all. A  few  insects, no more, stains and shadows imitating the rest. With the little self-control Rudy had remaining, he left the room slowly, pulling the door tightly shut behind him. 

Downstairs by the stairwell was the one door in the house he hadn’t yet tried. It was cold to the touch, despite the severe heat in the other rooms—so cold his fingertips adhered painfully to the metal knob. He hadn’t gone through this door his first visit—Lorcaster had said it led to the ice house. He’d planned to leave any examination of the ice house until he actually moved in. He hadn’t been sure if it was usable, if he even wanted to use it, or if he’d have it tom down. 

He found himself wrapping his fingers around the cold metal of the knob again and again as if trying to warm it. But the knob would not warm, and each time he came dangerously close to losing some skin. And yet still his hand seemed to need to caress the painfully cold knob. Finally he brought his hand away bleeding, the fingers extended and spread, unable to touch each other. 

Rudy waved the hand around in the air to help ease the pain. It fluttered like a wounded, bleeding bird. It fluttered as if seeking something to hold, another hand, or maybe something sharp that would take the skin off. 

An exploration of the ice house itself would wait until tomorrow. Rudy went back into the empty living-room, skinned out of his clothes, and put his bare body down on the clean white sheet he’d used to cover the floor. A slight trickle of blood from his hand painted the sheet as he tossed and turned, searching for sleep in the worn patterns of the floorboards. 
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This was all he had left, but it didn’t matter. He had plenty of money—death money, pain money, blood money—to buy himself an entire new world of possessions. 

II

Rudy woke up cold again. Sometime during the night the furnace had shut off. 

His belly, arms, thighs were smeared with cold dried blood. The cold gobbets of blood around the wounds on his hand looked like cherry Jell-O.  Jesus, what have I done to myself?  He thought about the previous night and knew he had had some trouble with a door, but couldn’t remember anything more than that.  Jesus

... He wadded up the bloodied sheet and tossed it into the comer.  The shock of changing heat and cold must have got to me . . . hallucinations . . He staggered into the kitchen and pushed hard on the tap with his good hand. He was pleased to sec that the pipes weren’t frozen, but he would always wonder why not. He shoved his bloody hand under the tap and grimaced. The water wasn’t exactly freezing, but cold enough. After a few minutes it began to warm; thin threads of blood and bits of tom skin swirled dizzily down the drain.  Jesus . . . 

He looked out the kitchen window. The sun was high and bright, probably close to ten o’clock. Ice-melt flowing over the window distorted the view, but the bright snow and sun against yellow-and-orange trees actually made the outside world look halfway inviting. He tied his hand up in a towel and padded off to his pile of gear in one comer of the living-room to find some warm clothes. 

In the morning glare the house appeared even less friendly than it had the afternoon before. The rooms seemed concentrated with dust—transfusing the air, dusting the walls, powdering the rough wooden floorboards—as if the intense cold had sealed the atmosphere inside, permitting nothing to escape. The house needed a good airing out, but Rudy was more than reluctant to open up the windows. As a compromise he cracked one window in the living-room and one upstairs. After a few minutes a ribbon of icy cold wound its way past him and up the stairs, dust motes crystallized and shining as they rode along its back. 

The walls looked even worse than they had the day before. He began to wonder if any of them were salvageable. He imagined stripping the house down to its skeleton and rebuilding its walls with blocks of ice—thin, hard sheets of it for windows, curtained with lacy frost. His fantasies made him colder; he pulled on long underwear, two pairs of socks, the warmest pants and shirt he could find, shiny virgin boots thick as elephant hide. He felt swollen and uneasy in his new down-filled jacket, but he knew activity would lessen that discomfort. 

The front door stuck when he tried to open it. A few hard pushes and it 196
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broke free with a snap. Tiny bits of ice stung his scalp, forehead, cheekbones. 

Outside, the sun was like a huge white eye with a burning stare. If he looked into it long enough, Rudy knew he’d be able to see the deadly dark pupil hiding within. He pulled on his hood to protect himself—not from moisture, but from that fearsome sun. 

During the night, light snow had pushed up on both sides of the door and was frozen in place. Now small holes were melting through the delicate membranes of ice—a woman’s dazzling white lingerie dripping on the line. He almost expected her to come walking out of the snowbank that filled half of the yard, naked, pale, and cold. Rudy walked around the side of the house and could see the pond and the distant trees beyond. Snow still capped the branches, but enough had melted so he could now see the distant darkness inside the trees. 

From here he could see how badly the exterior of his house had weathered the years. Below one of the upstairs windows the wood had cracked and a brown stain spread from there down to a window on the first floor. Always a bad sign—

there was a good possibility of structural damage underneath. But the rest of the structure was promising: a lot of scraping, a little puttying, replacement of a few shingles, and a good paint job would probably take care of it all. 

As he continued down the slope to the ice house portion of the structure, he couldn’t help watching the pond, looking for some of the shadows he’d seen the day before. An oval near the centre had melted—he could see rough waters rise here and there above the ice as if attempting escape.  That water’s too rough for a landlocked pond,  he thought. He could sense the sun’s heat battling the cold trapped over the pond. 

He found this perceived invisible activity unsettling, and looked away, gazing at his feet as they stalled and slipped their way down the slope by the ice house. 

The ice house looked to be as sturdy a wooden building as Rudy had ever seen. It had two whitewashed levels: the ice house itself—level with the main house and with its own wraparound porch—and directly below it, a stone-walled cellar of some sort, or maybe it was an old-fashioned cooling chamber. Dead vines clung to the outside of the stone—he wondered if he would see it green up come spring. A rotting top hat had been nailed directly to the stone, a hole cut into the top. He stepped closer; an ancient bird’s nest rested inside. The outside door to this lower level was only a few yards from the pond. Several shade trees planted close together made a protective shield for the southern exposure. A little canal three feet across led from the pond to a small hatch to the right of the door—for transporting the cut ice blocks, apparently. The roof of the ice house had a sharper pitch than that of the house, and its eaves were unusually wide, wide enough to shade the walls of the ice house even when the sun was low in the sky. The wraparound porch
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was similarly wide, so that thick posts had had to be used to support it. This would leave the outer stone walls of that lower level in shadow virtually all the time. 

Of course there were no windows in the ice house, and Rudy could detect no doors off that upstairs porch, just a connecting walkway to the side of the main house and an outside staircase leading down to the pond. Other than the untouchable door inside the house he’d tried the night before, the only other entrance into the structure appeared to be the outside door to the lower level. If he was to find any more he’d have to go through that door. 

This wasn’t to be easily accomplished. Although the door had no lock, Rudy couldn't budge it. It was a thick door, heavy wood, and swollen from all the moisture. Rudy didn't think the damage had been caused by snow—the overhanging porch kept the area in front of the door relatively clear, and a small stone wall served as a windbreak for snow blowing off the frozen pond. Rather, it looked to have been underwater for a long period, as if at some time the pond had overflowed its banks. Something else Lorcaster had failed to mention, or perhaps hadn’t known about. In any case, if Rudy used the ice house the door would have to be replaced. 

Rudy retrieved the heavy-duty crossbar and a large flashlight from the new truck. He rammed the sharp end of the bar into the doorjamb and started prying. 

Dark wood splintered with a dull, damp sound. He had to pry away chunks all up and down the edge of the door before it finally creaked part way open; the edge looked gnawed by giant teeth. He wedged his heavy boot into the opening and used hands and knees to open it the rest of the way. 

Bright, ice-reflected light flooded the stone chamber. The stark shadows of the support posts and Rudy’s own upright form alternated with the bright gleamings of ice and metal. He fumbled for the light switch, and was pleased to see that the bulb was still good. The room became evenly brown. He breathed a heavy earth smell. The thick stone walls had troughs on each side, probably for keeping milk, meat, cheeses, vegetables cool during the summer. And, he suddenly recalled from some forgotten novel, for keeping the dead until the undertaker could get there. Tar had been used to seal the joints where walls met ceiling and floor. Antique ice pikes, picks, knives, and saws hung from pegs in the support beams overhead. The floor was sloped for drainage, as was the ceiling overhead, giving it a dangerous, caved-in look. From the lowest point of the ceiling a small pipe protruded above the drain in the floor, several foot-long icicles hanging from its open end. Above him were the press and cold of several tons of ice. 

As he walked towards the back, his boot crunched through something brittle. 

He glanced down. The toe of his boot was wrapped in a tiny rib cage of greying bone threaded with dried flesh. He shook his leg and the bones separated and fell. 

The skull of the thing peered out at him from the side of one of the support beams. 
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A staircase rose in the centre of the back wall. Rudy began climbing the dark well of it, intent on viewing the ice. With much effort, he was able to push aside the cellar-style doors in the ceiling. Old, dark sawdust rained heavily onto his head and shoulders. He was suddenly afraid of insects in his hair and down his collar, but he didn’t really think any could live in such cold. Finally the air overhead was still. With no breeze to distribute it, the cold had the presence and intensity of stone. He turned on the flashlight and directed it overhead. 

Tall columns of sawdust-caked ice rose up into the darkness of the roofline where Rudy’s flashlight beam could not reach. An ice cathedral. An ice tomb. 

Rudy moved the beam around. He could see little detail under the grimy sawdust: a collage of shadows, light-absorbing grit, and isolated, jewelled ice reflections. 

His back was damp with sweat inside the multiple layers of clothing. He could feel it turning to sleet as the chamber air drifted over him, as he thought about this dark, cold interior, this temporary storage place for the dead. 

As a child he’d seen an old black-and-white movie late one night on television, a night like so many others in which he’d tried fruitlessly to sleep. 

He couldn’t remember the name, but it was a science-fiction thing in which a scientist had frozen the bodies of Nazis in order to bring them back later, into a world less cautious, perhaps less aware of the evil. The interior of Rudy’s ice house reminded him somewhat of the stark blacks and whites of the mad scientist’s freezing chamber. 

At the time he’d become obsessed with the image of that freezing place, where sleeping Nazis waited. Strangely enough, he found himself thinking of that freezing place as a kind of analogue for the gas chambers and ovens his father had survived. He felt compelled to re-imagine his father’s time in the camps as if they had been places of freezing, where the naked bodies had been stacked into great freezers instead of gas chambers, ovens, and mass graves, their postures of agony preserved for all time, until some future scientist devised a way of safely thawing them, and they were able to wander naked among their descendants, minds perhaps damaged by the intense cold so that they shuffled and stared, but still able to bear witness to their terrible ordeal. 

Rudy’s father had signed himself into a nursing home before the cancer finally took him. 

‘This is the  worst  place you could have chosen!’ Rudy had screamed at him. 

His father had smiled sadly. I know.’

‘I don’t  understand.  You have the money for a good place.’ The halls bore the constant stench of shit and piss. Half-naked residents shambled through the halls. 
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His father had looked around dreamily, calling to the residents he had never met before, using the old Jewish names from the distant past. Then Rudy had known: this was his father’s own way of re-imagining the camps. 

Rudy closed the doors to the ice chamber and backed down the steps. He sat on the edge of a stone trough waiting for his eyes to adjust, then he went back out into blinding light and ice, closing the broken door behind him as best he could. 

‘So, you plannin’ to sell some of that ice?’

Rudy spun around so fast his feet slid out from under him. He recovered by throwing his knees together, but not without considerable embarrassment. He felt ridiculous; he was sure he looked even worse. The man staring at him from the other side of an ancient green snowmobile was tall but sickly looking—lids and eyes so dark it was like looking into two holes. He wore a dirty green-checkered jacket and flop-eared cap—standard New England fanner issue. ‘Can I help you?’ Rudy managed, trying not to betray the aching pain in his ankles. 

‘Didn’t mean ... to startle you,’ the man said. Rudy took the comment more as an assertion of position than as an apology. 

‘No problem,’ Rudy said. ‘And you wanted . . .?’ These New Englanders could beat around the bush all they wanted to, but Rudy wasn’t about to play that game. 

I asked if you were puttin’ the place back into business again. Sellin’ the ice. 

Talk has it you're gonna harvest this year. First time in twenty, I reckon.' 

‘Well, sir ... I guess I didn’t catch your name. Mine’s Rudy. Rudy Green.’

‘Netherwood.’ He stuck out his hand and Rudy latched onto it with an odd sense of desperation. For such a sickly-looking fellow, Netherwood’s hand was enormous, and strong. ‘B.B. is what folks call me.’

‘Well, Mr Netherwood, I don’t know where that talk came from, but I’ve made no such plans. I haven’t made any decisions in that area at all, as a matter of fact.’

‘Folks ’round the Bay love to talk, Mr Green. That’s about all there is to do around here—don’t mailer if it’s true or not. But I take it you haven’t decided  not to open her up then, have you?’

‘No, I can’t say that I’ve ruled it out completely. But I don’t think it’s likely either. I don’t know a thing about the ice business. That’s not the reason I bought this place. So you’re in the market for ice, are you?’

Netherwood shook his head. ‘Got all I need. Just figured you might be needing some help around here. I work cheap.’

‘Well, I’ll keep that in mind . . .’

 "Real  cheap. I  love  this old place.’ Netherwood looked almost ridiculous in his sudden enthusiasm. ‘And I love the ice business. You won’t do better than calling on me. 
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Rudy stared at this man who seemed to have grown healthier even as they talked. He tried to gauge his age, but between the years in his face and the strength in his hands Rudy found he could not. ‘I’ll seriously consider that, Mr Netherwood,’ he said. ‘I certainly will.’

That night Rudy spent a few hours hauling debris out of the rooms and piling it on to a snowbank on the north side of the front yard. He figured he could live with the mess in his yard until spring, when he could hire a truck to take it away. 

He knew he’d be sleeping in the living-room temporarily and so swept its floor clean and attacked the windows with ammonia, then caulk and heavy curtains to keep out the cold. This would be the last night he could stand it without a real bed, however. One of the next day’s projects was going to consist of moving a bed down from upstairs and fixing it up with some sort of mattress substitute. He couldn’t imagine lying down on any of the mattresses that had been left behind. 

Rudy was putting the broom back into a narrow closet by the stairwell when one of his stocking feet slipped into a pool of cold water. He looked down. He didn’t know why he’d thought it water—it was viscous, like syrup or oil, and when he lifted his foot thin strands of it tugged at his sock. 

He jerked his foot and the strands let go. They curled back into the clear pool and then the centre of the pool turned milky, then appeared to solidify, looking something like a clump of tom whitefish meat or waterlogged tissue. 

Rudy turned on the light hanging by the stairwell. A yellow glow seeped from the bulb. In slow motion, he thought, as if the air were impossibly thick here, or full of dust, but he could neither see nor feel anything unusual in the air. 

At least the yellow light allowed him to see the extent of the leak—he was already thinking of it as a leak even though he had no idea what it might be leaking from. It had gathered into a spot approximately two feet across in the centre of this section of grey flooring, with a narrow tail that wriggled its way underneath the door to the ice house. 

Rudy had a sudden terror of the entire ice house turning to slush and pushing its way through the walls of his home, mashing the place into soggy kindling. He suddenly felt in touch with the terrible  potential  of all that ice. 

A thawing was impossible. It was just too damn  cold. 

He grabbed a mop out of the closet and pushed it gingerly into the area of the leak. The mop rapidly filled with the damp and became so heavy Rudy could barely lift it from the floor. After a few seconds the mop head appeared to bleach. Rudy bent closer and discovered the bleached effect was in fact ice. The leak had frozen again, and the mop had frozen to the floor. 

Rudy went back into the living-room for his boots, picked up his tire bar off the floor, and worked it back and forth between the door and the metal jamb where thin layers of melting and refreezing ice had glued the two pieces together. 
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His breath made tortured clouds of white mist in the air. Now and then he shoved so hard against the bar he wasn’t sure if the resulting cracking noise was the ice or his own bones giving way. 

Finally he felt the door beginning to ease open. Tiny fragments of ice showered the floor. A sudden explosion of cold air tightened the skin of his face and forced his eyes closed. As he heard more ice cracking the weight of the door took it out of his hands. His eyes still closed, he heard the door bang against the wall as if from a great distance. He imagined a delicate balance of atmospheres between the space of his house and the space of the ice house. He imagined the ice house melting all at once: boards and timbers melting down to the foundation stones. And as an alternative vision he imagined his house frosting through from the inside, all the walls and floors rimed to a slick, glasslike finish. 

But nothing so dramatic occurred when he opened his eyes. The passage into the ice house was dark, and smelled of old, cold air, but the switch just inside the door still made a bank of bulbs recessed into frosted cages overhead bum orange-under-white. Overhead the light disappeared into the dark recesses of the quarter-pitch roof. He could hear the faint whirring of the ventilator up there removing any collected vapour. Ahead of him a series of boards had been slid behind two upright timbers to hide the passage to the ice beyond. Bundles of long straw had been packed tightly around these as insulation. Intense cold had blackened the boards and straw and, as in his fantasy, had turned portions of these to black ice that bled darkly from the heat pushing in from the warm house. Here on the other side of these black boards was the oldest ice, the ice he hadn’t been able to see from the cooling chamber below. 

Rudy went back for his tire bar and used it to loosen the ice that cemented the boards together. Then, by wiggling each board back and forth, he was able to free them from the hidden ice blocks. It took him two hours to remove the top five boards, exposing a window of antique ice three feet square. 

The array of ice blocks was grey, like frozen fog, with occasional shiny specks buried deep inside which vaguely reflected the light from the caged overheads. 

Rudy stepped closer, shielding his eyes for the best views, careful not to actually touch the ice for fear his skin would adhere to it. 

Faint shadows moved across the ice. He twisted around, feeling as if someone had stepped behind his shoulder and momentarily blocked the light. But nothing was there. 

He came back around, and stared into shadowed sockets, and beneath those a dark gaping mouth frozen in the act of swallowing ice. 

Rudy shouted, and the face in the ice before him fogged over. And all his wiping and scraping on the dim ice would not bring it back. 
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When he finally shut the door behind him he discovered that the mop had become unstuck, fallen over, and the leak was drying. Only a small, pulpy, white residue was left, and that turned to frost, then pale fog even as he watched. 

Il

The second visitor to Rudy’s new home was Mrs Lorcaster, the realtor’s wife. 

He’d awakened late. The furnace definitely seemed to have a mind of its own, and his sleep had been disturbed several times during the night because of alternating intense heat and intense cold. He was bound to come down with something serious if he didn’t get it taken care of quickly. He’d been dressed only a short time when he heard the knocking at his door. 

From what he could see, the woman standing on the other side of the icy door-panes seemed to be warmly but elegantly dressed: a dark suit and white blouse draped with a tailored, muted red cape of brushed wool. She tapped lightly, directly on the ice-covered frame. Ice broke and fell beneath the steady rap of her dark-gloved knuckles. 

She was obviously nonplussed to be suddenly viewing his early-morning face distorted on the other side of the icy glass. But she recovered with a practised smile. Rudy made a feeble attempt to smile back. He pulled as hard as he could on the door. It stuck, then let go all at once, showering her with a blizzard in miniature. Embarrassed, Rudy reached out to dust off her cape, but reconsidered when she reacted with a step backwards into the snow. ‘I’m sorry,’

he said quickly. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Quite all right.’ She stepped past his arm and into the house. ‘I’m Emily Lorcaster. I believe you know my husband?’

 Apparently not as well as I thought.  He couldn’t match up this elegant creature with Lorcaster. He stared at a silver lock of her hair trapped within a fold in her hood. A snowflake hung within the curl like a jewel, refusing to melt. 

‘Yes. He sold me . . .’ Rudy made a nervous, sweeping gesture. ‘All this.' He slopped, not knowing what else to say. ‘I feel very lucky,’ he added awkwardly. 

‘Yes. Of course.’ She tried to look past him into the rooms beyond. He found himself shifting his stance, purposely blocking her view. He didn’t know why—having just moved in he obviously wasn’t responsible—but he was embarrassed by the condition of the place. She gave up and looked at him directly. ‘I used to live here. In fact, I grew up in this house.’ She looked at him in anticipation, but he had no idea what she expected from him. 

‘That’s very interesting,’ he said, feeling increasingly inferior to this creature. He wondered if Lorcaster felt the same way. Perhaps that was why the man dressed the way he did. 
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‘I've heard you may start up the ice operation again. My grandfather designed and built the ice house, as well as the living quarters here. My maiden name was Finney, you see. 

Rudy tried to remember what Lorcaster had said about ‘Old Finney’. He couldn’t remember the specifics, just that it had had a negative tone to it. The previous owner hadn't been a Finney, though—some investor in New York by the name of Carter. So it had passed out of the family. Now Rudy could make some rough guesses concerning Lorcaster’s reluctant style of salesmanship. ‘Just a rumour, I’m afraid,’ Rudy said. I don’t know how it started. Actually, I hadn’t really decided. You know, just yesterday a man named Netherwood came by---’

 'Netherwood  she interrupted. I see. Still about, is he?’

Rudy didn’t think she really wanted the question answered. I have to admit this interest in the ice has me curious,’ he said. I might have to look into it.’

‘Oh, by all  means'.  My grandfather, and my father after him had quite a lucrative business. And you’ll still find those very interested in the ice from this particular pond.’

‘Magic ice, eh? Something special?’ Rudy tried to chuckle, but it caught in his throat. 

She eyed him coldly. ‘Perhaps. I wouldn’t know. But I know there is a market.’

‘I’m surprised. Surely with modem refrigerators and freezers . . .’

‘Tradition, Mr Green. The people of the Bay value it most seriously. And some would cherish just the novelty of that sort of ice, I’m sure. And then there's the ice palace. We had wonderful ice palaces! Many here still remember them.’

Tee palaces?’

‘Winters, for years, the whole town would come out to the pond and help Grandfather cut and haul the ice. Blocks two feet wide and almost three in length. 

They’d lay the blocks out on a pattern staked out in the snow on the other side of the stone wall; the forest wall made a beautiful backdrop. There they’d build up ice walls, and ramparts, and Grandfather would chisel turrets into the huge towers. People would come from towns many miles away to see the palace and spend their money. It was a great boon to the town.’

I take it the custom eventually stopped?’

‘They  used  my grandfather.’ She looked almost, but not quite, angry. ‘Or at least he thought so. He said they only cared about money, or whatever they had in hand. He said they had changed, all of them. He said they sat around in their houses doing nothing, breathing in the fog off the Bay, letting it fill up their lungs. 

He said there were just too many of them for comfort. Too many eyes to stare at him in their pain. Too many mouths to feed. Too
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many bodies old and dying. Finally, too many to bury. He said they didn’t even behave like human beings anymore.’

‘That’s pretty strong, isn’t it?’

She smiled faintly. I suppose my grandfather wasn’t very well at the time. 

He worked very hard, you see. Other than the construction of the palace each winter, he would permit no one to help him, except for occasional odd jobs he would offer my father when he was young. He would hire no one, and my grandmother was not allowed near the ice. He discouraged visitors; he no longer had any friends in the town. He suffered the customers for his ice simply as a necessary evil. “My own personal poison,” he would say, and laugh—the only time I ever heard him laugh. He’d cut the ice himself and guide it down the trough from the pond to the cooling room. He wore the pike handles down until they snapped from his using them, his hands moving constantly around and around their shafts in that nervous way he had when he worked the ice. 

‘Back when there were ice palaces he used to let me play inside. I was the princess,  you see. He said the ice palace was my castle, and I could do what I wanted. Once he stopped building the palaces he had very little to say to me. 

He’d simply haul the ice that would have gone into the palace up into the ice house, and once the ice house was full he’d still cut the blocks and lay them out on the bank, leaving them there for spring melt. Fewer and fewer customers came, so there was always a large surplus left on the bank.’

‘So why did he bother cutting up the ice? Just to have something to do?’

‘My grandfather never did  anything “just to have something to do”. 

Everything was done with a purpose. I used to think that at his age he believed he needed to repeat the habitual gestures of his job again and again or else his muscles would lose their edge and forget what was required of them. Eventually it became clear that he viewed it as he would view the milking of a cow: it was necessary.’

‘If you don’t milk them they become swollen and in pain. Eventually they go dry,’ he said. She looked at him quizzically. He smiled. ‘My father kept a cow in his garage in the city, until enough of his neighbours complained. He had liked that cow more than people, and trusted it far more. He had said that the cow was infinitely more reliable. Forgive me for saying so . . . but I imagine the town found that to be very strange behaviour.’

‘Certainly. They did. But things happened when he failed to harvest the ice. 

I know. I saw them.’ She paused, as if waiting for him to guess.  Get on with it, he thought, but said nothing. And still she waited. 

‘What happened?’ he finally asked, angered by this petty use of power. 

‘At first the ice turned very grey. Greyer than any fog. If you put your tongue on it it would taste sour. Some got very sick doing that—a few even 205
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died. And you could see all kinds of shadows trapped inside, or worse still, vaguely moving if you had the right angle on it. Sometimes you thought you saw faces there, as if someone were looking up at you through a foggy window, but you could never be sure. If you put your hand on the ice too long the ice hurt the skin. It burned, or ached for days. And a few times the ice went completely black, coal black, surely unlike any ice that ever was. Grandfather said harvesting the ice was the only way to keep the pond pure, to put things right again. He said that it was dangerous if left too long.’

‘You saw this?’ he asked. 

‘I did. And tasted it. And felt it.’

Rudy turned and looked out a side window. He could see one comer of the pond where the ice had melted and dead leaves floated, swirling in a small circle. 

White chunks of ice bobbed to the surface like drowned hunks of flesh. In the yard, snow and ice encrusted the old furniture he’d tossed there, making it resemble brilliant white formations of coral. ‘How long has it been since the ice was last harvested here?’ he asked. 

‘Too long, Mr Green.’ She almost smiled. ‘Better a dazzling clean ice palace, don’t you think, than that great stretch of frozen grey fog?’

The wind picked up after lunch, keeping Rudy inside. He spent several hours staring out of an upstairs window at the pond and the distant trees. By late afternoon white snow-mist was blowing off the frozen water—a solid expanse of it, no breaks now—turning to grey fog once it got a few yards over the land. The brilliant white eye in the sky had shut its lid. Ice trees bent and broke into glistening shards as the wind picked up. The skin of the pond grew greyer still. It seemed to turn to night in the pond before it turned to night in the sky. 

The visitors had soured Rudy. He’d come here for escape, and now they wanted him to revive a business—to build ice palaces, no less. Despite his fascination with the ice house and its history, the thought of all the other visitors that that might bring, all the customers, appalled him. He just wanted to be alone. 

With his thoughts, his memories, his imagined relationships with dead families. 

He could live with the invisible presence of Old Finney, even his father—that seemed to fit, that seemed inevitable. But no one else. 

That night Rudy set up one of the old beds in his living-room, tightening all the rusted wood-screws and hammering in a few large nails for additional support, and constructing a mattress out of sewn-together sheets with rags and odd bits of clothing stuffed inside. He shut the furnace off completely, thinking that he’d sleep better in his clothes, with several heavy blankets laid on top. 

But after only a short time he was awake again, the sweat pouring off him, the distant sound of the furnace a hot static in his ears. He stared up at the ceiling. He thought he could see the waves of heat flowing there, 206
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gesturing to him with their long curves and heated mouths. Sweat popped up out of his flesh and immediately went cold, so that he could track the progress of every drip across his painfully warm skin. 

The furnace was working overtime to protect him from the deadly cold. As if it had its own intelligence. The cold was tricky: it hid in the comers, under the bed, around the windows. It could seep through an unprotected electrical outlet or along a pipe coming through the wall. It prowled the floorboards in search of ill-protected feet. 

But more than that, a mass of it hid just on the other side of the badly insulated wall. The oldest cold Rudy had ever known, heavy and full of memory. 

He’d always insisted that couples who had separate beds—or, worse still, separate bedrooms—could not really call themselves married at all. It was the body heat that was important, that they needed to share, the heat that signified their living, their working and doing. And of course at no time was that plainer than on a cold night, when the skin sent out the messages of  I live, I need,  and  I love.  He wouldn’t even allow himself to buy an electric blanket. Now his memories of his wives and children were cool ones—they lacked the heat of life, the heat of love. In memory there was only numbing, deadly cold. 

He did not know how long he’d been hearing the dripping before he recognized it for what it was. He slipped his boots on and went out to the stairwell, but there was no leak or stain on the floorboards. And yet he could smell the damp; he could smell the cold. He looked at the door to the ice house, and there the stain of head-shaped damp, the torso, a slow ooze of water through the pores of the cracked and peeling wood making the bare beginnings of the legs. 

Rudy walked slowly to the door to examine it. As his warm breath—life breath, love breath—hit the stain, it vanished. 

He opened the door without much difficulty; he’d pretty much destroyed the jamb the night before. Only a small amount of the light from the stairwell lamp slipped into the chamber, but tonight he was reluctant to switch on the overhead bulbs inside the ice house. The square of ice ahead of him seemed to glow with its own inner, grey light. From this distance fog appeared to swirl just beneath the hard surface. 

In the camps, his father had told him, you eventually had nothing but your naked body to protect you from the cold. Any clothing you night have meant very little. As did wealth or status. Then his father had told him the cancer felt like an invasion of ice into his body. Cold, numbing memory that froze his cells one at a time, not at all like the consuming fire he’d always imagined cancer to be. 

Rudy approached the square window of grey ice. Staring into it was like staring into a cross section of the frozen pond itself. Shadows flickered 207
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across the grey surface. He twisted his head, looking for moths against the light, but there were none. He stared again at the ice, and knew then that the shadows were just beneath the surface, and not on its top. He stretched his hands out, fingers spread, and set them gingerly against the ice, careful to keep the contact on the subtle side, afraid his fingertips might adhere and then he’d lose them, substituting wounds for them. The ice grew dark where he touched it; the shadows of his hands in the ice appeared to grasp the hands themselves. Then the shadows of his hands in the ice floated away from his hands and grasped the sides of his shadow head, his skull head with gaping eye holes and absent mouth screaming and screaming as it stared at him. 

Rudy backed away but his shadow self in the ice did not move. Rudy backed away and saw the naked form floating in the ice, emaciated and cold, consumed by hatred, accusing him with its stare. And Rudy thought of Auschwitz, and Treblinka, and that last picture of his father’s cancer-ridden body, and some poor soul drowned so long ago in Ice House Pond, harvested and preserved in Old Finney’s secret ice palace. 

The body disappeared, and the ice was a murky grey again. 

IV

The last thing Rudy wanted to do that next morning was negotiate the road into town, but he had little choice now. 

Lately, mornings had been warm enough to cause considerable snowmelt each day, but that actually made the roads even more treacherous. The pick-up veered dangerously as it topped the slight hill that marked the edge of his property. Rudy fought the wheel and then let the truck slide down most of the remainder of the decline. 

The town’s biggest bookstore was the Harbour Bookshop, which had a large selection of local histories, most of them of the privately printed kind. There were also several volumes of facsimile newspapers, compilations of historically significant police reports, and other document collections of historical interest. A small selection of contemporary paperback novels was displayed on wire racks at the front of the store; they appeared to be largely ignored. During the two hours Rudy spent in the store he saw only one customer examine them: a fat man in a fuzzy red coat who eventually bought one of the dark-covered horror novels whose cover displayed a man’s decaying head, worms encircling the fixed iris of the left eye. The man asked for directions to the nearest hotel and the elderly clerk told him how to get there. 

The rest of the stock was about a twenty/eighty per cent mix of new and used hardcovers, university and scientific presses, local and small presses, handmade volumes, fine editions, charts and prints, and occasional unclassifiable dusty paperbacks. All in no particular order. In the few 208
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instances where shelves had actually been labelled, the labels were nonsensical (Books We Wished We Had Read, Imaginary Countries, Working Titles, Character Assassinations), or useless (the three shelves carefully labeled Classics were empty). But the good grey clerk appeared to know where every book contained within the shop’s shadowed walls was located, however obscure. Each of Rudy’s inquiries brought a flood of title names and locations. Eventually, he had gathered all the sources he thought he might need. The clerk guided him to an overstuffed chair, almost showing its springs, and left him. 

Rudy found what he wanted in  The Greystone Papers: A Century of Headlines, Major Stories, and Oddities,  in the chapters concerning a twenty-ycar stretch of the Bay’s history: Old Finney’s stretch. 

BAKER CHILD STILL MISSING

Constable Biggs still reports no leads in the case of John Baker, age six, still missing after twelve days. The boy was last seen in a field near The Hand where his father, Philip Baker, was gathering firewood . . . 

PRESUMED ELOPEMENT

Mary Buchanan, mother of Ellen Buchanan, wishes to announce the elopement of her daughter with William Colbert of Hinkley. Earlier reports of foul play, Mrs Buchanan informs us, arc certainly the products of perverse and overactive imaginations. 

HUNTERS LOST

County deputies and rescue workers are still searching the North Forest for Joseph Netherwood and his son Paul, who were separated from their hunting party Friday afternoon at approximately three p.m. when their dog Willy . . . 

Dozens of other stories described similar events. Rudy gladly paid the exorbitant ransom the clerk wanted for the book. 

The Harbour Bookshop sported an old-fashioned pay-phone booth. There were six Netherwoods in the phone book, but only one B.B. 

Before leaving the store, Rudy made two more purchases: yellowed handbooks concerning the construction, maintenance, and day-to-day use of ice houses. 

He ran into Mrs Lorcaster coming out of the bookstore. She was bowed from the weight of packages, heading for an old station wagon. He grasped her elbow gently as she walked past, not recognizing him. ‘You didn’t tell me about all the missing people,’ he said quietly. 

She staggered slightly, and part of her load began to tilt. Rudy reached out to steady it. He caught a small bag in mid-fall and nestled it inside one of 209
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the larger ones. One of her lovely eyes peeked out at him from between the two largest bags. She didn't seem so self-assured, so powerful now. She seemed more like what he’d have expected Lorcaster’s wife to be. ‘I . . . don't understand,’ she said. 

 'Emily.'  He shook his head. ‘All those people a number of years back who ended up missing?  Rural  people, for the most part? People your grandfather would have known?’

‘You’ve been talking to Mr Netherwood. He’s a bitter,  disturbed  man,’ she said. 

‘I’ve been talking to him. yes. But not about his missing relatives. I figure he'll tell me all about them in his own good time. But I’ve seen strange things at the ice house, Em . . . Mrs Lorcastcr. In ice that must date back to your grandfather’s time.’

She put her bags down on the hood of the station wagon, letting them rumble. She was a sad lady, suddenly looking old. Now Rudy was feeling insensitive. ‘He was my grandfather and I loved him very much,’ she said. ‘And he ... he  hated  people around here. He’d come to that, all right. But I cannot believe he would actually  do  anything to anyone. I never knew that to be a part of his nature.’

‘That house. That pond.’ Rudy hesitated, searching for the right word. ‘They aren’t  right.' 

‘Then  do  something, Mr Green. At one time my grandfather built palaces.’

‘And then?’

‘And then my aunt died. She was three years old when she lost herself in the fog, and drowned in the pond. My grandmother, who’d always been so quiet, stewing in her silence, became quite mad. And something happened to my grandfather. He grew frightened of people, the way the mass of them intruded, the way life created death. He said that the Bay had its own will and its own way of populating itself out of the fog. He came to see the townspeople as not simply other, but  other.  They were no longer human, as far as he was concerned. But I cannot believe he would have killed. My grandfather built  palaces,  Mr Green. 

Those hints of murder—that is simply Mr Netherwood’s brand of gossip.’

‘I’ll be hiring Mr Netherwood, Emily. I think you should know that.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘For the ice business. And maybe I’ll be building palaces as well.’

V

Two days later, B. B. Netherwood met Rudy by Ice House Pond at six in the morning, as arranged. Netherwood was already there by the time Rudy had got out of bed and dressed and made his way through the thick snow around the side of the building. Snow had fallen again all evening, as it had several 210
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evenings in a row. And although the sun was out and there were no clouds in the sky, this was the coldest morning Rudy had yet experienced at the pond. It seemed as if his newfound determination to take charge of things had brought out a renewed stubbornness in the weather. The cold seemed to have leached much of the colour out of the trees and sky, even his own clothes. The landscape he saw was like a faded picture in some grandparent’s photo album. 

The distant trees looked stiff and dead. There was no breeze. The thick snow swallowed his footprints. 

He found B. B. Netherwood standing by a large pile of gear, apparently unloaded from the battered green snowmobile and its attached sled. Netherwood gazed out over the frozen pond, fixed and motionless, as if frozen himself. 

Rudy purposely made as much noise as he could thrashing through the snow. Netherwood turned and went over to the bottom of the slope to wait for him. 

‘You have a personal interest in the pond, I believe,’ Rudy said. 

Netherwood scratched at his chin. ‘You must have figured that out from something you read in town, am I correct? An old newspaper or something?’

‘According to the papers two Netherwoods were missing. I assumed, of course, they were relatives.’

‘My daddy and my older brother Paul. Helluva kid, and a helluva dad, if truth be told. Although I was pretty mad at them for going hunting without me that day. But then I was only eight; I could hardly hold up the rifle.’ Netherwood shuffled his feet, his hands buried in his baggy pants pockets as if that would keep him warmer. 

 Anxiety makes you cold, especially out here,  Rudy thought. And then:  This is crazy. ‘And you’ve thought about it all this time. Considered where, and how.’

‘You don’t stop thinking about it, Mr Green. The folks around here talk about things—I hear you have a lot on your mind, too. The fact that I was just a kid at the time doesn’t make much difference in the thinking about it, the dreaming about it, except maybe I’ve had a longer time for doing it.’

Rudy took a deep breath. The cold air seized his lungs, squeezing until they began to bum. ‘But why this place? What makes you think you’ll find out something about them?’

‘The same reason you called me, Rudy. I really didn’t see you for somebody who’d go into the ice business, despite my coming to visit you the other day. 

Same thing that told me I’d find out something about what happened to Daddy and Brother right here on the pond, I suspect.’ He looked directly into Rudy’s eyes. ‘Seen anything since you been here? Anything you’re afraid to tell ’cause folks might think you’re crazy?’
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Rudy told him about the alternating freezing and melting leak, and the shadowy form in the ice trying to grasp his hand. 

B.B. just nodded. ‘I've seen the worst storms you can imagine, bad as any tornado or hurricane, right over this pond and nowhere else. When they move away from the ice they don’t go anywhere—they just disappear. I’ve seen shadows big as a house floating under the ice. I've seen smaller ones, too, man-size and smaller. And sometimes they do a little dance, a little ballet. And there are days in summer, I swear the water gets all rusty and stinks like a slaughterhouse.’

‘Something strange here, B.B., something very odd,’ Rudy said. 

‘Something cold,' B. B. Netherwood replied. 

Netherwood had brought his own tools: a carpenter’s toolbox and some good door stock, a push broom, some weatherproof paint, and various tools for cutting and handling the ice, although the tools hanging up in the cooling room were still in remarkable shape, greased, with the metal parts wrapped in oilcloth. Rudy told B.B. that frankly he knew nothing himself, except for what he’d read quickly in the two old handbooks he'd purchased, and so B.B. shouldn’t hesitate to give the orders. B.B. told Rudy to ‘get to sweeping, then,’ while B.B. worked on the splintered door and jamb. ‘Looks like something  et  it,’ B.B. said. Rudy told him what he’d had to do to get in and B.B. just shook his head. 

The dust, seemingly harder to push in such cold, created a stench when it was disturbed, so bad that Rudy had to tie a handkerchief over his mouth and nose while he worked. He didn’t even want to think about what caused that smell. He used a shovel to remove the animal skeleton he’d found the other day. 

He was impatient to get to what needed to be done, and find some answers. 

But he also wanted to do things right, and he knew this man Netherwood knew how to do things right. But still the practical and ultimately meaningless chore of putting the ice house back into working order reminded Rudy of nursing homes and concentration camps. 

‘You think you’ll do the ice palace?’ B.B. asked. 

‘If that’s what it takes,’ Rudy replied. 

‘Hmmmm . . was all B.B. said, working his plane up and down the edge of the door. 

Rudy swept until he could see clean stone flooring to all four comers. B.B. 

was still working on the door, trying to make it fit the opening, muttering about old houses, how there ‘wasn’t a single parallelogram in the whole damn lot of

’em,’ so Rudy got ammonia and brushes and started scrubbing down the stone troughs. Even under the sharp bite of the ammonia he thought he could smell spoiled milk and vegetables, meat left too long in the season, even its blood starting to grey. 

After another hour Rudy’s patience was wearing thin. The weight of the 212
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ice overhead oppressed him, and he imagined he could feel the pressure of the tons of frozen ice in the pond behind him, pressing its weight against the embankments, pressing against the world, freezing its way slowly to the muddy bottom, pushing its argument towards China, if it could. And turning greyer by the hour. Rudy expected an explosion at any moment would rip off the back of his skull. 

‘Done,’ B.B. called from the other side, his form a silhouette against the brilliant light that filled the doorway. ‘Give me a few minutes to shovel out the raceway and chip the ice off the gate, then we can start. I brought along a few sandwiches we can munch on while we’re working, providing you got a clean jacket pocket.’

The raceway and gate took more than a little shovelling and chipping, but B.B. eventually got it done. The ice was like concrete; B.B. was scarlet-checked and drenched by the time he finally broke through. The dark, cold water rushed down the raceway to the front of the ice house. ‘It’s full of silt ... or pollution . . . 

something . . .’ Staring down at the water filling the raceway, Rudy could not see the bottom, even though it was only a couple of feel deep. The water was black, and dangerous-looking. Steam escaped where the water made contact with the warmer metal of the raceway. 

‘Yeah . . . something . . . B.B. said, going for two sets of tools. ‘I just wouldn’t put my hand in it if I were you. I wouldn’t even  look  at it too long. 

Come on . . . we got ice to cut.’

B.B. brought out two each of two different styles of saw, as well as two

‘choppers’—something like thin-bladed hatchets. The chopper felt especially good in Rudy’s hand—as well-balanced and perfectly toothed as a surgeon’s instrument. 

‘Don’t waste the ice,’ B.B. said. He chopped off a little from the edge where he’d begun removing the ice, making a remarkably clean horizontal line by the open, dark water. Then he used the chopper to make his lines. ‘Two by three feet is a good size,’ he said. ‘The size Old Finney designed this setup for, anyway. 

Ice should be about a foot, foot and a half thick here. If we’re lucky it won’t get much thicker or thinner than that anyplace else in the pond. But I don’t suppose we can hope for luck in these particular waters.’ He chopped deeper through the lines, then used his saws to cut the rest of the way. The block looked remarkably perfect, like a giant ice cube, crisp comers, and grey as woodsmoke. 

‘I’ve never been good at estimating measurements,’ Rudy told him, trying to keep his mind off the grey of the ice, or the even darker shadows that seemed to change position as B.B. used the pike to move the block down through the raceway. Or the vague unpleasant smell when a minuscule portion of the ice block melted, condensing on its upper surfaces. 

‘Don’t worry. The more of these you cut, the closer you’ll be getting to a perfect two-by-three. You won’t be able to help yourself. Once we cut a 213

 The Far Side of the Lake

certain number of blocks, we move them down the raceway like this, then we'll use a block and tackle to drag them up the ramp into the ice house upstairs. Usually another team works on that end of it, but the two of us’11 just have to work it double.' 

B.B. proceeded to cut out enough of the ice to provide Rudy with a horizontal edge to start his own row. Or, rather, double row: both men started using five cuts to carve out two huge blocks at a time. 

Rudy thought about Old Finney performing the same task so many years ago. 

He thought he even had Old Finney’s saw and chopper—they were far more worn than B.B.’s set. After a time he was able to lose himself in the work, chopping and sawing, aware only of the proscribed movements of his muscles, and the endless grey. 

At times the rhythmic chopping made Rudy think of hundreds of pairs of hard boots marching across polished wood floors, across fitted stones, across ice. The wind picked up and blew snow across his knuckles, freezing and burning them, finally numbing them. Now and then he would look up at the sky—he could see no approaching storms, but he could feel them. His joints ached. He looked over at B.B., who stared at the grey ice as he worked, who stared into the dark cold water, into nothing. 

‘Do you always think about them?’ Rudy asked, as he began to saw. 

B.B. said nothing for a few moments, letting his saw make the only noise, scratching and tearing through the ice, the sound rising when it reached the really hard sections, sounding like a cat caught on a hook. ‘Not always,’ he finally said. 

‘But every day, sometime. Paul was already a pretty good man, the way I remember it. Just like Daddy. I’ll never know if I’m as good a man. I was too young when it happened—not much judgement yet. What about you? You thinking about them now?’ B.B. asked without looking up, his gaze drawn along with the maddening saw. 

Rudy slowed down his own saw so he could hear himself think. ‘They’re there, somewhere, even when I don’t have their precise image in front of me. My second wife—this sounds terrible—I think I married her when I did partly so I could start putting an end to the grieving for my first wife.’

‘But you loved her, too, right?’

‘Very much.’

‘I figured. But you still knew what you did, why you did it, and you felt guilty as hell about it. I know about guilt.’

They widened a highway of dark water towards the centre of the pond. By lunchtime the dark water was looking greyer and beginning to freeze again. They had to go back down the expanse, breaking up any new connections frozen in between the floating blocks. The tiny specks of snow in the bright air were growing slightly larger. 

Walking down either side of the carved-out waterway, they used their pikes to herd the blocks to the raceway. A huge hook at the end of the block 214
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and tackle allowed them to pull several blocks up the ramp at a time, although sometimes they had to use B.B.’s ancient snowmobile for additional pulling power. Once up in the ice house, they used portable ramps and levers to stack the blocks. 

Rudy kept looking for angular, naked shadows in the stacks of older icc, but he really hadn’t the time to do a thorough search. The new ice blocks, even greyer than the old ones, seemed to trap and absorb the light. The overhead caged bulbs in the ice house made little headway. 

Once surrounded by the towers of ice, Rudy found it difficult to breathe. 

During a rest break, Rudy lay on the frozen pond, a strip of ragged canvas underneath to protect him from the cold, and to keep his skin from adhering to that sticky grey exterior. 

He used the edge of the chopper to scrape away a little of the silver rime. His lips looked blue in the reflection, his eyes dark coals, his snowy skin shifting loosely on the bones. 

In late afternoon the fog rolled in, thicker than before. Although nothing was said, they both increased the pace of their work, despite their weariness. Rudy’s arms grew steadily colder, despite the energy he tried to will into them, the pace at which he pushed them. They looked translucent in the fog-filtered light. 

Translucent ice skin. 

The fog was turning to cold, to ice and snow. Rudy looked up: he seemed to be standing on the bottom of an ice white sea. He waited for the slow drift of generations of small animal skeletons to reach the bottom of his sea and cover him over. If he opened his mouth he could taste their deaths on his tongue. 

‘I think the pressure’s lifting,’ he heard B.B. say, although he couldn’t see him for all the fog and snow. 


Rudy looked down at the pond. The grey ice had turned whiter, cleaner. The open expanse of water was clearing. 

The huge white eye in the sky was obscured by eddies and winding sheets of hard-driven snow. Whatever remained of the late afternoon sunlight had diffused, spread itself out so that each of these tiny ice crystals might grab a piece and carry it to the ground. So the world became a darker and colder place as the snow continued to fall. 

Rudy had lost track of B.B. some time ago, although every now and then he thought he could hear the sound of metal hitting ice, the steady pace of the chopper, followed a few minutes later by the sound of the cat being tom apart, its screams muffled from the heavy snow filling its mouth. Rudy had lost his ice saws somewhere on the frozen pond—he had no idea where. He hoped he hadn’t dropped them into the water. 

He wondered how Old Finney had stood it out there. And what kind of wife he must have had, to live with a man who could stand such a thing. He could not imagine a more desolate place to live. 
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He stopped himself, not quite believing what he had been thinking. He, too. 

had chosen to live in this place, and despite all that had happened, perhaps because  of all that had happened, he was still convinced that this was the right place for him. Maybe he was as crazy as Old Finney. 

The light was fading rapidly. He could sec nothing beyond the few feet of snowy air surrounding him. His feet had gone numb, despite his heavy boots; they felt as if the ice were rising through them, penetrating the skin and infecting the bone. B.B. must have gone back to the shore, he thought. Surely no one could work under such conditions. Rudy turned round and round until he was dizzy, trying to determine in which direction lay his ice house and his home—but the foreground of blowing snow was uniform, and the distant backgrounds of trees or buildings were invisible. He could not find where he had last cut into the ice. He could find nothing. 

 Sin otra luz y guía, sino la que en el corazón ardía.  It was a Spanish poem he had read many times. St John of the Cross, about the Dark Night:  No other light to mark the way but fire pounding my heart.  He would just have to choose a direction and go with it. There was a slight movement in the snow falling ahead of him, a slight turning. He started in that direction. 

A pale skirt, twirling. A vague drift of white-blonde hair.  That flaming guided me more firmly than (he noonday sun.  A tiny child’s face, leached of colour by the cold, her iced hair floating up around her cheeks and blue crystal eyes. 

Rudy saw the little girl burning up in the snow, the snow becoming flames. 

She twirled and twirled, dancing, dressed in the flames. His sweet sweet baby, Julie. His daughter Julie burning up in the car with his wife. Was this re-imagining of her death any better? Was ice any easier to take than fire? 

 That flaming guided me more firmly than the noonday sun.  He watched the child stumbling, first snow and then fire attacking her pale form, and he cried out, but did not run to her. He seldom thought of Julie; he couldn't let himself think of Julie. The images of her death were poisonous; he shut them out of his thoughts. 

He could think of Eva and he could think of Marsha, even of the unborn child Marsha had carried. But he had not been able to think of Julie for a very long time. He wondered if she would hate him for that betrayal. 

The girl stumbled and fell to the ice and lay there. Unable to stay away, Rudy stepped slowly through the snow that continued to accumulate on the surface of the pond. He looked down at the small form. 

The child was too thin. Her arms too white, too short. This was not his daughter. Then he remembered that Emily Lorcaster had lost an aunt, a little girl, Old Finney’s daughter. Who had drowned in the pond. 

The blonde head turned and looked up at him. The lips had swollen to fifty times or more their normal size. The child’s head was all mouth. It 216
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opened, showing its huge hungry tongue. The small white arms lifted to give him a hug. 

Rudy screamed and stepped back, slipping on the ice, then crawled away from the monstrous child who wanted to hold him, who wanted to hug him, who more than anything else wanted him to remember her. Children were hungry mouths—that’s mostly what they were, ‘hungry mouths to feed’. They would eat you if they could—not out of malice—that’s just what they were. Healthy, maturing, growing mouths. People fed off each other; it was the only way they could live.  O tender night that tied lover and the loved one, loved one in the lover fused as one!  But Rudy had got far enough away. The child’s body diminished, hair disappearing, skin receding to the bone, until finally it was a corpse on a hard slab. It slowly sank into the ice and disappeared.  In darkness I escaped, my house at last was calm and safe. 

Rudy got to his feet. Of the surrounding curtain of snow, one portion appeared lighter than the rest. He went in that direction. 

‘You cannot know what life is until you have been forced to live with those events which cannot, with any justice, be survived.’ His father hadn’t said it like that, not all in one breath like that. He’d coughed and spat and started over again and again and failed in his search for the right words. Finally he'd demanded a piece of paper and a pencil and Rudy had had to help him get the words down with numerous erasures, strikeouts, substitutions. He’d been drunk when he finally delivered to Rudy this final message of his life, two weeks before he’d signed himself into the nursing home. The chemo had left him bald and ravaged his body. He had broken all the mirrors in the house, unable to look at himself anymore. It was because the concentration camp had finally caught up with him; he now looked too much like those who had failed to survive. 

There was much that could not be lived with. His father had been sickened and appalled that he still breathed and walked around, consuming, evacuating his bowels, dribbling his piss like any animal. 

‘Rudy . . .’ his father whispered. Rudy came to him and his father clutched his shoulder with a skeletal hand, pulling him up close to his face. ‘God made a poor choice in me.’ The sentence stank of his father’s failing organs. ‘So many died. So  many.' 

Rudy could not bear to think of Julie. Thoughts of Julie were razor-sharp and tore down his throat and through the layers of his belly so that he could not eat, could not sleep. She was too much to survive. God had made a terrible choice. 

After his daughter’s death Rudy had had fantasies of murdering other children in the neighbourhood. He’d imagined that he would sneak up to their bedrooms at night and smother them in their sleep. At least he would not let them suffer as Julie had suffered—their deaths would be quick and relatively painless. 

They probably would have no idea what was happening to them. 
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He often wondered how their parents would grieve, what form it would take. 

He wondered if any would grieve the way he did and whether it would show in their faces. He was not sure he would ever know the full extent of what he felt until he saw its terrible landmarks in the landscape of another’s face. 

But these were fantasies, and they passed. Now when he heard of the death of another’s child he locked himself in his house and railed. And yet even in his screaming he would not let himself think of Julie. 

During those flights of fantasy he had been no better than Old Finney, if indeed Old Finney was guilty of the crimes Rudy and B.B. were accusing him of. 

Rudy would have brought the world to death if he could, guided by the dark light of his heart. 

He imagined he could see the distant white eye up in the sky again, behind the snow, drawn to the cold ice of the pond. As it began to sink, the eye turned red, the falling snow like frozen flakes of blood. 

Rudy heard a murmur from the pond as the ice around his feet began to break. 

Once the hard ice began to crack, it went rapidly. Rudy opened his mouth to shout as the cold arms of the pond reached up over his body to pull him under, but only cold air came out, the ice of the pond already in him and working its way up to his brain. He pushed frantically with his arms against loose pieces of floating ice, trying to force himself out of the water, but they slipped from his grasp and crashed back into him, forcing him under once again. 

His vision went to grey. Cold infected his thoughts. Cold pushed him farther and farther down into the depths of the pond, the ice skin on the pond growing thicker, expanding downward, chasing him and forcing him into the pond’s dark heart. Where all he’d ever known or imagined dead swam out to greet him, their narrow arms poised for an embrace, their eyes staring wide in their attempts to see all that he was, their mouths gaping in their hunger for their lost lives, their bellies empty and rotted away, the cold of Ice House Pond filling them through every opening. By the hundreds they crowded and jostled him, begging him, forcing him, pressing the issue of the intolerableness of their deaths. 

Rudy twisted away from them, thrashing towards the surface. Old Finney had put them here, not he. These weren’t people he had known, but death made all people the same. 

Julie’s voice was calling him, asking him to come to her room and tell her a story, give her a good-night kiss. But he ignored her, as he had so many times before. 

Rudy gasped as he broke the surface, his eyes wide to the darkness. Even before he caught his first breath, it occurred to him that it had stopped snowing—

the storm was gone, the night clear and full of stars. 
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He choked on his first icy gulps. The sudden exposure to cold air numbed him. He could barely see an edge of ice a few yards in front of him. He tried to swim, but his frozen clothes made him stiff. 

Suddenly he felt a sharp point at his back. He tried to turn around, but whatever had snagged him was dragging him rapidly with it. He braced himself to be dragged back beneath the surface. 

‘Don’t fight it!’ B.B. shouted behind him. ‘It’s just the pike! Have you out in just a second!’

Rudy could barely feel it when his back bumped up against the edge of the ice. Now that he had been exposed to the dark air, the cold in his limbs had gone to work rapidly, spreading and numbing him clean through to the bone. He barely heard B.B. grunt as he grabbed Rudy under the arms and began dragging him backwards up onto the ice. The big man’s strong embrace barely registered. 

‘It’s my fault!’ B.B. said breathlessly. I should’ve been watching you, you being new at this. But I got too busy harvesting the ice, watching the ice, looking at all the shadows under it and trying to figure out what all might be down there.’

‘It’s . . . not . . 

‘Save it. I almost let you drown down there. And one thing this pond sure don’t need is another ghost.’

Two hours of blankets, hot coffee, and his overactive furnace, and Rudy was beginning to feel a little like a human being again. B.B. hovered over him like a nervous aunt, running back and forth, second-guessing his every need. Rudy fell a little guilty about it, but didn’t make an effort to stop him. 

B.B. collapsed on the floor beside him. ‘You could use a little more furniture, you know,’ he said. 

‘I’ve had other things on my mind of late,’ Rudy replied. ‘You could have my chair. I’m feeling much belter, you know. . . . Thanks.’

B.B. made a gesture of dismissal. ‘I cut a lot of ice. Most of it’s still floating out there, so I’ll need to break it up a little in the morning—some of the blocks will bond together overnight. But that isn’t a big job. If you’re feeling up to it we can finish filling the ice house, and stack the rest out on the shore. Then you can do with it what you like.’

‘You sound disappointed.’

B.B. studied his hands. Rudy could see how raw they were, from repealed frostbite and ice abrasion. B.B. finally looked up at him. ‘I’m no closer now to figuring out exactly what happened here than I was before. It's true we got some of that old grey ice out of there, and things have calmed down a bit—the pressure is off. But what about my father and brother? So you saw things deep down in the pond; I don’t even know what they mean.’

‘It means, B.B., that we’ll have to do considerably more to lure out some 219
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of the pond's secrets; it means that this year the Bay is going to get its ice palace,' 

Rudy said. 

VI

B.B. informed Rudy that once they had all the pieces cut, with generous help from the townspeople the castle would require about a day to assemble. A cold day, of course, would be best. Rudy left it up to B.B. to predict the coldest day for the event. 

On the chosen day, the townspeople started gathering by the pond in late afternoon. Some had seen the flyers posted around town; others claimed to have heard the news from friends. Rudy was distressed to sec that most of the volunteers were elderly, those who had first-hand memories of the pond. Most of the young people appeared to be relatives they’d dragged along with them, no doubt with promises of great fun. The ones who didn't stand around with looks of interminable boredom immediately occupied themselves with snowball fights or sledding on the ice. Groups of old men and women followed Rudy around wherever he went, telling him stories about Ice House Pond, The Hand, Old Finney, and how the ice was handled back in the old days. 

‘Oncet me and a few pals helped a fellow over to Maryville—put away five hundred blocks in his ice house in one day!’ one old-timer said, his tobacco-stained teeth a mere inch or so away from Rudy’s face. The old fellow waved his hands in excitement. I worked for four of the five ice companies here in the Bay, even worked on one of these here castles. But not for Old Finney. Hell, he didn't want no help, but I’d be damned if Td a gone to work for him anyway. 

Cantankerous sonuvabitch!’

Rudy nodded and smiled, looking over the old man’s head for B.B. He finally spotted him supervising a motley crew of old men and women and young kids as they attempted to erect a comer of the palace. ‘So you gonna hire me, Mr Boss-man?’ Rudy looked down at the man. The man winked up at him. Behind the old man a couple of his elderly friends nodded and smiled. Everywhere he looked Rudy saw eager old faces, their bright red lips and cheeks blowing out great clouds of steam. 

‘I’m afraid there’s no pay,’ Rudy said. ‘You could just call this a historical ice harvest and castle construction, I guess. 

‘Oh, I  know  there’s no pay,’ the old man said eagerly. ‘Couldn’t make much of a go at an ice house these days, anyway, what with all the Frigidaires and Whirlpools. I just like working with the ice! Hell, I’d pay  you! ’

‘Then Mr B.B. can show you where you can help out the best.’

‘B.B.? Oh, B.B. knows me. B.B. knows I’m experienced!’

I know, sir—you’ll be a great help. Mr B.B. will put you where you’ll be the most useful.’ Rudy glanced over the man’s head at his silent, smiling 220
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friends.  'All  of you should report to Mr B.B. for your assignments.’

The old man trotted off happily, his elderly contingent struggling to follow with the same energy. It occurred to Rudy then that the one thing he and B.B. 

had never discussed was liability insurance. Rudy watched as B.B. and his helpers finished erecting the first of four comers for the castle. Then the helpers went on to the next comer while B.B. walked back to Rudy. Rudy was amused to see that the old man he had just talked to now seemed to be in charge of the

‘comers crew’. 

‘Arc you sure these old people can handle all this construction?’ Rudy asked. ‘Those blocks are heavy.’

‘Two hundred pounds, easy,’ B.B. replied. ‘And you got some learning to do about just how much an old person can do.’ B.B. chuckled. ‘Don’t worry. 

This is just about the age group I wanted—they’d be the ones that would have the skills and any understanding about what we’re trying to do here.’ His voice went soft. ‘They won’t say anything to you, but most of them have somebody they know that’s been lost. They know something’s been wrong here a long time.’ He crouched down in the snow and scratched lightly at its surface. Rudy watched with an odd sort of anxiety. ‘I laid out a bottom row for a foundation, and once all the comers are up they shouldn’t have any trouble filling in the walls. I’ll plumb the walls every now and then to check the angles, but we got old-time carpenters out there—they know what they’re doing. And a few of the young ’uns’ll help out where they need a little more strength on the job.' 

‘And the openings?’

‘I’ve got a couple of fellows picked out to help me on those. It should look pretty much the way Old Finney had it, I guess. I’ll do a little sculpting on the towers, and once the sun’s down it should be cold enough to use a sprayer for freezing up some interesting effects. So that should do it, right?’

Rudy watched the second comer go up. B.B. was right: the old man seemed to know exactly what he was doing. ‘B.B., you said these old people have an understanding about what we’re trying to do here.’

‘Yeah.’

‘What  is  it that we’re trying to do here?’

B.B. continued to scratch at the snow. Rudy was beginning to find it irritating. ‘Hell ... I don’t know, Rudy. We’re harvesting the ice out of the pond, getting out way more than we need—I’ve got a fellow and some kids out there now cutting even more—because that’s the way Old Finney did it. We’re building that castle, too, because that’s what Old Finney did. We’re doing everything he did, and we’ll see what happens. Maybe nothing—I don’t know. 

But what else do we do?’

Rudy looked out over the pond, which today, with so much of its ice removed, looked very much like any other pond. The water was perfectly calm, reflecting the deep blue of the sky. The morning’s clouds had blown 221
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away so that the afternoon grew steadily colder, but no colder than might be expected in this climate. He tried to trace the steps that had led him to this ice-harvesting party he was throwing, this icc-castle-raising by his pond, but he could not—it was as if he had been on automatic pilot since his arrival here. It had started with some shadows he had seen in the ice, and which had both surprised and appalled him—he knew that much—and it also had something to do with what he had been thinking about survival, and guilt, and terrible grief and what other people meant to you. When they surrounded you so tightly you could not breathe, what did they mean? Were they the essence of life, or the threat of your imminent death? ‘I don’t know,’ he said out loud. 

‘Then let’s just continue this and see what happens,’ B.B. said. 

After B.B. went back to the construction site, Rudy watched for several hours as the blocks of ice rose rapidly out of the cold, forming walls and entranceways, gates and towers. Every now and then he would go over and lend a hand, raise a block or use a chisel, but most of the time he was obviously just in the way. The blazing white eye overhead gradually went away. 

Twilight came and soon God could no longer see what humankind was up to. 

 That pond is much bigger than it is,  he thought, as the castle expanded, using up more and more ice, far more ice than Rudy thought the pond could possibly contain. He watched as B.B. climbed on top of the towers and created ice domes with tall spires growing from their centres. He watched as B.B. used a hose attachment to throw misted curtains of water over parts of the structure, where they froze into lacy contours and intricate ornamentations. He watched as minarets and turrets were added, ceilings with long icy stalactites, stalagmite pillars, ramparts and slides and secret pockets in the ice. 

The castle followed a plan B.B. had drawn up based on a few old photographs and the recollections of a few of the old-timers around town. It was an elaborate structure—Rudy was beginning to see why it would have been a tourist attraction—and it went up far more quickly than Rudy could have imagined, as if the ice came directly out of the pond prefitted, and each block helped its carrier find the perfect spot for its placement. Despite the often uneven surface of the ice, Rudy could barely make out the seams as the blocks were assembled into walls. 

‘It’s beautiful!’ a woman’s voice said behind him. ‘It’s just like I remember it!’

Rudy turned to face Emily Lorcaster, who gazed at the castle with tears in her eyes. Rudy thought to caution her against crying, to warn her that her tears might freeze, but talked himself out of the silly notion. 

‘Where’s your husband?’ he asked. 

‘Oh, he won’t come  here.  He doesn’t approve’—she gestured vaguely at 222
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the ice castle—‘of all  this.'  Again, she seemed transfixed by her glimpse of the ice castle. 

‘And why’s that?’

‘He thinks I live too much in the past as it is. He thinks we all do, and that it isn’t healthy. Besides, he never much cared for my grandfather.’

 No one did besides you, Emily,  he thought. 

‘But from here . . . it’s  so  magnificent!’ she exclaimed. 

‘You can take a closer look,’ he said. Much to his surprise she grabbed his hand and pulled him along with her to the castle. She suddenly seemed like a young girl, and he began to wonder what it was she wanted from him. 

She forced him to move too fast for the snow and icy slush that fronted the castle. Each stumble threatened to send them both face-first into the frozen ground. As they moved awkwardly around the shore of the pond he found he was amazed by its clarity. If the sky weren’t so dark now he might be able to see all the way to its bottom. Gone were the shadows, the sense of something lurking just beneath the surface. The ice blocks of the castle varied in colour from frothy white to near-transparent.  All the shades of purity,  he thought. 

Apparently, the ice harvest had done something to the essential quality of the ice. 

‘It’s gorgeous!’ she cried, leading him through the huge ice archway that formed the main entrance. Townspeople pushed past them laughing and singing, some of them even dancing, their hands stretched out, reaching, striving to form a massive daisy chain with everyone they passed. Even in their heavy winter garb, they moved with no awkwardness, no stiffness, as if they wore nothing at all. 

He looked overhead as they entered the first big room. Icicles hung down in clusters like a series of elaborate chandeliers, the illusion made more perfect when they caught the last rays of the dying sun coming through the entranceway. The room was almost a perfect circle. Several ice tunnels led off to other parts of the castle. 

‘This is  incredible?  he said. ‘It  is  a palace!’ In fact, it reminded him more of the make-believe castles in fairy stories, or the way he’d imagined Spanish cities must be when he was a child: exquisite in their appearance and unfailingly comfortable. And it was the heaven his father had believed in as a child, but had been denied in the years after his release from the camps. 

They wandered through a series of ice caves and larger chambers, passing more and more of the townspeople, some of whom laughed their way through, others shambling in silent awe. In some rooms were ice benches and chairs where people sat. If they remained there too long, would they be able to get up, or would their clothes be frozen to the ice? Now and then he thought he heard B.B.’s voice winding its way from some other part of the castle, but he never did see him. 

Some of the townspeople stood in darkened comers of the structure, as if 223
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waiting for something. It bothered him. Everyone was watching him. 

The castle was much bigger than it had first appeared from the outside.  They hadn’t had enough time to build all this.  Again, he looked around nervously for B.B., to explain things to him. Fog swirled in some of the entrances and under some of the doors—condensation and sudden changes of temperature, he thought. Old men and women came in and out of the fog, but none said anything to him. When they came close he moved, afraid to have them touch him. 

He came to see the townspeople as not simply other, but  other.  Their faces were grey and shadowed. They were no longer human. . . . Sometimes in distant halls he could hear a small girl’s laughter. 

Near the back of the castle they arrived at a short staircase of ice blocks. ‘This way,’ Emily whispered. ‘We can get away from all these people.’ Then she pushed him up the stairs. 

The ice walls here were imperfectly formed, their surfaces streaked and cracked. 

In fact, a crevasse had formed on one wall, so large that Rudy feared for the safely of the entire structure. I think we’d better warn . . .’ he said, turning around, but Emily Lorcaster wasn’t there. 

The castle suddenly seemed very quiet. He turned back around and looked at the damaged walls. The outer layers of ice were shaving off and dropping onto the floor. 

Dark stains flowed down the walls as the ice began to melt. Black rivulets criss-crossed the ice floor. 

Rotted chunks of ice fell from the castle roof, shattering into bone-shaped fragments at his feet. 

In one comer of the room was a crib sculpted out of ice. He walked over to it. 

Black holes had melted into the bottom of the crib. He bent closer to peer inside: the holes seemed endless. Their edges melted together, widened, the dripping ice around those edges half frozen into icicle teeth. Rudy stepped back. They looked like a nest of hungry mouths. 

He turned away and stared at the slight shadows of countless children trapped within the crumbling ice walls. Their faces came closer to the surface. He could see that all their mouths were open. Their shadow hands came up to the surface of the ice, fingers outstretched, and then their emaciated arms and skeleton fingers thrust completely through the ice, begging, desperate to touch. Their porous skin hung like pale, damp tissue from their bones, as if they had been underwater for a very long time. 

The ice walls began to split. They leaned precariously. In the distance he could hear other parts of the structure rumbling. Rudy could feel the closeness of a terrible cold. 

 In me,  he thought.  The terrible cold in my heart and in Old Finney's heart is responsible for all this ice.  The floor split open as the ice blocks beneath him slipped and faulted. Rudy fell past long curls of ice, broken white cornices, shattered pinnacles many feet tall, curtains of icicles and
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fragile accumulations of rime.  The pond is much bigger than it is.  Countless frozen hands tried to grab him, whether to hurt or help him he had no idea.  We all live in a cemetery, all of us—there’s no escaping it.  lie thought of concentration camps where the dead were stacked into huge freezers, then shipped into the German mountains by the thousands in order to cool the Führer’s summer home. His arms and legs grew numb, his chest almost too cold to move the air through his lungs. 

He could barely feel.  Put isn't that what I've wanted? 

The sudden halt in his descent left him dizzy and unable to breathe. He was inside a huge bubble of ice, it seemed, the only entrance or exit being the hole he’d torn through the ceiling during his descent.  I’m down inside the frozen pond. The pond has a basement. 

Around him lay hundreds of small hummocks of ice. Mounds of snow. The air was so cold that the warmth of his body, carried in his breath, created great stretches of while cloud across the chamber. Scattered about were larger pieces of ice, almost small bergs, with hollows and soft places, the ravaged ice skulls of a tribe of giants. 

 The coldness in my heart created this cemetery.  He thought about Eva, sweet Julie, Marsha and their unborn child, his father dead of cancer (‘I caught it in the camps. Il sounds crazy but I swear—I know it’s true.’). His life had become a tomb. His heart was a headstone of ice. 

Thin hands with broken fingernails broke through the surface of the icy hummock beside him. The sounds of cracking and shifting ice filled the chamber, echoing back and forth from wall to wall until it overlapped his own thoughts and it was his thoughts cracking, his nerves splitting and thawing his emotions. 

Across the chamber, hands and knees and feet and heads emerged from the ice, flesh tearing on the ragged edges of ice, bones breaking audibly. But there were no outcries. 

No blood. Pale faces tight against the bone. Slow shuffling gaits. Eyes straight ahead, uninterested in what lay around them. Mouths gaping, moving, hungry for something but not knowing what. All those Old Finney had murdered over the years and dumped into Ice House Pond rose up and began to walk. 

The forces of memory set in motion, ready to devour the living. The pond was much much bigger. Once he’d set them in motion, Rudy could not avoid the moving walls of ice. The walls of ice crushed everything in their path. 

The moving figures were multiplying with a perverse fecundity. The bodies—so many of them—pressed up against him, touching, rubbing, pushing him hard against the ice. Now and then one would reach out to hold him, and he’d feel guilty when he evaded its grasp. 

Rudy was appalled to discover that there was more than one layer of bodies below the icy hummocks. After the first wave had passed and gone to 225
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the icy sides of the bubble where it futilely attempted to scale the walls, more pale hands and feet and heads appeared from the ragged holes. The dead staggered forth, their hands outstretched, clutching one another in a great, obscene daisy chain. Flesh rubbed against flesh until they began to meld. 

And after these another wave, and then still another. All the town’s dead rising up through the pond, through the doorway Old Finney’s coldness had created and Rudy’s own coldness had allowed to continue. They rubbed and joined until all these pasts were the same, all flesh the same, and Rudy was able to crawl his way out of the hole in the ceiling on top of this great mound of death. 

Back on the shore, the ice castle was collapsing. He joined Emily and B.B. to watch the end. He thought about his family, his families, now long gone.  When they died, the world should have died. If the world doesn't die on its own, sometimes you have to murder it. 

Obviously he hadn’t been the first to feel that way. Old Finney knew. But now Rudy felt more free than he had in years. His families were gone forever. But he was still alive. 

After a few days Rudy gave serious thought to what he would have to do to get back to the city and start his life over again. He thought it likely that Mr Lorcaster would be eager to buy the place back from him, especially if Rudy had Mrs Lorcaster on his side. 

Ice House Pond belonged to the Bay—it was too dangerous to permit some outsider to live there. B.B. would help straighten up things around the place, board up the windows, shut off the furnace for good. And seal up all entrances to the ice house. B.B. had claimed to have achieved some peace after what he’d seen in the ice castle, although he never would tell Rudy exactly what he had seen. 

But Rudy knew such plans were useless. He knew he wouldn’t be leaving. Not anytime soon at least. When the next cold weather arrived in the Bay, pushing the fog into great pools that filled every depression, he was aware of the invisible hands on his body, seeking comfort and release. 

Rudy’s father used to read him a story from one of the big fairytale books in his study, an adaptation of one of the Norse myths, having to do with the end of the world. Rudy had read the story to Julie hundreds of times, from the time she was four years old. She had loved it very much. When she had curled up against his chest during those readings, his stronger breath seeming to support and drive hers, he had thought he was protecting her from all harm. He had believed he was insuring her a long and happy life. As far as he had been concerned, Julie was going to live forever. 

When the end of the world finally came—and certainly few were surprised that it came, having seen it in their dreams for years, having seen it even in the faces of their newborn children—the seas, lakes, and rivers all froze solid. The fish were all fixed in their places, their final sea-thoughts preserved for all time, so that looking through the ice the fishermen believed
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these fish had simply been painted on the underside of the ice, and they went home without their daily catch, waiting for death with their families. 

When the gods died they began to dream, and those dreams took the form of snowfall. And the dead gods dreamed for a very long time. (‘I guess they had nothing else better to do,’ his father had always remarked.) The snow piled up unendingly. 

The winds screamed. There was no heat in the sun, which had become old and white, a blind eye. 

The great wolf Skoll, who had pursued the sun through the heavens for millennia, finally caught up with it, leapt upon it, and devoured it. (‘You can’t escape the past,’

Rudy had told her, hugging her close against the cold, hoping she would remember this someday. ‘You just learn to live with its ghosts.’) The moon died in the night. The stars flickered and went out, leaving a darkness greater than any before. 
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CHARLIE GOODE’S GHOSTS

Introduction

Hauntings: The Power of the Past

OF ALL THE supernatural creatures that inhabit my fiction, the ghost is the only one of which I’ve been asked, ‘Do you believe in such things?’ In part this may be because the ghost is the most accessible, the most familiar motif of supernatural fiction, the figure whose factual existence the average person is most likely to accept. Those who scoff at the very idea of vampires and werewolves may very well believe wholeheartedly in the reality of ghosts. 

I never know exactly how to answer such a question. As with any of the things I write about, my temptation is to say, ‘Literally, no.’ I could go on to explain that most of the so-called true-life accounts of ghostly encounters seem far too ordinary to me, couched in the terms, and reflective of the desires and needs, of the living. I could go on to say that I suspect that if there are, in fact, ghosts, their reality must be far more extraordinary than these accounts suggest. But I seldom bother, because I find that sort of issue irrelevant to my own work. At least in terms of my writing, I have only the most passing interest in a ‘literal world’. 

What I choose not to talk about, however, is how one of the most vivid smells in my life is the sweetness of the hair of a child now dead, or how some of the most distinctive voices in my head are ones I have not heard in years. Or even how the old Victorian house I own now can never seem completely my own—it is too unmistakably an accumulation of destinies altered and lives completed over the last one hundred years. I see the evidence of this in every room. Every repair job, every small bit of remodelling, entails a journey into the past and into other people’s lives. 

Although we are continually admonished to live in the ‘now’, told that to do otherwise exposes us to everything from neuroses to cancer, most of us find it impossible to comply. When reading Wordsworth’s lines that ‘the world is too much with us’, I’m often tempted to substitute ‘past’ for ‘world’. Indeed, for many of us the past is the bulk of our world. For an unfortunate few it is the only world they will ever know. It has power beyond reckoning: it petrifies the living and enlivens the dead. 

231

 The Far Side of the Lake

This kind of continual backward glance is not something I would ever advocate. 

We should never permit the past to cloud and obscure what is breathing and growing around us. But I also believe that there is knowledge and discovery in the power of the past. In the best ghost stories, the awe engendered should be as profound as the terror. 

A close study of the ghost story teaches us that all the forms of memory are virtually incalculable. Our lives, and the lives of ail we have loved, arc recorded in the way a sheet drapes across the bed, in the tattered remains of a poster glued to a fence, in the shadows cast by a particular arrangement of furniture, in the pattern of freckles on a child’s face. 

At times it seems impossible to separate these memories from who we are. When we peer into the darkened room and attempt to apprehend all the shadows dwelling there, we seem to be looking into the very heart of ourselves, where each ghostly manifestation is an essential part of us, a significant event in our lives, perhaps even an organ of unknown function. To look at the ghost is to see ourselves and our destinies. 

These tales of Charlie Goode were written against a background of reading which has included M. R. James, Algernon Blackwood, A. M. Burrage, E. F. Benson, and H. 

R. Wakefield. Although in the main body of my work the strange manifestations of reality are seldom identified as ghosts, I have come to understand that the vast majority of my fiction concerns in some way the idea of ghosts and the power of the past. The Charlie Goode stories are intended as an acknowledgement of the influence and pleasure provided me by the aforementioned masters of the English ghost story. 

Steve Rasnic Tem

Denver, 1990

 Originally published as the introduction to  Absences: Charlie Goode’s Ghosts ( The Haunted Library, 1991)
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The Dancers in the Leaves

CHARLIE GOODE BARELY knew the old woman when she invited him to tea. 

But because he barely knew her he didn’t feel that he could be so impolite as to refuse. 

‘You study ghosts,’ she said, wrinkled lips poised over the silver rim of her cup. 

He balanced the matching saucer awkwardly on one knee as he sipped from another delicate cup in her set. He would probably have felt less self-conscious if he hadn’t been so aware of the value and rarity of the old woman’s antique china. ‘I have an Interest,’ he said. ‘Not a very scientific one; it’s more of an  emotional connection, I suppose.’

The old woman rattled cup against saucer impatiently. Charlie winced at the sound, imagining hairline cracks forming in the porcelain. ‘You solve  puzzles,  I believe. Involving ghosts?’

Charlie scratched his chin, thinking. ‘That word “solve” makes me a bit uncomfortable. I’m certainly no ghost finder, no John Silence, Carnacki, or Miles Pennoyer. I can’t say that I’ve ever truly  solved  anything. I’ve just been willing to stay around when things were developing. Sometimes that’s a help to people; but oftentimes it makes no difference at all.’

The old woman brought her cup down with a clatter. ‘For heaven’s sake, man! 

I’ve heard that at least you have an . . . affinity for such things?’

‘Yes,’ he said carefully. ‘I have an affinity for such things.’

‘Well then . . .’ She flashed a satisfied smile, incongruous in the dour face. She stood and hobbled over to a large window in the back wall of the house. Charlie stood awkwardly, placing his tea things carefully on a side table. The old woman opened the window curtain, exposing a back yard lined with tall trees, red, brown, and yellow leaves travelling small eddies to the already well-padded ground. 

‘They’ve grown to be quite a distraction, you see.’ She gestured out the window. 

‘The leaves?’

‘Mr Goode, it is the leaves I so value. I’ve always looked forward to this time of year, and this view of my back property. It is the  dancers  I find so troublesome.’

Charlie joined her at the window. At first he could see very little. The 233
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overhead canopy of branches permitted only stray threads of sunlight to reach the ground. Falling leaves and dust filled the space as if it were an enclosed chamber, a great ballroom. And then a shape began to appear, a clouding in the translucence of the space, a form that bobbed and strode delicately, like a dancer's foot. 

‘A hundred years ago there was an outdoor pavilion here,’ she said beside him. 

‘The bandstand was behind those trees. Sometimes they danced until well after dark, I hear.’

The foot became a slender leg, wrapped in white that faded into transparency now and then, then appeared again to catch the vague light. Then another leg, then a delicate torso, and finally a woman with dust motes for flesh, shadows for hair, turning and gliding, dancing through the leaves that filled the old woman’s back yard. 

‘It isn’t fair,’ the old woman whispered beside him. 

‘Don’t you find her lovely to watch?’

She hesitated, and he could hear the change in her breathing. I used to dance, when I was young, but now I don’t dance any more. I used to have strength and lightning in my step, and now it’s as if my limbs are full of sand. I used to have a living husband, a good man, and now I have a stone to visit on Sundays. I used to have children, now they’re as much memory as my husband, or that long-decayed pavilion with its dancers. That young woman, once she was alive, but now she’s alive no more. And still she’s here trying to dance. It just isn’t fair.’

Charlie reached down and grasped the old woman’s hand. The wind in the yard kicked up the leaves as the translucent form whirled faster, arms thrown out as if to touch the dark trees. The wind pulled back branches, and the sunlight spotlighted her dance, passing through her to redden the leaves, as if her dancing feet had set them on fire. 

And then another tall figure visited the light: a narrow coat of shadow and rough bark, a beard of moss and twigs, he took the hand of the woman and together they turned and glided through the leaves which lifted slightly off the ground and swirled with their passage. 

‘They’re dancing,’ the old woman said softly. 

‘What else can they do?’ Charlie replied. 

Here and there, grey and brown moths, so light in shade they appeared to Charlie to be growing gradually transparent, floated out of the disturbed leaves and beat their wings in slow motion, in time to the dancers’ steps. They were joined by dozens more, and then hundreds more, rising and turning, dancing, until eventually the outlines of the trees grew fuzzy with them. 

The wind spread the overhead branches farther apart, so that now the light fell heavy on the dancers below, who had been joined by two more couples: a small pale man with a woman who looked pink-edged in that light, 234
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a dark figure with a bird nest for a head waltzing with a collection of spider webs, sunlight, and dust. 

‘What can you do about them?’ the old woman asked him anxiously. ‘They come every autumn now.’

Charlie felt a vague floating sensation, as if his arms and legs were about to rise into the air. He clasped the old woman’s hand more tightly for support. He smiled. 

‘There’s nothing any of us can do, ma’am. Not a thing we can do about any of this. All we can do as long as the sunlight, or even the moonlight, shines on our faces and makes them warm, is try to enjoy the dance.’

With that he led her out into the middle of the floor, bowed, and guided her into what he could remember of the waltzes of his youth. After some hesitation she began to glide with him more easily. Warm music filled his head, and after a while the two of them gazed together at the dancers sweeping through the leaves on the other side of the glass, who more and more came to match their reflection, and dance the same dance. 
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Hearts

THERE WAS A SHARP pain near the middle of Bobby’s chest. He’d been ill for several days; the only reason he was out and about now was because his grandfather needed him. If he’d been older, he might have thought he was having a heart attack. 

But he’d just left his bed too soon. People don’t die of heartbreak, he knew, although he didn’t know why not. 

His grandfather’s driving didn’t help any. The constant jarring, the sharp turns made to correct miscalculations, made his body feel loose to the point of dissolution. 

Charlie Goode had a reputation as a highly competent man; Bobby wondered if anyone else had ever noticed how his grandfather drove. 

When he’d taken off the last semester of his sophomore year of college, he’d thought he’d be bringing a fiancée home to meet his mother. But Joan had disappeared just before Christmas. After two weeks of frantic phone calls and fruitless searching he’d received the card from her (bright red, art deco design, non-committal patter) telling him that she just couldn’t go through with it. He hadn’t said anything to his mother; she had her own problems of the heart. The current boyfriend had left the house for the third time in a year. 

As his grandfather stepped on the gas to climb a sudden hill, Bobby could feel his heart’s blood roaring inarticulately in his ears. 

It had been some time since Bobby had been into the town of Darkwater, Virginia. 

His grandfather lived only ten miles from there, but Charlie had never much cared for the town. Most of its citizens were related in some way to one of four families. 

Outsiders were not exactly excluded, but the good citizens didn’t go out of their way to strike up a conversation with strangers, and a stranger was anyone who didn’t live there, however familiar. 

Charlie did have a couple of old friends in the town: Dr Mullins, the general practitioner, and old Maggie Gibson, who lived on the outskirts of the town and who had become a virtual hermit in the last few years. Bobby knew his grandfather bought supplies in Darkwater when he was forced to, but the old man described those transactions as ‘quiet affairs, as if one were doing business with deaf mutes. All requests, prices and negotiations are mimed.’ At the time Bobby had taken him literally, until Charlie cracked a smile. ‘Almost! I swear,’ he’d said. Bobby had a difficult time imagining
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Charlie in such a context. Although intense and thoughtful, in public dealings his grandfather was normally garrulous to a fault. 

But this day his grandfather had business in Darkwater, and as frequently occurred when there was physical labour involved, grandson Bobby was enlisted. An elderly lady from one of the four families, Miss Alice Collins, had recently died. Her sister, Mrs Irma Bledsoe, had hired Charlie to appraise the contents of the old lady’s home. 

‘Are you actually getting paid for this one, Granddad?’ Bobby asked pointedly. 

Charlie didn't reply at first, his narrow frame bouncing crazily behind the wheel of the truck. Bobby was suddenly alarmed by his grandfather’s frailty. Charlie peered over the top of the oversized steering wheel, making the turn onto Darkwater Road before looking over at Bobby with a grin. 

‘Oh, the pay’s good enough for an old man with minimal expenses,’ he said. ‘A few dollars—some of which I’ll be paying to you for your kind assistance—and my choice of the scrapbooks Miss Alice Collins collected over the years, as well as any other relatively worthless memorabilia I might care for. Inna Bledsoe requested—or rather ordered—that I have all but the saleable antiques hauled off to the county dump.’

Bobby grimaced. ‘Great. I’d have thought that Irma Bledsoe would have wanted to go through the personal items herself.’

‘I don’t know, but she  insisted  on this arrangement. She said she didn’t want anything  that belonged to her sister, said she wasn’t even going to set foot in that house.’

Mrs Bledsoe was waiting out in front of the house when they got there, an old black umbrella held over her head like a giant dead flower, no doubt to keep the sun off her head. ‘See there,’ Charlie said. ‘She won’t even go up on the porch to get out of the sun.’

‘You’re late, Mr Goode.’ The face under the umbrella was pasty and damp, the only pink discernible rimming the hard black eyes. Bobby thought of fish. She jabbed the house key at Charlie like a knife. 

‘Sorry, Miz Bledsoe. It’s the roads, you see.’

Mrs Bledsoe turned away and started towards an ancient black Buick parked at the curb. She stopped and looked back at them. ‘Speed is most important in this job, Mr Goode.’

‘Yes’m. 

The car pulled away slowly, dreamlike in the heat. Bobby watched until it disappeared, but Charlie was already jiggling the key in the front door lock. The house was tall and elegant, a Queen Anne that stood out in a neighbourhood of mostly newer, box-like homes, certainly none of them with exteriors as well kept. Curtains were pulled back in the front windows of two of the houses across the street, oval faces against the glass like pale balloons. It was too far to discern their features. No one was out on porches or street, 
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even though it was barely past noon. If this was typical of the neighbourhood. Bobby imagined Miss Collins to have been a pretty lonely old woman. He rubbed absently at the raw pain in his chest. 

When they opened the door the house air wrapped around them, warm and dry', faintly perfumed. Alice Collins had kept her house well, and scrupulously organized, so that there wasn’t the endless gathering and packing that had characterized similar projects Bobby had undertaken with his grandfather. Items in the attic, basement, and garage were stored neatly in barrels and boxes; and except for a couple of ratty-looking stuffed squirrels (Charlie had always had a bit of a taxidermy fetish), all of these objects were moved out to the curb for disposal. 

‘Most of the furniture here isn’t the best, I’m afraid,’ Charlie said as they were moving a sideboard out into the middle of the bright red parlour rug. ‘Antiques, surely, but not by any of the finer craftsmen, not even by any of the major manufacturers. 

Country carpenter’s pieces, mostly. Just take a look at the legs on this piece.’ Bobby looked down at the sideboard’s legs. He couldn’t see anything wrong with them. ‘Not enough taper. The ankles are too thick, and the upper parts are slightly out of proportion. I bet if there’s a maker’s label it’ll say “Furniture by Rufus’’ or some such.’

‘So it’s all worthless?’ Bobby suddenly felt as if he’d wasted the day. 

I didn’t say that. Mrs Bledsoe just won’t be able to get top dollar, that’s all. Some tourist will pay the antique shops full price for these, just because of their age, but we’ll be selling to those shops, not somebody driving through in shorts and a camera. 

They’ll pay us less than half that, for sure.’ Charlie looked around the parlour, out through the French doors to the fancy dining-room beyond. ‘Alice Collins liked lots of pretty things. But I’m afraid she had little taste. And like a lot of people who recognize that about themselves, she tried to make up for it with sheer quantity.’ He looked at Bobby and grinned. I know what you’re thinking—what with the mass of junk I’ve got crammed into that house of mine! But the difference is I know most of that stuff is junk. I just happen to find junk interesting. Maybe I’m just a bit of a romantic. Now, this Miss Alice Collins was one real romantic. I’d say she’d had her heart broken more than a few times from the look of things around here.’

Bobby stared at him. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘This is the house of a woman without a man, but who thought a lot about romance.’

Impressions Bobby had been trying to put together since he’d first entered the house suddenly began aligning themselves after his grandfather’s little speech. The house was like other old ladies’ homes he’d been in before, but more so. The word that came to mind was ‘feminine’. It was the most stereotypically feminine house he’d ever been in, and not just the elderly sort of femininity embodied in fine old lace doilies and old-fashioned fragile
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collectables; there was a lot of the schoolgirl in the house, and the young bride as well. 

For one thing, there was a massive collection of dolls, scattered throughout the house, and all of them well-maintained, their dresses in good shape, their hair neatly combed and free of dust. Charlie said a few of the dolls were antique, but many of them appeared to be recently purchased. Added to these were all the stuffed toys, hundreds of them, and the toy grooming sets, and miniature teasets and kitchenware, all of them well kept, as if some remarkably fastidious little girl had momentarily left her play. 

The pictures and other decorations on the walls seemed to indicate a female of a different age, however: pressed corsages in narrow, delicate frames, dozens of pictures of young men unsmiling in their stiff collars, bowlers and skimmers in hand, small placards promoting handsome movie stars of the past—which Bobby found vaguely familiar but whose names escaped him—numerous dance cards glued to lace borders and hung in diamond- and heart-shaped arrangements on the walls, romantic illustrations clipped from old books and fastened to polished wooden squares. 

‘Kind of appropriate, I think, for Valentine’s Day,’ Charlie said. 

‘Valentine’s Day?’

‘Yep, it’s Valentine’s Day. What’s the matter, Bobby? Didn’t you send any Valentines out this year?’

Bobby didn’t say anything. 

‘Never cared much for the holiday, myself. The Lupercalia. Did you know that the Romans used to sacrifice animals for it? Now maybe that’s the origin of all those cute little cards with all their bright red ink. I don’t know. Rather  romantic,  don’t you think? The priests would run through the crowds striking people with bloody thongs of animal hide. Infertile couples would push their way to the front to make sure they were struck—it was supposed to cure them. Then afterwards . . . well, they tried to make the most of the occasion.’

Bobby shook his head. ‘Sounds pretty desperate.’

‘Some people will do almost anything in order to have children, I suppose. To get a little love and affection they think’s going to last. A child’s affection is supposed to last, I suppose.’ Charlie frowned a little and looked down at his feet. ‘The human heart’s a funny thing.’

And finally, in one of the smaller upstairs rooms, the maid’s bedroom of an earlier age, they discovered what they would forever after refer to as the ‘bridal shrine’: the walls hung with a variety of wedding dresses of differing ages and quality, several tables laden with wedding invitations, rice packets, bride and groom figurines, and, off in the comer, an expensive-looking bassinet, covered with several layers of brilliant white silk, still waiting for the baby. Bobby felt a pain and bit his lip, tasted blood. 

‘She was married?’ he asked. 
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‘Not that I was ever told.’

‘Children?’

‘Not that I ever heard.’

Charlie decided to go back downstairs to begin cataloguing the library. He didn’t expect to find much of value—he’d already complained to Bobby that most of it seemed to consist of those ‘silly Victorian women’s novels’ that had been so popular in their time, but were practically worthless now. 

‘I’ll pack up the bridal things,’ Bobby said. 

Charlie glanced around the room. ‘Not much we can sell here, except maybe the fancy bassinet. But I’m reluctant to toss out anything which obviously had such obsessive importance for someone. We may have to eventually, of course, but for now let’s just store and catalogue it all.’

Bobby shared his grandfather’s reluctance; in fact, he found the room difficult to leave. Whoever Alice Collins had been, he felt the heart of her had resided in this room. 

Most of the bridal gowns had a number of layers, giving them a fullness he found oddly disconcerting. They hung along the walls like a collection of headless brides. 

Some of the necklines and sleeves seemed slightly frayed, yellowed, as if the gowns had been wom several times over the years. He heard Charlie opening the front door downstairs, dragging something outside, and he imagined a succession of headless brides being carried over the threshold by their phantom grooms. He rubbed al his chest, thinking maybe his mind had been affected, now prone to morbid jokes. The draught from downstairs snaked through the room. The bridal gowns rustled; one or two swirled slightly, as if anxious for the ‘Wedding March’ to be played. 

Then the door slammed downstairs and he could smile at himself. He began wrapping the various wedding props in newspaper, carefully, and loading them into boxes. 

He was removing a large, remarkably ornate wedding dress from the wall, when he discovered a small door behind it, hidden by the lacy, voluminous folds. 

It appeared to be some sort of small storage closet, lined with dark shelves. 

Without thinking he reached into the darkness of one shelf, and felt something hard there. He caught his fingers on the edge of it, and dragged it out into the light. It was a thick and heavy book. A scrapbook. The title, hand-lettered in white ink, said simply

‘1952’. 

He flipped through the scrapbook quickly. Valentines. Page after page of them, apparently home-made and addressed to ‘Miss Alice Collins’. 

All the shelves were stacked high with similar-sized scrapbooks, each labelled by year. He slid a few out at random: they all contained similar home-made Valentines. 

Bobby sat down on the floor with a number of the volumes from a wide range of years and began studying the Valentines in detail. His grandfather enjoyed old scrapbooks, the more personal and
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eccentric the better. He would love these. 

The early Valentines were all almost identical. Precise hearts had been cut from heavy, pale red construction paper, so perfectly symmetrical that Bobby thought they must have been drawn with drafting tools. Each had been pasted into the exact centre of a square of fine white linen paper. One word, ‘Frederick’, had been carefully written in the bottom right comer, approximately one inch from the edge of the sheet. 

There were sixty such Valentines for each year from 1952 through 1960, five-hundred forty in all. And all of them virtually identical. The only differences were slight gradations in the shade of red, probably because the construction paper from time to time would inevitably come from a different dye batch, or a different brand. 

And now and then there were slight variations in the weave and finish of the white squares of paper, although they were all very close, as if selected for consistency. 

Bobby wondered how many paper manufacturers Frederick’s passion had outlasted. 

Subtle changes were evident in the Valentines from 1961: they were slightly larger, less symmetrical, and here and there Bobby detected mistakes in the cutting, with tiny ragged slivers of red projecting out of the outlines of a few of the hearts.  Like bloody fur,  he thought. In ’62 and ’63 the mistakes increased, the signatures became less neat, more hurried. For ’64 Bobby discovered a volume of over two hundred Valentines— more than four a week! —each slightly different from all the others. Some were quite a bit smaller, some quite a bit larger, the colours brighter, or darker, as if the Valentine had been smoke damaged. On some of them lace had been sloppily—as if hastily—applied. Some of the hearts had begun to distort, with slight bulges here and there. Towards the end of the year Frederick’s signature had become much larger, thicker. Now and then a broad exclamation mark had been appended. 

For ’65 there were only a handful of Valentines, seven or eight. Only two of these were red. For the others Frederick had experimented with green, yellow, blue, black, grey. 

Bobby stared at the final, grey Valentine, pasted in halfway through the scrapbook. 

All the remaining pages were blank. 

The grey shape was almost unrecognizable as a heart, if indeed a heart was what it had been intended to be. It had a number of wandering curves and angles, with pockets and dead ends that caught at the eye. The soft greyness of the shape tended to blend with the slightly discoloured paper, so that, after staring at the Valentine for some time, Bobby was even less sure of its shape. 

The idea of older people indulging themselves in such a game saddened him. The idea of this man sending to his love these increasingly incoherent, desperate love messages, and this woman saving them, disturbed him. They had acted no more rationally than he had over the loss of Joan. They had not 241
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healed and they had got no better—they had obviously grown much worse. Examining these books of Valentines made him despair of the possibilities of his own emotional survival. 

The draught had come back into the room. The scrapbook page stirred slightly beneath his hands. He looked back at the Valentine, and it was as if he was looking into it, the grey shape opening up and turning, leaving an impression of arms and legs twisting and untwisting, something embryonic unfolding, an aged face writhing in final pain. 

Bobby looked away. When he gazed back, Frederick’s final Valentine was again pasted and fixed to the page, the colours fading into a pale nothingness. In a few years there’d be no discernible shape at all. 

As he was putting these scrapbooks back on the darkened shelves, Bobby realized there were still more volumes on the shelves on the other sides of the closet, numbering all the way up to the present year. He pulled out the volume for 1966 anxiously. 

The Valentines for ’66 were similar to the ones in the early volumes: simple, single-hearted affairs, but not as precisely cut and pasted. The major difference was that these new Valentines were unsigned. 

1968 and 1969 saw the arrival of some rather badly distorted cards. Hearts with cancerous lumps hanging off the left and right ventricles, hearts with pieces removed, several hearts with holes burned in their middles, stained, chewed, or otherwise marred. 

1970 through 1973 brought hearts in a variety of shapes and sizes, able to express almost every mood and degree of ambivalence imaginable. Some of the hearts had become so distorted they reminded Bobby of exploratory dissections, or perhaps hearts that had been turned inside out, pushed through their own aortas. 1974 brought with it new varieties of paper: shiny, hard materials like dried skin and muscle. Bobby thought of the Roman priests swinging their bloody thongs through the dense crowds of stupefied, infertile citizens. 

In 1975 and 1976 the Valentines had been severely abused: apparently pounded, and slashed with razors, bent and twisted. And still the woman had saved them. 

Bobby pulled the remaining volumes off the shelves, scattering them haphazardly on the floor around him, flipping through them at random, sampling the Valentines, making comparisons, looking for some meaning. 

The Valentines for the current year’s volume were not glued into place, but simply inserted between the heavy black pages of the scrapbook. But upon turning the pages Bobby was able to find the vague traces of glue still adhering to the black surfaces, as if the Valentines, no longer content with being fixed in such a manner, had pulled and twisted themselves off the pages. 
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reluctant to touch them. They no longer resembled paper constructions, but were more like flattened animal carcasses pressed between the sheets, much like the flattened flower arrangements Alice Collins had framed and hung from her walls as sad decoration. 

Valentines began falling from this last volume at an increasing rate, piling up at Bobby’s feet, soon covering his shoes. Upon exposure to air they seemed somehow more brittle and yet after a few minutes the colours appeared renewed, the paper cracking as the Valentines seemed to expand. 

Bobby held one of the shiny red hearts in his hand, the heart more like dried leather than paper, and watched as it began to swell. Suddenly it felt warm in his hand, and he thought of a heart removed from some small animal while it was still alive. He felt the pain back in his chest again as the tiny heart continued its subtle movements. 

He thought of Joan. He thought of the loneliness of his mother, Charlie’s almost hermit-like lifestyle, the solitary desperation drawn and cut into these Valentines. 

The draft swept around him, the perfume held in these walls over the years suddenly released and pushing into his lungs, pressing against his heart. He gasped for air, clutching at his chest. He imagined his heart a Valentine, the paper being tom again and again by an angry lover, the red dye staining his lover’s hands. 

Before collapsing he heard Charlie calling his name. His nostrils suddenly filled with the strong scent of copper. 

Dr Mullins tapped Bobby’s chest and smiled. ‘No heart attack this time, young man. 

Just a bit of stress, and a lingering flu. A little rest should take care of that. You know,’

he said, winking, ‘a little heartache never killed anyone, no matter what the songs say.’

‘I’ve heard that before,’ Bobby said softly. ‘How did …’

‘You talked a lot in your sleep, young man. About that, and all sorts of crazy things.’

Bobby looked over at his grandfather. Charlie gave him one of those looks that always meant some variation on ‘let me do the talking’. ‘Hey, Jim. Miss Alice Collins. 

Was she ever married? And did she ever have any children?’

Dr Mullins looked away, fumbling with some of the pill samples in the top drawer of his desk. He tossed a couple to Bobby. ‘They called her  Miss Alice.  Everybody did. 

As long as I can remember.’

‘We’ve known each other a long time, Jim,’ Charlie said. ‘That just answers my first question. You know I wouldn’t ask unless . . 

Dr Mullins raised his hand with a tired look. ‘She was always a sick woman. If she had  been pregnant, she couldn’t have brought it to term, not alive anyway. She would have required some special help.’

‘Medical help?’ Bobby had never seen his grandfather look embarrassed before. 
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Dr Mullins nodded. ‘You going over to Irma Bledsoe’s tonight?’

‘I’ll need to let her know as to our progress today.’

Dr Mullins smiled. ‘I thought you might. Careful now, Charlie. She’s got meaner every year. She’s not much like her sister Alice, bless her sweet soul.’

‘I figured as much.’ Charlie grabbed his battered felt hat and helped Bobby to his feet. At the door he turned back around to face Dr Mullins. ‘By the way, Jim. How did Alice Collins die?’

Dr Mullins shook his head. ‘Well . . . heart attack, in fact. Her face had that look . 

. . that scared look . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Heart attack.’

Charlie nodded and pushed Bobby out the door. 

Mrs Irma Bledsoe sat impatiently through Charlie’s recounting of the day’s progress. 

Bobby wasn’t surprised when his grandfather failed to mention Bobby’s blacking out. 

‘I really don’t see why you needed to come tell me this,’ she said, her mouth twisting around the words. ‘I expected you to simply  do  the job and then inform me when it was  done,  Mr Goode.’

Charlie smiled what Bobby knew to be his best ingratiating smile, the smile he used to tell farmers he was about to become the banc of their existence until they permitted him on their property in order to search for Indian relics. ‘I just wanted to make  sure  we handled things the way you wanted them, Miz Bledsoe. Like these scrapbooks here.’

Before she could respond, Charlie had plopped one of the huge scrapbooks across her lap, the pages open to two large, hideously distorted Valentines. Bobby could see that they were of the later, anonymous variety. Mrs Bledsoe stared at the Valentines, but kept her hands hovering chest-high, away from the pages. 

‘I . . . don’t understand ... the meaning . . .’

‘I suppose it’s a few years since you’ve seen these,’ Charlie said, leaning over as if to admire the handiwork of the greetings. 

‘My sister kept . . . these monstrosities?’

‘Every last one, it appears. Gave my grandson here quite a scare.’

Mrs Bledsoe turned to Bobby, but Bobby didn’t think she saw him. ‘I never really cared much for the holiday, myself,’ she said quickly. ‘My husband and I . . .’

‘Frederick,’ Charlie interrupted. Bobby looked at his grandfather. He found he couldn’t move. 

Mrs Bledsoe looked momentarily confused. ‘Yes, Frederick. Frederick and I never cared much for the holiday, you sec. We always thought it was a holiday for children.’

Bobby thought about the priests with their bloody thongs, the frenzied crowds, and shuddered. Children. 

‘But your sister Alice was different?’
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‘Yes, Alice was different. Frederick always said that Alice was different from the rest of our family. She loved all the holidays, but especially Valentine’s.’ Bobby thought that Mrs Bledsoe’s voice had suddenly become noticeably colder. 

‘So you didn’t send out Valentines each year? Neither you nor your husband?’

Mrs Bledsoe’s knees appeared to suddenly collapse and the scrapbook crashed to the floor. Several crushed Valentines blew out of the pages, spun, and dived into the fireplace. They burned with a foul odour, but Bobby seemed to be the only one who noticed. 

‘Of course not,’ she replied, looking at Charlie as if he were mad. 

‘But your children, Miz Bledsoe,’ Charlie said, raising his voice. ‘Surely you helped them celebrate the day?’

Bobby thought Mrs Bledsoe looked oddly relieved. ‘But there were never any children,’ she said swiftly. ‘We couldn’t have them. Oh, Frederick wanted them, surely, but I couldn’t . . .’ She stopped. There was a soft rapping on the front door. 

‘We couldn’t have any. He always had a terrible time accepting that, up until the day he died . . .’ The knocking at the door repeated itself, more loudly this time. 

Bobby craned his neck, looking towards the front hall. Through the window by the front door he could barely make out someone’s figure bending over slowly, reaching down. 

‘The day he died,’ Charlie said. Mrs Bledsoe simply nodded as the knocking at the front door continued. ‘Which was in the year. . .’

‘I don’t remember,’ Mrs Bledsoe said. 

‘Mid-sixties, I would guess,’ Charlie said, leaning closer. ‘Good time for Valentines, I suppose. All those summers of love, as the long-haired kids, the flower children, used to call them.’

Bobby watched as a letter dropped through the mailslot and the shadow on the other side of the door disappeared.  It's too late in the evening for mail,  he thought, and felt inane. 

‘The children . . .’ Mrs Bledsoe repeated. ‘But I don’t remember the year.’

‘1965?’ Charlie asked. ‘Yes, perhaps he died in ’65. There were some wonderful Valentines in 1965, Miz Bledsoe. But not as good as the ones in ’66. Do you remember the Valentines people were sending in ’66, Miz Bledsoe?’

She had stood up. She stared at the front hall, the front door. She stepped over the fallen scrapbook, crinkling a brittle red heart beneath the heel of her shoe. ‘Yes. 

Now that you mention it,’ she said. ‘I believe I do.’

‘He sent her Valentines, Miz Bledsoe. He sent them to her year round. And you knew, or found out. And after he died you continued to send her Valentines, but yours were of a very different tone, now weren’t they?’

She acted as if she hadn’t heard him. She walked out to the front hall. 
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Charlie had slumped down into a chair after she’d left the room and looked wearily at Bobby. He was breathing heavily. ‘I’m getting a little mean in my old age, Bobby. I'm afraid you’re going to have to learn when to stop me.' 

Bobby tried to formulate a reply, trying to think of something that would make his grandfather feel better, and yet wondering if perhaps he was right—maybe he had pushed a little too hard. But a crash from the front hall interrupted him. They both leapt to their feet and raced to the front door, where they found Mrs Inna Bledsoe sprawled on the floor, the opened letter in her hand, her pale face frozen with— what had the doctor said?— that scared look. 

Bobby knelt beside her and picked up the letter. It was a Valentine, a perfect white square of fine linen paper. At the exact centre was affixed a dark blotch of a heart that in the dim light of the hall seemed to change shape even as he watched, grow warped and distorted, a hateful thing, like fungus, or disease. 

He dropped it as soon as he realized what it was, but it left his fingers warm and sticky. Even with his grandfather’s help and his own frantic scrubbing, it took him hours to wash away the bright colour, and the smell. 
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FOR YEARS CHARLIE GOODE spent a brief period during July—two or three days at most—camped out on a particular grassy slope in the Minnimaw valley. He had no set date for this event; some vague notion that the time had arrived would simply make itself known, something about the way his skin felt in the morning, or the way the sunlight looked in late afternoon, or something peculiar about how distant voices rested in his ears. But it always took place during some part of July’s wet, heatblasted days. 

His grandson Bobby told Charlie he was too old for that kind of heat, and refused to go with him on these trips. Charlie never bothered to point out that his grandson had never been invited. In a way even Charlie did not understand, the occasion was a private one. 

Charlie had not taken the trip the past three summers. Bouts of poor health and scholarly endeavours which simply would not wait had required too much of his time. 

Much to his surprise, he hadn’t even missed the annual trips. He came to believe that during those three years the need had simply not been there. 

But this year he had felt compelled to go. He had lost three old friends in the preceding six months. Three old friends had  died,  he reminded himself. There was no point being overly polite about it at his age. Certainly death had no manners, to speak of. But still, in some ways the word ‘lost’ was strangely appropriate. He hadn’t been by each of their bedsides at the time, although he had wanted to be. A long time ago he’d promised himself he’d be there when it happened. But Willie had died in the hospital while Charlie’s old pick-up was stalled in the driveway. Tom fell out of his boat fishing, and was dead by the time Charlie got to the emergency room. Matthew dropped down during mid-sentence, standing behind the counter at his hardware store. 

He hadn’t even seen their bodies until John Abrams, the local funeral director, was done with them. By that time he wasn’t sure he even recognized them: their faces looked like bad colour photographs of themselves. So it was as if his old friends had just vanished. He’d lost them somewhere along the trail. 

It had been the same with his sister Ellen that Christmas morning. He’d grabbed her hand and leaned over the bed to stare into her eyes, but the life 247
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had already fled, was wandering sonic darkened Held somewhere. Lost. 

Only his wife had looked herself. Years ago. But he had been with her. Alice had awakened once again with the pain. She had pulled him to her in the bed, and he had seen the life leaving her smile. He had held her a very long time, then, and still it amazed him how long the spring smell of her hair had stayed with him, the sweet fragrance of her flesh, the lilac smell of her cheeks and breasts. But years of southern winds and hot wet summers had dissipated the smells, rubbed her bouquet out of the fibres of those old clothes of hers he’d kept, out of the furniture and walls of the house they’d shared so many years. Her flesh became a thin paper memory, dry and without scent. 

He had never cried over the deaths of his sister and his wife, nor had he cried over the recent deaths of his friends. He wouldn’t have thought it possible if he’d heard it of someone else, to feel so much pain and yet not to weep. To be torn so badly and yet not to bleed. For years it seemed his emotions had suffered from a terrible aridity. It was not that he had been brought up not to cry; it was simply that the tears had made themselves inaccessible when he needed them. They had hidden like deep moisture in the grain of the stone, pressured into invisibility. His thin old body had long seemed too dry for tears, as desperate as he was for them. 

After the recent deaths of his friends, and the sharp return of those dreams of Ellen’s death, his wife’s death, those dreams of all the deaths to come, he began to awaken more and more often with the touch of dust in his mouth, the morning sounding odd, his clothes like sandpaper against his skin, breakfast and dinner tasting like metal and ash on his tongue. He knew that all this had something to do with his need again to perch himself on the upper slope of that valley, but he could not even venture a guess as to why. 

He’d carried one of the lawn chairs up from the basement, wiped it off, and it was on that suburban throne he was perched now, his small army surplus tent pitched behind him. He could smell the old canvas cooking under the sun. From his chair he could survey this landscape where three towns had died. 

He examined this land, not as an amateur archaeologist, nor as an antiquarian, although he could not deny old habits from guiding his eyes. He could not help but notice the vague traces of walls beneath the grassy mounds, the scattered areas discoloured, betraying the presence of foreign debris. There were sections of the distant slopes where the land had fallen in, to fill up the cavity of some house whose roof and floors were gone. Up close these vague depressions were almost undetectable—you could climb right over them without even noticing—but from his seat a mile across the valley the signs were unmistakable. 

As the sun rose higher towards noon, occasional bits of metal—battered 248
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coffee pot lids, stove-pipe shrapnel, buckles and cutlery and old tin toys—made their presence known with a momentary stab of white light, intermittent signals from those lost so long ago. He’d been offered the job of excavating those buried towns several times over the years: by family members, landowners, or just curious folk who should have known better. Such diggings could have been easily done, and certainly there was a wealth of objects to be found. But the very idea had appalled him: this was no ancient tomb they’d be robbing, but twenty-year-old graves of neighbours, relatives, and friends. The monument erected al the mouth of the valley said as much:  The Towns of Jenson, Reynolds, and White Snake Lost To Earthquake, Flood, and Fire. Only Two Dozen Souls Survived.  Below these words were chiselled the tiny names of the dead. 

Charlie sat up in his lawn chair long after the sun had dropped behind the distant ridges. He began to feel the first fingers of cold creeping under his arms, brushing away the warmth in his skin. He could feel the night air pooling in his ears, swirling into his head, dragging with it the echoing roar of earth suddenly giving way, cook stoves tilting, whining, and spewing fire out onto tinder-dry plank walls and floorboards, a gigantic wall of water rushing out of a broken creek bed to grind and mix and erase. 

Later they said those towns should never have been built on such unsteady ground. 

After the fact, everyone else had known something terrible was going to happen someday. No one made the mistake of building there again; even if they’d wanted to, the locals would never have permitted it. 

For a moment Charlie tried to recapture the aromas, the myriad lost smells of three lost towns: aftershaves and perfumes and hot cooking oil and old congealed greases and lavender and pipe smokes and glues, leathers, soaps. The sour smell of old breath and the bright smell of children’s sun-warmed hair. Beer and sugars and cleansers and floor wax and rising dough. For just a moment he thought he could actually smell the rich bouquet—a mix that included the lilac smell of his long dead wife—seeping out of the pores of the mountain’s flanks. 

Before the earth in his memory came crashing down again, filling all these sweet living smells with dust. 

The moon fell into the clouds and a thicker darkness gradually crept up the slope and enveloped him. And still he sat up. 

Very little had grown on these slopes since the calamity. People around the valley ascribed this to all manner of curses but Charlie knew it could easily be explained by the terrible disruption of native soils. Although he personally would never choose to attribute such a cause. Banal facts seemed to have no place here. Still, here and there plants clung stubbornly to the rough contours of scree, tall and scrawny blue-green things with hard buds but no flowers. Some sort of weed with travelling roots, he supposed. A few small trees, warped and bent fantastically. Malnourished patches of thin
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grass. Irregular blotches of some nameless green vegetation timid and low against the debris. 

Charlie Goode had spent years contemplating the fragility, the transience, the mysterious nature of human flesh. It appalled him that the fate of such wonderful and startling personalities as he had met over the years depended so much on the vitality of this stuff he could never quite believe was completely solid. Although he’d never cared much for accounts of ‘scientific’ ghost chasing—they seemed to miss the emotional, human side of our anxiety over death—the idea of  ectoplasm  fascinated him. This ectoplasm matched his perceptions exactly as to the true essence of flesh: something always on the verge of losing its shape, of transforming into dream, of discorporating into memory. Human flesh could be a truly awful thing. At its worst it was decay and foul gases and an emptiness that drained part of the life from those who were forced to look upon it. It was the living death that trapped brilliant and caring souls. 

But at its best it was soft, unfolding tissues, eyes and lips budding, blossoming, a form for those same brilliant and caring souls to embrace. 

He’d been obsessed with memory so long, those brilliant souls lost to us and the ancient, decaying objects they’d left behind. And still he did not know where his wife had gone. He did not know what place to go to to tell her once again how much he still loved her. 

In the vague night breezes there were no smells, not even green ones. 

Charlie Goode leaned forward in his ridiculous lawn chair, his hands rubbing the grief out of his face. For a moment his skin tightened under his fingertips as if in protective retreat, then softened so quickly he imagined it was melting. His fingers grew wet. The damp spread to his wrists; he leaned forward and released his sobs into the night. He could feel his too solid flesh begin to soften, the form of him held so tightly for so long—in fear that if he did weep, he might lose that form completely. 

Muscles lost their grip. His jaw lost its clench. Below him, his tears moistened the pale dry ground. 

Charlie closed his eyes and heard the wind pick up around him. Dry weeds and the skinny odd plants with their hard, closed buds beat against his ankles and knees, but still he kept his eyes closed, his breathing still. A soft hiss in the wind. A new sensation along his nose. 

And suddenly there were smells issuing from ground and air, a bouquet of lavender and lilacs, sun-perfumed hair, soaps and leathers and bacon frying in the morning. Charlie opened his eyes, and then it was as if his eyes themselves were taking in the scents, apprehending the grand bouquet directly. 

The hard buds had burst open, and even in the dark their blooms were of a soft and brilliant flesh. Colourful skin thin as tissue paper unfolded into a collage of myriad-shaped flowers. And although they vaguely resembled the hibiscus, peony, and roses that had once made his wife’s flower garden so
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wonderful, Charlie knew there was nothing like these flowers in the natural world. 

Some of the blooms reminded him of bright garments: dark velvet coats and pink, lacy lingerie. Others made him think uncomfortably of bruised flesh, the damage triggering a blossoming of fluid and fibre, bright colours expressing the grim determination to repair themselves, to heal. Orange and blue and yellow injuries painted the tom and scattered petals, pale pink highlights where the life but barely hung on. 

He gazed into something like a petunia, the white tissue spreading like the skin of a face stretched out almost to the point of rupture, the translucent skin beginning to scallop at the edges, pistil and stamen stretching like narrow, pale, green-edged fingers. 

He gasped as the white flesh stretched out even more towards him and tore, the sound of its disintegration into dying strips almost undetectable, but strangely revolting in that it was detectable at all. 

A bloom like but unlike that of a poppy began to spin and open, its centre vaguely like a tiny mophead, or maybe a tiny head covered with soft, golden hair. The head exploded and its miniature blond locks disappeared into the rising night wind. 

A mock-rose leaned over as if to sniff Charlie’s breath, then, as if suddenly thrilled, curled up on its stalk, lacerating itself on its own barbs. 

A hard green pod of vegetable matter near his hand trembled, then was still. 

Clusters of plants so like bromeliads, and yet so unlike, crawled out of the stunted trees like green babies with broken backs, their heads suddenly exploding into garish colour. 

A clump of bright blue phlox, although he knew it was not quite phlox, raised and lowered its separate flowers as if in some nameless state of need. 

Several groupings of tiny white flowers, hard and dry on tiny stalks, trembled as if electrified. 

Long and slender multicoloured bells bled their colours and drooped to the ground. 

Large iris-like blooms undressed themselves with sudden agony, their petals tearing in the haste of their unfurling. 

Painted daisy heads suddenly became so thick with colour they turned completely black, absorbing the night into stems and petals. 

Purse-shaped masses of colour swayed and dropped as if attempting to give birth. 

Charlie sat in the midst of a garden where three towns had died, transfixed where hundreds of souls had been ripped from tom and battered flesh. Souls which had sought flesh and nurturing living tears ever since. He sat and wept, rocked and wept, for his wife and sister and friends and himself, for the unfairness of it all, until he had no more tears to spend. 

Then, as quickly as they had burst into activity, the myriad pseudo 251
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blooms and impossible blossoms died, moisture escaping their bodies into invisible, foul gases, the flowers drying rapidly, shrivelling into stains, ancient paint splashes, discarded threads and rags. 

Again there were no smells in the vague night breeze. Charlie Goode quickly took down his tent, and in a few minutes had all his gear back into his truck. If he drove carefully enough to survive the journey down the twisting valley road, he'd be at his daughter’s house by morning, in time for breakfast, and the fulsome bouquet of sausage, bacon, and eggs. With a solid belly he’d have the energy to recount his experience to grandson Bobby, and to praise the brilliance of so many impermanent things. 

252

CHARLIE GOODE WAS a great believer in synchronicity. How else could he explain the fact that again and again he just happened to be where the everyday world and the spirit world rubbed up against each other, the edges flaking off and mingling there, however briefly? It wasn’t as if he actively sought out the contacts, although he was too much the gentleman to turn down someone who really wanted him to intervene. He was no scientist, despite his status of knowledgeable amateur in the field of archaeology. He was no trained parapsychologist, either, and certainly no solver of puzzles (much of the time he was unable to guess the identity of the killer even after the author had practically spelled out the name in capital letters). 

He did have a curiosity about such matters, though; he cared far more about antiques, yellowed documents, or buried artefacts than anything a new and freshly packaged world had to offer. And what was a spirit but a memory unmoored from the past, now somehow travelling and acting under its own steam? But more than a curiosity, Charlie possessed an  affinity  for matters of the spirit. And although he did not solve the puzzle, he had come to believe that questions of the spirit did somehow resolve themselves because of his presence there. 

It was perhaps because of such synchronous forces at the end of a snow-bound week during which Charlie had brooded over the loss of nearly every friend he had ever had, and during which the irony that his obsessive concern over the past had effectively prevented him from making many new friends had become especially painful, that Jimmy Ballentine chose to return to town. 

The pale and angular face with the nervous mouth was unmistakable, even when partially obscured by a faded, low-slung baseball cap. ‘Hi . . . Charlie,’ the mouth twitched out. 

‘Jimmy Ballentine, you old heathen!’ Charlie leaned forward to embrace his old friend, then knew he had said the wrong thing. The nervous mouth had pursed suddenly, as if it had bitten into something sour. Jimmy’s grandfather had been Preacher Ballentine, who had used the word ‘heathen’ often and viciously, from what Charlie could remember. The reasons Jimmy had left town in the first place were flooding back to him. ‘Jimmy . . . I’m
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sorry . . .’ But then Jimmy was hugging him, patting his back with short, nervous strokes. 

Charlie's grandson Bobby brought still another pot of tea. As he set this tray down he raised an eyebrow in Charlie’s direction. Charlie was confused at first, then realized he'd asked the boy to remind him to watch his bladder. 

Charlie looked up into his grandson’s eyes and downed another cup. ‘I think Jimmy here could use more sugar.’

Bobby glanced over at Charlie’s old friend. ‘I can see that.’

Charlie looked at Jimmy and frowned. Jimmy had spilt most of his last cup on his pants leg but didn’t seem to notice. ‘Better bring another towel, Bobby.’ Bobby sighed audibly and left the room. Charlie leaned forward. ‘Why’d you come back after all these years, Jimmy? If it was just to see your old friend it doesn’t seem to have done your nerves much good.’

Jimmy settled the cup on the coffee table with both hands. ‘I came back to close down the old house. I need your help with that, separating the junk from the stuff I can sell, that kind of thing.’ He was obviously trying to smile at Charlie but his lips weren’t working right. 

‘How do your aunts feel about that? I heard they were still alive . . .’

Jimmy interrupted with a bray of laughter. It made Charlie put his own cup down. 

 lOf course!  They’re all the family I got left, Charlie.’ He gazed at the kitchen door where Bobby had just passed. ‘Family’s an important thing, you know.’

‘And they approve?’

‘They don’t have any say. The house is in my name, always has been.’

Charlie thought to ask about what was going to happen to those three elderly women, but didn’t want to insult his friend. Jimmy had always been a good man; he would do right by his elderly aunts.  Elderly, hell!  he thought.  How old are they? Seems like they've been around since I was a boy. ‘You didn’t have to come back just for that, you know. I would have been glad to do it all for you and just send you the money, and make the arrangements for your aunts. I mean, it’s  really  good to see you, but I remember how you felt when you left here, how your grandfather . . .’

‘. . . was the devil himself? I still believe that, Charlie. Even now that he’s dead—

I could feel him the minute I drove into this valley. But I have to make sure the house gets closed proper—I have to be there to make sure it happens. I owe that much to the family.’

Jimmy’s family. Charlie remembered how it had been. All of them dead in two years’ time, except for Jimmy and the aunts. Preacher Ballentine had been first: that hatchet-nosed, slash-mouthed face staring up out of the coffin looking no more peaceful dead than it had alive. He’d always ranted about there being a better place beyond,  for you, for me, and all our family*  Charlie hoped he had been right, at least for the rest of the Ballentines. Jimmy’s mother and father died the next month. Then the three sisters and two
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brothers. Heart failure, respiratory arrest, a few other general causes, but old Doc Willard never found a good reason for any of it, or at least that was the story told. 

Aunts and uncles and cousins and extended family members dropping one at a time weeks, sometimes days, apart. Jimmy finally had had enough and ran. The three oldest aunts stayed behind, as if waiting for the turns that never came. 

Jimmy didn’t want it, but Charlie insisted that he take a few days with the aunts to pack before Bobby and Charlie brought the truck out and began the long process of sorting through everything. It was the right thing to do, and Jimmy’s reluctance to give those elderly women even that much time to leave the only home they’d ever known struck Charlie as uncharacteristically cruel. 

When they first arrived with the truck Charlie thought that Jimmy had made three tall piles of old clothes out in the snow-packed yard. It would have been a foolish thing to do, but at this point it wouldn’t have been surprising. Jimmy was still insisting that they complete the job in one day, not enough time for a fair appraisal. He wanted the better pieces of furniture segregated from the rest, but then he said he didn’t really care what price Charlie got for them, said there wasn’t time to find the best price, said he just wanted the pieces sold and gone. And finally, he told Charlie that he didn’t want his aunts consulted about any of it. He didn’t even want Charlie and Bobby talking to the three old sisters. That order had come in an almost hysterical phone call the night before, more a monologue than a conversation, more—in fact—like one of Preacher Ballentine’s sermons than Jimmy’s usual deferential mumble. 

Well, that was one order Charlie fully intended to disobey, even for his friend. 

It was shameful. 

Charlie had started to tell Bobby that he’d better get those old clothes out of the snow and into the truck before they were damaged, when one of the bulky, multicoloured piles moved. Bobby jumped back. Charlie pushed his way through a snow drift that curled around the three figures, reached up to the top of the pile, and peeled a strip of bright red cloth away from the mass. 

A withered chestnut-brown face peered up at him out of the wrappings. The eyelids were open; two marble-sized black orbs appeared to stare at nothing. Charlie could barely detect a mouth among the wrinkles and wattles that ran down from the beak nose and across the tiny, ancient throat. 

‘She can’t see,’ Jimmy said from the porch. Charlie looked over at his old friend, who looked skinnier and more agitated than ever in an old suit much too big for him, whose cuffs were now soaking up the brown snow sludge from the dung-coloured boards. ‘None of them can. Can’t hear either. They can speak, I guess, but so far they haven’t had much to say to me.’

Charlie carefully put the red swatch of cloth back in place. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he said, even though apparently she couldn’t hear him. Then back to 255
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Jimmy, ‘Don't you think these poor women should be inside? They’ll freeze out here!’

‘You can't  get  them inside if they want to be out there! God knows I’ve tried. But once they decide it’s time to play you just can’t budge them. They always bundle up enough, I guess. At least they seem healthy as far as I can tell.’

‘Play?’ Charlie looked around at the three women, still as poles wrapped in rags. 

Jimmy frowned. ‘They  like  the snow. One of them—damned if I know which—

tells me they always have. We’ve got lots of work, Charlie.’ Then, as if he suddenly heard the commanding, bossy tone in his voice, Jimmy dropped his gaze. ‘Charlie, please . . .’ He turned and went inside the shack. 

‘Bobby, go inside. I’ll be right there.’ Charlie turned and watched the women, waiting for them to show some sign of life. He felt profoundly uncomfortable just leaving them there, but didn’t know what else he could do. After a few minutes they began gradually raising their wrapped arms. Slowly, pale fingers appeared from the ends of the tattered rags, weaving back and forth, bending and extending as if playing the snowflakes like some complex musical instrument. Two of the aunts bent over and began pushing mounds of snow together. 

Inside, Charlie found Bobby helping Jimmy dump several boxes of old books and knick-knacks into a large crate labelled TRASH. Bobby turned and frowned. ‘Mr Ballentine wants to finish earlier than we planned. He says he wants most of this stuff junked now.’

Charlie examined the crate. ‘There are valuable antiques in here, Jimmy. You don’t want to do this.’

I know what I want to do, Charlie. Don’t worry about it.’ Charlie could feel Bobby stirring uneasily beside him. Jimmy looked down at the floor, scratching his head as if he’d forgotten something. ‘My aunts . . . you left them out in the yard?’

‘Yes. They were . . . playing, as you put it.’

7W’

Charlie found himself smiling. ‘Well, I think they were building a snow man.’

Jimmy shoved past Charlie and out the door. Charlie ran after him and was shocked to see his friend demolishing the three blind sisters’ partially completed snowman with a series of furious kicks. Bobby yelled and started off the porch, but Charlie held him back. ‘Too late, anyway,’ he mumbled. They both watched helplessly as Jimmy Ballentine stomped around in the drift, tearing up the snow. His sudden fit spent, he staggered back to the porch and went inside, coughing and shaking the snow out of his old suit like an agitated little dog. 

The three women stood motionless, like colourful mummies propped up 256
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in the blowing snow. Then, as if some fail-safe mechanism had been tripped in their antique mechanical brains, the two bent to gather snow again, while the third blind sister stretched her hands into the dark to delicately play the tiny flakes. 

Charlie pushed Bobby back inside the shack. Jimmy sat propped up in a straight-back chair, a whisky bottle in his hand, a pool of melted snow gently spreading around him. ‘This isn’t like you, Jimmy. I can’t be a part of something like this.’

Jimmy waved a half-hearted dismissal. ‘Suit yourself. I’ll just bum it all, the shack included. I don’t  care' 

Charlie strode over and jerked the bottle away. ‘This is  wrong'.  Please, Jimmy. 

Don't make me call the sheriff.’

Ballentine buried his face in his hands. ‘Call whoever you like. Nothing I ever do is going to rid me of this place, and those . . .’ He gestured towards the open door, the muffled shuffling sounds beyond. 

‘A shack and three old ladies?’ Bobby laughed. 

‘It’s not just the three grim sisters out there,’ Jimmy said. ‘It’s my whole family, all of them. They stayed out here—away from everything—until they died, every last one of them. Like it was some kind of damn vacation they were all taking together’’

Charlie went over and rested a hand on Jimmy’s shoulder. ‘People die, Jimmy. It’s not up to any of us to choose the time or place. It’s taken me quite a spell to accept those rather unfair conditions.’

Jimmy looked up at him, his old eyes burning. ‘My grandfather used to say he could choose. For all of us. He claimed it was his right as head of the family.’

‘Jimmy. How could he? Did your family actually believe him?’

‘Not at first. But he’d give us these sermons, not like the ones in front of his congregation, but special sermons, just for the family. About how  fine  a place heaven was, and how he was praying so hard to get us all there as a family.’

‘Your grandfather was a forceful man. I remember him in church. It was hard not to listen to him,’ Charlie said. ‘I remember when I was a young boy. We were all scared to death of Preacher Ballentine.’

‘The young ones in the family, we were terrified just to have him in the house. 

And the adults weren’t much better. They let Grandad tell them what they should think and feel about everything. There was just no stopping him.’

‘A better life in heaven. There’s been many who haven’t fully lived because of a too strong belief in that idea.’ Charlie gazed out the open door. The snow was blowing much harder now. He could barely make out the figures of the three women. His vision blurred; he thought he’d seen a fourth, a fifth, maybe a sixth white bundled form out in the snow. He turned back to Jimmy. ‘But then he was the first of the family to die, wasn’t he? So he
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couldn’t choose the time, after all. And obviously he couldn’t make it happen for the rest of you.’

‘But they did  die,  Charlie, all of the rest of them. You remember how fast it happened. You sat with me here through more than a few of those wakes and funerals.’

Charlie watched the snow through the doorway as it thickened, eddied, spiralled down. ‘I remember. I remember how the rest of your family talked. “He went on over”, or “Last night she just went on over”, like they were talking about taking a trip or something.’

‘That’s the way it was, all right. Like taking a trip. No heart attack, no disease, no accident to mar the body. They just went on over, one at a time to join Granddad until only the three blind sisters were left. They’d always been special to him.’

‘The three blind sisters, and you,’ Charlie looked at him steadily. 

‘That’s why I ran away towards the last, hid out in the woods for awhile, then in some of the small towns south of here. I came back that winter during the first snowfall. See, I thought if there was anyone left they might freeze to death. I thought maybe I could take them back to town, save something of the family.’

‘And there were just the three sisters left.’

‘Making snow people,’ Jimmy said almost in a whisper. ‘The two working on the bodies, and the older one—older by five minutes, they say—working on the faces, weaving her blind fingers through the falling snow and  pulling  the faces out of the cold black air.’

The wind brought scattered snow flakes through the open door, and the last words of a whisper Charlie could hear in only the vaguest way . . .  Jimmy . . . Jimmy ... He crept closer to the open door, waiting to hear more. 

Jimmy Ballentine stared out the door. Then he looked at Charlie. ‘Ever since I got back to the house, Charlie. They keep making them, and I keep tearing them apart. 

And it just keeps snowing more and more, giving them what they need to work with. 

They want me back in the family.  He  wants me back. That’s why he left the blind sisters behind. To bring  me  across. They keep building snow people, but I keep tearing the snow people down. But I’ve got very tired, Charlie. You wouldn’t believe how tired I’ve got running all this time, and now to have them still be building those damn snow things.’

Charlie could only nod. While Jimmy talked he watched what was happening outside. He could see the tall snow figures, the blind sisters massaging the snow into detailed legs, arms, hands. 

It barely registered when Jimmy got out of his chair and headed towards the door. 

‘Jimmy . . .’ Charlie managed feebly, then ran after him. 

Outside, the two blind sisters stood away from the near-completed figures while the third passed slowly before each one, weaving her fingers into the 258
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black air in front of the blank snow faces, plucking individual flakes out of the air, placing them gently onto the waiting snow, pulling dark and wind and more snow out of the air, pulling out the long-gone faces of teenagers and children, Ballentine men, Ballentine women, whose faces remained cold, while, and stiff, but whose dark eyes turned to stare at their lost child up on the porch. 

It wasn’t until the last face that Jimmy screamed. The last face placed on the tall, heavy snow figure at the center of the grouping. Broad cheekbones and a black slash for a mouth, a gnarled white lump for a nose, and the darkest winter night eyes of them all. Eyes that seemed to turn and look directly al Jimmy, and behind them a wind that brought the word  grandson  right out of the night and the woods and the fury of the snow.  You should have stayed . . . 

Jimmy screamed again and dived into the midst of the figures, flailing legs and arms with all his might, obviously desperate to destroy as many of them as he could. 

Clouds of powdered snow rose in silent explosion, obscuring Jimmy and the snow people, obscuring even the three sisters for all their brightly-coloured mummy wrappings. 

Charlie and Bobby raced to help him, but they could see nothing. They reached out their hands frantically to touch him, but all they touched was cold. 

When the clouds of snow finally settled, the thick white powder was decorated with dozens of multi-coloured rags. For a moment Charlie thought he could see a thin face pictured on the flat surface of the snow, a pale worried face so like that of Jimmy Ballentine, with deep black holes for eyes as if two tiny snow mice had burrowed there. But the wind quickly swept the surface, leaving the snow clean and without feature. 
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C HARLIE GOODE HAD spent most of the morning of that blazing summer’s day running his old pick-up up and down narrow Tennessee highways, exploring dirt and gravel backroads so narrow he’d had no idea what he'd do if another vehicle approached. He had been looking for likely plots of farmland to search for arrowheads, flint pieces, stone mortars, Indian clay pipes. Now and then he would pull off the side of the road and wander around on foot, imagining he was seeing the land the way the Cherokees must have viewed it, conveniently ignoring—for the moment—the road and the grey-board farmhouses and the rows of tobacco barns, the encroachments of modem civilization, however poor and rural they might be. 

There was good bottom land here by the river, ideal for farming, for those who still attempted it. And yet every year he came back to this valley he saw fewer recently ploughed fields. It saddened him—for selfish reasons in part, since he needed the fresh ploughing to uncover a new stratum of Indian relics each year—but also because the world was changing even faster than he’d ever anticipated. With each passing year his failure to connect with the present world became painfully evident—it was the world of his parents and grandparents which enthralled him. He’d always hoped that somehow the land would become unrecognizable  after  he’d died, but already long-familiar landmarks were becoming subtly strange, features of someone else’s interior landscape, not his. 

On a distant newly ploughed slope he could read the large spot where the earth darkened: the Cherokees had had campfires there over the years. He’d make sure he talked to that particular farmer before sundown. 

The road dropped towards the river, followed it for several twisting turns, then swung away sharply where the Delbert Williams farm began. The main house was about a mile away, across a wide expanse of ground bearing nothing but tall weeds. 

Far up on the ridge was a copse of twisted black trees and the rusted tin roof of the Williams’s tenant house, gleaming redly like a fresh knee scrape in the sun. The fields up there hadn’t been ploughed either. Charlie could remember a time when coming around that bend in the road you could see nothing but tobacco and com fields for miles, all a part of the Williams crop. It had been a good farm for finding relics—there had always
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been fresh ground turned over. Charlie had visited the farm every spring and summer for twenty years or more. 

He wondered if old man Williams had finally given it up. Halfway around the long curve in the highway, a rutted dirt road led off to the main house. On impulse, Charlie took it. 

Approaching the front yard, Charlie was surprised to see that Agnes Williams’s annual beds hadn’t been planted this year: the half-dozen small gardens, bordered with whitewashed brick, were choked with weeds and the occasional volunteer marigold. A black Buick was parked in front of the house, weeds growing around the dusty tires. 

Charlie pulled in beside it. 

The porch needed paint. The porch swing had a broken chain on one side, and looked as if it had for some time. Charlie knocked on the door frame; paint chips disintegrated under his knuckles. He brushed paint off his hands and waited. 

After a minute or so he knocked again. Just as he was getting ready to leave, the door creaked open. 

The old woman stared at him as if sightless, a few wisps of unbrushed white hair hanging over her left eye. Then her eyes moved up and down his body. ‘I know you,’

she said softly. 

‘The name’s Goode, ma’am. Charlie Goode? I just wanted to ask if. . .’ He stopped.  My God, it's Agnes!  he thought. 

‘Yes . . .’ She moved her mouth slowly, wetting her lips with a small, pale tongue. 

‘I know you. I . . . remember you.’

‘Of course you do,’ Charlie said nervously. ‘I used to hunt arrowheads every summer around your place. Drug my grandson Bobby along quite a few times—he loved this valley when he was little. Your husband . . .’

‘My husband . . . passed away three years ago,’ she said. 

Embarrassed, he slipped off his hat; it hung limply from his hand. ‘Ma’am, I’m real sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.’

Agnes Williams looked at him sternly. ‘Don’t be foolish,’ she said gruffly. ‘Come inside.’ Then just as he was stepping past her, ‘I’m still quite capable of being a little hospitable, I believe.’

‘Yes’m . . .’ Charlie murmured, feeling like a boy. The interior of the Williams house seemed to be quite a bit better maintained than the exterior. The rooms were crowded with a variety of antiques which apparently Agnes Williams had been unable to part with, for in many cases two pieces of furniture of identical function were placed side-by-side: in the dining-room two golden oak sideboards whose legs differed but slightly, two dressers in the parlour which were virtually identical, and in the living-room a veritable collection of small, seemingly useless side-tables, and, incongruously placed in one comer, a single mahogany canopy bed. All were well kept, and the rooms were free of dust. Charlie thought the house resembled some antique 261
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showrooms he had seen, but there had been no signs that Mrs Williams was now in the antiques business. 

Mrs Williams had apparently noticed his interest, for before they sat down on the living-room couch she said, ‘My husband appreciated fine furniture. He’d have a fit if I sold any of it.’ Almost as a bitter afterthought, she added, ‘Even though I certainly could use the money.’

After an uncomfortable pause, Charlie asked, ‘I take it you no longer farm the place?’

‘No. No tenant, you see, not since just before my husband died.’ She looked out the room’s large window, and Charlie followed her gaze. There was a clear view of the old tenant’s cabin up on the hill. 

Charlie turned back to her. ‘There was a family, wasn’t there? A Parker family, I believe.’

‘Parkey,’ she said. ‘James Parkey, his wife, and two children. The wife and the remaining child moved away after James Parkey died.’

Charlie felt awkward. ‘The husband,  and  a child?’ He shook his head. 

‘Elizabeth. She was always a sickly one, never could build up her strength. But a lovely  child. The parents, they used to give her the food off their plates. I saw them . . 

.’ She stopped. Charlie had watched her hard face growing softer, her eyes pooling moisture, but when she stopped it was as if she had suddenly remembered herself. Her face grew hard again. ‘The husband died a year after Elizabeth,’ she said. ‘Heart attack. He was a hard worker. And stubborn. He worked until he was ready to drop. He worked even after he fell out of a tree in the apple orchard and broke his arm, the fool. 

It never did heal right. After a couple of years it hung useless down his side, like a dead limb. He broke his leg when the tractor ran over it. Then later, working with the bulls ... I swear, near the end he was hobbling around here like some old scarecrow with sticks shoved through his sleeves and pant legs. He could hardly bend at all. But still my Delbert would watch him every day from down here at the house. He wanted to make sure old Parkey still gave him a good day’s work.’ She gestured towards the bed with an almost mocking half-smile. ‘That was  his  bed, my husband’s. He had it out in the centre of the room here, so he could watch them, make sure that poor family worked hard enough.’

Charlie couldn’t help looking back up at the tenant cabin. A wind was building up on the ridge: the dark twisted limbs of the trees writhed, raking at the sky. ‘There’s a clear view,’ he said, as if he were making an excuse for her late husband. 

‘Oh, he made sure of that,’ she said. ‘You will be staying for lunch, of course.’

Charlie didn’t think it sounded like an invitation. ‘If you insist.’

Mrs Williams made a small sound somewhere between a cough and a laugh. 

262

 Cutlery

Charlie waited at the dining-room table while she prepared the food. He’d offered to help, but she’d looked at him as if he were crazy. 

From his place at the head of the table he was able to gaze out the window, and again at the tenant’s cabin up on the hill with its brightly rusted roof. In his line of sight were eight or nine large stumps, as if the trees there had been cut down just to make such a view possible. Up on the hill the smaller, bent trees shook as if in protest. 

‘My husband made Parkey cut down those trees himself,’ she said behind him. 

She put lunch on the table: a platter of sliced roast beef, a thick milky soup, and chunks of dark homemade bread. ‘It looks delicious,’ he said. 

‘It’s what we always ate around here.’

The silverware she’d arranged by his plate was exquisite: a finely detailed floral pattern, the curve of the knife, the tines of the fork, the bowl of the spoon all beautifully proportioned. To his surprise, her own place-setting was ordinary, dime-store cutlery. His gaze shifted to her face: she’d obviously been watching him the entire time. 

‘My husband  loved  that silverware,’ she said quietly, as if that were explanation enough. 

Charlie jabbed a serving fork into a slice of roast beef and transferred it to his plate. He loved good beef. The knife slipped into the brown flesh easily, with very little resistance. No gristle at all, as far as he could tell. Brown juice welled up, with just a trace of red. The rich flavour of the meat filled his mouth. A small groan of pleasure escaped his lips. 

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’m usually not so ill-mannered. But this is  good  beef, best I’ve had in a  long  time. Man could get pretty fat on beef like this.’

‘I know. My husband grew quite fat and satisfied on that beef: three times a week, all his life.’

‘He knew quality—I could tell that about him.’

‘Oh, he knew it, certainly. And he liked to keep it for himself. The Parkey family would have killed for meat like that, just once, just for Christmas, or Easter Sunday maybe. And my Delbert had it  three  times a week. I don’t believe little Elizabeth even tasted beef once in her whole life.’

Charlie looked down at his plate, the finely worked knife and fork poised over the oozing slab of beef. He thought about the wonderful taste of it, and yet couldn’t bring himself to slice off another piece. ‘Children going hungry,’ he said haltingly, ‘it’s always a terrible thing.’

‘I know you’re a good man, Charlie Goode.  You  would have given that family a little beef, now wouldn’t you? Even with their being a coloured family?’

‘Yes . . . yes I would have.’ It made him embarrassed, it seemed terribly self-congratulatory, but he didn’t know what else to say. While gazing at Mrs Williams, he had unconsciously lowered his knife back into the meat. He 263
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stared at his plate. He had been sawing the blade without thinking, cutting into the brown meat. He lifted the knife abruptly. Reddish-brown juice dripped from the blade. 

He caught the reflection of his eye in the high shine of the metal. The single eye stared at him. His eye, too red for comfort. 

He looked back at Mrs Williams, past her, up the hill to the cabin with the bright red, rusted roof. A tall brown figure stood beside the cabin, leaning on the ragged fence, staring downhill into the dining-room window of the Williams home. Slowly it moved across the ridge, towards the trees, walking lopsided, one shoulder higher than the other, one limb dangling at its side, the body twisting as it continued its tortured locomotion, pausing now and then to raise its arms to the sky like some penitent scarecrow. 

‘Good beef, you say?’ Mrs Williams’s voice was soft and distant. 

Charlie looked back at his knife, dripping brown and red juices onto Mrs Williams’s clean white china plate. The reflection of the single eye appeared again beneath the evaporating juice. The huge bright eye that was not his, Charlie suddenly realized. The white of the eye veined heavily with blood, the swollen, sick eye of an old man dying of heart disease. Delbert Williams’s eye. ‘It’s very good beef, ma’am,’

Charlie said politely. He stared past her bland, smiling face, at the crooked figure on the hill, now ambling into the copse of distorted trees and joining them, its limbs waving in the air. 

‘I’ve still got a whole freezer full of that beef,’ Agnes Williams said. ‘Never could eat any of it, myself.’
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C HARLIE PROPPED HIMSELF up on his elbows and took the Mason jar full of pink milk from Bobby. His grandson’s hand seemed so warm that Charlie looked up at him quickly, searching for sickness in his face. But all he found was a ragged, worried frown. Bobby’s hand seemed so warm because Charlie’s had grown cold. 

He could feel them trembling. ‘I should be warm, burning up with fever,’ he thought. He imagined that his hands were cold for some of the same reasons a dead man’s hands are cold. All the life drains away. The systems shut down. ‘Foolish hypochondriac’, he thought. Such grim self-pity wasn’t like him. He’d caught some sort of bug, that was all. 

He sipped at the jar and looked around at his bedroom, so familiar with its collections of arrowheads, Civil War memorabilia, small antique shelf decorations, and anything else he’d been able to steal from the grave the world sometimes became for him. Here and there his gaze rested on something somewhat unfamiliar, a forgotten piece from his summer wanderings. He wondered briefly from what old country house, forlorn church, or ill-kept graveyard it might have come, picked up while he was taking his photographs or making his seemingly purposeless examinations. Why were some objects recalled so vividly, and others so vague they might as well have belonged to a stranger? He had no idea. He supposed it might have something to do with those locales he favoured—places where  nothing happened anymore, at least in the conventional meaning of the term. 

‘I don’t know how you can swallow this stuff, Granddad.’ Bobby sniffed his distaste, eyeing the pinkish milk with something very like fear and trembling. 

‘It was your grandmom’s recipe. Ground berries in milk for a cold. She swore by it. Don’t know if it helps the sickness, but it helps my attitude.’ Charlie upended the smooth jar filled with Alice’s medicine—sweet Alice’s love, he called it—and let it fill his empty throat, his empty belly. Not for the first time it occurred to him that the drink was very near the colour of Alice herself: milky white, with pink highlights where the blood ran close to the surface, where she had once blushed with embarrassment, sadness, or anger. He stared at the empty jar, the inner cloud of pink draining rapidly in the
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fire-warmed room, /Mice’s flesh grown absent, her presence an empty, transparent jar. 

A form to fill up again with his own grief and memory. 

Bobby stepped up behind the jar, and suddenly Charlie was seeing Alice in Bobby—her eyes and mouth—through the lens of Alice’s absence. ‘I can’t believe you’re actually going out in this rain, especially as sick as you’ve been.’ His voice seemed muffled by the glass. 

‘Jane is an old friend.’ He thought  lady friend,  but was too shy to use the term in front of his grandson. And still holding the empty jar with its vanished reminders of his long dead wife, these new thoughts of Jane, the one he’d almost married, made him feel traitorous, even though he’d known Jane first. ‘She needs me,’ he said. ‘She’s been in a great deal of distress of late.’

‘People say she’s gone a little crazy, Granddad. People say she’s dying up in that old house. They sound like they’re surprised she’s even still around for you to be visiting.’

‘Well now, you thank them all for their concern, Bobby.’ He could see his grandson’s face go pinker than the milk. ‘Let you in on a little secret.’ He leaned forward and coughed dramatically. ‘We’re all dying. And we all go a little crazy from time to time. I’ve never met a soul who has earned the right to feel any superiority where sanity is concerned.’

Bobby laughed. ‘You don’t think too highly of the human animal, do you, Granddad?’

‘On the contrary, as long as people realize just how close to the animal they still are.’

It didn’t require a great effort to convince his grandson to drive him to Jane Elder’s house. Bobby knew he’d walk if the offer of a ride wasn’t forthcoming. Charlie felt some guilt over such manipulation, but it quickly passed, and he told the boy to pick him up in four hours. He gauged that to be the maximum amount of energy he had left for the day. 

The Elder house—or ‘the Elder sprawl’ as he used to call it—had always been the most impressive, the most clearly magnificent, house in town, even after years of inadequate upkeep. It possessed four three-storey round towers, an enormous porch, and a broad second-storey balcony, magnificent gingerbread worked into every right angle—much of this developed around a central animal motif—tall windows framed in brass and fine wood carvings, gargoyles cleverly disguising rain spouts and exhaust vents, and dozens of variously designed lightning rods covering the rooftop like a city of fairyland towers. 

Despite their great wealth the Elders had left no other monument in the community to mark their long existence there: no long tradition of service in the form of doctors or lawyers, no parks or community facilities bearing the family name, not even the token of an ‘Elder Street’ or an old building with the Elder name emblazoned along its roof line. All of the family’s energies 266
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had gone into the making of money—real estate and stocks were the usual vehicles—

and the acquisition of things. And the periodic remodelling and refurnishing of the Elder dwelling. 

The family had been largely reclusive—Charlie could remember that towards the end of their lives Jane’s father and uncles had chosen to conduct most of their business through lawyers. And despite Charlie’s having visited that house nearly every day during his early college years, he could count on the fingers of one hand the times he had actually seen the older members of the family. 

No small wonder that Jane had never quite matured, had grown more shy and more insecure over the years. A lasting relationship would have been impossible with her. From the time that he’d first met Alice there had never been any question. But still, he supposed, Jane had held a special lease on some isolated region of his affections—that part men reserved for first sweethearts, impossible loves, romantic curiosities, and child brides. 

But what Jane lacked in maturity she made up for, somewhat, in her talents: an encyclopaedic knowledge of southern folklore and ancient trivia, a familiarity with antiques which rivalled his own, and a detective’s knack for finding long sought after pieces. In the year following Alice’s death, Jane was a frequent companion of his on hunting expeditions, an invaluable aide when it came to finding unique curiosities at bargain prices. Her own researches had been more specific. With the beginnings of the Elder family’s decline during the mid-twenties, her older relatives had begun a slow dismantling of their vast store of possessions, selling them off when living expenses were needed, or giving them away—outside the family—when their deaths were imminent. Jane’s father had never participated in this activity, had in fact thought it insanity at best, at worst a variety of patricide. The task Jane had set herself over the past twenty years had been to reacquire all these scattered treasures. It was obviously quite important to her—Charlie had been with her several times at the event of a key discovery. She acted as if a long-lost child had been found. Although he had not gone out with her on these trips in several years, had not seen her at all for at least three—as she grew frailer her intense excitement at these finds had begun to smack uncomfortably of a kind of necrophilia—he understood her to be very close to the completion of her goal. 

Looking at the house from the outside, with its vague indications of sagging siding and stresses awkwardly accommodated, Charlie could almost imagine that it was bulging out from the pressure of all the reclaimed mementoes accumulated inside. The rain had slackened to a mist, intensifying the already grey finish of the boards, and casting such a vagueness over the house that some angles and features and even whole walls of it disappeared from time to time, so that at first Charlie thought his eyes must be failing him. As a young man he had loved the fresh, rain-washed look of things after
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a storm. Now that he was old he found the effect annoying, a reminder of how much things changed, how the work of a day, even a year could so easily be washed away. 

Rain stained the house in broad ovals and emphatic gestures, indicative of poor drainage and decades of damage, he supposed. But the grey shadows appeared pressed back into the wood as if appalled, mouths dropped open and hands thrown in surrender. In darker areas the wood dripped with agonizing slowness. In the periodic push of damp winds, the Elder house creaked with movement. 

Charlie could almost hear his own creaking as he made his way across the broad porch to the cut-glass door. Before he could press the bell the glass rippled with an image of vaguely disordered flesh. He recognized Jane’s hair and eyes. As if reassembling herself, she waited before pulling open the door. 

‘Charlie . . . Charlie Goode,’ she said, as if she knew him by reputation only. 

Charlie stared at the woman under the ornate lintel—two birds tearing at a strip of meat, it seemed, but the paint was badly chipped—and thought it was Jane’s mother from fifty years ago. Certainly it was the mother’s dress, from the portrait over the parlour mantel. Plum-coloured, silver brocade flowing over the chest. ‘I know you must recognize the dress.’ She laughed, and the young laugh cracked and became old. 

‘I’ve had it restored.’ The fire in the high cheeks faded and his Jane was suddenly there, or at least her form, her container. What filled her space was far paler, far older than he’d ever seen her. Only the eyes still glistened, as if with fever. 

‘You haven’t changed,’ he lied. ‘I’d recognize you anywhere.’

Her face flushed so vigorously that the rest of her appeared to fade altogether. I’ve almost done it!’ she said excitedly. ‘There are just the lions, and they’re to be delivered at any moment.’

Charlie turned and stared back out the open door. He’d forgotten the lions had ever existed. Two recently cleared areas at either side of the front walk reminded him. 

Such rare, fine, valuable work, and yet so impractical—they’d been among the first pieces to go, when Jane had still been a girl, really. As a boy he’d watched them for hours—with such detail he’d fully expected them to move at any moment. Huge and golden, they’d immediately established for him the image of the ideal lion. How could he have ever forgotten them? 

He turned back to her. She clapped her hands together. ‘Jane,’ he said softly. 

‘They must have cost you a fortune to recover.’

‘Every last penny I had. But I had no choice. You know that, Charlie.’

‘But what will you live on?’

She didn’t answer him, but began to smile. The wider she smiled the paler she appeared to become, as if that thin-lipped smile required all her energy. ‘You must see, Charlie,’ she said. ‘All the things that have returned. All the major things, they’re all home now.’
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She lifted her hem delicately and led him where he knew the parlour to be, the sitting-room where he had always waited for her. 

He looked around the parlour in some bewilderment. It had become a veritable warehouse of antique furnishings. Love seats and short sofas were arranged seat-to-back on both sides of the room. Two weathered sideboards were stacked one atop the other blocking a window. He could feel the overlappings of several layers of rug beneath his feet, and near the edges of the room he could see the edges peeled back: red, blue, grey, and a bottom rug so dingy as to be colourless. Five dead chandeliers hung on hooks from the ceiling beside one of more recent vintage, still alive and now burning fiercely against the darkness created by several drapings of curtain over the windows. Three ancient clocks and a gallery of pictures covered the remaining wall space. The remainder of the floor was furnished with an assortment of small occasional tables, leaving only a narrow snake’s-trail for walking. By his left arm teetered three round tables, one atop the other. Jane stepped beside the leaning tower and he automatically reached to pull her from the danger. 

‘I’ve never been able to determine which of the three was ours. My mother’s, I mean.’ She stepped away from his offered hand, closer to the stacked tables. Charlie held his breath and lowered his hand. ‘It was the only thing her own father let her take from her room when she married into the Elders. He didn’t approve, you sec, thinking my father’s family—that they were all criminals. And I suppose . . .’ She stopped talking, staring up at the tables. ‘I knew one of these tables was the correct one, but they are so close, I had to acquire all three.’

Charlie was relieved as she led him from the room. But he soon discovered that the other parts of the house offered no greater safety. Furniture of many periods was stacked three and four high in virtually every room. Queen Anne rubbed arm rests with Hepplewhite and Sheraton. American Empire sofas provided soft bedding for Chippendale kettle-base pieces. Ponderous Early Victorian tables bore pyramids of side chairs and ottomans and ornate chests which reached almost to the ceiling. Charlie stepped carefully wherever he went, acutely nervous of imminent collapse. Only the entrance hall remained relatively uncluttered, as traditionally the Elders had kept no furniture there. 

‘All this . . .’ he began, but could say no more. 

‘All the furniture that’s ever been in this house, all that’s ever been sold or stored and forgotten, save a few unimportant pieces lost in a warehouse fire. All of it returned home. My family has always kept excellent records of things sold or given away, but even then it has taken me my lifetime to call them all back home.’

‘The expense . . .’
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search has quite ruined me. But it had to be done.’

‘But Jane,  why?' 

‘Even the small items, the knick-knacks, the decorative pieces, the pictures. I believe I have recovered most of them now. At the very least all those with memories attached,  my  memories,  me,  Charlie. Some nights I would stay awake until dawn, going back through the years until my birth, searching the house of my memory, the house in  my  memory, for items I might have forgotten, items I had played with, seen my family with, anything which might have made this house what it once was, my home. Once I found something in a dream or an excavated memory I would add it to my list, Charlie, and it became a very long list indeed. But now that list has dwindled. 

There is only one item left—the lions—and today will see their restoration.’

As she spoke Charlie was compelled by the fierceness of her mouth, the bright sheen of her eyes, to look away, and to peer again through the jumble and maze of memory the Elder house had become. The knick-knacks and ornamentations she spoke of—the pictures, the figures, the baubles, the lost toys, the missing pieces, the parts of something else again—littered the walls, lay scattered across the dusty, level surfaces, and swirled around the countless legs of furniture like stray thoughts let loose irresponsibly to torment the house and all who walked there. 

He thought of the clutter at his parents’ unoccupied dwelling at Goode Farm and the slightly more organized disarray of his own home and felt a vague fatigue. ‘But how can you live in this?’ He searched for her eyes in the pale face he suddenly only half-remembered, but she seemed to be looking for something far beyond him. 

I just wanted you to be here when they arrived, Charlie. You’re the oldest of my friends. In fact, you’re the last of my friends.’

‘These lions . . 

‘When they all arrive,’ she said dreamily. I just want you here when they all return.’

She made a place for the two of them in the parlour, removing several boxes of doilies, small pictures, and porcelain figurines from two elegant Queen Anne chairs. 

Normally Charlie would have at least surreptitiously examined the contents of each box before it was removed, but he found his attention taken instead by the way she moved, how cold her skin appeared, how incredibly  detailed  her life had become. 

She brought him tea on a tray which looked vaguely familiar. After a few sips of the too-bitter liquid he became convinced it was the same tray and cups she had used when he first courted her so many years before. 

‘Any minute now,’ she said quietly, sipping at her cup. ‘Any minute now they shall return.’

He heard a vehicle pull up in the street outside, footsteps, then the 270
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sounds of a metal truck gate rising, followed by the wooden creak of Jane Elder’s front gate. Jane’s face had a far-off, dreamy look. She took another sip of tea and Charlie thought her face momentarily softened, as if losing focus. 

He could hear the soft grunt of distant exertion, heavy steps, then a muffled thud. 

Moments later the sounds repeated themselves, as if recorded and played back. In Jane’s face, he could see that these vague sounds would repeat for her many times over the years to come. The truck departed. Jane sighed and slumped back, as if collapsing. 

‘Jane.’ He reached over and felt her cool cheek. It was soft as the schoolgirl’s he had once known. 

She opened her eyes. ‘They have returned,’ she said weakly. She looked around her. ‘Do you see, Charlie? They have all come back home.’

He could not resist raising and turning his head. For just a moment the parlour seemed uncluttered, the furniture appearing to blend, the pieces collapsing one into another as if to establish a single, timeless design. But then just as suddenly the shadows of countless years of furnishings swept back into view, darkening the room and confusing the eye. He looked back into her face. And he could see the complicating shadows there as well, and he was alarmed at suddenly how old she had become, how old all of them had become. 

And at all the clutter they had permitted to accumulate in their lives. 

‘They’re here!’ she cried, eyes wide with what he might have called a ‘youthful’

excitement. ‘Can’t you hear them?’ Then she sprang to her feet and ran through the maze of furniture towards the front hall. Charlie could only stare after her, surprised at the amount of noise her feet made on the carpeted floor, a rumble as of distant lions. 

Then there were the party sounds, the muffled roar of male laughter. He thought he recognized two of her uncles. Then a distant  foolish little Jane.  the commanding voice of her father. 

He stood and made his way carefully through the stacks of furniture in the parlour, the hall, and room after room on the bottom floor of the house. He hadn’t Jane’s courage to move so swiftly—the precarious stacks appeared ready to collapse at any moment. In distant parts of the Elder sprawl he thought this might already be happening: he could hear the muffled roar, as of ancient air escaping explosively from a freshly opened tomb. 

He stopped at a window and peered out at the front lawn. The lions rested in their designated spots, wrapped in shadow. They were smaller than he remembered. 

On the top floor he found a room lined with dresses—he recognized many of them as Jane’s mother’s from many years ago. He couldn’t imagine how Jane had been able to track them all down. He half expected Jane’s mother to walk in at any moment, reprimanding him for being in her
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bedroom and not downstairs in the ‘public’ parlour where a proper suitor belonged. 

He glimpsed the plum-coloured cloth among a mass of gowns at the back of the room. As he approached it he could feel Jane’s warmth filling it, her softness reaching out through its arms. But when he reached the plum-coloured dress decorated in silver brocade it was empty. He lifted the cloth—furry dust filled the absent torso. Shadows swelled the absent arms. He reached his arm around the dress as if to embrace, as if to waltz, but stopped.  This party, this dance has moved elsewhere,  he thought. Neither Jane nor Elder House bothered to confirm or deny. 

When Bobby picked him up at the end of the four hours, he had a jar of the pink milk waiting for him. ‘Sweet Alice’s Love, Granddad,’ Bobby said as he handed it to him. 

Charlie leaned across to hug Bobby, then moved his shoulders in a waltzing movement, chuckling at his grandson’s startled expression. Then he leaned back and raised the jar in a toast. ‘To absent friends and loved ones,’ he said, and permitted his grandson’s smile to fill him. 
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C HARLIE KEPT DIALLING. His daughter’s line was still busy. Outside, ice fingers scraped the living room window, but every time he turned nothing was there. Just the dark edge of a shadow in rapid transition, momentarily and vaguely perceived. The busy signal was a hollow sound, echoing through some vast empty belly of communications. 

Charlie held his thumb over the telephone’s cradle button. He turned quickly and saw the sharp profile against the icy pane before it passed again, intent on its stalking of the house. He thought he saw the awful hook of the nose, the sharp point that might have been a horn. Needle teeth, or was that simply the tiny icicles, frozen against the pane? 

He lifted his thumb and dialled. Again the hollow buzz. No doubt she was trying to call him at home. She would never have expected to find him here, at the old homeplace. 

He hadn’t been here in years. No one had lived here in eight, nine years. Even though he still paid for the phone, the heat, the lights. Just in case. 

 Who do you expect to call?  It seemed as if his daughter asked that during every conversation. She thought he had lost his senses; perhaps he had. His sister Ellen had not called, had not told him she was ailing, had not even invited him home for Christmas. 

She had been the last one to live in the old Goode farmhouse, and he had just shown up unannounced. 

He had found Ellen propped up in bed that Christmas morning, staring at the ice patterns in the window as if seriously attempting to decipher them. Nineteen seventy-eight. Ten years. That long ago. 

Another shadow passed the window. This time Charlie did not bother to turn around. 

He heard the icy tap on the glass, the rustle of a paper studied and studied again, the soft laughter but barely suppressed within the broad face of bright red. There was no need to turn around. 

The heavy fall of snow was beginning to break up, dissolving into a white mist made brilliant by the final, more determined rays of the sun. The farmyard—littered with agricultural machinery, ancient kitchen appliances, iron bedposts and railings, stained wooden crates containing one family’s miscellaneous artefacts—was slowly blanketed, his rusted childhood topographies momentarily obscured. But still there, Charlie Goode reminded himself, always there. 
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He had a sudden vision of an archaeologist’s excavation, one of the amateur digs he had been on over the years. But this was a drcam excavation, the earth suddenly no heavier than snow, so easily removed to reveal what lay within. He could see himself as a child, digging through the snow, removing it a layer at a time, and, finally, finding the dead body of the calf he had been raising that year, frozen to the ground, its green eyes crystal. He had grown up obsessed with looking under things, trying to find out secrets, driven to reveal every hidden corpse. Finally his call went through. The ringing was another hollow sound, as if an impossible distance away. Charlie ignored the sharp tapping on the glass behind him. 

The connection was a bad one, his daughter’s voice clouded, hoarse, cold. At least, he wanted to pretend that the ragged connection explained the distance in Marie’s soft, short sentences. 

‘I’m afraid there was just too much snow,’ he said again, as if to convince her through repetition. ‘I will probably be stuck out here for days.’ Then, ‘You two are the only ones who know I’m out here.’ No doubt his daughter was considering that with some pleasure, thinking he might starve out on the old farm, with no neighbours for miles, and if the phone lines went down ... ‘It was a good thing I was bringing food over to your house,’ he added quickly. ‘No chance of starvation.’ He made a strained chuckling sound. 

‘Of course. A very good thing.’ His daughter’s voice dropped, as if suddenly smothered. Charlie imagined miles of telephone line swallowed up by an infinite white snake of ice and snow, their voices wandering the length of its belly. He pressed the receiver to his ear so firmly it hurt, but still he could barely hear her. The cold, whistling air smothered her voice. 

He asked her about any news, how his grandson Robert was doing. She apparently heard him; he could hear the murmured drone across the line, but he failed to recognize most of the words. 

He had plenty of time to visit his daughter these days, although he seldom did. He had ‘professionally retired’ himself from his teaching position. Although he had liked, perhaps even admired, children, he had felt temperamentally incapable of instructing them. The world had developed a new and faster pace with which he could never be comfortable. His world lay somewhere else, beneath layers of dust or earth. Now he occupied himself collecting things—antiques, Civil War memorabilia, Indian artefacts; exploring ancient campsites; making headstone rubbings. His habitual reticence was broken only in those few social occasions in which he felt it necessary to express his determined ignorance of contemporary literature, newspapers, and television. He took great satisfaction in finding things which had been lost, but which no one else had any desire whatsoever to find. He remained perennially restless, and yet was restless  for nothing. 

He had convinced himself that this house held no more meaning for him 274
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than all the other ruins he had passed through during his life’s observations. He had been a fool. The sharp nails on the window, the rustle of paper and dark flowing robes, told him so. 

The murmuring at the other end of the line apparently had stopped. ‘Merry Christmas, d—Marie.’ He had thought to say ‘darling’, but it would have made her even angrier. ‘Perhaps I can get out of here by the New Year.’

‘Don’t. Bother.’

The words were so distorted, so ethereal, he felt safe to pretend. ‘I can’t rightly hear you, Marie. Better put that grandson of mine on before we lose this connection entirely.’

A sharp clunk as the receiver dropped on its cord, rebounded, and bounced once against the wall. Ever since she was a teenager, Marie had done that when she was mad. 

Charlie had never understood how someone like himself, who had been a child and still remembered so vividly being a child, could do so badly with children. 

He risked peering around at the window behind him. Out where blowing snow chased after the darkness, he almost expected to see his mother angrily chasing his father away from her children, as she had so many Christmases ago, in anger and madness gone raving into the drifts and the night. 

He had lived long enough to realize that sometimes an  absence  evolved into a presence.  Thoughts which had never been spoken, actions dreamed but not done, all the shortcomings and late hours and ill-timings in a life sometimes demanded form, and walked. 

His hand caressed the receiver. All Charlie could think about was apologizing. For everything. 

‘Granddad, it’s Robert. What’s wrong with Mom?’

Charlie Goode sighed. ‘I can’t be there for Christmas, again.’

‘The snow?’

‘I stopped by the old farmhouse yesterday afternoon. Just—I’m not sure why—I hadn’t been here for over two years and I was thinking about the season and—before I knew it there was a good three feet of snow about the house. It must have taken hours to accumulate such an amount. I don’t even know what I was doing all that time—perhaps I’m growing senile—I’m sure that must be what your mother thinks.  Three  feet, Bobby! 

And I did not even notice that it was snowing!’

 'Granddad.  Well, she is pretty angry.’

‘I have always had quite a talent for making your mother angry.’

‘Oh, she’ll be okay. It’s just that sometimes when something happens to change your plans she thinks you did it on purpose.’

‘I broke promises to her, Bobby. I broke promises all the time. I did not mean to, but I still did. I was simply too much inside my own head. Your grandmother was the good parent. I just never had that particular talent.’
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‘You’re fine with me.' 

‘I have never had opportunity or cause to argue with you, Bobby. Parents have to argue with their children at times, and yet must be able to preserve a relationship during those disagreements. I was never able to do that. And Christmas, the holidays were the worst. I was never good for her at Christmas time. I never knew how to give her what she  needed.' 

Robert said something back, but his voice suddenly stretched out into a high-pitched whine. Charlie imagined he could feel the telephone line stretching, until it was so thin it finally broke. Or had been cut by sharp fingernails, needle-sharp teeth. 

All that remained was the snow, speaking softly to itself within a snake’s empty belly. 

Outside the wind had a raw throat, veined with ice. But Charlie’s rocker creaked more loudly than the wind could scream. Such drama and noise seemed right for Christmas; certainly it was typical of the Christmases he had spent in this house. 

Collections filled the house. Ellen, always in awe of their parents, had left the things untouched. Plaster figurines—fawns and birds and young ladies in their finery—peered out at him from every obscure shelf and alcove. Thimbles, salt shakers, perfume bottles, music boxes, polished stones lay scattered in a lack of order which he found irritating. Lord knows he had his own collections, a mob of them, but he also appreciated the value of catalogue and arrangement. He looked around for a cleaning rag. Christmas for Charlie had been Christmas as envisioned by his father: a time of remonstrance, petty accountings, and small terrors. Back when winters were harsher than any that might be imagined by a child of today’s world. Back when Christmas party hats were worn jauntily, yet with much anxiety. Back when Christmas music was slow and mournful, and a dark, crooked shape tapped at cold windows. 

He found a rag and picked up the objects in the collections one at a time, wiping them, rubbing the wooden shelves with the little bit of polish still left in an old can. 

There was such a litter of objects that Charlie could not tell where he had and had not cleaned. 

So many odd surfaces that dusting was futile, and yet he continued to dust— -just like an old bachelor,  he thought. It helped him ignore the dark figure outside, creeping from window to window, tapping at the pane, cackling. Charlie continued to lift and dust, move, wipe, and replace each item as precisely as possible. The farmhouse had become like an Egyptian tomb, its furnishings waiting patiently for an afterlife where they might be used again. And Charlie could not imagine ridding himself of so much dust. 

 So this is what my Christmases have come to . . .  Now, whenever he saw a wreath at Christmas time, he thought of funerals. 

‘Saint Nicholas has a servant. His name is Krampas.’ Charlie’s great 276
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grandmother had taught the story to her children and it had been passed down the generations, told every year with great ceremony. ‘Krampas handles the bad children in behalf of the good Saint, the ones who have disobeyed their parents all year.’

Every year on Christmas Eve, just as the afternoon light was beginning to fail, their father would come to them. ‘Watch by the window,’ he told them, then disappeared into the back of the house. 

Minutes later, they saw a ripple of dark by the old woodpile. The dark swept the glistening snow, but did not appear to touch it. Charlie always said that the dark was cloth. 

‘No . . . no,’ his sister replied. ‘It moves like no cloth I have ever seen. I swear it’s a shadow, a shadow with a mind of its own.’

The shadow teased them for a long time, then as darkness began to fall, the shadow moved out from behind the woodpile, walking like a man. 

Or almost a man. ‘Krampas!’ Charlie said, grasping his sister’s hand. 

His sister nodded silently. They could see very little, but now and then Krampas would turn his face and look at them as he prowled the snowy dark outside the house. The dim light from the window, aided some years by the moon, always revealed a terrible vagueness of features. They would not have been half so frightened if they’d only been able to see his face, once, clearly. A crookedness in the nose, two burning absences for eyes. Something gleaming when the dark mouth opened. 

‘We’ve been good, haven’t we, Charlie?’ his sister said in a quavering voice. 

Charlie said nothing. Only Krampas knew. Only Krampas decided. Even now, Krampas raised the terrible long list in his hand, studying it, cackling over it. His ice nails rattled the paper. Such a long list—it was impossible! Charlie never could imagine what all might be on such a long list. 

The Erst year or so they had run from window to window trying to follow his progress. It had been a game. But very soon they realized it was not the game they had so naively imagined. 

Every year Charlie and Ellen spent a near-sleepless Christmas Eve waiting to see if Krampas had left switches or toys hanging from the tree and stuffed into father’s old white work socks. It was the annual summation, when the wicked were punished and the just rewarded. 

‘It is wrong, it is not what Christmas is about!’ they heard their sweet-smelling mother crying out during the long night, arguing with their father. She always smelled of cinnamon and sweet-cakes, with subtle strains of flowery perfumes. But she was too soft somehow, as helpless as they to change things. 

‘Here, we'll decorate the house even more beautifully than last year,’ she told them bravely each year, as if to compensate for the Krampas outside. Charlie helped her with the doorways and windows, standing on a ladder 277
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while she handed up cloth streamers and fresh-cut boughs. 

The arch over the stairway was hung with lush green boughs thick as jungle growth, with stuffed monkeys and fake bananas attached. The boughs were so long you had to duck and push your way through. Upstairs, Ellen’s door had been decorated with crystals and glass beads that shimmered from the slightest draft. Charlie’s door was wrapped in layers of overlapping cloth, all of them varying shades of blue, so that he always imagined himself entering a series of spatial dimensions every time he opened his door. Multicoloured bunting, dangling masses of metal and painted glass, artificial flowers and vines, panels painted with scenes from their storybooks, adorned every door, window, and passage through the house, like magical gateways from this world into some other. 

And yet outside at every window, ice nails rattled, needle teeth snapped. His mother spun and danced her way through their newly decorated passages, singing and hugging them, filling them with her warmth, her sweet smell, and yet she was compelled again and again to cast furtive, pained glances out the window where dark Krampas skulked, his face flushed, excited, his eyes burning dark, his list of transgressions clutched in long, icy fingers. 

Charlie was not there the Christmas Eve his parents disappeared. He had long since escaped to other towns with their odd jobs and occasional college classes when he could afford them. He was no longer proud of leaving his family in that manner; in fact he now felt he had been irresponsible and cowardly. But then, he had been young, and needed his independence. 

But Ellen had been there, college age herself and yet still there, still helping their mother hang boughs and bunting to transform the old farmhouse into some dark and fairytale world. Later she would tell him again and again how their father had climbed wearily into his Krampas suit for his cold annual prowl about the farmyard, how their father had shrunk so the past few years the dark robes had become much too large for him, how the black cloth and even the yellowed nose and horns hung loosely from him, like a shedding layer of dying skin. 

And how their mother and father had argued, long into the night and on into Christmas Day: she, finally fed up that he would do such a thing with their only remaining child practically an adult herself and he, so obsessed with the tradition, with the need to do the ‘right’ thing. It had snowed all that night, blowing so hard that even when the day did come there was very little light outside. And still their father insisted on being Krampas, insisted on stalking the windows and holding up his list, shaking it in his fist. 

Their father had blown out the door like a flapping old crow, Ellen had said. Their mother had chased him, determined, this Christmas at last, to keep Krampas away from the house, from Ellen. Perhaps if Charlie had been home she’d have kept Krampas away from him as well. As they passed from the house the hanging boughs and bunting shook madly, she said, as if all the
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doors to all the worlds had suddenly been forced open. She never saw either of them again. 

Charlie thought of that Christmas morning he had found her, staring out the frosted windows. 

Just as he stared out those iced windows now, at last an old man himself, with no better talent for parenting than his father had had. Maybe if his wife Alice had not died

. . . Christmas was a tomb, a house decorated in headstones and memorials. He had done his daughter and grandson a favour not coming; he had grown up a dark, grim old man. 

The fall of snow had slowed strangely, as if the dark had thickened, making friction against the flakes. A distant black oval appeared to form near the centre of the snowy pane. Charlie leaned forward in his chair, peering into this dark space, imagining movement there, slow like molasses. Then the arms reaching out towards the window, the billow of dark robes, the sharp and crooked face, the horns, the white list in one hand, the long dead branches of the switches in the other. Krampas, his father. 

Charlie sprang out of the chair and grabbed the coat he had left in the closet by the front door. Then he stopped, and peered down at the floor of the closet. The axe was still there, the sides of the blade rusted, but the very edge still gleamed. He picked it up and pulled open the door. 

The icy wind sprayed his cheeks with dots of bum. He squinted to see; in the dim yard dark vertical shapes seemed to move sideways, pushed apart by the near-horizontal drive of wind and snow. At the side of the house something moved, seemed to grow taller. Long, ice-decorated arms swung up and out. Charlie pushed his feet through reluctant drifts towards the lean shadow, the axe raised chest-high, ready. 

As he pushed closer, snow gathered in the hollow chest of the dark figure, now leaning away from Charlie, and the wind, in fear. Then with sudden rage it whipped back, dark eyes burning, icy fingers darting. 

Charlie swung at the legs. The amts slapped out in frenzy. The shadowed face shook and spat. And Charlie chopped and chopped with the axe, crying out from the painful burning that spread across his face and through his ungloved hands, dodging the slap and sting of Krampas’s arms, the bite of Krampas’s teeth, avoiding the bright red highlights in Krampas’s dark eyes. 

Charlie had Krampas down in the snow, holding on to two of his many sharp arms, the legs two-thirds severed, when he finally saw that it was tree branches he held in his bleeding hands, that same blood dripping off the sharp, green boughs. 

With much effort Charlie dragged the tree inside, propping it up in one comer of the living-room. Ice and snow melted slowly from the sharp angles of the dark form, spotting the rug a soft, luminescent pink. Charlie watched the tree a very long time, until the glow from the fireplace made the last of its sinister traces dissolve. 
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His mother had always kept the attic, and the Christmas decorations stored there, neat and orderly. The boxes were carefully marked by year, with all the ornaments wrapped in old newspaper. After New Year’s the decorations were retired to their box and never used again, his mother preferring to make or buy all new ones. Perhaps she thought that made up for the years in which Krampas had left switches, rocks, and dirt instead of presents. 

The one exception was the decorations from the year his mother and father had disappeared. That year, Ellen had simply thrown all the decorations into an unmarked cardboard box the day after Christmas. What would not fit into the one box available, she had thrown out. That was the final box in the order—Ellen had never done anything for Christmas all those years she had lived alone. 

Charlie prowled and dug through the dust-furred, desiccated corpses of each year’s Christmas: an ornate, three-tiered glass tree top from 1936; brightly painted egg ornaments from ’42, ’43, and ’44 (on one egg the faded figures might have been meant to represent Ellen and Charles himself—he couldn’t be sure—but he vaguely remembered his mother taking a correspondence course in portraiture for a time); fantastic shapes of baked and painted dough from ’46; a glass globe full of liquid and snow flowing over a miniature house by woods from ’53; bright red toy soldiers from

’40; bubble lights from ’54; elves fashioned from painted spools for ’39; a variety of wooden dogs and angels and singing children from ’47, ’48, and ’50; clothes-pin reindeer from ’38; and all manner of lace snowflakes and miniature teddy bears and Santas and birds and butterflies and Styrofoam snow families from all the years in between. 

The rolls of bunting were of many different colours, most of them faded, but Charlie cared little about their condition, fixed as he was on the memories they evoked. 

He hung them randomly over the doors, making ragged, exotic-looking curtains that scattered years of dust through the house, and felt strange brushing against his skin. 

The green boughs were more difficult to come by, of course, but several desperate trips through the worsening winter storm gave him a sufficient number. Very quickly windows and doors and hall passages became the magical gateways he remembered. 

He nailed a wooden cross to the bottom of the tree, choosing the biggest nail he could find to spike its backbone firmly to the makeshift stand. He stood the brooding figure up in the centre of the living-room. Then he took his time decorating his first Christmas tree in years. 

It had been so long, in fact, that Charlie at first did not know where to start. He vaguely remembered his mother always beginning with the lights and whatever garlands she had chosen for that particular year (bright red, or white, or blue, shiny metal or dyed popcorn or strung cranberries or woven yam; one Christmas she had even strung together a huge quantity of sea shells purchased mail order at some expense). 
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He plugged the ancient bubble lights, their coloured liquids either faded or turned a rotten egg colour, into several other light strings whose bulbs were of varying sizes. He examined the face of the tree, found out where the hollows were, the dark places requiring illumination. A draught moved through the house. The tree shifted ever so slightly on its base, showing him another face. Branches dried by the fire drooped in defeat. He pulled the light strings beneath and around them to provide additional support. He hung particularly attractive bulbs out on the edges of tree-ribs, along the outer fingers of subsidiary branches. The last of the wiring in one hand, he spiralled his way to the top of the tree, feeding the limbs a bulb at a time. He stared briefly into scattered pockets of dark, needles fanned secretively over key junctures in the trunk. At the top of the tree he hung one large blue bulb like a searchlight, fixing the three-tiered antique tree top behind it. 

Many of the wires were stiff, some were corroded, but he plugged the eclectic assortment of lighting into the outlet anyway. A few of the lights flickered briefly, like matches struck nervously, then died. A burnt rubber smell wafted through the room, then was gone. He left the lights plugged in and reached for the garlands. 

He laid the garlands on thickly, like binding loops of rope. Purple and orange and crimson, ancient dried frosting crusted along scattered surfaces like melted bone. He tried to alternate loops of electrical wire with loops of garland, crossing the colours here and there where it seemed most aesthetically pleasing. This process inscribed the dark green tree with six cross patterns, and a spot on each side where several different colours of garland were braided. 

Garlands slipped in two places while he examined his handiwork. In the dim firelight the crimson garland looked vaguely shiny, like denuded flesh. 

Bright balls of cut-glass snow went into tree cavities just the right size. Light flickering off their surfaces made them seem to spin. Fake candy canes striped red and blue and yellow went onto branch-ends hooked to receive them. Rusting tin soldiers marched down branch spines. Mechanical mice whirled out of a paper sack and nested in swirls of matted green needles. Pink angels with wings of lace played their music boxes resting atop humps of bare grey limb. A fairy of fire-engine red swung a crescent moon from its four-fingered hand. Three branches cupped themselves together as home for a miniature hobby horse. Long branches sighed out to lift wooden cows and butterflies from Charlie’s outstretched palms. Painted eggs and clothes-pin reindeer, miniature Santas and amber bears, everything appeared to find its proper place on the tree. Charlie could imagine no other arrangement. 

The tree lights flickered and buzzed. The lights in the house burned out. The grab bag of tree lights burned brighter still, eventually so bright their glare obscured the shape of the bulbs themselves, so now it was miniature stars burning within the tree, shining from the glass eyes of every toy face, 281
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every fake creature and machine. Multicoloured glass globes spun on their wire stems. 

Wooden figures with threaded joints danced their anxiety. 

Charlie watched as the curtains of bunting over the doors and windows fluttered and sighed, riding unseen currents, waving goodbye. The tree’s needles began to shift, creating a ripple, a tide, that moved up and down its length, then spread out to the farthest edges of every branch. Ornaments dropped from the tree one at a time, then several, then numbers uncountable. Garlands slipped, edging their way to the floor. 

The tree seemed to turn another face, more ornaments fell, and then the tree went dark. 

Charlie heard, and imagined, the outer layers of green give way.  I have not been the best of sons,  he thought. The darkness in the house grew cold. 

 I have avoided tny responsibilities.  Charlie could hear paper rattling, a very long list being unrolled. 

 I have stayed away. I have never sent my love.  Charlie could hear the long fingers reaching out, scraping at the floor in front of him. The dark had grown darker where the tree had been. The dark fluttered like huge wings, or robes. 

 I have never known what to do.  Krampas turned another dark face: a sharp-edged profile, two tapered horns, a hooked nose. A smile: his needle-teeth reflected red from the fire. 

Charlie stopped, trying to shut out all thought. Krampas shook his long list angrily, rattling windows and doors.  No,  Charlie thought. Krampas reached in to his shadowed body, pulling out a bundle of switches, holding them aloft. Firelight gleamed off shiny spikes and barbs. 

 No!  Krampas crouched, beginning his stalk. Charlie could see an old man’s sagging, yellowed skin around the horns, the crooked nose.  No!  As Krampas scraped his nails along the wooden floor, reaching out to embrace the long lost son. 

Winter reached in, lifting the curtains of bunting high towards the ceilings. 

Charlie fell to the floor as something warm and cinnamon-smelling moved through him from behind. A cold wing scraped his back as Krampas leapt over him, ice nails scraping at the ceiling as he flew desperately for the door. Krampas disappeared there, his screeches blending with the raw sound of the wind, the wave of sweetness fast on his heels, chasing him away. His mother had done what she could for Ellen. Now, finally, she had taken care of him. 

Like a gift, the warm sweet smell lingered until morning, until Charlie Goode could close up the farmhouse a last time, at last prepared for the Christmas trip to his daughter’s home. 
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