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  Biography


  Ronald Chetwynd-Hayes (30 May 1919 – 20 March 2001) (a.k.a. Ronald Henry Glynn Chetwynd-Hayes or R. Chetwynd-Hayes) was an author, best known for his ghost stories. His first published work was the science fiction novel The Man From The Bomb in 1959. He went on to publish many collections and ten other novels including The Grange, The Haunted Grange, And Love Survived and The Curse of the Snake God. He also edited over 20 anthologies. Several of his short works were adapted into anthology style movies in the United Kingdom, including The Monster Club and From Beyond the Grave. Chetwynd-Hayes' book The Monster Club contains references to a film-maker called Vinke Rocnnor, an anagram of Kevin Connor, the director of From Beyond the Grave.


  He won the Bram Stoker Award for Lifetime Achievement for 1988, and the British Fantasy Society Special Award in 1989.
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  The bar was not very full the evening being but middle-aged, that is to say it was too early for the after-theatre crowd, and too late for the 'a quick one for the road' school. This, in my humble opinion, is the time for civilised drinking, not that I've ever minded drinking at an uncivilised time, but its nice to be able to spread your elbows and bath your tonsils with Scotch in reasonable comfort. There are those people who go into a bar for social intercourse, at least so they say, but I being above all else an honest man must confess I go into a bar for only one reason; I like to drink. Now let us get one thing straight, I'm not an educated drinker; fancy names on dusty bottles don't mean a thing to me; as the man said when he was asked if he preferred beef to mutton: ‘It's all meat’. Old fashioned whiskey was good enough for my father, and he died a drunkard's death at eighty-two, which was twenty years longer than his teetotal brother lived, who was knocked down by a bus in the Fulham Road after speaking at a temperance dinner on how strong drink shortens life. There must be a moral there somewhere, but frankly I've never quite seen what it is, unless it be stay quietly sozzled at home, then you won't be knocked down by a 175 bus.


  But all this is by the way; digression is one of my many weaknesses, for I often find that the soup is much more tasty than the main dish, and perhaps when you have heard the rest of my story you will agree with me. However, as I said, the room was not very full so I went straight up to the bar and ordered six double whiskeys, and the smart young barman looked at me, for he could see I was by myself. So I took a deep breath and explained the facts of life to him.


  ‘I could order one whiskey, take it over to that table, drink it and come back for five refills. But that would be wearing on my legs, which after the fourth glass need as much rest as they can get, and a lot of work for you.'


  He grinned and said he agreed, but I don't think he was happy, for one thing I'm not what you might call a snappy dresser and they were used to dinner jackets and off the shoulder dresses, or at least a decent Jounge suit. But corduroy trousers and roller neck jersey is my stock in trade, for a writer isn't looked up to these days if he dresses like everyone else, and damn it all, my money is as smart as the next man's. I carried my drinks on a tray the barman gave me to a table a little way from the bar, and after emptying the first glass, I sat back and took in the scenery.


  The tables were little islands and most of them deserted, but here and there a few castaways sipped their nourishment and looked as miserable as most people do in bars, so I turned my attention to the tall stools that lined the bar, and thought they looked like the things in circus rings for seals to perch on. On the one nearest to my table was a girl, and I wondered how I'd missed her, but thought perhaps she'd come in when I wasn't looking, but she was there now and was presenting one of the most tasteful bare backs that I've ever seen. Now all men have their various tastes when it comes to admiring feminine beauty, some rave about legs, others breasts, although believe me, a lot of deception is practised in that direction these days, but for myself, show me a flawless white back and I'd raise my hat, always supposing I wore one, which I don't. This girl knew what she'd got, and made the most of it, for her dress was a mere tape that supported the legal amount of material at the front and nothing at all above the waist line at the back. She must have felt my gaze, which isn't surprising, for she turned her head, and I saw a pair of cornflower blue eyes set in a pale, beautiful, if characterless face, surmounted by a pile of artistically dressed hair. Then she winked, and without so much as by your leave, came and sat at my table. I sighed deeply and downed my second whiskey to wash away my disillusion, for surely the strangest part of man's make-up is that he will pawn his soul for what he thinks he cannot have, but will turn his head in disgust when he learns it is well within his means to buy it. She sank down in the chair opposite mine, and said in a low, husky, carefully cultivated, seductive voice:


  'Aren't you going to buy me a drink?'


  I said: 'Why not? But you will have to fetch it yourself, I never stir before the sixth drink and by then it's a risky business.'


  She took my pound note, making a small grimace, and the small sherry must have been exorbitantly expensive, or she was very forgetful for I never saw my change. When she came back and reseated herself, and the third whiskey was doing its bounded duty so that the sharp edges of the bar were becoming nicely rounded, and a faint mist was obscuring the far end of the room, for if truth must be told, and I can see no reason why it shouldn't, this was not the first bar I had visited that evening; she said:


  'You're cute, you know that don't you, you're cute.'


  I nodded slowly, for I was in the mood to agree to anything. 'Yes, I know. Whenever I look into a mirror I get a shock.'


  She giggled and took a ladylike sip from her glass, and I wondered if the people who owned this place knew what she was up to, or if the smart young barman who had a suspicion of a knowing smirk on his face was receiving his cut.


  'What's a nice looking fellow like you doing on your own?'


  'Getting drunk,' I said briefly, 'it's a hobby. Some people collect stamps, others milk bottle tops, but I get drunk. I do it very well.'


  She giggled again, and there was something horrifying about that beautiful mask; she looked like an animated shop window dummy, or a body from which the soul had been sucked out.


  'You're funny. I like witty men. Say something else.'


  I grinned and felt my face crinkle, like a deflated balloon pressed by a child's destructive fingers. 'A fool is funny because he dare not think, for thought is the pathway to truth, and beyond truth lies madness.'


  She shrugged her shapely shoulders and they gleamed in the bright light like white clouds on a winter's day, and for some reason I felt sad, which was strange for usually I am a cheerful drinker.


  That's not funny, it's rather frightening. I say, you're not squiffy, are you?'


  How I would have answered this insulting insinuation I do not know, for let it be recorded, never in fifteen years of heavy drinking have I been drunk, or as my uncle (the one knocked down by a bus in the Fulham Road) would have aptly expressed himself: 'been seen the worse for strong drink', for at that moment there was a sudden influx of people who came into the room, chattering and babbling and in less than no time the place was crowded, and I was troubled by the thought that I might not have time or opportunity to buy my second consignment. But there came in with this human flood, like a piece of driftwood cast ashore by the tide, a young man who for some reason that I could not at that time understand, stood out from the crowd and claimed my complete attention. He was young, younger than he should have been, for although there were lines about his eyes and mouth, and a certain tautness of his facial muscles that suggested maturity of years, yet he wore an air of youthfulness that did not flatter him, for one was reminded of a fruit that had hung on a tree for a whole summer but was still unripe; a soft green skin full of corruption, that will fall to the ground at the first breath of autumn. He clung to the bar like one who has walked through life looking for props, and his weak handsome face turned slowly, the pale blue eyes were lifeless blue chips of broken glass, and his full lips were moist and sagged pathetically as though he were about to cry. His neat dark suit was rumpled, and his long fingers toyed with the buttons, then, like a startled bird, the right one flew up to the striped tie and jerked it from side to side, then abruptly he turned his back and suddenly I was aware that he was not alone.


  He who drains the wine jug to its bitter dregs sees strange visions, at least so it is said, but speaking for myself, although I've seen the world through many an empty bottle, I've yet to meet a pink elephant, but of course I'm still comparatively young, and all things come to him that waits. But I knew, and don't ask me how or why, that what stood behind the young man did not come out of a bottle, but it wasn't the kind of thing you usually met in a bar either. I'll tell you something else, I was pretty certain that I was the only person who saw it, because no one else paid it the least attention and they would have if. . . . Let me describe the Thing, because that is what it was - a Thing. Imagine something that has the shape of a man; a tall man at least six foot two, dressed in a long black robe that encased the entire figure from neck to feet, only the feet weren't too substantial, I could not be sure they were actually there; then imagine a dead white face; a face made of white wax, then give the face a pair of black gleaming eyes; eyes filled with a terrible hunger, that a thousand years of sated lusts will not satisfy, then crown the face with a mop of coarse hair and watch a pair of thin lips as they mouth silent obscenities, or whisper unfulfilled longings into the victim's ear, and you have a fiend that is begging someone to share its hell.


  'What's the matter, honey,' the girl spoke and her pale beauty seemed to bear a faint resemblance to that dreadful face, 'you look as though you've seen a ghost.'


  'The man at the bar,' my voice betrayed nothing and I marvelled that this was so, 'do you see anything unusual about him; the young one - there?' I pointed, and she turned with little interest for I suppose I was already beginning to bore her and a more promising client would soon draw her away. Then her face flushed for a moment, then turned paler than before, her eyes glazed with sudden fear, and one hand tightened its grip about the wine glass so that I found myself watching the whitened knuckles.


  'It's Rodney!' she gasped the name in a strangled voice and for an instant her beauty was wiped away, so that I saw her as she would be when time had done its work; had taken the sheen from the pale skin and wrecked the firm muscles with cruel fingers. Then she jerked her head round and I looked at a frightened child, the cultivated mask ripped aside, and she was as naked as a sinful man on judgment day. I said: 'Do you know him?' A silly question, but I wasn't really interested in her problems, because the young man was taking a drink, at least I guessed he was for although his back was towards me, the Thing had moved to a position a few feet from our table, and for a while I could not understand why its mouth was open and its throat muscles working, then I suddenly realised that it was enjoying whatever the man was drinking. I know that must sound crazy, but may I never raise a glass again if it isn't true; the white face gleamed with the look of a dipso who is having his first drink for a long time, then the man at the bar turned, a full glass was in his hand so I guessed he'd ordered a refill, and he came towards our table so that for a while they stood side by side, the Thing and him, only I knew he did not know he was not alone. Then he suddenly saw my girl friend, the Thing's eyes lit up as well, and together they approached the table, an action that didn't make me feel happy, or, if I was to judge by her expression, the little lady either, for she looked as terrified as a rabbit at a stoat's convention.


  'Don't leave me alone with him,' she pleaded, 'he's poison.'


  I said nothing as he came up to the table and I could tell he'd seen a lot of tough American films, because he just grabbed a chair and sat down; the Thing stood behind him, its eyes fixed on the girl, while its lips kept moving, and I found myself trying to guess what it was saying.


  The man ignored me, a fact that he would have regretted if I hadn't been so concerned with what he brought with him, and when he spoke to the girl it was with a slight Cockney accent that is so popular with pop singers.


  'So I found you - up to your old tricks again, looking for suckers, and I see you've found one.'


  He looked at me, but much more important the Thing did so as well, and I saw a gleam of speculative interest in its dreadful eyes, so that terror made me empty the sixth glass and make a beeline for the bar. The young man laughed, a high pitched whining sound, but I did not care, so long as the Thing stayed where it was he could laugh his head off. But I could not leave the bar, I had to stay and watch this macabre drama, and though I would not face the truth the tall black figure held a repellant fascination for me; I felt an urge to touch it, to hear it speak, even as a child might want to finger fire.


  When I looked back the Thing had changed its position and stood behind my vacated chair where it was watching the girl and the man, and it seemed that it was taking part in the conversation, for the mouth was opening and closing so that I had the impression it was shouting instructions. More people came in and others left, all of them seeking the stimuli of alcohol for the going is tough along the narrow pathway to the grave, or maybe the seventh whiskey was turning sour on me. Perhaps my liver was at last giving up the fight, or more likely my brain was beginning to present its own film show, but I could distinctly see a row of tables standing in a neat row against the far wall, and seated round them was a number of figures dressed all in black, and wearing white masks. They sat perfectly still; their heads were turned inwards and I could only see the sexless profiles, and I felt an unexplainable dread that they might move, for I knew these were the eternal watchers; the dark ones who know neither anger nor pity.


  The girl looked back over one white shoulder, and her blue eyes raked my face with burning intensity; a mute appeal for help, as though I were a lifeboat in a boiling sea, and she a lone swimmer at the end of her strength. There was a scraping of a chair and the young man sprang to his feet; the Thing moved back, its eyes blazing with an unholy joy. The girl rose quickly and ran towards me, and the drinkers drew back in alarm, so that I stood alone with the girl running her last few steps; only the watchers did not move. She clutched my arms and I saw the dark caverns of hell reflected in her eyes, and I wanted to tell her it would all pass, that suffering cannot last for ever - not even in hell, but there was not time. The gun in the young man's hand spoke instead, and the beautiful eyes blinked, then blazed forth their horror, the white shoulders quivered, the neck twisted, and she slumped to the floor.


  When I looked up the young man was staring in astonishment at the huddled figure that lay at my feet, but the Thing was close behind him, its right arm was raised to the level of his, and its hand rested on the hand that held the gun. Then it drew back and I saw a look of peace on its face; the peace of a sated drug addict, the peace that would come to a vampire who has drunk his fill. The young man shook his head several times, then slowly, like a tired child stifling a yawn, he put the nozzle of the revolver into his mouth and pulled the trigger.


  The room was a bedlam of screaming women and swearing men; they rushed back and fro like ants when a pick axe has been driven into their hill. I sank into a chair and listened to the waterfall that crashed about my ears and pondered on the suddenly revealed truth that man's lusts must go on multiplying so that eventually, surely there must be total darkness - or a wiping out - a new beginning.


  At last I rose and made my way towards the door - towards those black figures who were now more real than before, and there suddenly came into my vision a little man with a pale wrinkled face and the knowledge of forbidden lore in his eyes. He beckoned with a long trembling finger, and I bent down so that his lips could approach my ear. His voice was old, so very old, and he spoke in a low husky whisper:


  'Don't look behind, but you're being followed.'


  With a single movement the watchers turned their heads, and the white masks were staring at me, the eyes black pools of darkness, and I knew I would never walk or drink alone again.


  Together we left the room.


  The Monster


  (1970)
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  They were kind to her in their own, cold way, but she was young and would ask questions, and Aunt Mabs sighed heavily, knowing the truth must be unveiled sooner or later. ‘Aunt, why can’t I leave the house?’


  ‘You aren’t well, child. Don’t keep bothering me.’


  ‘But I feel fine.’


  ‘Well, you aren’t fine, so be quiet.'


  A little later.


  ‘Aunt, I see children pass the house twice a day. Where are they going?’


  ‘School.’


  ‘What’s school?’


  The woman shook her head in exasperation, then quickly left the room.


  That evening Uncle Carl came to her room, the lines on his lean face set into a determined expression. He put her dinner tray down on the all-purpose table, then sat down on the edge of the bed and watched her eat.


  ‘Caroline, you’ve been asking questions again.’


  She was frightened when he spoke this way—and for good reason; she paused and looked at his stern face with wide open, fear-glazed eyes, and the man shuddered.


  ‘I only wanted to know.’


  ‘If you ask such questions again, I shall beat you. Be grateful that there are two people who are willing to feed and keep you in comfort. Give praise to Almighty Jehovah that He has in His great mercy, spared you the terror of His wrath. Seek not knowledge, revel in ignorance, for that is Jehovah’s gift to sinful man.’


  ‘All praise to Jehovah,’ she muttered the conventional phrase. ‘I promise to sin no more.’


  ‘Tis well.’ He rose slowly, a man worn and tired by a lifetime of fear. ‘I do not wish to hear of questions again.’ He walked to the door, then looked back, his hand on the door knob. ‘Do not make us regret what we have done.’


  ‘No, Uncle,’ she answered, grateful that he was leaving, her mind now a vast, trembling question.


  Next day they moved her into a new room, well back from the street, and the window was veiled by a thick gauze curtain which was tacked to the window frame on all sides so she could not pull it aside. But Satan Atomo entered her heart and whispered that a small hole could be made in the centre; not large enough for the Aunt to detect, for she was somewhat shortsighted, but sufficient for one young eye to peep out—to see the small garden, and what lay beyond the far wall.


  There was a house on the left, and a fairly large garden that ran obliquely to Uncle Carl’s; complete with a dark green lawn and bordered by white flower beds. Caroline liked this view better than the old one, for the street was only a mud-churned track, with the crop fields on the other side, and the ever-smoking bad lands in the far distance. A range of tall hills shut off whatever lay beyond on this side, and the scene was restful, at the same time exciting, for one could hope for something new to come over the hills, and Caroline lived on hope.


  She had been in the new room three days when the young man appeared in the far garden. He was not the first young man she had seen, for many had passed along the street, but he was the first she had been able to study for any length of time. He erected a garden chair, then seated himself and stretched out his long legs, clearly determined to absorb as much of the sunlight as he could before moon rising. He was, she decided, a most handsome young man, and there was an unaccountable quickening of her heart beat when he stripped of his tunic and bared his torso. A man minus his clothes was a phenomenon she had never considered; in fact any human being undressed had been, to that moment, an impossibility. Aunt Mabs always made her bath in the dark, maintaining it was sinful to see even one’s own naked flesh, and Caroline jerked back from the window like a frightened bird, and took refuge on her bed.


  It stood to reason that Jehovah must have noted this sinful act, and was without doubt preparing to bring down His wrath upon the not-to-be-thought-of young man, not to mention the equally evil girl who now trembled on her bed. She waited for the thunder clap, the bellow of divine rage, and was strangely disappointed when it did not come. The hours passed, then Aunt Mabs brought in her supper, glancing at the girl with her usual worried expression that deepened when she saw the white face and troubled eye.


  ‘What have you been up to?’


  Caroline knew she should confess and risk a beating, but logic suggested that if Almighty Jehovah had withheld His hand, it would be blasphemous for Uncle Carl to wield his belt. So she said:


  ‘Nothing, Gracious Aunt, only I feel a little unwell.’


  The woman grunted and there was a glimmer of hope in her eyes.


  ‘Then you must get to bed so soon as moonrising prayers are over. Pray for forgiveness, and thank Almighty Jehovah that he has spared you from his wrath.’


  As Caroline muttered ‘Amen’, she wondered for one panic-stricken moment if Aunt Mabs knew, but on reflection decided she was only referring to the perpetual wrath that the Almighty only just restrained Himself from pouring down upon her own sinful person.


  Aunt Mabs left the room to prepare herself for the nightly moonrising prayers, and Caroline quickly ate her yeast cutlet and nut roast, before moving fearfully towards the window, for it was necessary that everyone witness the moonrising so as to remember the sins of the forefathers.


  The young man was still there, but now, thankfully, fully clothed, and with him were two older people, a man and woman, clearly his Uncle and Aunt. They were kneeling on small, dark red cushions, gazing intently at the distant hills, from behind which the moon would soon rise. Uncle Carl and Aunt Mabs came out into their small garden and knelt on identical cushions, and Caroline knelt on her chair, her eye sinfully glued to the hole in her curtain.


  The familiar rumble began, and the earth trembled; the three people in the far garden prostrated themselves, for this was Almighty Jehovah’s voice, growling out his rage, bidding them all to remember—to remember; renewing His covenant made to man after the great sin, that He would punish and destroy, unless all tremble as the earth trembled, for He was a jealous God, a terrible God, an everlastingly angry God.


  The moon slid up from behind the hills; its face was grey, speckled with bright pimples of light where the sun was refleeted on its mountain peaks, and it was vast. It reared up with fearsome speed, filling the entire western sky, and the earth shook with fear, the house quivered, the sacred ornaments on Caroline’s mantlepiece danced a reel of terror, and Almighty Jehovah blew, and a great wind tore across the fields, over the roof tops, tearing, ripping, alive with the god’s lust to destroy. The moon was now high up in the heavens, and Caroline, try as she might, could not lower her head; she saw the vast craters, the towering mountains that seemed to be reaching down in an attempt to tear open the sinful flesh of earth. This was the crisis, the one moment when the angry God might decide to make an end; to surrender completely to His all-consuming rage and let the moon fall down upon the world. The moon was now covering the entire sky, the earth was cloaked in darkness, broken only by a halo of light that ran round the satellite’s rim. Then came the rebirth of hope, a faint glimmer of light in the western sky, that grew larger by the second, became a crescent of cold blue, and presently developed into a patch of unclouded sky. The moon was passing away; it would race out into the heavens, become a speck of light, until drawn back by Almighty the following night. For twenty-four hours man was safe.
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  The sin in Caroline’s heart became a canker, and Satan Atomo, no doubt gloating over his conquest, made sure temptation was always before her. The young man seemed to live in the garden. He hoed the black earth that glowered beneath the linen-white flowers, he trimmed the dark green grass with a scythe, and all the time his naked brown back screamed its untranslatable message to Caroline, so that her mind became a hothouse of searing, forbidden thoughts. She kept away from the window for as long as she could, walked round and round the room, and prayed silently to Almighty Jehovah for forgiveness, but always, whenever her attention flagged, she came back to that fatal hole in the curtain.


  It was inevitable that her guilty secret would be discovered.


  ‘What are you doing?’ Aunt Mabs was standing behind her, and Caroline spun round, her eyes dilated with terror. Aunt Mabs pushed her roughly to one side, then peeped through the gaping hole herself. When she turned round her face was unexpectedly sad.


  ‘How long has this been going on?’ she asked.


  ‘For a long time,’ Caroline answered, for to lie was to bring down Jehovah’s certain wrath.


  ‘I see,’ the woman nodded slowly. ‘Why do you watch him?’


  Caroline thought carefully, then answered:


  ‘Because he is beautiful.’


  Aunt Mabs nodded again, then said: ‘Beautiful’ before leaving the room.


  Caroline waited—waited for hours. She would be beaten, of that there was no doubt, but why had Jehovah not chastised her Himself long since. Could it be Uncle Carl was to be His instrument, because the God’s time was fully occupied in punishing the world?


  Uncle Carl brought up her supper tray as usual, and under his arm he carried a large book. Caroline recognized it as the Book, written by the holy Elijah Ebenezer Brown, as dictated to him by Almighty Jehovah Himself in the year One. The Uncle did not speak, but made a gesture denoting she was to eat her supper, and sat silently staring at the carpet, only looking up when she pushed the plate to one side.


  ‘You can read your letters?’


  ‘Yes, Uncle, the gracious Aunt taught me to read.’


  ‘That is well.’ He handed her the Book. ‘Open it—to the first page.’


  Caroline turned the hard cover, it was old and possibly had once encased another book.


  ‘Read,’ commanded the Uncle.


  ‘THE WORD OF JEHOVAH AS WRITTEN BY THE HOLY ELIJAH EBENEZER BROWN WHILST IN THE SPIRIT.’


  ‘And!’ Uncle Carl’s voice was low.


  ‘JEHOVAH CREATED HE MAN IN HIS OWN IMAGE.’


  ‘Close the book and give it to me.’


  Caroline obeyed, knowing this was not going to be something simple like a thrashing; this would be worse, much worse.


  ‘Jehovah created He man in His own image,’ Uncle Carl repeated the text, and Caroline remembered seeing the blazing letters printed on a banner, carried by the children on their way to Sabbath school, ‘and because Almighty Jehovah is beautiful Himself, then all men must be beautiful also.’ His cold eyes switched their gaze from the bedside rug, and stared straight at the girl.


  ‘You thought the young man beautiful?’


  ‘Yes, gracious Uncle, and I sinned.’


  The Uncle raised his hand.


  ‘You did not sin in that, for it is good that one gaze upon the beauty that Jehovah has created. Your sin is a far greater one.’


  Caroline trembled and waited for the enormity of her transgressions to be revealed.


  ‘Your sin is that of ugliness. Listen to me, and I will read the holy word.’


  Uncle Carl opened the good book, and began to read slowly, raising his voice in the traditional style, so his words were full and sonorous.


  ‘In the beginning Almighty Jehovah gave the world to man as his playground. The entire earth was his, and the fruits thereof, the sea, and that which lived therein; the air above in which he might besport himself, and next to the Almighty, man was the lord of creation.’


  ‘So great was Jehovah’s love he gave gifts beyond price; the ability to speak over large distances, chariots that raced faster than the wind, magic wings that took man above the earth, and the power to hunt under the sea. And the children of man dwelt in fine houses, were clad in soft linen; white bread lay daily upon their tables, and Jehovah spoke to them every seventh day. And he spake thus:’


  “All that is upon the earth is yours, but all that is in the heavens is mine.”


  ‘Now it came to pass that Satan Atomo walked the earth in those days, and he whispered into the ears of men: “Why should you not go out into the heavens? The moon is bright, the stars are diamonds beyond price; go forth, and I will protect you.”


  ‘And men made strange chariots and they went forth into the heavens, and Jehovah struck out in his anger. He blazed fire and brimstone upon the earth, and He ate up the great houses, the chariots, the magic wings, and many men died, even unto three parts of men died.


  ‘Then the daughters of men, in their fear, took unto themselves the sons of Satan Atomo, and they did bring forth monsters.


  ‘And Jehovah brought down the moon, and it hovered over the earth, and His voice spoke from a thunder cloud. ‘Ye shall destroy all that is not born in my image.’


  ‘And all those that still followed in the ways of the Godly obeyed this commandment. They took the ugly, the monster-born, and burnt them on the altar, and behold the smoke of the burning was good unto the Almighty, and He did withhold His hand, and the moon fell not onto the earth, and some men lived.’


  Uncle Carl slammed the book closed with such force, Caroline jumped, then he spoke in the same awesome tone.


  ‘A thousand summers have passed, and rarely are monsters born, but when they are, the people take them into the temple and burn them upon the altar.’


  Caroline at first did not understand, then the man’s cold, expressionless stare relayed its message, and she whimpered:


  ‘I’m not a monster.’


  ‘Child, can you not see?’ The Uncle snapped out the question. ‘Put out your hand. Now I will lay mine alongside. Look. Mine is shaped by the Almighty, yours... Do not force me to describe what your eyes must see. Look at my face, then feel your own, the skin—the monstrous growth that covers your head. Can’t you understand that I feel sick in your presence, and I have gazed upon you for nigh on sixteen years. Think how that young man would react were he to see you as you are. He would hand you over to the temple elders for burning, as indeed I should have long since.’


  Caroline looked at the horror that was her hands with new eyes; the difference she had always known, and accepted. Now truth had been savagely thrust through the doors of her consciousness, and her body screamed with repulsion. She was more than ugly, more than hideous —she was the monster-born. A blot that should be wiped away, a loathsome fragment fit only for burning.


  ‘Why,’ she sobbed, ‘why did you not hand me over at birth?’


  ‘Our sin was great,’ the Uncle nodded, and a tear ran down his otherwise expressionless face, ‘but my sister was young, and much loved. She hid you until it was too late. If I had given you up, they would have taken her also, and my foolish, soft love overcame my sacred duty. We have lived in fear all these years, your Aunt and I. We felt that as Almighty Jehovah had withheld His hand, perhaps He understood, but who can calculate His mysterious ways? He struck down your mother, He burnt your father with a thunderflash, and we— and you, He has spared. But I dread lest you be seen.’


  ‘Forgive me,’ Caroline sat with lowered head, ‘my sin is great,’ but the tired man shook his head.


  ‘No, child, the sin is mine. I should have handed you over for burning, and you would not be suffering now.’


  He took up the book, and left without uttering a further word.
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  Caroline opened her door and crept out onto the landing. The house slept; the world—Jehovah slept, for the silence was absolute. She trod softly down the stairs, tip-toed along the hall and opened the front door.


  Outside the sky was a dark blue roof, pinpointed with stars, and she was afraid, for there was so much emptiness, no comforting walls, and the night breeze was an evil thing that tore at her robe. Only the great urge stopped her from rushing back into the house, for she must go out into the wild lands; to die perhaps, but it would be a clean death, and no harm would come to the Uncle and Aunt.


  The rough road was cruel to her bare feet, and the starlit gloom was alive with gibbering shadows that mocked and tried vainly with voiceless mouths to shout her presence aloud. She passed houses, all built of wood and painted black, so that Jehovah might not see them, but of course He did; one had been shaken down. Only the temple was built of stone. Jehovah’s statue stood a little way to the right; thirty feet tall, the work of three generations. His stern face looked upwards, gazing with sightless eyes at the stars; in His right hand He held a seven-thonged flail, and in His left a forked thunder-flash. On the base was etched the familiar words:


  JEHOVAH CREATED HE MAN IN HIS OWN IMAGE.


  Caroline fled from the temple, fled from the presence of dread Jehovah, and ran past the last few houses, until she came within sight of the open wild lands that stretched out great arms to greet her. She did not know about the night watch, the two men who prowled the village limits, ever alert lest some raiding party from afar should suddenly strike. They came out of the shadows and shouted:


  ‘Who are you? Stop.’


  Caroline turned on her tracks and ran, and the hard pounding of booted feet came after her. She darted between two houses, stumbled across a cultivated back garden, tore her gown clambering through a low hedge. But now doors were opening, people were pouring out; she ran into a man when turning a corner, and he saw her face.


  ‘Monster—a monster!’


  He clutched her gown and it ripped as she broke away, and the cry was relayed from mouth to mouth, until the earth—the very heavens—were screaming the dreadful word:


  ‘Monster—monster!’


  She had never run before in her life, never before walked on bare earth, and her strength was soon exhausted. Somehow, she had come back into the main street, and there was Jehovah, standing before His temple, staring up at the stars, and judging the world. She collapsed at His feet, and looked up at His stone face.


  ‘Mercy, Almighty, mercy on me—a monster.’


  But the face was pitiless, the great flail was poised above her, and the pursuers, many with lighted torches, were closing in, and there was no hope anywhere, either on the earth, in the badlands, or in the stars.


  They pulled her roughly to her feet, ripped the tattered gown from her body, and their faces became twisted with disgust when the malformed shape was revealed.


  ‘Where did you come from?’ a watchman struck her across the face, ‘who’s been hiding you?’


  That was a question that must not be answered, and she tried not to scream when they punched her stomach, kicked her and flung her to the ground.


  The temple Elders were gaunt from much fasting, and one had a large pin driven through his cheeks, and the crowd drew back, for he was very holy. His voice was muffled, as the pin stopped his tongue from functioning naturally, and his face was like Jehovah’s, as though it, too, were hewn from stone.


  ‘Cease. No one in the village would dare harbour her. If they had, we would have been smitten long since.’


  Caroline marvelled, and looked up again at the stone God.


  ‘She has come in from the badlands, a gift from Jehovah, so that we might sacrifice. Bring her into the temple, and let us give praise.’


  She was dragged in through the doorway, across the paved floor, speckled with colour where the red kneeling cushions were laid out in neat rows; up on to the raised altar, and tied to the stone cross. Her back was pressed against the centre pillar, each wrist was lashed to a crosspiece, and her ankles tied firmly to the base.


  Torches were lit and placed in wall sconces, a mirror of polished bronze was placed before her so that the entire congregation should be able to see the vileness of the Satan-born. They piled faggots at her feet, and the priests began to chant, and the people responded.


  ‘Jehovah, created He man.’


  ‘In His own image,’ the voices behind her shouted.


  ‘With one head.’


  ‘And two arms.’


  ‘Two legs, only two legs.’


  One priest with a particularly sonorous voice carried on in solo.


  ‘And at the bottom of the legs, shall be two feet.’


  ‘Yea, there shall be two feet.’


  ‘And at the end of the two arms shall be two hands.’


  ‘Yea, there shall be two hands.’


  The priest raised his voice to a near scream,


  ‘And what shall there be on the head?’


  ‘There shall be two ears.’


  ‘And how shall the ears be shaped?’


  ‘They will be large, and black, and shall hang down, even to the shoulders.’


  ‘And what shall be on the face?’


  ‘There shall be two eyes, one large, one small, and two noses, and twin tusks will grow forth from the cheeks, and the lips shall be black and spread wide, and the teeth shall never be covered. Thus saith the Almighty Jehovah.’


  ‘And what shall be on the hands?’


  ‘Two fingers, and they shall have talons, even as the feet hath two toes, and a small tail, not more than twelve inches long, shall hang from the spine, even as Jehovah has decreed.’ Caroline was crying now, not because they had lighted the faggots, but because she could see her reflection in the bronze mirror. She was so ugly—it was good that all this ugliness was about to be burnt. She had no lovely brown wrinkled skin; hers was obscenely white and smooth; her head, instead of being nobly domed and ridged, was covered with a grotesque mop of corn-coloured growth, which covered her horrible small ears; she only had one nose, and her eyes were both the same size, but, and this was worst of all, not delicately addled, but blue, surrounded with white, and fringed by the same hideous growth that marred her head. Each hand had four long fingers and a shorter one that stuck out at an angle, and there were five toes to each foot. Her lips were red, not black, and covered her teeth, which should have been irregular, one behind the other; hers were disgustingly white and even.


  ‘And the skin shall be wrinkled, and the face pitted, even as the face of Father Moon, and there shall be no furry growth, either on the head or other parts, for this is an abomination in Jehovah’s sight, as it has been, and will be, for evermore.’


  ‘Cursed be the Satan-Born,’ the priest chanted.


  ‘May they be cursed for ever.’


  Caroline heard Jehovah laugh as the flames licked upwards, and He laughed with a million voices, over a million years, and before merciful oblivion came, she laughed too. In that last revealing moment she understood.


  Crowning Glory


  (1971)
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  The woman, who was both rich and middle-aged, walked slowly through St James's Park, looking from right to left with that bored, haggard expression Gore knew so well. The formidable attendant followed her mistress some ten paces behind, carrying a small paper bag from which she dispensed largesse in the way of breadcrumbs to various greedy ducks.


  Walking round the duck pond from the opposite direction, Gore approached his victim, being careful not to look at her, but paying smiling attention to the ducks, fully aware that he looked handsome, very young, and, to rich, middle-aged ladies, extremely appealing. His timing was perfect. Eight feet separated him from the woman, when he stumbled, placed a white shapely hand to that part of his anatomy where his heart might well reside, then sank slowly but gracefully to his knees. The woman was only three feet away when he raised his head, gazed at her with eyes in which tears were just beginning to form, and said weakly:


  "Madam, if you could assist me."


  It was a wonderful performance, the best he had ever given.


  The white haggard face was expressionless; the large, still beautiful black eyes stared down at him, then as though a tiresome puddle were in her path she stepped round him, and continued her walk. The grim-faced attendant gave him a blank stare, then followed in her mistress's footsteps. Gore was left crouching on the ground, feeling like a comedian whose best joke has been greeted with, complete silence.


  "Feeling poorly, dear?" a plump matron was bending over him.


  ''Get lost." Gore rose quickly and strode angrily away.


  But it was at the park gates he received his biggest shock.


  "You.”


  At first he could not believe it was he who was so perfunctorily addressed and he continued to walk towards the Mall.


  "You. Young man."


  He stopped, turned, and saw the maid — whatever she was — hurrying to catch up with him.


  "I called you twice." She spoke faultless English with a slight mid-European accent. 'Madam the Countess says you may call upon her at four o'clock."


  "What the...!"


  "Please, I must hurry back." She handed him a card. "Do not be late. Madam is not accustomed to being kept waiting."


  "Look here...!"


  But it was no use, she turned and walked quickly back into the park. Gore looked down at the scrap of pasteboard. He read:


  "Countess Helene Landi,"


  Underneath had been written in violet ink:


  "Suite A. Carlton Ritz."


  "Well I'm damned," he said aloud.


  Which in his line of business was an unfortunate expression.


  The countess received him in the main reception room of her suite, dressed in a long white afternoon gown, while she reclined on a sofa. Her white haggard face was framed by thick auburn curls.


  "A wig," Gore decided "It must be."


  The countess was brief and brutally frank.


  "Mr. Maltravers, that is the name you wish to be known by, I believe," her English, like her servant's, was perfect, and enhanced by the slight mid- European accent "You have been making enquiries about me - the extent of my fortune and so fourth." She raised a slender hand "Do not trouble to deny, I have friends, acquaintances, who inform me of these things. I too have made enquiries.


  "You live off women. Ladies like myself who are past their first youth, and are willing to pay you for certain attentions. Is that correct?"


  "Really..!" Gore was prepared to bluster, but the countess frowned and broke in quickly.


  "Please. There is no need for anger. I find nothing wrong with this arrangement. You are very pretty, Mr. Maltravers, and like money. I am not so pretty any more and have lots of money. I will pay you fifty pounds a day, and all expenses. Are you agreeable?"


  "Well."' Gore tried to look reluctant, but again he was not allowed to proceed.


  "That is good. You will move into a room on the next floor. You will wait upon me when sent for.. How are you called?”


  "I am sorry..."


  "What is your assumed birth name?" "Gore," he said sulkily.


  "I do not like it. It makes me think of blood. I will call you Chu-Chu. You look Chu-Chu "


  "Hmn?," he frowned, clutched the chair arm, then tried to look boyishly charming.


  "I think we will...


  "You will move in at once.” The countess took up a book. "Greselda my personal maid will make all the arrangements. You may dine with me at six."


  "Yes." Gore rose to his full height, and prepared to deliver a much used speech of acceptance, but the countess was now fully engrossed in her book. Greselda touched his arm.


  "Come," she said "Let us see about your room.”


  Gore was used to humiliation; it was part of his business, and he usually got his revenge, but during the next few days he was made to drain the bottle, then lick the label.


  His duties seemed to lie somewhere between an errand boy and groom of the bedchamber with extra duties.


  "Chu-Chu" - the silly nickname irritated him, she could have been addressing a lap-dog - "go down to that store - Harrods. I want some nice gloves. They have some lace ones - black. Greselda, give him some money. You may keep the change.”


  Or.


  "Chu-Chu, you may paint my nails. I like you to do that. Your hands are so soft. You are so chu-chu." And she actually patted his head. Their love-making bordered on the bizarre. She allowed him the hors d'oeuvre, permitted him to savour the entree, but snatched away the dessert.


  "You may go now." She lay back her body gleamed white in the dim light, and she was still desirable, "I am tired, you may go.”


  Outraged manhood growled like a frustrated dog, and Gore, wise in such matters, tried to stroke her forehead As his hands touched the thick auburn hair the white face turned savage; the dark eyes flashed their anger the teeth were bared. Her English became ragged.


  "You will not touch. Hear me, you will not touch. Nobody, touch my head."


  "All right" (he almost said, "keep your hair on") "calm down."


  "Do not be insolent, you miserable little poof. I pay you money, good money - you do as you are told. I say, you not touch my head - ever. You understand?"


  Gore nodded; there was something revolting about that white, drawn face and glaring, mad eyes, and he scrambled hurriedly into his clothes.


  One morning Greselda barred his way into the suite.


  "Madame is unwell,” she informed him. "She will not require you today."


  "I am sorry." He turned the full blast of his smile upon the maid who was, as usual, completely unimpressed. "Anything serious?"


  "No she will be up in a few days. You will receive your money."


  The door was slammed.


  For two days Gore enjoyed his liberty; then curiosity, plus a nagging worry, got the better of him. He tapped the grapevine.


  "No doctor has been asked for," volunteered the floor manager.


  "Not allowed into her bedroom," said the chambermaid. "Gawd knows the state it's in."


  Gore became more worried by the hour. Was Madam tiring of his company; could in fact a rival have been smuggled in without his, or the hotel staff's knowledge? It was not impossible.


  The chambermaid tucked a bank note into her apron pocket.


  "Get the pass key back before morning," she warned, "and if you get caught. I'll say you pinched it."


  It was a little after two o'clock in the morning when he inserted the pass key into the front door and silently entered the suite. The main reception room was lit by a single table lamp, but there was a ribbon of light under the bottom of the countess's bedroom door.


  He knelt down and applied his eye to the keyhole, a form of exercise with which he was well acquainted. The countess was lying on her bed face down; he could see her naked feet moving restlessly, doing a kind of tap dance; and Greselda was bending over her, hiding her head and shoulders. She said something, which Gore could not understand, then her right arm jerked, and a low moan rose up and became a muffled scream. The feet threshed wildly, the body twisted as though in great agony, then was still. Greselda's right hand came back and took up a lint dressing that was lying in readiness on a bedside table; later she fumbled for a rolled bandage.


  The man at the keyhole was sickened, and puzzled. What on earth was wrong with her? Boils? Eruptions that had to be lanced? If so, what loathsome disease infected that dead white body? He wiped a dam forehead, then put his eye back to the keyhole.


  Greselda was walking towards the door carrying a kidney-shaped enamel dish; Gore fled across the room and flung himself down behind the sofa. The maid opened the bedroom door and walked quickly towards the bathroom. The young man peeped over the sofa back and watched her empty something into the lavatory pan, then pull the chain. She rinsed the dish in the wash basin, walked back into the reception room, turned out the table lamp, then went into the countess's bedroom and closed the door.


  A very disturbed young man let himself out of the suite.


  The countess made an appearance a week later, her face more gaunt, the splendid eyes sunken, and she had aged.


  "Chu-Chu, you have missed me?"


  "More than I can explain," he said, and willed himself to kiss the chalk- white cheek; the auburn wig fitted snugly over her head, but as she jerked her face to one side a curl moved and he had a glimpse of flesh-coloured sticking plaster.


  "You are a beautiful liar, arid do not touch my head. I have told you before."


  "Sorry." He straightened up.


  "Today,” she said simply, "we move down to the seaside. Eastbourne. You will like it. Assist Greselda to pack."


  "Yes, Madam," he stressed the title with art ironic undertone, but the countess did not seem to notice.


  "There's a good Chu-Chu. Run along."


  The hired Rolls-Bentley ran them down to the coast, and Gore, who hated solitude, glared at the red-brick house with distaste. It was situated someway from the town, squatting like a broody hen in the centre of a large overgrown lawn, and there was no other residence in sight, only poppy-spotted fields, and an endless expanse of sea bathing the white feet of towering cliffs.


  Their life, in this quiet, peaceful place, assumed a kind of brooding calm, and Gore found himself relaxing, letting the quietness take hold of him, and lure him into a sense of security.


  The countess made no physical demands on him now, being content that he should sit at her feet, usually in the garden for the weather was glorious, while she talked.


  Gore gave the appearance of being a good listener, for that was part of his stock in trade, but in fact he paid little heed to what she said. She had lived a pretty full life, he gathered, but there was no mention of a husband, although lovers and casual affairs seemed to form an army that stretched back over some thirty years. Once she aroused him from a light doze by snapping suddenly:


  "Do you ever experiment, Chu-Chu?"


  "Hmm," he sat up, suddenly mindful of his fifty pounds a day. "No. Why?"


  "Don't."


  There was a long silence, and Gore allowed his eyelids to droop. Then she was talking again, and her voice was like the hum of a distant bee.


  He never did remember or understand what she was talking about; there was some reference to ancient rites celebrated in a deserted grotto, and he supposed she was recalling some drag session, but was too bored to question her. The days and evenings passed, and Gore began to put on weight.


  One night he was disturbed by the sound of an angry voice, and after he had shaken sleep from his dulled brain, realised it was Greselda's. She was in the countess's room and seemed to be arguing with rising heat. She spoke rapidly in a language Gore supposed was Greek, and the other woman broke in with a vehement "No" several times, then both their voices rose in verbal battle, intermingling, one harsh, demanding, the other fearful, protesting.


  Greselda came out on to the landing, still talking in that swift, savage tone, and Gore leapt from his bed when he heard the key being turned in his bedroom door. The maid said:


  "Stay where you are. Do not try to come out, this is none of your business."


  He heard her go into the bathroom, there was a rattle of metal, as though a knife had tapped on a plate, then the footsteps crossed the landing and entered the countess's bedroom.


  "No - no," the countess's voice was high-pitched; Greselda spoke softly now, coaxing, soothing, and her efforts seemed to be rewarded, for the other woman after a while ceased to protest.


  A sudden silence fell upon the little house, save for the perpetual murmur of the nearby sea, and the wild beating of his heart. Then like a thunderclap it came. An ear-splitting scream, the pounding of naked feet, a dull thud, and the crash of a metal dish striking the landing wall. The scream sank to a moan, and emerged into a repeated "No - no - no," with Greselda providing a background of pleading, angry demands.


  Gore wrenched at his door, the handle came off; then he rushed to the fireplace, took up a poker and jammed its point between the door and frame. The wood splintered, then the door flew open, and he was out on the landing.


  The first object that caught his eye was a kidney-shaped enamel dish; it lay in the centre of the carpet and nearby was an open, blood-stained, cut-throat razor. Gore remembered the scene he had witnessed in the hotel, and felt the familiar sickening disgust, only now there was an unexpected element of pity. Greselda came out of the countess's bedroom carrying a rolled napkin in one hand, her face was marred by a darkening bruise under one eye, and her usually prim, tightly bound hair hung down to her shoulders. She glared at Gore, who said angrily, "Why don't you fetch a doctor?”


  "Mind your business, and get back to your room."


  "It is my business. Do you want to kill her? If you don't fetch a doctor, I will."


  The woman's face tightened, the eyes became black slits of gleaming darkness, and her lips parted into a ferocious grin.


  "Listen, pretty boy. Do you think Madam would not have a doctor, if there was anything he could do? Aye? Do you think she let old Greselda play with throat-cut razor if there was any other way? Ask her.” She pointed to the open bedroom door, "why not you ask her? I ask her.” She raised her voice. "You want your young man fetch doctor?"


  "No!" The scream of denial made Gore retreat a few steps. "No, go back. Do not come in. Go. "


  Greselda giggled; a horrible little titter.


  "Go back to bed, pretty boy, and tomorrow when Madam is better, you play with her. She fondle your hair and feed you cream cakes. No one help her now, she no want doctor, no want Greselda — she no want help anymore." She nodded slowly, looking like an old she-wolf. "So be it. Go now."


  Gore looked at the open bedroom door, the enamel dish on the carpet, the blood-stained cut-throat razor, then went back to his bed.


  The countess did not come down until dinner time the following day, and Gore, whose curiosity was now tinged with a feeling of unexplainable dread, eyed her ravaged face anxiously. Outwardly, at least, she was calm; a black dress draped her slim form, and a matching scarf covered the whole of her head, being tied in a know under her chin. She ate little, but drank much, emptying glass after glass of fiery Tuscan wine that Gore found barely palatable. The wine brought no colour to her cheeks, but it loosened her tongue, played havoc with her usually precise English.


  "So, little Chu-Chu, you worry about me. Greselda say you worry a lot, want to call doctor. That is true, yes?”


  "I was concerned about you,” Gore nodded, and rather to his surprise, realised he spoke the truth. “If you are ill, you should see a doctor."


  "You know nothing about it”, she shouted at him, her eyes blazing.


  "Careful, Madam," Greselda warned.


  "Why for I be careful? He already damned. He no talk."


  Greselda shrugged and continued to watch Gore, with, he suddenly realised, an amused, half-pitying expression.


  The countess drank in quick succession two more glasses of wine, then her head came up so that the curls of her wig danced


  "Greselda get out."


  "As Madam commands." The woman quietly left the room, but as she turned to close the door her eyes met Gore's over the countess’s muffled head, and now the amused, pitying expression was unmistakable.


  "So," the countess belched and drank some more wine, "you worry about me. Can it be that you have some regard for me that is not entirely dependent on my cheque book? If so, it would not be for the first time. Pity and love are twin sisters. One can hardly tell one from the other. Why do you not speak, my Chu-Chu?"


  Gore did not know why he could not speak; could not explain the cold paralysing numbness that was rising up from his feet, so that he could not move a muscle; was not, in a few moments, able to flicker an eyelid. But his eyes could see, even if they could not as yet relay to his brain, what they saw. But somehow the countess was changing. Then she spoke again.


  "This wine. I drink, it goes down to my tummy, and there it enters my blood, and the heart, it pumps up to my head and my brain - it becomes woozy, and cares for nothing anymore. But this good wine, it do not stop there, it goes higher, and lots of other little brains becomes woozy, and..." She leant a little further over the table, and spoke in a loud whisper "... they begin to wriggle."


  Gore could not move, could not speak, but his heart had the power to race, to thud, to almost choke him, and his eyes could see the scarf-covered head.


  It was heaving slightly. Like a pool of spilt milk, rippled by a gentle wind, little waves of silk rose and fell; just over her forehead a tapering peak grew upwards, eased the scarf back, then sank down again. A hole came into being, and from it a tiny strand of auburn hair tumbled out. The scarf was alive now, jumping, writhing, the knot under her chin tightened, her cheeks squeezed inwards, and her head assumed an egg-shaped appearance. The auburn wig was escaping from under the scarf, twisting, jerking, seemingly angry at its confinement; then the countess whispered again.


  "I would not allow Greselda to cut them any more. The pain is too great, and they grow stronger every time.”


  A tiny, diamond-shaped head came from under the wig, it wriggled down over her forehead, then flicked a minute forked tongue. Another slithered out over her left temple, closely followed by another, and then another, until she had a nightmare fringe of finger-thin snakes, coiling, twisting, waving, and glaring with microscopic blood-red eyes.


  "You still worry for me?"


  Slowly she untied the knot under her chin, and jerked the scarf away. Then, her teeth bared in a mirthless grin, she raised both hands, and removed the wig. They all reared up and waved their heads. Rooted in red, boil-like bulges, they had blue-veined skins, lightly covered with delicate golden hair; those at the front were thin, and averaged some four inches in length, while those further back were thicker, much longer, and overlay the short, stubby ones that coated the skull base, and hung down over the neck.


  The wine the countess had consumed was beginning to have its affect. The entire hideous mop was threshing wildly, several heads were fighting among themselves, others were becoming hopelessly entangled, and the countess picked up a carving knife.


  “Chu-Chu," she presented the knife to him, handle foremost, "be a good boy - cut my hair."


  He sat, a motionless statue, paralysed in every limb, unable to move his head or close his eyes, but his lips could still part, and he screamed. One long-drawn-out scream.


  The door opened, and Greselda came in carrying her kidney-shaped dish and cut-throat razor; she walked calmly over to the countess, and laid the dish down upon the table.


  "Do not be so foolish, Madam," she said in English, "let me cut them off. You know if I don't, they will grow right down to your waist "


  The still statue that was Gore opened its mouth and screamed again.


  "He does not love me," the countess said sadly. "I thought he did. But he has broken his poor little sanity."


  Greselda gathered up a bunch of snakes in her left hand, then applied the razor.


  The countess and Gore screamed together.


  Don't Go Up Them Stairs


  (1971)
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  Grandfather said he was never to go upstairs.


  By “upstairs” he meant, of course, the second flight, the uncarpeted treads that led to the gable attic. His mother also stressed this unquestionable order in no uncertain terms: “Never, never, go up them stairs.”


  These were the first words he learnt to utter when still in the pram stage, not all at once of course. First it was: “Nev-er,” that drooled off his baby tongue, then: “Go-o-o,” followed by: “’em stai-r-rs”, in a few months. “Mama” came afterwards, “Dadda” was never an issue — he was dead.


  Lionel was ten before he began to consider the implication of this order. He could go to school, go to the pictures, go to visit Aunt Matilda, who lived two miles away, but he could never — not if he lived to a hundred — go upstairs to the attic. It was like Adam being told he must keep off apples. One day he approached his mother when she was in the midst of jam making.


  “Why?" he asked.


  “Why not?’ she snapped, being in that kind of mood.


  “Why can’t I go upstairs to the attic?"


  Her plump face turned to the colour of unbaked pastry, so that the veins in her cheeks looked like streaks of strawberry jam.


  “What did you say?”


  Lionel’s courage evaporated, and he muttered, “Nothing”, but it was too late, he was seized by his shirt collar and dragged into the presence of his grandfather who was dozing before the living room fire.


  “He asked me why,” his mother gasped in a voice that could scarce be heard.


  “Why!” Grandfather’s faded old man’s eyes gleamed with fear, his mouth sagged as though he were about to cry, then he was on Lionel, cuffing him about the ears, but without much force, for he was very frail.


  “You-don’t-ask-why.” He screamed the words, and Mother admonished tearfully, “Careful, Dad, you’ll do yourself an injury,” whereupon the old man returned to his chair panting like a worn-out steam engine.


  “Never ask why again,” he nodded weakly, “just never go up them stairs.”


  This outburst must have hastened the work done by umpteen years (no one knew how old Grandfather was), for one morning, just over a week later, Mother found grandfather dead in his bed. Two men came and put him in a coffin, which was laid on two trestles in the front, to-be-used-only-on-special-occasions, room. Strange uncles and aunts, the existence of whom Lionel up to that time never suspected, came to pay their last respects. There was much drinking of grocer’s sherry and munching of biscuits; Lionel, scrubbed, brushed, and imprisoned in a tight black suit, sipped his lemonade, and wondered why they had all come so early, after all the funeral was not for two days yet. Aunt Matilda was there, a vast bundle of lavender and old lace, for she weighed all of eighteen stone; her false teeth were continually slipping which gave her a somewhat sardonic, amused expression, not at all in keeping with the occasion.


  “How’s you like to stay with yer old auntie?” she enquired, after ruffling his hair, an operation which irritated him exceedingly.


  “All right,” he conceded with reluctance.


  It so happened he was spared this particular ordeal; news came some two hours later that a branch of the Tabernacle of Divine Wrestlers had burnt Aunt Matilda’s cottage down. Mother looked particularly worried and tried to palm him off on the other uncles and aunts, but with no success.


  “Give him a black D-R-A-U-G-H-T,” advised Aunt Matilda, who seemed in no way put out by the destruction of her home, “’e’ll never hear a thing.”


  They both overlooked the fact that Lionel could spell.


  Mother was not a good actress. The next day she made continual and loud comments, stating he looked poorly, and how much good a nice basin of broth would do him, if consumed just before bedtime. She also unwisely added how well he’d sleep afterwards. When she was outside hanging up the washing Lionel inspected the kitchen. Apart from minced chicken, onions and chopped vegetables, there was a quantity of black powder in a white envelope. This he washed down the sink, and substituted black pepper in its place, then ran back to the living room just as Mother came back with her empty washing basket.


  That evening all the uncles and aunts came back and a red-faced man who had been introduced as Uncle Arthur arrived with a wheelbarrow filled with bricks. Mother in a loud stage whisper told him to put them round the back, adding, quite unnecessarily, that “little jugs had big eyes”. Then they all sat round and watched Lionel drink his broth.


  “Lucky boy,” bellowed Aunt Matilda, “I only wish somebody would make me some nice broth."


  “Luvly stuff.” Uncle Arthur smacked his lips. “Makes me mouth water, it does.”


  It is extremely doubtful if their appreciation would have lasted beyond the first sip; the pepper had made the broth very hot, and Lionel's mouth felt sore by the time he had emptied the basin.


  “Feel sleepy, son?" enquired Mother.


  “Yes," lied Lionel.


  Everyone gave a sigh of relief, and there was quite a procession to escort him to bed. He was tucked in, kissed a disgusting number of times, then they all trooped out, but Lionel had a suspicion someone was posted outside his door, if not indeed peering through the keyhole, to report progress. He closed his eyes and even snored in what he hoped was a realistic manner. The door creaked open, footsteps tip-toed across the room, and Lionel was gently shaken.


  “You asleep, son?” asked Mother.


  Lionel snored even louder, and fought down a traitorous sneeze.


  “Is 'e off?" enquired Aunt Matilda’s voice from the doorway.


  “Like a tombstone,” Mother replied. “He’ll be under for eight hours at least.”


  They left him and locked the door, unmindful that a rim lock has screws on the inside which are easily removed by a penknife, a present from Grandfather last Hallowe’en.


  There was an awful lot of bumping in the front room, and the door was obligingly ajar. Two uncles were lifting Grandfather out of his coffin, and after they had laid him on the floor, they began to fill the coffin with bricks which Uncle Arthur was passing through the open window. The entire family, if they were related, were attired in strange costumes. Mother and all the aunties wore tall black tapering hats, and long matching dresses, while the uncles were naked, save for a knee-length black apron. Presently the coffin was filled with bricks and Uncle Arthur, after climbing in through the window and closing it after him, started to screw down the lid, while everyone else intoned a dirge that sounded to Lionel something like this.


  "Grandfather was with us, long, long, long,


  Now he has gone, gone, gone,


  Where did he go, go, go?


  Down where the dark river flow, flow, flow.


  Now his body is dead, dead, dead,


  But the Black One must be, fed, fed, fed.


  Give him meat to munch, munch, munch,


  And lovely bones to crunch, crunch, crunch.”


  Uncle Arthur had finished screwing the lid back, and they lifted Grandfather, who looked very frail and cold in his white flannel nightgown, and laid him on the coffin. They now joined hands and danced round the corpse, this time singing a rather gay little tune that sounded rather like “Knees Up Mother Brown.”


  "Upstairs we all must go,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho,


  All must be done just so-so,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho.


  Do we fry his liver, braise his lights?


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho.


  Bake his kidneys, stew his tripes,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho.


  No, the Black One likes 'em raw,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho,


  He’s waiting for us behind the door,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho.


  Now together let us sing,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho.


  Black one's dinner we do bring,


  He-Hi-He-Hi-Ho."


  The dancers took a much needed rest; Aunt Matilda was puffing and panting in a most alarming manner; Uncle Arthur was leaning on Grandfather’s feet, until Mother gave him an angry push that sent him sprawling. Lionel would have laughed if it had not been for their eyes. Even when they were singing their silly little ditty their eyes were bright — glazed with horror; smiles were grimaces, mouths twitched, hands trembled. Uncle Arthur clambered to his feet, then looked upwards in one revealing glance. Everyone repeated the movement; Aunt Matilda gave utterance.


  “We must go up.”


  Lionel fled, ran up the stairs silently on bare feet, to take refuge in his bedroom and listen behind his unlocked door. There came the tramp of feet, the thump-thump of the heavily laden, the creak of protesting stairboards, and something moved in the room above. A slithering, followed by a soft bumping, then as the procession on the stairs began to intone yet another dirge, whatever was above started to dance.


  "Black One, Black One, here we come,


  Bearing something for your old turn,


  Grandad's ripe and ready now.


  Come out quick, and get your chow."


  The ceiling shook, a picture moved, and the noise above became a patter of sheer joy. Grandfather and his escort passed Lionel’s door and carried on up the second flight. Lionel waited. There was a bump on the top landing, the family came running downstairs so fast someone slipped and tumbled down the last few steps; the dancing ceased and a heavy tread crossed the ceiling. The murmur of subdued voices below indicated the family were waiting also, and Lionel gently pulled his door open and peered out. A black candle was burning on the bottom stair of the second flight. It spluttered, and gave out a thin plum of white smoke, then the door of the attic creaked open and a strong draught blew the candle out. The family chanted again as Lionel closed his door.


  "Ugly Black One up above,


  Accept this offering with our love.


  But come not down, stay up there.


  And we'll remain just where we were."


  There was a terrible silence, and Lionel knew, even if he did not understand, that some very important decision would be reached during the next minute. Downstairs someone began to cry, then Uncle Arthur swore; both sounds were frozen when a crash made the banisters tremble, followed at once by a swift dragging, a taking-away; but Lionel knew it was Grandfather being pulled into the attic, for the sound continued on over his ceiling. A door slammed, and the family sent their sigh of relief shivering up the stairs.


  They all dispersed shortly afterwards, save for Aunt Matilda and Mother. Lionel had only just screwed the lock back into place when he heard them coming up the stairs; he got into bed and turned over on to one side, shutting his eyes tight when the key turned.


  “Is he still asleep?’ Aunt Matilda's whisper was a muted shout. “Is he still under?’


  “Yes," Mother was leaning over him, “the black draught will keep him still as a week old corpse till daybreak."


  “When will you tell him?’


  “Not until he’s fourteen.” Mother straightened up. “I think he’ll have a real bent for it then.”


  “Sure, ’e’s a natural," Aunt Matilda chuckled, “them green eyes. And the way his ears taper. He’ll be lording it over his own B.M. before you know it.”


  Mother shut the door when she left but did not lock it, and Lionel lay awake and listened. There was much movement in the attic above; soft thuds with an occasional thump, and once a loud bang as though something heavy had been dropped on the floor. Two hours or more had passed before he decided it was safe to climb out of bed and approach the door. The black candle had been relit and its flickering flame fought the writhing shadows in a losing battle. Aunt Matilda, who must be sharing Mother’s bed, sent out reassuring snores, and even Mother confirmed her state of unconsciousness by a spasmodic snort.


  Lionel took up the black candle and slowly mounted the stairs. He was not afraid, only tensed by excitement; at last he would know why he must not, or rather, should not, “go up them stairs". The top landing was festooned with cobwebs, the floor carpeted by dust in which lat the imprint of Grandfather’s form, plus a long path along which the corpse had been dragged to the black- painted door. Lionel put his candle down, and pressed his ear to the keyhole.


  Something was munching; there was a sharp crack followed by a sucking sound, then a soft ripping like thick felt being torn. Lionel peered through the keyhole, but it was pitch black inside, and he could not see a thing.


  He did not mean to open the door, for commonsensc told him such an action would be asking for trouble, but he could not help himself. His hand crept up to the handle of its own accord, the muscles in his wrist hardened, and then, before his brain had time to flash out a panic-inspired order, the handle turned and the door slid open. The candlelight attacked the inner darkness, and was at once repelled. A graveyard smell came to him, and with it memory of things which breed in old and forgotten tombs; life that is born of death corruption and must never see the light of day. He retreated a few steps, and the candlelight, grateful for this small respite, came with him. A soft padding thumping was approaching from the inner darkness, and a deep shadow shape turned to a dirty white. It was lean and tall, clad in a long gown made from unbleached linen shrouds; the face was green-white and shone with a soft luminous light; the eyes were white, pupiless pools, and it had no nose — only two holes. It shuffled out on to the landing, right into the cirle of yellow light, and reaching out a skeleton hand, opened its black-toothed mouth:


  “Glug —glug.”


  Lionel dropped his candle and ran; slipped down a few stairs, fell down the rest, and a bellowed: “Wassat?’ followed by a creaking of bed springs told him Aunt Matilda was awake. He looked upwards. The “Thing" was holding the still lighted candle and peering down at him over the banisters; the mouth was open, expressing what could well be a grimace of pleasure. Whatever it used for a voice also suggested unholy satisfaction.


  “...Glug...glug..."


  “Satan’s knee britches!”


  Aunt Matilda gripped his shoulder, then dragged him into Mother’s bedroom.


  The two women stared at him with fear-inspired rage.


  “You've been up there?’


  Lionel nodded.


  “He’s seen young flesh,” stated Mother. “Living flesh,” added Aunt Matilda. “With warm blood in it,” Mother nodded.


  “Tender meat."


  “No gristle."


  “A succulent morsel,” Aunt Matilda licked her lips, “untouched by undertaker, juicy, such as ’e’s been looking for these past three hundred years."


  “Satan preserve us,” Mother made an X sign, and the aunt quickly imitated her, “what shall we do?’


  “’And ’im over," replied Aunt Matilda without* hesitation. “Now He’s seen. He’ll want."


  “But — I can't,” Mother clutched Lionel to her ample bosom. “I can’t give Him my son.”


  “Do you want Him down here?’ The woman’s vast fat face was pitiless. “Do you want Him loose.”


  “No," Mother’s grip slackened. “No, that don’t bear thinking about, but Lionel’s me son, Matilda. Remember that, he’s me son.”


  “It’ll be a sacrifice,” agreed Aunt Matilda. “There’s no denying, it’ll be a sacrifice.” She froze and raised a hand. “What’s that? Hark, damn ye, hark.”


  The three figures became as statues; they looked at each other, mutely pleading for confirmation that the silence was absolute. But a stairboard creaked, a banister squeaked, then for a few moments there was nothing, a pause before the rack was turned another notch. Something bumped against the wall, then a short croaking cough, followed by a spluttering sigh; another stair protested — there was no doubt now, whatever lived in the attic was coming down.


  “What is it?’ Even now Lionel could not resist his craving for knowledge.


  “A Ghoul,” snapped Aunt Matilda. “What did you suppose it was?’


  “A King Ghoul," Mother corrected. “You remember, Matilda, Grandfather always said it was a King Ghoul."


  “Hark!" Aunt Matilda glared her terror. “It’s trying to get in. Come on, we’ve got to barricade the door.”


  Lionel watched the women manhandle the wardrobe into position, and tried not to see the door handle slowly turn, but he could hardly ignore the spluttering roar that proclaimed the Ghoul’s rage when it found the entrance barred. Mother and Aunt could do no more than make the X sign and mutter completely futile incantations, while the wardrobe was trembling in amost alarming fashion. Lionel could see only one other exit from the bedroom, and he decided to use it. Aunt Matilda glanced over one shoulder.


  “Here, Maud, the little perisher is getting out of the window." The descent for a ten-year-old was simple. The ivy was tough, well rooted into the mortar, and Lionel had used this natural ladder before. Once on the ground he looked and decided Aunt Matilda was foolhardy to attempt the same feat. She was not built for it, but what with the shifting wardrobe and the appeasement morsel on the road to freedom, she really had not much alternative. The ivy parted company with the wall, and Aunt Matilda came down with a sickening thud. She lay quite still, but possibly she was not dead, only Mother settled the matter beyond doubt by climbing out on to the window sill and jumping down on to Aunt Matilda’s back. Lionel distinctly heard the spine snap, and wondered idly of Aunt’s head would wobble should it be possible for her to stand up.


  “See what you’ve done now,” Mother complained, clambering to her feet. “Look at poor Matilda." She bent down and shook and unresponsive shoulder. “You all right, Matilda?”


  Aunt Matilda did not, indeed could not, answer, but a voice from the bedroom window did its best.


  “...Glug...glug...”


  The Ghoul was leaning out of the window; its green luminous face gleamed like an over-ripe melon. Mother grabbed Lionel by the scruff of the neck and pushed him forward, while at the same time doing her best to lift him upwards, but the Ghoul was looking down at Aunt Matilda’s immense sprawling figure. He pointed with one chalk white finger.


  “...Glug...glug...”


  “Oh!” Mother relaxed her grip and Lionel twisted like an eel to break free. “Yes, of course. Never thought of that.” She looked up at the Ghoul who was drooling with anticipation. “You get up them stairs and stay there, and we’ll let you have her when it’s right and respectable.”


  “Glug," the Ghoul pointed again.


  “Don’t be so greedy,” Mother admonished. “It isn’t as though you haven’t anything to go on with. I mean to say, normally you would have had to wait a very long time for Matilda.”


  The marble eyes moved slowly, then stopped when Lionel came within their vision, but Mother was fearless now she had, so to speak, a generous amount of ammunition to hand.


  “No you don’t. You’ve had me father, and you’ll have me sister, but you’ll have to wait for me son. So get back up them stairs or I’ll throw a crooked cross at yer,” This threat seemed to disturb the Ghoul for it jerked back from the window sill, and roared like a wolk.


  “A crooked cross,” Mother repeated. “Now up with yer.”


  The Ghoul withdrew, but with reluctance, for the luminous face peeped round the window frame twice, and the white eyes glared down at Lionel, while a black tongue licked grey lips.


  “Crooked crosses.” Some of Mother’s new-found confidence was seeping away, and her voice squeaked.


  The Ghoul went; they could hear his feet slouching up the stairs, then the attic door slammed, and Mother gave a vast sigh of relief.


  “That was a near thing, and it was all your fault. Look what’s happened to poor Matilda, and she not ready to take the steep path. Thank your dark stars she fell out of that window all the same. There’s enough to keep the Old One busy for a long time, to say nothing of that remains of poor Grandfather.”


  “What’s a crooked cross?” asked Lionel. “A cross that’s crooked,” Mother explained, “’E don’t like ’em," she shuddered, “neither do I. But they’s poison to a Ghoul.


  “Now," she squared her shoulders, “you must go and fetch Uncle Arthur."


  “Where does he live?”


  “I’m going to tell you, ain’t I? Go down through the village and you reach the cross roads where yer Great-Aunt Bridget is buried, you’ll see a sign post which says, TO DEVIL’S WOOD. Follow the footpath till you come to DEAD MAN’S bridge; cross, and two hundred yards further on you’ll find HANGMAN’S CORNER. Turn left, and yer Uncle’s cottage is on the right. Got that?"


  Lionel nodded.


  “Right. Tell Arthur what’s happened, and say he’s to get here pronto. Off you go, and look out for ’is cat. Don’t get familiar with it.”


  Lionel ran through the village, and the full moon watched him run. He walked through Devil’s Wood and felt strangely at home in the eerie gloom; Dead Man’s Bridge was a narrow wooden structure that creaked when he crossed it, and Hangman’s Corner was marked by the ruins of an old gibbet.


  Uncle Arthur’s cottage was almost hidden under a dark canopy of large trees, and as Lionel pushed open the wicket gate an immense black cat emerged from the shadows, and after arching its back, spat at him.


  “Crooked crosses,” Lionel experimented.


  The cat spat again, then turned and was off; a black streak that was soon lost in the deep darkness. Lionel went up the garden path and tapped on the weather-beaten door. The door flew open and Uncle Arthur faced him, a bulky figure outlined against the dim candlelight that illuminated the room beyond. Lionel tried to see what was in the room, but Uncle Arthur kept bobbing about, so he was left with the impression of toads in bottles and a heap of old bones.


  “Must be trouble,” Uncle Arthur commented, “otherwise Maud would never have sent you.”


  “The Ghoul came downstairs." Lionel thought it wise to be brief. “Aunt Matilda fell out of the window, she's dead. Mother said get there pronto."


  “Satan!” Uncle Arthur took a deep breath. “Let’s get going.” He peered into the darkness. “Lucifer!"


  The black cat appeared and glared at Lionel. Uncle Arthur slammed his front door.


  "Curse loud, curse deep,


  AII those who try to peep."


  The cat swore and took up a position on the doorstep. Uncle Arthur swept Lionel up into his arms, and after muttering some words that they boy was unable to hear, jumped forward. The return journey was accomplished in no time at all. Uncle Arthur may have run, but more likely he flew. Hangman’s Corner was gone in a flash; Dead Man's Bridge did not creak when they passed over; Devil’s Wood was a blur of startled trees, the village was barely reached before it was left behind, and there was Mother standing by Aunt Matilda's recumbent form.


  ‘What kept yer?" she snapped.


  “Out of practice.” Uncle Arthur was indeed a little breathless. “Let’s get her inside. Can’t afford to waste time now the Old One has remembered the way downstairs."


  Mother nodded again, then together they carried Aunt Matilda indoors, and laid her out on the front room table.


  “She’s going to take a bit of getting upstairs,” Uncle Arthur observed.


  “But it’ll be worth the effort.” Mother wiped her forehead on Aunt Matilda’s skirt. “The Old One will sleep for years after her."


  “I dunno,” Uncle Arthur shook his head doubtfully, “he’s seen young meat.”


  “Serve him right,” she glared at Lionel, “if he hadn’t gone up them stairs, Matilda would still be brewing her black stew with the worst.”


  Next day Grandfather’s brick-filled coffin was interred in the village graveyard, although popular opinion maintained the cross roads was the right and proper place, and that evening the undertaker put Matilda in her narrow box. Uncle Arthur went round to the builder’s yard for another barrow-load of bricks, while Lionel pondered on the problem of crooked crosses. He decided to question Uncle Arthur.


  “It’s like this, young ’un,” he sat down on the wheelbarrow handle, “when you’ve been initiated a cross of any kind is bad medicine, but a crooked cross is fatal, If I just sees one, I goes all squeezy in me stomach.”


  “What’s init...?”


  “Initiated? That’s when you takes an oath of allegiance to Old Nick. A Ghoul of course is worse off than us warlocks. I mean to say, he’s from down under, and a crooked cross would liquefy him. That’s why the Old One is in your Mother’s attic. Years and years ago he used to haunt the churchyard, but people got wise and began putting crooked crosses on their tombstones. But in an initiated house, he’s as safe as if he was in the dark place itself. Get me?”


  That night Lionel sat on the side of his bed and thought the matter out.


  “I’m not initiated,” he said aloud.


  He finally made a crooked cross out of a bent bed spring.


  The Ghoul upstairs had been quiet for the part two days; having an after-dinner


  nap, Lionel supposed. Mother, worn out by the need to keep an eye on Lionel, and still blissfully unaware of the uses a penknife can be put to, was snoring. He crept downstairs clutching his crooked cross in one hand.


  A black candle, large enough to last the entire night, burnt by Aunt Matilda’s coffin. She looked far from peaceful, for her teeth were bared, and this grimace gave Lionel the idea he needed. But the teeth were tightly clenched, and his penknife had to be inserted to force them apart so that the little crooked cross could be pushed in over the stiffened tongue. Once open the mouth was reluctant to close again, and Lionel had to upper-cut Aunt Matilda with his small fist before he could safely retire to bed. It was offering night again. Uncle Arthur brought along his barrow-load of bricks; Aunt Matilda was lifted out of her coffin (no mean task), and the family danced and sang.


  "Old One, Old One, here we come,


  Bringing goodies for your turn,


  Fat Matilda, plump and white,


  Succulent flesh, the kind you like.


  Sup well, eat your fill,


  There’s plenty here, and no bill,


  Rump, sirloin, liver, lights,


  Kidneys, breasts, and unstewed tripes.


  All this advertising had brought the Ghoul into active, feet-stomping life. The ceiling shook, the lamp trembled, and Lionel could scarce control his glee when he joyfully anticipated what was to come.


  It took a lot of effort to bring Aunt Matilda up the stairs, and there was certainly no breath left for further singing. They had a brief rest on the landing outside Lionel’s door, and Uncle Arthur could be heard swearing.


  “He’s very active up there,” he said after a while.


  “He’s always a bit frisky before meat," another uncle suggested.


  “You don’t suppose,” Mother hesitated, “he’ll come out before we come down?”


  “’Course ’e won’t,” Uncle Arthur replied, without however, much conviction, “I mean, he never has.”


  The journey upwards continued. Lionel heard the shuffling footsteps move over the ceiling to the attic door. Aunt Matilda was dumped on to the upper landing, then there was a mad scramble as the family poured down the stairs; once safely in the hall, they huddled together and chanted the final dirge.


  "Old One, Black One, listen please,


  From our fears, you must give us ease,


  Come not down, stay up there,


  And we’ll all give a hearty cheer."


  The attic door opened, and Aunt Matilda was dragged across the floor.


  When the door slammed the cheer was not very hearty, little more than an overgrown sigh, then the family retired to the front room for some well-deserved celebrating, while Lionel sat on his bed to listen.


  There was much rattling and bumping, as though a vast collection of bones were being cleared to one side. Then came some soft bumps, a few flops, a moist flap, and one mighty crash, then a series of cracking sounds: Lionel giggled, and said aloud, “You wait — you just wait.”


  He waited for a long time. Downstairs Uncle Arthur was singing an obscene song and the rest of the family seemed to be dancing. Then the Ghoul grunted; an enquiring, almost disbelieving growl that must have been heard in the front room, for Uncle Arthur was stopped on a high note, and the dancing ceased.


  The scream began as a whistle. Like an overheated whistling kettle it grew in volume, became an ear-splitting shriek, rose up to a bellowing roar, then reached full maturity as a roof-raising, rasping scream. The ceiling shook, there was a mighty crashing, thrashing; a terrifying bouncing, as though countless very large lead balls were being tossed about. Then a shuddering crack streaked across the ceiling, a lump of plaster fell down on to the dressing table, another crack appeared, then another. Lionel crouched down by his bed, and as an afterthought, crawled under it. The room rained plaster, something crashed down on to the bedside rug, and Lionel stared into the empty eye sockets of a bleached skull; a couple of thigh bones followed, then a gleaming shoulder blade; something soft and floppy flapped on to the bed, and Lionel decided not to think about it.


  The scream sank, became a gurgle, then a hiss — then ceased. A few more bones fell, another hunk of plaster, but at last there was peace — an absence of sound before the murmur of frightened voices came up from the room below. Lionel looked upwards and crooned with joy. The Ghoul’s head was hanging down through the jagged hole in the ceiling. The green face was no longer luminous; just nasty, crawling slightly, and seemed an imminent danger of parting company from whatever was left of its main body.


  “Got yer,” said Lionel.


  The family crowded into the room; they looked upwards, they looked down, then they looked at Lionel. Mother put the communal thought into words.


  “How did you do it, Son?”


  Lionel was brief; action, after all, spoke louder than words.


  “Crooked cross,” he said.


  “Little monster,” said one aunt.


  “A horned toad,” agreed Uncle Arthur.


  “What,” enquired Mother, “will he be when he grows up?”


  Silently Lionel pointed to the head dangling from the ceiling.


  The Door


  (1973)
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  “Why a door?” Rosemary asked. “I mean to say, the house has a full complement of perfectly satisfactory doors.”


  William continued to run his hands over his latest acquisition, his eyes alight with that glow of pure pleasure that is peculiar to the ardent collector.


  “I liked it,” he explained, “besides it is very old. Three hundred years, if a day.”


  “But it doesn’t match the paintwork or anything,” Rosemary protested, “and it’s so heavy.”


  She was right, of course. The door was massive; made of solid walnut, fully four feet wide and seven feet high, the panels embossed with an intricate pattern that seemed to grow more complicated the longer it was examined. It had a great tarnished brass knob on the left side, and four butt hinges on the right.


  “What are you going to do with it?” Rosemary asked after a while. “Hang it on the wall?”


  “Don’t be so silly.” William tapped the panels with his knuckles. “I’m going to put it to its proper use. You know that cupboard in my study? Well, it’s dead center in the wall opposite my desk; I’ll get the builders to take away the old door, enlarge the aperture, and hang this one in its place.”


  “A great thing like that as a cupboard door!” Rosemary gasped.


  “Then,” William went on, “I’ll hang a large 16th-century print on either side, a couple of crossed swords over the top, and the result should be pretty impressive.”


  “Like a museum,” Rosemary observed.


  “It will inspire me,” William nodded slowly, and Rosemary, with a woman’s inconsistency thought he looked very sweet. “It must be French polished of course, and the lock burnished and then lacquered.”


  “Where did you find it?” Rosemary asked.


  “At Murray’s. You know, the demolition people. Old Murray said it came from a 16th-century manor house he knocked down last year. I can’t wait to see the door in position, can you?”


  “No,” Rosemary said doubtfully, “no, I can hardly wait.”


  ***


  The builders made an awful mess, as she knew they would, but when the job was finished, and of course the study had to be completely redecorated, the effect was certainly very impressive. The entire wall was covered with red wallpaper, and in the exact center was the door, now resplendent with polish, the brass knob and hinges gleaming like gold, giving the impression that behind must lie a gracious drawing room instead of an eighteen-inches-deep stationery cupboard. On either side hung a Rembrandt print, each one housed in a magnificent gilt frame, and over the door were two crossed sabers with shining brass hilts. William sat behind his desk, his face wearing the look of a man well satisfied with the world and all it contained.


  “Wonderful,” he breathed, “absolutely marvelous.”


  “Well, as long as you’re satisfied.” Rosemary frowned, and puckered her lips into an expression of faint distaste. “Frankly I’m not certain I like it.”


  “What!” William scowled his displeasure. He liked people to share his enthusiasm. “What’s wrong with it?”


  “It looks very nice and original,” Rosemary admitted, “but somehow...” she paused... “it’s rather creepy.”


  “What utter rot.”


  “Yes, I suppose it must sound that way, but I can’t help wondering what lies behind.”


  “What lies...!” William stared at his wife with growing amazement. “You know what lies behind, an ordinary stationery cupboard.”


  “Yes, I know, and you don’t have to shout at me. I keep telling myself it is only a door and behind is a shallow cupboard lined with shelves, but I can’t really believe it. I mean, cupboards don’t have grand doors like that, they have cheap ply-paneled ones covered with layers and layers of old paint, and they’re sort of humble. If they could talk, they’d say: ‘I’m a cupboard door, and I don’t pretend to be anything else.’ But that thing...” She jerked her head in the direction of the large door. “That wouldn’t say anything. Just stare at you and wait to be opened by a butler.”


  “What an imagination,” William pointed to his typewriter, “you ought to be doing my job. But you’re right. I never thought about it. A door must take on the character of the room it guards, in the same way a face assumes the character of the brain behind it. Now...” He got up, walked round the desk, and moved over to the great gleaming door. “What kind of room do you suppose this once guarded?”


  “A big one,” Rosemary said with conviction, “yes, I’d say a big room.”


  “A reasonable deduction,” William nodded, “large door, large room. What else?”


  “I think it must have been a beautiful room. Sinister maybe, cold, but beautiful. A big expanse of carpet, a great fireplace, high blue walls, a big window with an old-world garden beyond... blue velvet chairs. I think it would have been a room like that.”


  “Could well be,” William nodded again, “a large drawing room that hardly changed with the years. There again, it might have been a picture gallery—anything. Tell you what, I’ll ring up Murray and find out what he can tell me.”


  “A big room,” Rosemary murmured, more to herself than to her husband, “I’m certain it was a large drawing room. Certain.”


  ***


  “Good morning, Mr. Seaton, what can I do for you?”


  “About that door I bought,” William pressed the telephone receiver closer to his ear, “I wondered if you could tell me something about the house from where it came.”


  “The house?” Murray sounded a little impatient. “Clavering Grange you mean. An old place down in Kent. The last owner, Sir James Sinclair, died recently and the chap who inherited—Hackett was his name—had no use for it, falling to pieces it was, so he sold the lot to a building contractor. We had the job of clearing the site. Why do you ask?”


  “Oh, my wife and I wondered what sort of room went with such a fine door. I suppose you wouldn’t know?”


  Murray chuckled. “Matter of fact I do. It came from the blue drawing-room. A great barn of a place with a ruddy great fireplace. Very grand in its day I’m sure, but was a bit of a mess when we came to drive our bulldozer through it. You know, damp, the paper peeling from the walls. Can’t tell you much else.”


  “Well, thanks anyway. My wife was right, she thought it was a large drawing room, and strangely enough, she guessed it was blue.”


  “You don’t say? What do you know about that? Must be psychic or something.”


  “Probably something,” William laughed. “Well, thanks again. “Bye.”


  “So,” William spoke aloud, “we have established a blue drawing-room should be behind you, but there isn’t, is there? Only a horrible little cupboard, so you had better get used to your reduced circumstances, and be mighty grateful you didn’t finish up as firewood.”


  The door ignored him.


  ***


  William often worked late into the night, finding the peace and quiet of the small hours conducive to creative thinking. Usually there was a feeling of serene contentment when he settled down in his old chair, heard the muted roar of a passing car, and let his brain churn out a steady flow of dialogue. But once the door was installed he found his attention was apt to wander to it, or rather to what had once lain behind it. The blue room. Grand old country houses seemed to go in for that kind of thing. Blue rooms, red rooms, yellow rooms. Presumably if one had a lot of rooms, it was as good a way as any to identify one from the other. Also, decorating must be greatly simplified. Blue walls, blue hangings, carpet, upholstery—William chuckled to himself—there was really no limit. Why not have blue flowers just outside the great window, or perhaps a little blue creeper that completely surrounded the window and in fact gently tapped the glass panes on a windy night. He must get old Jem to cut it back.


  William sat upright, dropped his pen, and frowned. Who the blazes was old Jem? It was all very well having a powerful, cultivated imagination, but he must keep it under control. But still... He stared at the door thoughtfully; there was a certain rather eerie satisfaction in creating an imaginary world for the door to guard. William lay back in his chair and half closed his eyes. First of all the room; it must be reconstructed properly. You open the door, walk onto a thick, extremely beautiful, blue carpet, clearly made to measure, for it stretches from wainscoting to wainscoting, and in front of that great fireplace with its roaring log fire, is a dark blue rug. So much for the floor, now the furniture. Situated some six feet back from the fireplace is a settee, at least so William supposed it to be, for it had a high back and a round arm on each side, would seat possibly four people at one time, and was covered with blue brocade. Six matching chairs were placed around the room, and William sank down onto one. It was very comfortable. He examined the walls. Blue of course, but the covering appeared to be some kind of material, embossed with dark blue flowers, and there were several pictures in blue velvet-edged frames. Indeed this is a blue room. Or it was. Funny this obsession for blue. What kind of man had he been... or was? There was a portrait of him over the mantelpiece, painted when he was a young man; his face still clean, not yet scarred by lines of debauchery and evil, but the eyes... By God and all his saints, the eyes...


  William got up and walked towards the fireplace; he could feel the heat of the fire; a log settled and sent a shower of sparks rocketing up the chimney. An oval face with the dark beauty of a fallen angel, long, black hair that curled down to his shoulders, lace collar, blue velvet doublet, the epitome of a Restoration gentleman. The dark, terrible eyes watched him, and William pulled his gaze away, then walked to the window. The garden was a place of beauty, close-clipped lawns, islands of flowers, trees beyond, farther still, blue-crested hills.


  He turned and went over to the great desk; a quill-pen grew out of an ink-horn, a blue velvet-covered book lay upon the desk and his hand went down to open it, when...


  Footsteps outside, just beyond the windows, slow, halting steps, punctuated by an occasional dragging sound, like a lame old man who is trying to overcome his handicap; drawing nearer, and the room was becoming colder. William shivered, then overcome by an unreasoning fear darted towards the door. He opened it, went out, closed it carefully behind him, then went over and sat down behind his desk.


  He opened his eyes.


  Five minutes passed. William got up, moved very slowly towards the door, turned the brass knob, then pulled. A cupboard, eighteen inches deep, filled with shelves on which nestled stacks of typing paper, carbons, ribbons, the familiar materials of his trade. He shut the door, then opened it again, finally closed it with a bang before returning to his desk.


  He sat there for some time, then suddenly was seized by a fit of shivering that made his body shake like a dead leaf beaten by the wind. Gradually the spasm passed, leaving him weak, drenched with perspiration, but strangely at peace, like a man who has recently recovered from a brief, but serious illness. A dream, an illusion, or perhaps a rebellion on the part of an overworked imagination. What did it matter? It had been an experience, an exercise of the mind, and no writer worthy of his ink should be afraid of a journey into the unknown.


  He watched the door for the rest of the night, and the door stared right back at him. Once he thought the handle began to turn, and he waited with breathless expectancy, but it must have been an illusion caused by his overstrained eyes, for the door remained closed.


  The door became an obsession. His work was neglected, a bewildered agent telephoned at regular intervals, muttering dark threats about deadlines, broken contracts, and William tried to flog his brain back to its former production line, but to no avail. The door was always there, and with it the memory of a room; a study in blue, an anteroom to another age. “Next time,” he told himself, “I will go out through the great window, and walk across the garden and rediscover yesterday.”


  He sat by the hour with closed eyes trying to re-create the dream, willing himself back into that armchair, gazing up at the portrait over the mantelpiece, but the 20th century remained obstinately present, and several times he fell asleep. Rosemary was becoming worried.


  “What’s the matter? Are you ill?”


  “No,” he barked the denial, his irritation growing each time the gentle inquiry was made. “Leave me alone. How am I to work?”


  “But you’re not working,” she persisted, “neither are you eating. William, this must stop.”


  “What?”


  “You and that damned door.” She glared at the door. “I do not pretend to understand, but ever since that lump of old wood came into this house, you haven’t been the same man. It scares me. William, have it taken out, let’s burn it in the boiler.”


  He laughed harshly and experienced a pang of fear at her suggestion, and saw the startled expression on Rosemary’s face.


  “Don’t worry so much. The truth is I’ve run dry, writers do occasionally. It’s happened before and the old brain has always started ticking over once it was good and ready. But it makes me a bit irritable.”


  “That’s all right,” she brightened up at once, “I don’t mind you being a bit testy, but you’re getting so thin. Are you sure that nothing else is bothering you?”


  For a mad moment he toyed with the idea of telling her about the room, the dream, then instantly discarded it. She would not understand or believe, so he kissed her gently and said, “Absolutely nothing.”


  “Then pack it in for a bit,” she pleaded, “and let me cook you a decent meal. One you will eat.”


  It was suddenly very important she be pacified, her mind be put at rest.


  “All right. I’ll give you a hand.”


  He helped her in the kitchen, was surprised to hear himself making small talk, while all the time his mind, his very soul hungered for the blue room and the fear that lurked in the garden. For that was the truth, and the realization burst upon him like a blast of light. The terror inspired by approaching footsteps, the heart-stopping, exciting horror of wondering what would come in through the great French windows, the craving for a new experience, even if fulfillment meant madness or worse.


  They ate in the kitchen, two young, beautiful people, as modem as Carnaby Street. He tall, lean, dark; she petite, blonde, blue-eyed. His dark, clever eyes watched her, and he smiled often.


  That night they retired to bed early, and long after Rosemary had fallen asleep he lay thinking about the room behind the door.


  “It does not exist,” he told himself, “maybe it did long ago, but not now. A bulldozer flattened the house, and only the blue room door remains. A flat piece of polished wood.”


  There was comfort in that thought, and presently sleep closed his eyes with soft fingers, and for a while he was at rest.


  ***


  The room had not altered, the log fire still spluttered, the chairs were in the same position as on his last visit, and the blue journal lay upon the desk. William found he was dressed in his pajamas and his feet were bare.


  “I must have sleepwalked,” he whispered, “but now I am wide awake. This is not a dream.”


  He walked over to the door, opened it and stared into the gloom; a few yards away the outline of his desk shimmered softly, the door of his study was open, beyond was darkness. William closed the door, crossed the blue carpet and flattened his nose against the French windows. Back in his own world it was night, out in the garden it was sunset; long shadows lay across the smooth lawn, the trees were giant sentinels rearing up against the evening sky, and although it all looked beautiful and peaceful, there was something eerie about the scene. Suddenly William knew why. Nothing moved. There were no birds, the leaves did not stir, the flowers stood upright; it was as though he were looking at a three-dimensional picture.


  He shivered, then turned and walked over to the desk. The blue journal lay waiting, and he fingered the soft velvet cover before sitting down, then with a strange reluctance opened the book. Crisp parchment, about fifty pages he estimated, bound together; the first one was blank, serving as a fly-leaf. He turned it slowly, then read the clear, beautiful copperplate inscription:


  AN EXPERIMENT IN DARKNESS


  BY


  SIR MICHAEL SINCLAIR, BART.


  of the county of Kent, Lord of the Manor of Clavering, written in this the twenty-second year of the reign of his gracious majesty, King Charles the Second.


  It took a great effort of will to turn the title page, for the room seemed suddenly to have become very cold, and the dying sun sent its last shafts of light through the window, making the shadows scurry like so many disturbed mice. But he had to read on; the page went over with a disturbingly loud crackling sound.


  PART 1.


  INSTRUCTIONS AS TO THE ENTRAPMENT OF THE UNBORN.


  Having kept myself aloof from the troubles of the preceding reign, I have devoted these many years to the pursuit of that knowledge which fools call evil, and from which, even those men that are dubbed wise, cover their faces, even as the night hides from the rising sun.


  To say that the knowledge I have confined to these pages is the unadulterated fruit of my own labors would not be true for I have been helped by the old masters, such as Astaste and his Book of Forbidden Knowledge, Conrad von Leininstein with his invaluable Transformation of Living Matter Through Quickening Time, and many others. But I have gone beyond them, have made myself as a seething-pot, created an essence of bubbling truth such as no man has yet conceived.


  Men avert their eyes rather than meet my glance, for I wear my knowledge about me like a cloak; they whisper about me in corners, and there is much talk of witchcraft, and were I not who I am, I might fear the stake.


  I prepared me the room after many years and the expense of much blood, and the damnation of my soul should the Black One whose name must never be uttered ever assume power over me. I brought me slaves from the Africas; young persons whose disappearance would never be commented upon; although their screams have doubtless been heard, but such is the reputation of this house, the fools merely cross themselves and take to their heels. It was necessary to kill their body with a painful slowness, and draw off their soul or life essence while the blue room and all pertaining to it was imprinted upon their dying gaze. Thus did I make a karma or ghost room, kept alive by the life essence of those who had been sacrificed to it. But even as the body needs food, the earth needs fertilizing, so the room from time to time, must be fed. Many of the Africans have a poor lasting quality, the power fades and my soul trembles lest He be able to enter. Therefore, I prepared me the door, seeping it in blood that was still warm, and making it into a trap that will function for a brief spell in the time that has yet to come. I pray that this be not destroyed in the centuries yet unborn, for without it will I be unable to acquire that which is needful, and be lost for all eternity.


  The unborn must come in when the time is ripe, and should he be of the right mixture, then shall he give of his body and soul that I and the room may continue to be; or I will go forth beyond the door and find me a woman of his kind, which would be better, for a woman have a more lasting quality...


  ***


  William slammed the book closed and looked about him with sudden fear. A sound had disturbed him and for a moment he could not be sure what it had been. Then it came again—a slow, halting footstep, just beyond the French windows. William seemed to be frozen to his chair; he wanted to get up and run back to the safety of his own world; at the same time, there was an irritating curiosity to know who—what, would shortly come in through the window.


  Suddenly the overhead chandelier lit up; every one of its candles took on a yellow spear-shaped light, and beyond the window it was night, a black impregnable wall of darkness. But the slow, faltering footsteps continued to draw nearer, and it seemed as though the room shivered with fear at the approach of its dread master, for the coldness grew more intense, and William whimpered like a terrified puppy.


  The French windows opened and slowly a black figure emerged from the darkness and limped into the room. The scarlet-doublet was rotten with age, the blue velvet had long since lost its plume, the knee breeches were threadbare, the black boots cracked and down-at-heel, and He—It—had no face. Just an oval-shaped expanse of dead-white skin surrounded by a mass of bedraggled white hair.


  William screamed once, a long, drawn out shriek, then he was on his feet and racing for the door. He pulled it open, crossed the dark study in a fear-mad rush, barked his shins on a chair, then tore out into the hall, and up the stairs, to finally collapse on the landing where he lay panting and trembling like a hunted animal.


  Slowly he recovered, fought back the terror, mastered his shaking limbs, and marshaled his thoughts. He crawled forward and peered down through the banisters to the dark hall below. He could see the pale oblong that marked his study doorway. The door was still open. Then another more terrible thought exploded and sent slivers of fear across his brain. The door was open. What had he read in the blue-covered book?


  “Therefore I prepared me the door... making it into a trap that will function for a brief spell... or I will go forth beyond the door and find me a woman of his kind, which would be better, for a woman have a more lasting quality.”


  Rosemary! If Sir Michael was beyond the door, then he might be but a few feet away, hidden by the darkness, peering down at William with that face that was not a face, perhaps even moving silently towards the bedroom where Rosemary lay asleep.


  William got to his feet, stretched out a hand and groped wildly for the light switch. He found it, pressed, and the sudden light blasted the darkness, shattered it into splinters, sent the shadows racing for protecting corners, forced imagination to face reality. The landing was empty; the familiar cold linoleum, the white painted doors, the brown banisters, the stairs... William peered down into the hall. The landing light did not extend to more than halfway down the stairs, the hall was still in total darkness. It took great courage to descend the stairs, and a great effort of will to press the hall switch. Light, like truth, is all-revealing; the hall table was in its proper place, the carpet he and Rosemary had chosen with such care covered the floor, two prints still hung on the green-papered walls, and all doors were closed, save the one leading to his study; and standing in the opening was something extra—a bedraggled, nightmare figure with no face. Almost no face, for since William had seen it last, it had acquired a mouth. Two thin lines that opened.


  “Thank you,” the voice came as a harsh, vibrant whisper, “thank you very much.”


  For the first time in his life William fainted.


  ***


  Rosemary was crying. Sitting by his bed sobbing, but when she saw his eyes were open, a smile lit up her face, the sun peeping through the rain clouds.


  “Oh, William, you’re awake. Thank goodness, when I found you down on the hall floor, I thought... Do you feel better now? The doctor said you have a slight concussion. Hit your head when you fell.”


  He felt very weak, and his head hurt, a dull ache. There was also a nagging fear at the back of his mind, trying to remind him of something he wanted to forget.


  “I feel fine,” he said, “great, simply great. What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” Rosemary was wiping her eyes, “I guess you must have walked in your sleep, and fell downstairs. I did not find you until this morning, and you lay so still...”


  She began to cry again and he wanted to comfort her, but the nagging fear was coming out into the open, making him remember, causing him to shiver.


  “You must leave this house,” he tried to sit upright, “He is looking for someone—a woman who has...” he giggled inanely, “. . . who has a lasting quality.”


  “Oh, no,” Rosemary had both hands clutched to her mouth, staring at him with fear-filled eyes, “your poor head.”


  “I’m not mad,” William clutched her arm, “please believe me. He—It, I don’t know, but there is a room behind the door, and He made it—kept it alive and himself by the life essence—soul’s blood, of living people. I know the door is a trap, is only active for a little while at certain periods, and now happens to be one of them. I don’t know why sometimes I can go through, and at others I cannot, but it is so. But the point is, He—Sir Michael—has come through. He is on this side of the door. He wants a woman he can take back—make part of the room—take to pieces, tear soul from body, but you won’t die, you won’t be so lucky.”


  Rosemary ran from the room, raced down the stairs, and he heard the telephone receiver being removed; she was telephoning the doctor, convinced beyond all doubt he was mad.


  Perhaps he was, or at the very best a victim of a walking hallucination. He was suddenly very confused. He had lived off his imagination for years—it could have rebelled, manufactured a sleepwalking nightmare. After all his first “visit” had begun by him mentally building up the room item by item.


  He pretended to be asleep when Rosemary returned.


  The doctor said: “Run-down,” remarked sagely on the effects of overwork, strain, advised rest, wrote out a prescription, and then departed. William felt almost happy after his visit, quite willing to accept the certainty that his experience had been nothing more than a vivid and unpleasant dream. He would rest, stay in bed, then in a few days he and Rosemary would go away for a long holiday, and during their absence a builder could remove the door. That was the sensible solution. 


  “Sorry if I scared you,” he told Rosemary, “but I had such a horrible nightmare—a sort of two-part dream, and it seemed so real. We’ll go away when I feel fit.”


  She was delighted; chatted happily about where they should go, spent as much time as possible by his bedside, and left all the doors open when she went downstairs, so she could hear should he call out. The day passed and as the shadows of night darkened the windows, a faint chill of returning fear began to haunt his mind. Rosemary turned on the lights, drew the curtains, smiled at him, but there was an expression of unease in her eyes, and it was then he knew his hard-won peace of mind was merely self-deception.


  “Anything wrong?” He tried to make the question sound casual.


  “No,” she straightened the counterpane, “no, nothing.”


  “Tell me,” he whispered, fearful lest the very walls were listening, “please, tell me.”


  She averted her head.


  “It’s nothing, only silliness on my part. But—that door—it won’t remain shut. Every time I close it, the handle turns, and it opens.”


  “Then I was right, it was not a dream.”


  “Nonsense,” she was pushing him back onto the pillows, “the door is shrinking, the warm air is making it contract, that must be the answer. It must be.”


  “Did... did you see anything beyond the door?”


  “Only the cupboard shelves, but...”


  She paused, and he did not want her to go on, tried to blot out her voice, but the words came to him, like echoes from yesteryear.


  “I keep thinking there is someone else in the house.”


  He shook his head: “No... no...”


  “I know it’s pure imagination, but... I thought I saw a face looking down at me over the banisters.”


  “Rosemary,” he took her hand, “don’t say anything more, just do as I say. Go downstairs, get the car out of the garage and wait for me. I’ll pack a bag and will be with you in a few minutes.”


  “But...” Her eyes were wide open, glazed with fear, and she made a faint protest when he clambered out of bed.


  “Please do as I say. Now.”


  She ran from the room and William was reaching for his clothes when he had a glimpse of a figure gliding across the open doorway. For a moment he stood petrified, then he shouted once: “Rosemary!”


  “What’s the matter?” Her voice, hoarse with fear, came up from the hall. “What...”


  Her scream seared his brain like a hot knife and he raced for the landing, ran down the stairs, then stood in the hall, calling our her name, trying to master his fear, the weakness in his legs.


  “William...!”


  The scream came from his study and for a moment he surrendered to the paralyzing terror, stood trembling like a statue on the brink of unnatural life, then with a great effort of will he moved forward, staggered rather than ran through the doorway and took in the scene with one all-embracing glance.


  He—It—Sir Michael, was complete, rejuvenated by the life force of the girl that lay limp in his arms. The face was now lit by a pair of dark terrible eyes, the nose was arched, cruel, the lips parted in a triumphant smile, the long hair only slightly flecked with grey, but his clothes were still ragged, old, besmirched with grave mire.


  The door was open but the room beyond was slightly out of focus, the walls had a shimmering quality, the chandelier candles were spluttering, making light dance with shadow; a chair suddenly lost one leg and it fell over onto the floor.


  He watched William, eyes glistening with sardonic amusement, and made no attempt to intervene as the young man edged round the walls towards the door. When William stood in the open doorway, with the blue room behind him, the thin lips parted again, and the harsh voice spoke:


  “I must thank you again. The woman may have a more lasting quality, but two bodies and souls were always better than one.”


  He moved forward, and Rosemary, now mercifully unconscious, lay in his arms, her head flung back so that her long hair brushed the desktop as they passed.


  “The door,” William’s brain screamed, “destroy the door.”


  He would have given twenty years of his life for an axe. Then he remembered the crossed sabers hanging just above the doorframe. He reached up and gripped the brass hilts, jerked and they came away, then he spun round to face the approaching figure.


  Sir Michael chuckled as he slowly shook his head.


  “Never. You will only harm the lady.”


  William swung the saber in his right hand sideways; struck the door with a resounding crash, and instantly Sir Michael flinched, fell back a few paces as though the blade had been aimed at him.


  “No-o-o.” The protest was a cry of pain; William struck again, and red fluid began to seep out of the door panel, and something crashed in the room behind. Then in a fear-inspired frenzy, William slashed wildly at the door, and was dimly aware that Sir Michael had dropped Rosemary, was reeling around the study, jerking as each blow fell, emitting harsh animal-like cries, his eyes black pools of pain-racked hate.


  The door shivered, then split; one half, now splintered, soggy, crashed to the floor; William swung his right-hand saber and struck at the hinges, the door frame, and did not cease until the brickwork lay bare.


  Sir Michael disintegrated. The face dissolved into an oval featureless mask, the hair turned white, then seemed to melt into a white powder, the entire body collapsed and became an untidy heap of rags and white bones. In a few minutes these too faded away and William was left staring at a dirty patch of carpet.


  He had one last fleeting glimpse of the blue room. The walls and ceiling appeared to fall in, turn into a mass of swirling blue-mist; he saw a great jumble effaces; Negroes with frizzy hair and large, black eyes, young fair-haired girls, children, even animals. Then the shelves of his stationery cupboard came into being—typing paper, ribbons, carbon paper, all merged into their proper place, and William turned his attention to Rosemary, who was stirring uneasily.


  He gathered her up into his arms.


  The splintered remains of the door lay all around, crumbling, rotten with age.


  Lord Dunwilliam and the Cwn Annwn


  (1973)


  [image: ]



  My Lord Dunwilliam was not, to say the least, in a good mood. The interior of the coach was cold, the road, if the snow- covered track could be so designated, was rough, and his lordship was tossed upwards, then flung from side to side, and the coachman, who was steadily freezing high up on his elevated seat, trembled as Dunwilliam gave vent to his rage.


  'Blind, blockheaded cretin, drive round the bloody holes, not in them.’


  Had he been given the gift of free speech, Coggins, for such was the coachman’s name, might well have pointed out that in a blinding snowstorm it was a miracle that he had so far kept the coach on four wheels, but not being so gifted he did his best to guide the team of four horses on what he devoutly trusted was the centre of the road. His trust was misplaced.


  The coach reeled over, then slid into what appeared to be a deep ditch; the horses screamed as they were pulled backwards, and Coggins fell from his perch and landed in a deep pile of snow. He clambered to his feet and hastened to aid his employer, whose scarlet face was glaring at him from the remains of the near-side window.


  'You blasted, addle-brained imbecile.’ His lordship was impelled to desist while he made the perilous descent from tilted coach to snow-coated road, then he took a deep breath and continued. 'You walled-eye son of Jezebel, you maggot-ridden ball of excreta, what by the devil and all his angels do you think you’re doing?’


  'Snow, me Lord.’ Coggins spoke quickly, knowing he had little time before the next outburst. 'Ditch, me Lord, couldn’t see it, me Lord.’


  'A ditch,’ Lord Dunwilliam pointed out with assumed patience, 'is for draining water into. A road is intended for driving coaches on. Those little bags of moisture situated on either side of your misshapened nose are called eyes. They are supposed to inform that minute spec of putrescence that you in all seriousness call a brain, which is which.’


  The enormity of his crime came home to Coggins, and he could only mutter: 'Beg pardon, me Lord. Beg pardon.’


  "Where are we?’ Dunwilliam pulled his greatcoat tighter about his burly form.


  'So far as I can ascertain,’ Coggins was releasing the struggling horses, 'half-way between Llanwddyn and Bala.’


  'Right, saddle Lucifer. I’ll sleep in Bala tonight or die in the attempt.’


  'But, me Lord,’ Coggins wiped the snow from his eyes, 'it’s all of eight miles, and you have to cross the Berwyn Mountains, and there’ll be deep drifts by now.’


  'Get the saddle out of the boot.’ Dunwilliam spat snow out of his mouth. 'Then my valise.’


  'My Lord,’ Coggins protested again, 'in a few hours it’ll be as black as the devil’s hand. I know this country and, begging your pardon, your lordship does not, and I would not make such a journey alone on a night like this. If you must go on, turn east and make for Llangynog.’


  'Saddle the horse and don’t talk so much,’ Dunwilliam instructed. 'I meet my man of business in Bala tomorrow, and that will not be possible if I go to Llangynog tonight.’


  Ten minutes later found Lord Dunwilliam seated upon the leading coachhorse, gazing down at his coachman with an impatient frown.


  'What shall I do, my Lord?’ Coggins said.


  'Do, man, do? First get blankets from the boot for the horses, then see they are hobbled in a sheltered spot. Afterwards, I suppose you’d better take cover in the coach, always supposing you can sit or lie at an angle. I’ll send someone back when I get to Bala.’


  Lord Dunwilliam rode away without a single backward glance, and it seemed the snow was eager to erase the footprints of his horse.


  ***


  It caressed his eyes with icy fingers, it cloyed his nostrils, clogged his ears, clung to his horse’s hoofs and mocked his impotent rage. The wind swept down from the Berwyn Mountains, driving the snow before it like a plague of white moths, and it screamed a terrible cry that was at times one of desolate despair, at others one of unholy joy. Dunwilliam on several occasions was almost lifted out of his saddle, and it was then that he clung to the horse’s neck, digging his toes well under it’s belly, swearing aloud, for his lordship was a man who always coated his fear with a thick layer of anger. He had been riding, if that was the correct expression for this slow plodding, for an hour — maybe two; the light was failing, and he was, without any possible doubt, hopelessly lost. But even now he had no regrets, he did not blame himself for setting out on this nightmare journey. He had to be in Bala before morning, and he blamed the wind, the snow, the night that was falling too soon, for his predicament. Even when he knew death was shrieking in on the wind, striking at his exhausted body with grave-cold fingers, there was no relenting from his purpose, no thought of stopping, surrendering to the nigh-overwhelming need to bed down in a soft blanket of snow and sleep for ever.


  Perhaps it was the horse that instinctively made for the only house within ten miles, or maybe Dunwilliam’s own sense of self-preservation was sufficiently developed for him to steer his horse in the right direction, or maybe he was just lucky, but suddenly he found himself peering at a lighted window that was only a few yards in front. A window, a rectangle of light, and next to it was a green door, now daintily framed with crisp snow, and somehow Dunwilliam was pounding upon it, roaring out his demand: 'By the devil and all his angels let me in,’ and his cry was eagerly seized by the wind and hurled back to the glowering mountains.


  The door opened and he fell forward into a world of warmth and light; the voices had that soft Welsh lilt he had sometimes found rather irritating, but now they were telling him he had stumbled past the gates of death, that his flesh would not freeze, his heart continue to pump, his senses could still function.


  He was in a chair by a roaring log fire, an oil-lamp with a frosted globe casting a soft radiance round the small room, keeping shadows at bay, and making golden-edged patterns on the ceiling.


  'I’ve put your horse in the bam, so don’t fret yourself.’


  It was a short, stocky man who spoke; a bald-headed fellow, with a strong, pugnacious face, attired in a coarse shirt of unbleached linen, and well-worn corduroy trousers. He blinked down at his unexpected guest and Dunwilliam detected a hint of hostility in the small blue eyes.


  'Good of you.' He struggled to sit upright, and was alarmed to find he was weak, trembling like a sere leaf in an autumn wind. 'Lost out there, lucky I stumbled across your cottage.’


  'Indeed, you must have been mad, man, to be abroad on a night like this. No more sense than you were born with, I’m thinking, and it’s a wonder you aren’t stark and cold in a blanket of snow - if not worse.’


  "What!’ A frown creased Dunwilliam’s brow; no one had spoken to him in such a fashion for twenty years. 'I go where I please, when I please, and damn the insolence of any man who questions that fact. I am Lord Dunwilliam.'


  'And I am Evan ap Evans, a prince in my own house, and I’ll damn any man, be he king or commoner, who raises his voice to me.


  'Dadda, hush yourself,’ a soft voice interrupted, 'he is tired and speaks without meaning offence. Calm yourself and see to the old fire.’


  Evans grunted, then turned in the direction of the fire as Dunwilliam twisted his head to see who had so aptly poured oil on stormy waters, then froze into an attitude of profound astonishment.


  She was perhaps eighteen, with the slim grace of a gazelle. A mist of raven hair framed her pale face, and her eyes were dark, without expression, as they gave the burly, but handsome man one swift glance. Her beauty was so vivid and, in some inexplicable way, unearthly, that Dunwilliam experienced a spasm of pain. He was a product of his age and caste; he seduced women of his own class with a certain brutal charm. Those below the salt he just took. But here he knew was an exception; the girl walked and spoke with a gentle naive dignity, and would not be impressed by either his rank or purse; indeed, it soon became apparent she had little interest in him at all.


  I will get you something to eat.’ The voice was low, soft, the Welsh lilt barely perceptible. 'Then I’ll make you up some sort of bed before the fire for, to be sure, you’ll not be going out again tonight.’


  'I’m obliged to you, Mam.’ Dunwilliam nodded, his eyes ravaging the pale face, vainly trying to find some flaw, some imperfection, so as to subdue the pain, but the skin was smooth and clear; the high cheekbones would not have disgraced Aphrodite herself. 'I’m on my way to Bala, must meet my man of business there tomorrow. I’ve just inherited an estate thereabouts.’


  ’Indeed.’


  She put a large saucepan on the trivet, then went to a dresser and took down plates before proceeding to lay the table.


  'Dadda, can you not make yourself useful? We’ll need some more logs if the poor man is not to freeze.’


  Evan ap Evans growled, then obediently trudged heavily from the room.


  'It must be lonely for you out here.’ Dunwilliam was trying to make conversation, say anything to attract the girl’s attention, and he experienced an unreasoning spasm of anger when she did not even turn her head but continued to lay the table. 'No, I have much to do. Only the idle are lonely.’ 'Damnation, girl! ’ his voice rose, then with an effort he regained self control. 'Surely you crave some kind of social life? People your own age, a bit of gaiety? What the hell do you do with yourself in this God-forsaken place?’


  'I walk.’ She moved over to the fireplace so that her slim, but mature, form was silhouetted against the fluttering flames. 'I listen to the voices in the wind.’


  'Have you no lover-no sweetheart?’


  That, sir, is my affair.’


  The rebuke was made in the same cool voice, as though she were snubbing an insolent schoolboy whose ill-manners were the result of ignorance rather than ill-intent, and his anger grew.


  'I but asked a civil question.’


  'And I replied with a civil answer.’ She walked, or rather glided, to the door. 'Dadda, the food is ready to be served, and you’ll catch your death out there.’


  Evan ap Evans appeared, a pile of logs supported by his outstretched arms; his face was like a thunder cloud as he let them fall to the hearth.


  'Must you call me as though I were a dog being summoned to its meat? I’m not a servant to come and go as you bid, but your father to respect and obey, and I’m telling you not to forget it.’


  She put her arms around this ugly bear of a man, and gently laid her lips on his weather beaten cheek, and Dunwilliam saw the bleak little eyes soften.


  ‘She rules him with a rod of velvet,’ he told himself. 'He’ll rant and roar, then try to kill the man who looks at her.’


  'Be seated at table.’ The words were a command, and Dunwilliam rose to his feet, then seated himself at the rough deal table, determined that he would not look at her, but his eyes seemed unable to remove their burning gaze from that pale, calm face.


  The meal was a stew — meat, vegetables, mainly potatoes - all boiled together in one pot, followed by a portion of strong cheese and hard biscuits, but Dunwilliam a,te well, for his journey through the snow had made him ravenous, and he was in no mood to be fastidious. Evan ap Evans was not a silent eater; he smacked his lips, belched, made obscene gurgling sounds, while the girl chewed daintily with closed lips and never once raised her eyes in Dunwilliam’s direction.


  You live alone with your daughter?’ He addressed Evans, who did not seem over-pleased at being disturbed while at meat. 'Your good wife, am I to understand...?’


  Partaker of glory,’ Evans roared with full mouth.


  ‘What!’


  'She’s been a partaker of glory these past ten years. The cold got her, and she crossed the broad river on a night such as this.’


  My condolences.’ Dunwilliam watched the girl and thought of snow on a mountain peak; her face was composed, devoid of expression, a white canvas, and he suddenly wanted to make her angry, hurt her, do anything that would crumble that beautiful mask. He spoke loudly, glaring at her while Evans scraped his plate clean with a spoon.


  'But no doubt your daughter has taken her place, and sees to your comforts as is her duty.’


  Neither father nor daughter answered him, and Dunwilliam, spurred on by his great pain, allowed the words to come tumbling from his tongue.


  'But the time will come when some young fellow will pick your Welsh flower and carry it away to decorate his bed and board, and then you will have only the cold comfort of memories.’


  Evan ap Evans raised his head very slowly and stared at his guest with eyes like chips of blue ice; Dunwilliam tensed his muscles, but Evans merely said out of the corner of his mouth:


  'Silah, fetch the ale.’


  The girl rose, collected the plates together in one pile, then carried them into the kitchen.


  'So, that is her name,’ Dunwilliam said. 'Silah. It suits her.’


  'I am thinking,’ remarked Evans in a low voice, 'you have been bitten by sharp teeth. The poison is in your blood and soon you will howl like a mad dog.’


  'You forget yourself, fellow.’ Dunwilliam clenched his fists, and there was an expression on his face that would have made Coggins tremble. 'I am Lord Dunwilliam, a close friend of the Prince Regent, and I do not howl for a peasant girl.’


  Evan ap Evans bared his teeth.


  'Look you, man, I care not if you are mad George himself, lay but a hand on her and you’ll live to curse the day your mother cleansed her womb of your presence.’


  'You dare to threaten me?’ Lord Dunwilliam half rose from his chair, his face scarlet with anger, and Evans chuckled.


  'There’s no need to roar and vomit your rage upon me. But there is another, more stronger than I...’ He began to nod, jerked his head up and down as though emphasising some bitter undeniable truth. 'Indeed yes, another much stronger, who would have you shrieking out your guts within the hour.’ Who is this bully boy?’ Dunwilliam demanded. 'A lover?’ Evans stared at the snow-curtained window; there was naked fear in his eyes now, and his voice was harsh, barely above a whisper.


  'You may say so. A lover.’


  'Know you,’ Dunwilliam leant forward, and now he looked dangerous, powerful, his great hands balled up into fists, 'I am well able to give a good account of myself. ’Tis not a, soft band who wait upon his Highness back there in Whitehall. The noble art is much practised, and I laid Jem Turner, champion of all England, upon his back in the eighth round, and won ten thousand guineas into the bargain. Fists, cudgels, swords, I’ll take on any two men at once and come off best, so don’t try to frighten me with her bully lover.’


  Evans laughed, a loud, mirthless roar, and pulled up the sleeve of his shirt, baring his forearm.


  'Look you.’ He pointed to three livid scars that ran the entire length of his arm from wrist to elbow. 'I but took the stick to her, for does not the good book say "the father who loves his child must chastise”? Had she not pleaded for me, I would now be adding my voice to the cry of despair that is borne in on the night storm. But you... Should you do that which lurks in your mind, I would pity you. Aye, I’m a hard man, with little softness, but for you I would weep tears of compassion.’


  'There is madness in your brain,’ Dunwilliam whispered. 'Living alone in this desolate place has cracked the pitcher and sanity is seeping out.’


  Silah came back bearing a large earthenware jug and two pewter mugs; these she placed on the table, then went and seated herself by the fire, where she took up a work basket and began to darn a grey woollen sock. Evans spoke without turning his head.


  ‘Silah, heed this. It seems we have forgotten our guest is a noble lord, a tosspot of George the Regent no less, and he would have you.’


  The faintest suspicion of a smile played round Silah’s lips, but she did not speak, only continued to dam the sock, and Dunwilliam turned savagely on Evans.


  'Keep your foul mouth shut, man.’


  Evans chuckled, twisting his face into a parody of a leer. 'Goodness, you must be a smooth-talking lot when you sit boozing with fat Prinny. When George the Regent is about to deflower a girl young enough to be his daughter, how does the royal tongue make known his august desire?’ Evans raised his voice to a high-pitched tone. ‘Tis a great honour I be doing her and make no mistake about it, and if she is that lucky, maybe she’ll drop my noble bastard before the leaves fall.’


  Dunwilliam was about to leap from his chair and fasten his great hands about the tormentor’s neck,-when from a long way off came the sound of a hunting horn. It was so faint, yet so very clear, and Evans fell back in his chair, the sneer wiped from his face by an expression of abject terror. Dunwilliam looked from father to daughter with growing astonishment. 'What ails you? It’s only someone lost in the snow.’


  Evans ignored him, and turned his fear-stricken face towards Silah.


  'You’ll not go out tonight, and you’ll not encourage him to come nigh the house.’


  Silah did not answer but continued to work, only now there was a distinct smile parting her lips.


  'You’ll not go out,’ Evans roared, 'but stay at home and respect your father’s wishes, or I’ll set up a fiery cross on the hillside and the devil take the consequences.’


  The horn sounded again, only now it was nearer, and it was followed by the deep baying of hounds. Dunwilliam strode to the door and was about to pull back the great iron bolts when Evans’s fear-hoarse voice reached him.


  'Don’t open the door. For pity’s sake, man, don’t open the door.’


  Dunwilliam spun round and took in the scene with one swift glance; Evans was slumped in his chair, terror having wiped away the stern lines from his face, while the girl sat darning, still smiling gently as though blissfully aware she had nothing to fear. Dunwilliam addressed her.


  Who is it that put the fear of Satan into him, and, more to the point, who rides with the hounds in the midst of a snow storm?’


  She rose, put the work basket to one side, then looked down at her father.


  'If I do not go out to him, he will come knocking at the door, and the hounds will murder your sleep.’


  Evans spoke from between clenched teeth.


  'Go out then, and be damned to you. But in the name of heaven don’t let me see his face.’


  She took down a long black cloak from a hook by the fireplace, then walked slowly towards the door. Dunwilliam, determined she would recognise his existence, did not move, and she stopped before his great form, which entirely blocked the doorway.


  'You shall not go out to him,’ he growled, 'whoever, whatever, he might be.’


  Her head came up and he gazed into those wonderful eyes; her voice was soft, as calm as water in moonlight.


  'It matters not to me, sir, for if I do not go out, he will surely come in to fetch me, and it might go ill with you.’


  'Let him come in,’ Dunwilliam muttered. 'He will find one greater than your father.’


  The baying of hounds was growing louder by the minute, and the horn shrieked an ear-splitting call that seemed to wake the wind from its sleep, for it suddenly dealt the house a mighty buffet, making windows rattle. Evan ap Evans slid to the floor.


  'You best see to my father,’ the girl said. 'It seems he has fainted.’


  'You’re a cold baggage, or are you so hot for the horn- blower there is no warmth left for anyone else?’


  The hornblast now seemed but a few feet behind the closed door, and a series of snorting gasps intermingled with low whines were moving round the house, while the wind sang a mournful dirge as it pleaded for entrance at window frames and chimney pots.


  'When I open the door,’ Silah said, 'do not, if you value your life, look out, but go to my father and reassure him.’


  'If you can look upon he who waits out there,’ Dunwilliam moved with great reluctance to one side, 'why can’t I?’


  The girl’s smile was now mocking, taunting him, so that he had great difficulty in keeping his hands idle.


  'He will not love you’


  She opened the door, and with a shriek of triumph the wind rushed in, tore across the room and made the fire dance a mad reel of terror. Evans groaned and tried to sit up as Dunwilliam slammed the door and moved over to him, looking down with contempt at the white face and trembling hands of the prostrate Welshman. In his world a man did not, whatever his innermost feeling might be, admit to, or display signs of fear. He nudged Evans with his foot.


  'Get up, and try to behave like a man.’


  The scorn in his voice acted like a whiplash. Evans scrambled to his feet, and pointed a finger that was not yet steady at the Englishman.


  'Indeed, it is easy to be brave before you have tasted the acid fruit of terror. Had you gone out there, man, aye, if you had come face to face with — him — and his pack, I’ve no doubt you’d be singing a different song now.’


  'Damnation hell, who is out there?’


  'Arawn,’ Evans whispered the name; seemed to spit it out as though it were some foul taste. 'Arawn and his pack - the Cwn Annwn.’


  'What gibberish is this?’ Dunwilliam was aware that a chill had entered his bloodstream, and the knowledge made his anger grow. 'Who is Arawn and the Cwn...?’


  'Cwn Annwn - the Dogs of Hell, and he rides behind them. ’Tis said he was once king of all the southern regions, but whatever he was once, one thing is sure now, he does not breathe air.’


  'A ghost! ’ Dunwilliam’s roar of derision was louder than he intended, for there was a veritable bedlam of sound from behind the closed door; an almost obscene whimpering and howling, a, snuffling and padding of great paws. Once the door shook as though some vast body had been hurled against it. 'A ghost king and his phantom hounds? Do you believe that, man?’


  'Phantoms!’ Evan ap Evans glared at the door, his teeth bared in a maniac grin. 'Mentioned I phantoms? ’Tis no ghosts that go streaking across the moors, ’tis no phantoms that tear a man limb from limb, pull out his windpipe, then chase his soul into the underworld. Demons maybe, half fleshed, half -something, I know not what. Merciful God, if they were only wraiths that go howling through the night, I would sleep peacefully in my bed and smile in the morning.’


  'But the girl, your own daughter?’ Dunwilliam shook his head, clinging desperately to his disbelief. 'Why is she out there if what you say is true?’


  You must be blind, or stupid,’ Evans began, when suddenly, as though a, switch had been turned off, the sounds ceased. The silence was broken only by the spluttering fire, and the muffled crash as a pile of snow slid down from the roof.


  The weather is on the turn,’ remarked Evans in a matter- of-fact tone of voice.


  Dunwilliam rushed to the door and flung it open; outside it had ceased to snow, and there was a vast carpet of whiteness that stretched out under a full moon to the distant mountains. Silah turned as he came out, and for a full minute they stood looking at each other. The girl’s eyes were bright and for the first time she seemed to be alive.


  So you are not made of ice. You have a lover who cleverly disguises himself as a bogyman to frighten the wits out of that poor fool in there. How does he do it? Eh? Bang a fir branch against door and windows, howl like a dog on heat, snuffle like a pig in labour? No doubt he has a first-hand knowledge of these things.’


  'As you can see, sir,’ the girl said quietly, 'there is no one here.’


  'Aye, he made a smooth getaway, I’ll say that for him.’


  He looked around; the snow, apart from his own footprints and the girl’s, was smooth and untrampled.


  'Or was there anyone at all?’


  He reached out and pulled her towards him; he was trembling, found difficulty in breathing.


  'What game are you playing? Does he blow his horn out there as a signal for you to come out and put on your performance for Master Bumpkin, your father? Aye, is that it?’


  'I must go in, sir,’ she murmured softly, 'for there is much to be done, and I would be up early tomorrow.’


  'And I would pluck you from this rude earth.’ He pressed her slender form to his body, and she was as light as a snowflake, and when he brutally clamped his mouth to hers it was as though he had embraced a statue. With surprising strength she twisted, then ducked under his encircling arms and ran into the house. When he followed a few minutes later, Dunwilliam found her clearing the table; Evan ap Evans was smiling, a sly, almost triumphant smirk.


  'You belong to the damned,’ he said. 'Before the sun rises you will pray for death, and your prayers will not be answered.’ ‘Whatever happens,’ Dunwilliam spoke quietly, 'I will not run from shadows, nor fall to my knees when a dog barks. Fear makes cowards.’


  'Yes, indeed,’ Evans nodded, ‘and that is why you will go down why I still walk upright. Only fools or heroes stand still when fear warns them they should run, and I, being you understand no gentleman, will crawl on my belly, if by so doing I can breathe a little longer and count the fingers on my right hand.’


  ‘If you are so frightened of what you imagine exists out there,’ Dunwilliam jerked his head in the direction of the door, ‘why don’t you run from this place? The world is large.’


  Because the moors are my father and mother, and if I do not rebel my few sheep grow fat, my crops, such as they are, stand erect, untouched by blight or frost, and sometimes there is a gold coin on the doorstep. Kings have always rewarded the fathers of their mistresses.’


  'And madmen can sometimes contaminate those who are nearest to them,’ said Dunwilliam caustically. 'It is time someone removed her from your company.’


  Evan ap Evans laughed, a great bellowing roar, and the girl drew near and stood watching him, her face grave, her eyes dark mirrors that gave no hint of the thoughts lurking behind them. Presently, when her father had recovered from his outburst, she touched his shoulder.


  'It is time you went to your room, for I must make up a bed for him before the fire.’


  'Sleep, aye,’ he grinned with almost childish joy. 'Let him sleep while he may, for tomorrow...’ He stopped, and the smile died. 'But I will weep for him.’


  He went quietly to his room, and Dunwilliam watched Silah bolt the door. He smiled grimly.


  'Thank you for locking him in. I will sleep all the better for knowing that madman cannot come out.’


  Silah took a pile of blankets out of a heavy oak chest.


  'He would not sleep at all if I did not lock him in. There are bars on his window.’


  ‘He indeed fears your bogyman,’ Dunwilliam sneered.


  'He has the courage of his fears,’ the girl said softly as she laid cushions on the floor and covered them with a blanket. 'There, you should sleep soundly enough.’ She walked towards what Dunwilliam assumed to be her bedroom, then paused. 'Lord Dunwilliam, I will give you a piece of advice which you can disregard if you wish. Do not, under any circumstances, leave the house before morning. Despite what my father said,


  I think you are safe, so long as you do not leave this room and are prepared to depart at daybreak.’


  I am indeed flattered by your concern.’


  She shook her head.


  'I am not concerned, but I would rather not have your blood on my head.’


  She went into her room, then closed the door.


  ***


  When Dunwilliam woke the fire had sunk down to a black pile of charred logs, and the room had surrendered to a bone- chilling cold that made him pull the blankets tighter about him. He had awoken suddenly, been jerked back into consciousness by a sound, and for a while he lay motionless, trying to remember what it had been. A log settled in the grate, a pile of snow slid from the roof, a floorboard creaked as the change in temperature made it expand. Even as Dunwilliam pondered on the problem, the sound came again. The distant blast of a horn: dear, unmistakable, a raucous call that drove the last residue of sleep from Dunwilliam’s head, and made him stare with wide-open eyes across the darkened room. A door opened, soft footsteps slowly crossed the room, paused by the recum bent man then moved on. The bolts on the front door were carefully drawn back; a blast of colder air caressed Dunwilliam’s hair, then the door dosed and he was alone.


  The lust, the anger, the great desire to possess, to snatch from another that what must be his; the overwhelming need to hurt, strike, smash, rend, all this and more, drove him from the makeshift bed, sent him blundering round the room in search of his greatcoat and hat, then out into the moon-painted night.


  He found his horse in an out-house, and he saddled it with cold-numb fingers, cursing, mouthing foul obscenities, but all the while he was fired by a fierce exdtement. She was out on the moor, on her way to meet some fool with a horn, and now she was legitimate prey for he who rode the fastest.


  Lord Dunwilliam swung himself up into the saddle and rode forth in all his strength, for he was armed with pride, certain that defeat or disappointment would never face him; the brutal, animal courage of his kind sat cheek by jowl with pride and together they supported his arrogant commonsense, which would reject any object between heaven and earth that had not been accepted by one or more of his five senses.


  He followed the girl’s trail easily enough, for the imprint- of her small feet had been perfectly retained by the smooth carpet of snow, and presently he caught sight of her black-clad figure making for the mountain slopes. The distance between them narrowed, and she must have known who followed, but her head did not turn, and she continued to trudge onward as though certain that nothing could impede her journey. He spurred his horse forward so that plumes of powdered snow sprang up around its hoofs, then he was riding abreast of her, looking down on the graceful figure that even the voluminous cloak could not hide.


  You cannot escape me,’ he said, and the joy that sang in his blood was a wondrous thing. 'Your horn-blowing bumpkin must hunt another quarry tonight.’


  She spoke without looking up.


  'Ride north and you will be safe, but for your own sake come no farther.’


  "We will both ride north,’ he said, and bending down he gripped her under the armpits and pulled the light form up on to the saddle. She did not struggle, but relaxed back in his arms with a tiny sigh of resignation, and the pale, flawless face was as unrevealing as the eternal hills. Lord Dunwilliam wheeled his horse about and began to wend his way towards the distant lake that lay like a silver salver in the bright moonlight. The hot madness flooded his being, and he was as a god before whom elements bow, and he poured out a torrent of words that demanded no answer. They were but an outlet for his great joy.


  'You shall have dresses to caress your soft whiteness, and diamonds to kiss the velvet sheen of your neck, and I shall bring the great ones of the earth to pay you homage, the nobles, the word-builders, even Prinny himself. But perhaps not, perhaps not. Why should I reveal your beauty to lustful eyes? Maybe I’ll build you a cage of gold, a fortress manned by an army of one, and together we will keep the world at bay. I’ll teach you to smile, then wait for that great day when you will laugh, and my love -yes, my love, will light a fire that will consume us both, and each night we will die of ecstasy, to be reborn when the sun . .


  The words ceased to flow, he looked down at the pale face so close to his own; it was still devoid of expression, a beautiful mask, but a single tear ran down either cheek.


  'You are crying,’ he whispered. 'You must not cry.’


  'I am sad for you,’ she said.


  'For me?’


  There was a slight inclination of her head.


  'Yes, in the same way that I would be sad for any living creature doomed to unthinkable horror.’


  He tilted her head with his free hand and there was a strange gentleness in his voice.


  'You silly, superstitious child, what tricks has your horn- blowing peasant been playing?’ Do you suppose I would be frightened by an oaf on horseback and a few mangy hounds? In a few hours we will be in Bala - there I’ll hire a coach for London.’


  She shook her head. 'You cannot escape. Even now he is on the move, marshalling his pack for the great chase. When the horn sounds, and the hounds are in full cry, you will not know east from west, or be certain where the sky meets the earth There will be sadness in my heart when you go down before his wrath, but when it is over, and the snow has hidden that which must not be seen, then I will forget you for ever. It will be as if you had never existed.’


  The anger, which had lain like a wounded beast far back in the dark caverns of his brain, reared up, and he growled :


  'I promise you, wench, you will have no reason to forget me. You may fear me, hate me, but you will never forget.’


  Suddenly he reined in and looked back over one shoulder. The horn blast was distinct, but even more clear was the deep baying of many hounds, and there appeared on the distant mountainside a pack of swift-moving creatures that glittered bright red in the cold moonlight. For a moment Dunwilliam doubted the evidence presented by his eyes. They had seemingly sprung out of nowhere, a grim, nightmare pack that were streaking straight for him, eating up the distance, and behind them rode the dread horseman. Both rider and horse were of gigantic stature, and the man, if indeed such a creature could be so called, wore a great black cloak that streamed out behind him like some monstrous wing.


  Dunwilliam used his spurs, but they were not necessary, for the horse was terrified. It leapt forward, ploughing up the snow as it desperately tried to outrun the grim pack, but the going was hard and Dunwilliam found he had lost all sense of direction. Behind him he heard the snuffling, howling, grotesque baying that at times ascended into an unearthly shriek, and no matter how fast Lucifer ran, the sounds grew louder, the impossible which Dunwilliam still refused to accept was closing in. At last he knew flight was futile, and he had little stomach for being the hunted, chased like a fox for a madman's pleasure, so he guided the near-exhausted horse towards a solitary tree and prepared to face the inevitable.


  He dismounted, then dragged the girl down beside him and she leant against the tree, calm, her beauty a cold flame, and even now Dunwilliam wanted to feast his eyes on that pale face, but the baying, howling pack would not be denied and he was aware that the horse, relieved of its double burden, was a black streak, flying across the snow.


  They were bright red, glittering as though encased in scarlet armour. They fanned out and formed a half-circle, still moving in, but slowly now, a, few inches at a time, eyes gleaming like hot coals, whimpering with awful anticipation, and as they drew nearer Dunwilliam realised what gave them that awesome red sheen. They were covered with blood. Gore coated the great bodies, flowed down the long ears, oozed out of the drooling mouths, but the snow around them was virgin white, and Dunwilliam swallowed his fear, drove it down into his stomach, where it lay like a block of frozen acid.


  The great horseman sat motionless amid his fearsome pack, his face in deep shadow cast by the cowl which masked his head, and Silah sighed, and Dunwilliam saw the light which transformed her eyes into pools of wondrous joy, saw the smile which lit up her face, saw the delicate flush that tinted the smooth cheeks.


  This is what you want?’ he asked.


  'He is the earth, the hills,’ she nodded slowly. 'His breath is the wind that holds dominion over the frozen moors, his strength comes from the rocks and bubbling streams and his soul is born of darkness and moonlight. How could I not love him?’


  The Hounds of Hell were nearer; their bellies touched the snow, the blood-coated hides seethed and bubbled, and the wings of the half-circle were folding, closing in, while the black horseman sat motionless, neither he nor his horse betraying the slightest flicker of life. Lord Dunwilliam raised his voice.


  'Hear me, Arawn, whatever you are, I do not accept you nor the blood-soaked filth that surrounds you. You are born of ignorance, stupidity, the child of crazed brains, and I curse you. Get down to the hell which is rightfully yours, or go and frighten babies or old men in their cups, but leave an intelligent, educated man in peace. Set those—things on me if you can, but so long as I can speak, see, or even think, I will deny your existence.’


  Silah moved to his side, then reaching up she placed one arm around his neck and pulled his head down. She kissed him full on the lips and at last fear began to uncoil like a cold snake.


  You are worthy to follow him,’ she said, then her arm dropped away and she began to walk towards the approaching pack, straight for the black horseman. As she passed the nearest Hell Hound she patted its blood-coated head, and it whimpered, while a dripping tongue flicked out to lick her dainty hand. When she at last reached the great horse another hound crouched down so that she could use it as a mounting block, and presently she was nestling against that black breast, one great arm was about her slim waist, and she was the dream girl who had found joy in a nightmare. The hounds came closer, but now their movements were slightly faster. The blood seemed to flow more freely, and Dunwilliam crossed himself, tried to remember the Church dogma, but his brain was being slowly paralysed by the rising fear.


  'In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, I command you to go from hence’.


  The girl smiled; she was now a spectator who knew how the play was to end, and was perhaps a little bored.


  Dunwilliam was back against the tree, his eyes dilated, sweat pouring down his congested face, but to the very end he fought back in the only way he knew.


  'Merciful God, give me the gift of disbelief, strengthen my doubt, let me see only reality.’


  The first hound leapt, and its blood-soaked head filled the universe; the gleaming eyes became a fire-walled hell from which there was no escape, and there was a mighty pain in Dunwilliam’s throat. Then they came in from all directions, snarling, fighting for their share of the threshing body, and Silah’s soft laughter was like the wind playing with summer grass.


  He came up from the hell where pain and terror reigned and lay still for a few minutes, trying to understand. The pain had gone, fear was dying, and he felt strong, alert, but the stench of corruption was all around, sweet and cloying, and he knew he was covered with blood. The hounds had tom his soul from his body and he was soaked in a warm wetness. It salted his tongue, filled his nostrils with a sweet essence, and it was good. Life-giving.


  The hounds had withdrawn. They sat watching him, silent, still, and He who sat on the great horse with his arm about the starry-eyed girl had pulled back his cowl so that Lord Dunwilliam was able to see the face. Dark, awful, evil, beautiful. He thought of a black serpent, the towering mountains, the terror that lurks in unlighted rooms, then looked again on the face of Arawn, and surrendered to a wave of fawning, self- effacing love. He crawled forward on his belly, eased his way through the motionless hounds and at last came to rest by the great hoofs. The terrible eyes looked down at him, and Silah nodded gently as though well pleased by the turn of events. Then Arawn swung his horse round, raised a black horn to his lips and the mighty blast rang out. The Hell Hounds sprang to instant death-tainted life, began to snort, snuffle and make the night hideous with their deep-throated growls, then the great horse leapt forward and the blood-coated pack streaked after it, eager for the next victim, knowing that soon the sun would drive darkness from the black steel sky.


  Dunwilliam watched them go, indecision confusing his thoughts, but aware of a great longing to —what? To hate, to see terror come to life on a complacent face, to hear screams, to rend, to devour? Arawn and the Cwn Annwn stopped some hundred yards ahead and He looked back before sounding another arrogant blast on his horn. Lord Dunwilliam knew what he must do.


  He climbed up on to his four feet, shook his blood-soaked hide, then streaked forth to join the pack.


  The Labyrinth


  (1974)


  [image: ]



  They were lost. Rosemary knew it and said so in forcible language. Brian also was well aware of their predicament but was unwilling to admit it.


  "One cannot be lost in England," he stated. "We're bound to strike a main road if we walk in a straight line."


  "But suppose we wander in a circle?" Rosemary asked, look-ing fearfully round at the Dartmoor landscape, "and finish up in a bog?"


  "If we use our eyes there's no reason why bogs should bother us. Come on and stop moaning."


  "We should never have left that track," Rosemary insisted. "Suppose we get caught out here when night falls?"


  "Don't be daft," he snapped, "it's only mid-day. We'll be in Princetown long before nightfall."


  "You hope." She refused to be convinced. "I'm hungry."


  "So am I." They were walking up a steep incline. "But I don't keep on about it."


  "I'm not keeping on. I'm hungry and I said so. Do you think we'll find a main road soon?" ^


  "Over the next rise," he promised. "There's always a main road over the next rise."


  But he was wrong. When they crested the next rise and looked down, there was only a narrow track which terminated at a tumbledown gate set in a low stone wall. Beyond, like an island girdled by a yellow lake, was a lawn-besieged house. It was built of grey stone and seemed to have been thrown up by the moors; a great, crouching monster that glared out across the countryside with multiple glass eyes. It had a strange look. The chimney stacks might have been jagged splinters of rock that had acquired a rough cylindrical shape after centuries of wind and rain. But the really odd aspect was that the sun appeared to ignore the house. It had baked the lawn to a pale yellow, cracked the paint on an adjacent summerhouse, but in some inexplicable way, it seemed to disavow the existence of the great, towering mass.


  "Tea!" exclaimed Rosemary.


  "What?"


  "Tea." She pointed. "The old lady, she's drinking tea."


  Sure enough, seated by a small table that nestled in the shade of a vast multi-coloured umbrella was a little white-haired old lady taking tea. Brian frowned, for he could not understand why he had not seen her, or at least the umbrella, before, but there she was, a tiny figure in a white dress and a floppy hat, sipping tea and munching sandwiches. He moistened dry lips.


  "Do you suppose," he asked, "we dare intrude?"


  "Watch me," Rosemary started running down the slope towards the gate. "I'd intrude on Dracula himself if he had a decent cup of tea handy."


  Their feet moved on to a gravel path and it seemed whatever breeze stirred the sun-warm heather out on the moors did not dare intrude here. There was a strange stillness, a complete absence of sound, save for the crunch of feet on gravel, and this too ceased when they walked on to the parched lawn.


  The old lady looked up and a slow smile gradually lit up a benign, wizened little face, while her tiny hands fluttered over the table, setting out two cups and saucers, then felt the teapot as though to make sure the contents were still hot.


  "You poor children." Her voice had that harsh, slightly cracked quality peculiar to some cultured ladies of an advanced age, but the utterance was clear, every word pronounced with precision. "You look so hot and tired."


  "We're lost," Rosemary announced cheerfully. "We've wandered for miles."


  "I must apologise for intruding," Brian began, but the old lady waved a teaspoon at him as though to stress the impossibility of intrusion.


  "My dear young man-please. You are most welcome. I cannot recall when I last entertained a visitor, although I have always hoped someone might pass this way again. The right kind of someone, of course."


  She appeared to shiver momentarily, or perhaps tremble, for her hands and shoulders shook slightly, then an expression of polite distress puckered her forehead.


  "But how thoughtless I am. You are tired having wandered so many miles and there are no chairs."


  She turned her head and called out in a high-pitched, quivering voice. "Carlo! Carlo!"


  A tall, lean man came out of the house and moved slowly towards them. He was dressed in a black satin tunic and matching trousers and, due possibly to some deformity, appeared to bound over the lawn, rather than walk. Brian thought of a wolf, or a large dog that has spotted intruders. He stopped a few feet from the old lady and stood waiting, his slate-coloured eyes watching Rosemary with a strange intensity.


  "Carlo, you will fetch chairs," the old lady ordered, "then some more hot water."


  Carlo made a guttural sound and departed in the direction of the summerhouse, leaping forward in a kind of loping run. He returned almost immediately carrying two little slatted chairs and presently Brian and Rosemary were seated under the vast umbrella, drinking tea from delicate china cups and listening to the harsh, cultivated voice.


  'I must have lived alone here for such a long time. Gracious me, if I were to tell you how long, you would smile. Time is such an inexhaustible commodity, so long as one can tap the fountainhead. The secret is to break it down into small change. An hour does not seem to be long until you remember it has three thousand, six hundred seconds. And a week! My word, did you ever realise you have six hundred and four thousand, eight hundred seconds to spend every seven days? It's an enormous treasure. Do have another strawberry jam sandwich, child."


  Rosemary accepted another triangular, pink-edged sandwich, then stared open-eyed at the house. At close quarters it looked even more grim than from a distance. There was the impression the walls had drawn their shadows above themselves like a ghostly cloak, and although the house stood stark and forbidding in broad daylight, it still seemed to be divorced from sunshine. Rosemary of course made the obvious statement.


  "It must be very old."


  "It has lived," the old lady said, "for millions upon millions of seconds. It has drunk deep from the barrel of time."


  Rosemary giggled, then hastily assumed an extravagantly serious expression as Brian glared at her. He sipped his tea and said: "This is really most kind of you. We were fagged out-and rather scared too. The moors seemed to go on and on and I thought we would have to spend the night out there."


  The old lady nodded, her gaze flickering from one young face to the other.


  "It is not pleasant to be lost in a great, empty space. Doubtless, if you had not returned before nightfall, someone would have instigated a search for you."


  "Not on your nelly," Rosemary stated with charming simplicity. "No one knows where we are. We're sort of taking a roaming holiday."


  "How adventurous," the old lady murmured, then called back over one shoulder. "Carlo, the hot water, man. Do hurry."


  Carlo came bounding out of the house carrying a silver jug in one hand and a plate of sandwiches in the other. When he reached the table his mouth was open and he was breathing heavily. The old lady shot him an anxious glance.


  "Poor old boy," she consoled. "Does the heat get you down, then? Eh? Does the heat make you puff and pant? Never mind, you can go and lie down somewhere in the shade." She turned to her guests and smiled a most kindly, benign smile. "Carlo has mixed blood and he finds the heat most trying. I keep telling him to practise more self-control, but he will insist on running about." She sighed. "I suppose it is his nature."


  ***


  Rosemary was staring intently at her lap and Brian saw an ominous shake of her shoulders, so he hurriedly exclaimed:


  "You really live all alone in that vast house? It looks enormous."


  "Only a small portion, child." She laughed softly, a little silvery sound. "You see the windows on the ground floor which have curtains? That is my little domain. All the rest is closed up. Miles upon miles of empty corridors."


  Brian re-examined the house with renewed interest. Six lower windows looked more wholesome than the others; the frames had, in the not-too-distant past, been painted white and crisp white curtains gave them a lived-in look, but the panes still seemed reluctant to reflect the sunlight and he frowned before raising his eyes to the upper storeys.


  Three rows of dirt-grimed glass: so many eyes from behind which life had long since departed, save possibly for rats and mice. Then he started and gripped his knees with hands that were not quite steady. On the topmost storey, at the window third from the left, a face suddenly emerged and pressed its nose flat against the glass. There was no way of telling if the face were young or old, or if it belonged to a man, woman or child. It was just a white blur equipped with a pair of blank eyes and a flattened nose.


  "Madam…" Brian began.


  "My name," the old lady said gently, "is Mrs Brown."


  "Mrs Brown. There's a…"


  "A nice homely name," Mrs Brown went on. "Do you not think so? I feel it goes with a blazing fire, a singing kettle and muffins for tea."


  "Madam-Mrs Brown. The window up there…" . "What window, child?" Mrs Brown was examining the interior of the teapot with some concern. "There are so many windows."


  "The third from the left." Brian was pointing at the face, which appeared to be opening and shutting its mouth. "There is someone up there and they seem to be in trouble."


  "You are mistaken, my dear," Mrs Brown shook her head. "No one lives up there. And without life, there can be no face. That is logic."


  The face disappeared. It was not so much withdrawn as blotted out, as though the window had suddenly clouded over and now it was just another dead man's eye staring out over the sundrenched moors.


  "I could swear there was a face," Brian insisted, and Mrs Brown smiled.


  "A cloud reflection. It is so easy to see faces where none exist.


  ***


  A crack in the ceiling, a damp patch on a wall, a puddle in moonlight-all become faces when the brain is tired. Can I press you to another cup?"


  "No, thank you." Brian rose and nudged Rosemary to do the same. She obeyed with ill grace. "If you would be so kind as to direct us to the nearest main road, we will be on our way."


  "I could not possibly do that." Mrs Brown looked most distressed. "We are really miles from anywhere and you poor children would get hopelessly lost. Really, I must insist you stay here for the night."


  "You are most kind and do not think us ungrateful," Brian said, "but there must be a village not too far ajvay."


  "Oh Brian," Rosemary clutched his arm. "I couldn't bear to wander about out there for hours. And suppose the sun sets…?"


  "I've told you before, we'll be home and dry long before then," he snapped, and Mrs Brown rose, revealing herself as a figure of medium height, whose bowed shoulders made her shorter than she actually was. She shook a playful finger at the young man.


  "How could you be so ungallant? Can you not see the poor girl is simply dropping from fatigue?" She took Rosemary's arm and began to propel her towards the house, still talking in her harsh, precise voice. "These big strong men have no thought for us poor, frail women. Have they, my dear?"


  "He's a brute." Rosemary made a face at Brian over one shoulder. "We wouldn't have got lost if he hadn't made us leave the main track."


  "It is the restless spirit that haunts the best of them," Mrs Brown confided. "They must wander into strange and forbidden places, then come crying home to us when they get hurt."


  They moved in through the open french windows, leaving the hot summer afternoon behind them, for a soft, clinging coolness leapt to embrace their bodies like a slightly damp sheet. Brian shivered, but Rosemary exclaimed: "How sweet."


  She was referring to the room. It wfts full of furniture: chairs, table, sideboard, from which the sheen of newness had long since departed; the patterned carpet had faded, so had the wallpaper; a vase of dried flowers stood on the mantelpiece and from all around-an essential part of the coolness-came a sweet, just perceptible aroma. It was the scent of extreme old age which is timidly approaching death on faltering feet. For a moment, Brian had a mental picture of an open coffin bedecked with dying flowers. Then Mrs Brown spoke.


  "There are two sweet little rooms situated at the rear. You will rest well in them."


  Carlo emerged from somewhere; he was standing by the open doorway, his slate-grey eyes watching Mrs Brown as she nodded gravely.


  "Go with him, my dears. He will attend to your wants and presently, when you have rested, we will dine."


  They followed their strange guide along a gloom-painted passage and he silently opened two doors, motioned Rosemary into one, then, after staring blankly at Brian, pointed to the other.


  "You've been with Mrs Brown a long time?" Brian asked in a loud voice, assuming the man was deaf. "Must be rather lonely for you here."


  Carlo did not answer, only turned on his heel and went back along the passage with that strange, loping walk. Rosemary giggled.


  "Honestly, did you ever see anything like it?"


  "Only in a horror film," Brian admitted. "Say, do you suppose he's deaf and dumb?"


  "Fairly obviously," Rosemary shrugged. "Let's have a look at our rooms."


  They were identical. Each held a four-poster bed, a Tudor-style chest of drawers and a bedside cupboard. The same faint odour prevailed here, but Rosemary did not seem to notice it.


  "Do you suppose this place runs to a bath?" she asked, seating herself on Brian's bed.


  Before he could answer, Carlo's lean form rilled the doorway and he made a guttural sound while beckoning them to follow him. He led the way down the passage and at the very end opened a door and motioned them to enter the room beyond. It was empty save for a very ancient hip-bath and six leather buckets lined up against one wall.


  They began to laugh, clinging to each other for support. Their silent guide watched them with an expressionless stare. Brian was the first to regain his powers of speech.


  "Ask a silly question," he gasped, "and you'll get a ridiculous answer."


  "I rarely eat."


  Mrs Brown was sipping daintily from a glass of mineral water and watching the young people with lively interest as they each consumed a large steak and a generous helping of fresh salad.


  "When you are my age," she went on, "one's fires need little fuel. A sip of water, an occasional nibble, the odd crumb."


  "But you must eat," Rosemary looked at the old lady with some concern. "I mean-you have to."


  "Child-" Mrs Brown beckoned to Carlo who started to collect the empty plates, "-food is not necessarily meat and vegetables. Passion will feed the soul and nourish the body. I recommend love as an hors d'oeuvre, hate as the entree and fear as a chilly dessert."


  Rosemary looked nervously at Brian, then took a long drink of water to hide her confusion. The young man decided to bring the conversation back to a more mundane plane.


  "I am most interested in your house, Mrs Brown. It seems a shame that so little of it is used."


  "I did not say it was not used, dear," Mrs Brown corrected gently. "I said no one lived in the region that lies outside this apartment. There is, as I am sure you will agree, a difference."


  Carlo returned, carrying a dish of large, pink blancmange; this he deposited on the table after giving the girl and young man a long, expressionless stare.


  "You must forgive Carlo," Mrs Brown said while she carved the blancmange into thin slices. "It is some time since we entertained guests and he is apt to stare at that which he is not allowed to touch."


  Brian nudged Rosemary, who was watching the blancmange carving with undisguised astonishment. "Mrs Brown, you say the rest of the house is used, but not lived in. I'm sorry, but…"


  "Does anyone live in your stomach?" Mrs Brown asked quietly.


  He laughed, but seeing no smile on the wrinkled face opposite quickly assumed a serious expression.


  "No, of course not."


  "But it is used?" Mrs Brown persisted.


  He nodded. "Yes indeed. Quite a lot."


  "So with the house." She handed Rosemary a plate that contained three thin slices of pink blancmange and the girl said "Thank you" in a strangled voice. "You see, the house does not require people to live in it, for the simple reason that it is, in itself, a living organism."


  Brian frowned as he accepted his plate of sliced blancmange.


  "Why not?" The old lady appeared surprised that her word should be doubted. "Do you begrudge a house life?"


  They both shook their heads violently and Mrs Brown appeared satisfied with their apparent acquiescence.


  "After all, in ordinary houses, what are passages? I will tell you. Intestines. Bowels, if you wish. And the boiler which pumps hot water throughout the body of the house? A heart-what else could it be? In the same way, that mass of pipes and cisterns that reside up in the loft, what are they if not a brain?"


  "You have a point," Brian agreed.


  "Of course I have," Mrs Brown deposited another slice of blancmange on Rosemary's plate. "But of course I was referring to ordinary houses. This is not an ordinary house by any means. It really lives."


  "I would certainly like to meet the builder," Brian said caustically. "He must have been a remarkable chap."


  "Builder!" Mrs Brown chuckled. "When did I mention a builder? My dear young man, the house was not built. It grew."


  "Nutty as a fruit cake." Rosemary spoke with strong conviction while she sat on Brian's bed.


  "True," Brian nodded, "but the idea is rather fascinating."


  "Oh, come off it. How can a house grow? And from what? A brick?"


  "Wait a minute. In a way a house does grow. It is fathered by an architect and mothered by a builder."


  "That's all very well," Rosemary complained, "but that old sausage meant the damned thing grew like a tree. Frankly, she gives me the willies. You know something? I think she's laughing at us. I mean to say, all that business of carving blancmange into thin slices."


  "A house is an extension of a man's personality." Brian was thinking out loud. "In its early life it would be innocent, like a new-born baby, but after it had been lived in for a bit…" He paused, "then the house would take on an atmosphere… could even be haunted."


  "Oh, shut up." Rosemary shivered. "I'm expected to sleep here tonight. In any case, as I keep saying, the old thing maintains the house grew."


  "Even that makes a kind of mad logic." He grinned, mocking what he assumed to be her pretended fear. "We must reverse the process. The atmosphere came first, the house second."


  "I'm going to bed." She got up and sauntered to the door. "If you hear me scream during the night, come a-running."


  "Why bother to go?" Brian asked slyly. "If you stay here, I won't have to run anywhere."


  "Ha, ha. Funny man. Not in this morgue." She smiled impishly from the doorway. "I'd be imagining all manner of things looking down at me from the ceiling."


  Brian lay in his four-poster bed and listened to the house preparing for sleep. Woodwork contracted as the temperature dropped; floorboards creaked, window frames made little rattling noises, somewhere a door closed. Sleep began to dull his senses and he became only half-aware of his surroundings; he was poised on the brink of oblivion. Then, as though a bomb had exploded, he was blasted back into full consciousness. A long drawn-out moan had shattered the silence and was coming at him from all directions. He sat up and looked round the room. So far as he could see by the light of the rising moon that filtered through his lace curtains, the room was empty. Suddenly, the groan was repeated. He sprang out of bed, lit his candle, and looked wildly around him. The sound was everywhere-in the walls with their faded pink-rose wallpaper, in the cracked ceiling, the threadbare carpej. He covered his ears with shaking hands, but still the mournful groan continued, invading his brain, seeping down into his very being, until it seemed the entire universe was crying out in anguish. Then, as abruptly as it began, it ceased. A heavy, unnatural silence descended on the house like a great, enveloping blanket. Brian hastily scrambled into his clothes.


  "Enough is enough." He spoke aloud. "We're getting out-fast."


  Another sound came into being. It began a long way off. A slow, hesitant footstep, married to squeaking floorboards, a laborious picking up and putting down of naked feet, interspersed with a slow slithering which suggested the unseen walker was burdened with the tiredness of centuries. This time there was no doubt as to where the sound was coming from. It was up above. The soft, padding steps passed over the ceiling and once again the house groaned, but now it was a moan of ecstasy, a low cry of fulfilment. Brian opened the bedroom door and crept out into the corridor. The moaning cry and the slithering footsteps merged and became a nightmarish symphony, a two-toned serenade of horror. Then, again, all sound ceased and the silence was like a landmine that might explode at any moment. He found himself waiting for the moan, the slithering overhead footsteps to begin all over again-or perhaps something else, something that defied imagination.


  He tapped on Rosemary's door** then turned the handle and entered, holding his candle high and calling her name.


  "Rosemary, wake up. Rosemary, come on, we're getting out of here."


  The flickering candle-flame made great shadows leap across the walls and dance over the ceiling; it cut ragged channels through the darkness until, at last, his questing eye saw the bed. It was empty. The sheets and blankets were twisted up into loose ropes and a pillow lay upon the floor.


  "Rosemary!"


  He whispered her name and the house chuckled. A low, harsh, gurgling laugh, which made him run from the room, race down the long corridor, until he lurched into the dining-room. An old-fashioned oil lamp stood on the table, illuminating the room with a pale orange light and revealing Mrs Brown, seated in an armchair, calmly darning a sock. She looked up as Brian entered and smiled like a mother whose small son has strayed from his warm bed on a winter's night.


  "I would put the candle down, dear," she said, "otherwise you will spill grease all over the carpet."


  "Rosemary!" he shouted. "Where is she?"


  "There's really no need for you to shout. Despite my advanced years, I am not deaf." She broke the wool, then turned the sock and examined her work with a certain pride. "That's better. Carlo is so hard on his socks." She looked up with a sly smile. "It is only to be expected, of course. He has hard feet."


  "Where is she?" Brian set down the candle and moved closer to the old woman, who was now closing her work-basket. "She's not in her room and there are signs of a struggle. What have you done with her?"


  Mrs Brown shook her head sadly.


  "Questions, questions. How hungry youth is for knowledge. You demand to know the truth and, should I gratify your desire, how distressed you would become. Ignorance is a gift freely offered by the gods and so often it is spurned by misguided mortals. Even I sometimes wish I knew less, but…" Her sigh was one of sad resignation. "Time reveals all to those who live long enough. I should go back to bed, dear. The young need their sleep."


  Brian advanced a few steps, then spoke in a carefully controlled voice.


  "I am going to ask you for the last time, Mrs Brown, or whatever your name is-what have you done with Rosemary?"


  She looked up and shook her head in sad reproof.


  "Threats! How unwise. A sparrow should never threaten an eagle. It is so futile and such a waste of time."


  Mrs Brown carefully placed her work-basket on the floor, then snapped in a surprisingly firm voice: "Carlo!"


  There came, from somewhere to Brian's rear, a low, deep growl. Such a menacing sound might have issued from the throat of a large dog whose mistress has been threatened, or a she-wolf protecting her young, but when the young man spun round, he saw Carlo standing a few feet away. The man had his head tilted to one side and his large, yellow teeth were bared as he growled again. His stance was grotesque. He was leaning forward slightly as though preparing to spring and his fingers were curved, so that with their long, pointed nails, they looked uncannily like talons; his cheeks seemed to have shrunk and his black hair lay back over his narrow skull like a sleek, ebony mane.


  "Will you believe me?" Mrs Brown said, and her voice was less harsh-much younger. "I have only to say one word and your windpipe will be hanging down your shirt-front."


  "You are mad." Brian backed slowly away and Carlo moved forward, matching him step for step. "You are both mad."


  "You mean," Mrs Brown came round and joined Carlo, "we are not normal by your standards. That much I grant you. Sanity is only a form of madness favoured by the majority. But I think the time has come for you to meet truth, since you are so eager to make her acquaintance."


  "I only want to find Rosemary, then get out of here," Brian said.


  "Find your little friend? Perhaps. Leave here? Ah…" Mrs Brown looked thoughtful. "That is another matter. But come, there is much for you to see, and please, no heroics. Carlo is on the turn. He is apt to be a little touchy when the moon is full."


  They filed out into the hall, Mrs Brown leading the way with Brian following and the grim Carlo bringing up the rear. To the right of a great staircase was a black door and this Mrs Brown unlocked, then entered the room beyond, where she proceeded to light a lamp from Brian's candle.


  The light crept outwards in ever-increasing circles as she turned up the wick, revealing oak-panelled walls and a cobweb-festooned ceiling. The room was bare, except for the portrait hanging over a dirt-grimed marble fireplace. To this the young man's eyes were drawn like a pin to a magnet.


  The background was jet-black and the face corpse-white; the large black eyes glared an intense hatred for all living things and the thin-lipped mouth was shut tight, but so cunningly had the portrait been painted that Brian had the feeling it might open at any moment.


  "My late husband," Mrs Brown stated, "was a partaker of blood."


  The statement did not invite comment and Brian made none.


  "It must be the best part of five hundred years since they came down from the village," Mrs Brown continued. "Chanting priests looking like black ravens, mewing peasants huddled together like frightened sheep. I recall it was night and the mists shrouded the moors and swirled about their thrice-accursed cross as though it wished to protect us from the menace it represented."


  ***


  She paused and Brian realised that she looked much younger. The face was filling out, the shoulders were no longer bowed. . "They did not consider I was of great importance," Mrs Brown went on, "so I was merely tied to a tree and flogged, thereby providing entertainment for the herd of human cattle who liked nothing better than to see a woman writhe under the lash. But him… They dug a hole, and laid him flat, having bound his body in cords that were sealed with the dreaded sign. Then they drove a stake through his heart… Fools."


  She glared at Brian and clenched her small fists.


  "They left him for dead. Dead! His brain still lived. The blood was only symbolic, it was the vital essence we needed-still need: the force that makes the soul reach out for the stars, the hammer that can create beauty out of black depravity."


  She went over to the portrait and stroked the white, cruel face with hands that had become long and slender.


  "When they buried his beautiful body they planted a seed, and from that seed grew the house. A projection of himself."


  "I don't believe you." Brian shook his head. "I won't-can't believe you."


  "No!" She laughed and Carlo howled. "Then feel the walls. They are warm, flesh of his flesh. Moist. The body fluids seep out when he is aroused. Look." She pointed to a great double door set in one wall. "Look, the mouth. When I open the lips, food pops in. Succulent, living food and we all benefit. I, Carlo, who sprang from the old people-I still let him roam the moors when the moon is full-and, of course, He. The House. He needs all the sweet essence he can get. He sleeps after meat and no longer moans. I do not like to hear him moan."


  "Where is Rosemary?" Brian asked again and knew what must follow.


  "She passed through the lips an hour since." Mrs Brown laughed very softly and Carlo made a whining sound. "Now, if you would find her, there is not really much alternative. You must follow her through the great intestines, down into the mighty bowels. Wander and cry out, trudge on and on, until at last your will is broken and He can take from you what he needs."


  "You want me to go through those doors?" Brian asked, and there was a glimmer of hope. "Then go wandering through the corridors of an empty house? When I find Rosemary, we will break out."


  The woman smiled as she motioned to Carlo.


  "Part the lips, Carlo."


  The man, if indeed that which crept forward was a man, silently obeyed; the great doors groaned as they swung inwards and Brian saw a murky passage, lined with green tinted walls. A warm, sweet, cloying odour made his stomach heave and he drew back.


  "She's waiting for you," Mrs Brown said softly, "and she must be very frightened wandering through the labyrinth, not exactly alone, but I doubt if she will appreciate the company. Most of them will be well digested by now."


  Carlo was waiting, his hand on the handle of one door; his eyes were those of a hungry wolf who sees his prey about to be devoured by a lion. Brian, without a sideways glance, passed through the entrance and the doors slammed to behind him.


  There were no stairs. The corridors sometimes sloped upwards, at others they spiralled down; there were stretches when the floor was comparatively level, but the corridors were never straight for long. They twisted, crossed other passages, suddenly split, leaving the wanderer with a choice of three or more openings; occasionally they came to a blank end, forcing him to retrace his footsteps. Light was provided by an eerie greenish glow radiating from the walls and ceiling and sometimes this light pulsated, suggesting it originated from some form of decay.


  Brian stumbled onwards, shouting Rosemary's name, and his echo mocked him, went racing on ahead until it became a faraway voice calling back along the avenues of time. Once he stumbled and fell against the wall. Instantly, the moist, green surface contracted under his weight and there was an obscene sucking sound when he pulled himself free. A portion of his shirt sleeve remained stuck to the wall and there was a red mark on his arm.


  When he had been walking for some thirty minutes he came upon the window passage. There was no other word to describe it, for one wall was lined with windows, each one set about six feet apart, and he gave a little cry of joy, certain this was the place from which he and Rosemary could make their escape. Then he saw-them. Before each window stood one, occasionally two, forms-hideously thin, scarecrow figures that pawed at the window panes with claw-like fingers and emitted little animal whimpers.


  Brian approached the first window and gave a quick glance through the grimy panes. He was two floors, if that was the right expression, up, and he saw the lawn then, further out, the moors, all bathed in brilliant moonlight. Even as he watched, a great hound went bounding across the lawn. It cleared the low wall in a single leap, then streaked out across the moor. Something touched Brian's arm and he spun round to face one of the creatures that had silently crept along from the next window. He saw at close quarters the skeleton face covered with brown, wrinkled skin, and the vacant blue eyes that stared up at him with mute, suffering appeal. He judged the man to have been a tramp, or possibly a gypsy, for he wore the remnants of a red shirt and brown corduroy trousers. The claw-hands plucked feebly at his arm, the mouth opened, revealing toothless gums, and a hoarse whisper seeped out.


  "The old cow said come in."


  "How long have you been here?" Brian asked, uncomfortably aware that a number of other grotesque bundles of rag and bones were leaving their posts by the windows and slithering on naked feet towards him. The whisper came again.


  "The old cow said come in."


  "Have you seen a young girl?" Brian shouted. "Have any of you seen a girl?"


  The man tried to grip his arm, but there was no strength left in the wasted frame and he could only repeat the single phrase:


  "The old cow said come in."


  They were all clustered round him. Three bore some resemblance to women, although their hair had fallen out, and one, a tall, beanstalk of a creature, kept mumbling: "Pretty boy," while she tried unsuccessfully to fasten her gums into his neck.


  "Break the windows!" Brian shouted, pushing them away as gently as he could. "Listen, break the windows, then I'll be able to climb down and fetch help."


  "The old cow said come in." The man could only repeat over and over the six ominous words, and a wizened, awful thing, no higher than a child, kept muttering: "Meat," as it tried to fasten its mouth on Brian's right hand.


  Unreasoning terror made him strike the creature full in the face and it went crashing back against the wall. Instantly, the green surface bent inwards and a deep sigh ran through the house, making the ghastly pack go slithering along the corridor, their remaining spark of intelligence having presumably warned them this sound was something to be feared. The small, child-size figure was left, stuck to the wall like a fly on gummed paper, and, as the green light pulsated, the creature jerked in unison.


  Brian pulled off one of his shoes and smashed the heel against the nearest window-pane. He might just as well have struck a slab of solid rock for all the impression he made, and at last he gave up and continued his search for Rosemary. After an hour of trudging wearily along green-tinted passages, he had no idea how far he had travelled, or if indeed he was just going round in a perpetual circle. He found himself dragging his feet, making the same hesitant, slithering footsteps that had so alarmed him in his bedroom, centuries ago.


  The corridors were never silent, for there were always cries, usually some way off, and a strange thudding sound which came into being when the green light pulsated, but these offstage noises became as a murmur when the scream rang out. It was a cry of despair, a call for help, a fear-born prayer, and at once Brian knew who had screamed. He shouted Rosemary's name as he broke into a run, terrified lest he be unable to reach her, at the same time in dread of what he might find. Had she not screamed agayi he would doubtlessly have taken the wrong passage, but when the second shriek rang out he ran towards the sound and presently came to a kind of circular hall. They were clinging to her like leeches to a drowning horse. Their skeleton hands were tearing her dress, their toothless mouths fouled her flesh, and all the while they squealed like a herd of hungry pigs. He pulled them away and the soulless bodies went hurtling back against vibrating walls; bones snapped like frost-crisp twigs and despairing whimpers rose to an unholy chorus.


  He took Rosemary in his arms and she clung to him as though he were life itself, clutching his shoulders in a terrified grip while she cried like a lost child. He murmured soft, unintelligible words, trying to reassure himself as much as her, then screamed at the pack who were again slowly moving in.


  "Don't you understand, this is not real. It's the projection of a mad brain. A crazy nightmare. Try to find a way out."


  It is doubtful if they heard, let alone understood what he was saying, and those that could still move were edging their way forward like rats whose hunger is greater than their fear.


  "Can you walk?" he asked Rosemary and the girl nodded. "Good, then we must make our way downwards. The woman's apartment is on the ground floor and our only hope is to batter those doors in and escape across the lawn." *


  "It's impossible." Rosemary was clinging to his arm and they were leaving the creatures behind. "This place is a labyrinth. We will wander round and round these corridors until we drop."


  "Nonsense." He spoke sharply. "The house can't be all that big and we are young and fit. So long as we go down, we're bound to find the doors."


  This was easier said than done. Many corridors sloped down, only to slant up again, but presently they came out into a window passage and found they were somewhere at the rear of the house, but only one floor up.


  "Now," Brian kissed Rosemary. "Only one more slope to go and we're there."


  "But we're the wrong side of the house," Rosemary complained, "and even if we find the doors, how are you going to break through them?"


  "One step at a time. Let's find them first, then, maybe, I'll use you as a battering ram."


  It took an hour to find the next downward slope and then only after they had retraced their steps several times, but at last they were moving downwards, Rosemary shivered.


  "It's getting colder."


  "Yes, and that damned stink is becoming more pronounced. But never mind, we'll soon be there."


  They went steadily downwards for another five minutes and then Rosemary began to cry.


  "Brian, I can't go on much longer. Surely we've passed the ground floor ages ago? And there's something awful down here. I can feel it."


  "It can't be more awful than what's up above," he retorted grimly. "We must go on. There's no turning back unless you want to finish up a zombie."


  "Zombie!" She repeated dully.


  "What did you imagine those things were, back there? They died long ago and only keep going because the house gives them a sort of half life. Mrs Brown and Carlo appear to be better provided for, but they died centuries ago."


  "I can't believe all this." Rosemary shuddered. "How can a place like this exist in the twentieth century?"


  "It doesn't. I should imagine we stumbled across the house at the right, or in our case, the wrong time. I suppose you might call it a time-trap."


  "I don't know what you are talking about," Rosemary said, then added, "I very rarely do."


  The passage was becoming steeper, spiralling round and sloping down until they had difficulty in remaining upright. Then the floor levelled out and after a space of about six feet came to an end.


  "Earth." Brian felt the termination wall. "Good, honest earth."


  "Earth," Rosemary repeated. "So what?"


  Brian raised his eyes ceilingwards and then spoke in a carefully controlled voice. "So far we have been walking on a floor and between walls that are constructed of something very nasty. Right? Now we are facing a wall built or shovelled into place-I don't care-of plain, down to earth-earth. Got it?"


  Rosemary nodded. "Yes, so we have got down to the house foundations. But I thought we were looking for the doors."


  Brian gripped her shoulders.


  "Say that again."


  "Say what again? Look, you're hurting me."


  He shook her gently. "The first bit."


  She thought for a moment. "So we have got down to the house foundations. What's so important about that?"


  He released her and went up close to the wall, where he stood for a few minutes examining its surface, then he came back and tilted her chin up so she was looking directly into his eyes.


  "Will you try to be very, very brave?'


  Fear came rushing back and she shivered.


  "Why?"


  "Because I am going to break down that wall." He spoke very slowly. "And on the other side we may find something very nasty indeed."


  She did not move her head, only continued to gaze up into his eyes.


  "Isn't there any other way?" she whispered.


  He shook his head.


  "None. None whatsoever."


  There was a minute of complete silence, then:


  "What are you going to use as a shovel?"


  He laughed and went back to the wall which he pounded with his fist.


  "I could say you have a point there, but I won't. Let's take an inventory. What have we that is pick- and shovel-worthy? Our hands, of course. Shoes? Maybe." He felt in his pocket and produced a bunch of keys and a penknife. "This might start things going, then I can pull the loose stuff out with my hands."


  He sank the penknife blade into the soft, moist earth and traced the rough outline of a door, then a he began to deepen the edges, digging out little lumps of earth that fell to the ground like gobbets of chewed meat. Brian then removed his shoes and used the heels to claw out a jagged hole.


  . "If I can work my way through," he explained, "it should be an easy matter to pull the entire thing down."


  He dug steadily for another five minutes, then a glimmer of light appeared and, after a final effort, he was able to look through an opening roughly six inches in diameter.


  "What can you see?" Rosemary asked, her tone suggesting she would rather not know.


  "It seems to be some kind of large cave and it's lit up with that green light, just like the passages. I can see hunks of rock lying about, but not much else. Well, here goes."


  He thrust his right hand through the aperture, curled his fingers round the inner wall and pulled. A large chunk came away, then he began to work with both hands, pulling, clawing, and the entire wall came tumbling down. He wiped his hands on already stained trousers, then put on his shoes.


  "Now," he said, "for the moment of truth."


  They were in a rough, circular cavern; it was perhaps twenty feet in diameter and an equal distance in height. Loose lumps of rock littered the floor, but there was no sign of anyone-alive or dead-and Brian gave a prolonged sigh of relief.


  "I don't know what I expected to see, but thank heavens, I don't see it. Now, we must start looking for a way out. I'll go round the walls, you examine the floor. Never know, there might be a hole going down still further."


  He turned his attention to the irregular walls, leaving Rosemary to wander miserably among the large rocks and boulders that formed a kind offence round the centre of the cavern. He looked upwards and saw, some twenty feet from the ground, a fairly large hole. Deciding it would be worth investigating, he began to ascend the wall and found the task easier than he had supposed, for projecting rocks made excellent footholds. In a few minutes he had reached his objective. The hole was in fact a small cave that was about seven feet high and five across, but alas there was no exit.


  He was about to descend and continue his search elsewhere when Rosemary screamed. Never before had he realised a human throat was capable of expressing such abject terror. Shriek after shriek rang out and re-echoed against the walls, until it seemed an army of banshees were forecasting a million deaths. He looked down and saw the girl standing just inside the fence of stones looking down at something he could not see; her eyes were dilated and seemed frozen into an expression of indescribable horror.


  Brian scrambled down the wall and ran over to her; when he laid hands on her shoulders she flinched as though his touch were a branding iron, then her final shriek was cut off and she slid silently to the floor.


  A few feet away there was a slight indentation, a shallow hole, and he experienced a terrifying urge not to look into it, but he knew he must, if for no other reason than a strange, compelling curiosity.


  He dragged Rosemary well back and left her lying against one wall, then he returned, creeping forward very slowly, walking on tip-toe. At last he was on the brink of hell. He looked down.


  Horror ran up his body in cold waves; it left an icy lump in his stomach and he wanted to be sick only he had not the strength. He had to stare down, concentrate all his senses and try to believe.


  The head bore a resemblance to the portrait in Mrs Brown's ante-room; it was dead-white, bloated, suggesting an excess of nourishment consumed over a very long period. The hair was at least six feet in length and was spread out over the loose rock like a monstrous shroud. But the torso and arms grew out of the ground. The shoulders and part of the forearms were flesh, but further down the white skin assumed a greyish colour and, lower still, gradually merged into solid rock. Most horrifying of all was the profusion of fat, greenish, tubelike growths that sprouted out from under forearms and neck and, so far as Brian could see, the whole of the back. Obscene roots spreading out in every direction until they disappeared into the black earth, writhing and pulsating, carrying the vital fluid that circulated round the house.


  The eyes were closed, but the face moved. The thin lips grimaced, creating temporary furrows in the flabby fat. Brian withdrew from the hole-the grave-and at last his stomach had its way and allowed him to be violently sick. By the time he returned to Rosemary, he felt old and drained of strength. She was just returning to consciousness and he smoothed back her hair.


  "Are you fit enough to talk?" he asked.


  She gave a little strangled gasp.


  "That… that thing…"


  "Yes, I know. Now listen. I am going to take you up there," He pointed to the cave set high up on the opposite wall. "You'll be all right there while I do what must be done."


  "I don't understand." She shook her head. "What must you do?"


  "Mrs Brown told me her husband was a partaker of blood. In other words, a vampire, and centuries ago the local lads did the traditional things and drove a stake through his heart. She said something else. It wasn't his body they should have destroyed, but his brain. Don't you see? This house, the entire set-up, is a nightmare produced by a monstrous intelligence?"


  "I'll believe anything." Rosemary got to her feet. "Just get me out of here. I'd rather walk the passages than spend another minute with that… thing."


  "No." He shook his head. "I must destroy the brain. The only point is, when I do…" He looked round the cavern, then over to the entrance of the green-walled passage. "… anything may happen."


  "What about you?" she asked.


  "So soon as the job is finished, I'll join you."


  He might have added, "If I can," but instead guided Rosemary to the wall and assisted her up to the cave.


  "Now," he instructed, "stay well back and don't, in any circumstances, so much as put your nose outside. Understand?"


  "God, I'm petrified," she said.


  "Don't let it get around," he nodded grimly, "but so am I."


  He came back to the hole like a released spirit returning to hell. As he drew nearer, the terror grew until it required a desperate effort to raise one foot and put it down before the other. Only the memory of Rosemary up there in the cave kept his spark of courage alive. At last he again gazed down at that horrible growth; it groaned and the sound raced round the cavern and up through the house. The face grimaced and twitched, while the green tubes writhed like a nest of gorged worms. Brian selected a rock which was a little larger than the bloated head and, gripping it in both hands, prepared to hurl it down. He had tensed his muscles, and was turning slightly to one side, when the eyelids flicked back and he was staring into two pools of black hate.


  The shock was so intense he automatically slackened his grip and the rock slid from his fingers and went crashing down somewhere behind him. The mouth opened and a vibrant whisper went racing up through the house.


  "Elizabeth… Carlo…"


  The words came out slowly, rather like a series of intelligible sighs, but from all around, from the walls, the floor, the high roof-never from the moving lips.


  "Would… you… destroy… that… which… you… do… not… understand?"


  Brian was fumbling for the rock, but he paused and the whispering voice went on.


  "I… must… continue… to… be… I… must… grow… fill… the… universe… consume… take… strength…"


  A padding of fast-running paws came from the passage entrance and a woman's voice was calling out.


  "Petros, drink of his essence… will him into walking death."


  There was a hint of fear in the terrible eyes. The whispering voice again ran through the house.


  "He… is… an… unbeliever… he… is… the… young… of… a… new… age… why… did… you… let… him… through…?"


  The great dog leapt over the loose earth and emerged from the passageway; it was black as midnight, like a solid shadow newly escaped from a wall, and it padded round the cavern before jumping up on to a boulder and preparing to leap. Brian hurled a rock at it and struck the broad, black snout. The beast howled and fell back as Mrs Brown spoke from the entrance.


  "You will not keep that up for long. Carlo cannot be killed by the likes of you."


  She had been transformed. The once white hair was now a rich auburn, the face was as young as today, but the glorious eyes reflected the evil of a million yesterdays. She wore a black evening dress that left her arms and back bare and Brian could only stare at her, forgetting that which lay behind him and Rosemary, up in the cave. All he could see was white flesh and inviting eyes.


  "Come away," the low, husky voice said. "Leave Petros to his dream. He cannot harm you and it would be such a waste if Carlo were to rip your nice body to shreds. Think of what I can offer. An eternity of bliss. A million lifetimes of pleasure. Come."


  He took one step forward, then another, and it seemed he was walking into a forbidden dream; all the secret desires that up to that moment he had not realised existed flared up and became exciting possibilities. Then, just as he was about to surrender, go running to her like a child to a beautiful toy, her voice lashed across his consciousness.


  "Carlo… now."


  The dog came snarling over the rocks and Brian fell back, suddenly fully aware of the pending danger. He snatched up a piece of jagged rock and threw it at the oncoming beast. He hit it just above the right ear, then began to hurl stones as fast as he could pick them up. The dog leapt from side to side, snarling with pain and rage, but Brian realised it was coming forward mor›; than it retreated and knew a few minutes, at the most, must elapse before he felt those fangs at his throat. By chance his hands closed round the original small boulder-and it was then he understood what must be done.


  He raised the rock high above his head, made as though to hurl it at the dog, which momentarily recoiled, then threw it back-straight at the head of Petros.


  The house shrieked. One long-drawn-out scream and the dog was no longer there; instead, Carlo ran towards his mistress, making plaintive, guttural cries, before sinking down before her, plucking frantically at the hem of her black dress.


  ***


  Brian looked back and down into the hole and saw that the head was shattered and what remained of the flesh was turning black. The green tubes were now only streaks of deflated tissue and the life-giving fluid no longer flowed up into the body of the house. From up above came a deep rumbling sound and a great splintering, as though a mountain of rocks were grinding together. Brian ran towards the far wall and, quickly scrambling up into the cave, found Rosemary waiting to welcome him with outstretched arms.


  "Keep down," he warned. "All hell is going to break loose at any moment."


  They lay face down upon the floor, and Brian had to raise his head to see the final act. The green light was fading, but before it went he had a last glimpse of the woman staring blankly at the place where Petros had lain. She was patting Carlo's head. Then the ceiling came down and for a while there was only darkness filled with a mighty rumbling and crashing of falling rock. Fantasy tumbling down into the pit of reality. Time passed and the air cleared as the dust settled and presently, like a glimmer of hope in the valley of despair, a beam of light struck the entrance to the cave. Brian looked out, then up. Twenty feet above was a patch of blue sky.


  They came up from the pit, bruised, clothes torn, but happy to be alive. They trudged hand-in-hand out across the moors and after a while looked back to see a pile of rocks that, at this distance, could have been mistaken for a ruined house.


  "We will never talk about this to anyone," Brian said. "One does not talk about one's nightmares. They are so ridiculous in the light of day."


  Rosemary nodded. "We slept. We dreamed. Now we are awake."


  They walked on. Two figures that distance diminished until they became minute specks on a distant horizon. Then they were gone.


  The early morning breeze caressed the summer grass, harebells smiled up at a benign sky and a pair of rabbits played hide and seek among the fallen rocks. To all outward appearances the moors were at peace.


  Then a rabbit screamed and a stoat raised blood-dripping jaws.


  Christmas Eve


  (1975)


  [image: ]



  Andrew Nesbitt was a wanderer.


  Had he been less endowed with this world’s goods he would doubtlessly have been a tramp; one of those unfortunates who trudge with bowed heads along never-ending roads and live like stray cats on charitable scraps, thrown to them by a contemptuous society. But Andrew could afford to wander in comfort.


  His usual procedure was to buy a railway ticket for some far-off destination, then alight at any station that looked interesting. But of course it rarely was. Most towns look alike; the majority of hotels offer the same service - or lack of it - and all houses are impregnable fortresses, if one has no right of entry. But the urge to keep moving, to see the sky from a different window, was a disease for which he could find no cure - nor did he want to.


  It was Christmas Eve when he arrived at Mansville, a little town some twenty miles from the south coast. The shops were bright with plastic goodwill; a large Christmas tree stood in the hotel foyer and the receptionist said: ‘The compliments of the season, sir.’


  Andrew felt a warm glow of subdued excitement as he unpacked his bag. He still enjoyed Christmas, for although time had expelled him from the land of childhood, he still sought ways and means of recapturing its memories. Christmas was a time of bright lights and roaring log fires, paper-chains and Tiny Time saying: ‘God bless us, one and all.’


  He was unlikely to find much of this in The Royal George Hotel, but the spirit of Christmas must surely walk down its corridors or sit enthroned in the large dining-room, while he ate turkey and tinned plum pudding. That he need have no doubt on that score, was demonstrated by a large card pinned on the door. It said in bright, tinsel-edged letters: the management WISHES A HAPPY CHRISTMAS AND A PROSPEROUS NEW YEAR TO ALL its patrons. Fortified by this desire for his wellbeing, Andrew went down to the restaurant and smiled at waiter. He responded with a weak grin.


  ‘Good evening, sir. What will it be? ’


  Andrew, in his present, uplifted mood, would have preferred a less mundane greeting, but he took the proffered menu and ordered roast beef, potatoes and brussels sprouts, with chocolate pudding to follow. Then he sat back and studied his surroundings.


  Roughly two-thirds of the tables were occupied; mostly by family groups and parties that had come together for the festive season. But here and there was a solitary being like himself, trying to find colour in a glass of water. But he had no desire for companionship; it was enough to sit and watch; to hear voices, to dine among many but eat alone.


  Andrew was mid-way through his roast beef when the girl entered the dining-room and made her way towards an empty table. He watched her with interest, because she was young and pretty, if somewhat pale. She sat down and after slipping out of the fur coat, which she allowed to drape over the chair- back, jerked her head so that the rich, auburn hair flew back like a dark, red-tinted wing. Andrew waited until she had taken up the menu before lowering his eyes. She was only another face in the crowd; one more tiny spark of memory that would begin to die as soon as he had left the restaurant. But - and his eyes came slowly up again to study the pale face - would he forget? Her beauty was like a white flame; he experienced a stirring of, not so much desire, as a longing to possess. This was followed by a rising irritation. What right had she to come here and spoil his Christmas Eve? For that, he realized, was exactly what she had done. No matter how much he tried, his eyes would keep wandering back to that pale, flawless face, watching the long-fingered hands while they played with knife and fork. She made eating into an act of poetry - chewing with closed mouth, so that the movement of her jaw muscles was scarcely perceptible.


  Then she looked up and for three seconds their eyes met. It seemed to Andrew’s inflamed imagination that there was a flicker of recognition. Then she lowered her head and he was left in a limbo of pain.


  Andrew went back to toying with his own meal, mentally listing a number of unpalatable truths. ‘You are forty-five,’ he told himself, ‘ugly, balding and probably impotent. Suppose the impossible were to happen and she offered herself to you - what would you do with her? ’


  The answer was simple, of course. Nothing. But his madness lay beyond the realms of reason. He wanted to touch, look and own. Then he looked up and a great surge of relief made him want to laugh out aloud. She was gone. A half-empty plate and an abandoned knife and fork were the only evidence that she had ever existed. Andrew Nesbitt was like a man who has walked to the gallows, then at the last minute, been reprieved.


  ‘Thank God,’ he muttered. ‘I am still free.’


  * * *


  The evening had surrendered its grey body into the dark arms of night, when Andrew Nesbitt made his way towards the church.


  He was not a religious man - his faith had died long ago - but the midnight service on Christmas Eve still held for him the magic of childhood. The stained-glass windows, the subdued lights, the swelling organ music, the singing voices - again he would be truly alone in a crowd; a member of a congregation, yet not of it.


  People sat in groups, occasionally exchanging low whispers as though somewhere - probably behind the candle-lit altar - there was a sleeping deity who must not be wakened. Andrew slid into an empty pew and allowed the warm, burnt candle atmosphere to close in around him. The ghosts of the long dead must surely haunt old churches. The world outside might be an alien, frightening place, but here was a pocket of time, where only those memories which were comforting, need be preserved. He was playing with this fantasy when the organ began its melodious music and the choir filed out of the vestry. He did not join in the responses, but he did sing those carols which he knew; the prayers he ignored, merely bowing his head and lapsing into thought.


  A sound disturbed him. It was low, not more than a choking sigh, but at once his attention was alerted and he jerked his head round in sudden alarm. The girl from the restaurant was sitting on the far end of the pew and she appeared to be crying. Anger and a fierce joy made his heart beat faster; they were followed almost at once by a sense of frustration, Sad or happy she could do no more than disturb his peace of mind. The isolation which cut him off from the rest of his fellow creatures, would not - could not - exclude her. He watched the slight trembling of her shoulders and was relieved that the mane of auburn hair hid her face. When they rose to sing the next carol, he was only too aware that she was not singing, and suddenly the urge to look sideways could not be resisted.


  His eyes came round, then froze into a shocked star She was watching him. The beautiful, tear-filled eyes looked straight into his and they seemed to flash an appeal - a plea for help that frightened and confused him. Then she abruptly turned and left the pew, pausing once to look back at him over her shoulder, and walked quickly towards the main door.


  The remainder of the service was a period of exquisite torture. He should have followed her out. Now he would never know why, and live the rest of his life under the shadow of a giant question mark.


  The congregation filed out of church and dispersed, leaving Andrew to walk his lonely way across the square. It was when he reached the narrow dark passage leading to the main street, that the girl came out from the shadows and said: ‘Please, help me.’


  At that moment he knew his life would never be the same again. Up till then the world had been populated by two kinds of people - him and them. Now someone had broken the barrier. He said: ‘What can I do? ’


  She came close to him and the beautiful grey eyes searched his face.


  ‘You must know.’


  For an awful moment he wondered if she was a prostitute who had the originality to procure her clients from a church, and a sick joke flashed across his brain, ‘Lust after righteousness.’ He dismissed the thought as ridiculous. There was a terrible fear in those eyes, he could almost taste the terror. ‘Sorry, I don’t understand.’


  ‘But - you’re one of us.’


  He shook his head in bewilderment.


  ‘I still don’t understand ...’


  She repeated the statement with more emphasis.


  ‘You are one of us. Please - you must help me.’


  She gripped his arm and began to pull him into the passage. ‘You know ... Come quickly ...’


  He was led - pulled like a half-reluctant mule - along the passage and out into a narrow street. Presently the girl began to speak.


  ‘I only went out for an hour. He seemed all right and I had to get away for a while. I’ve had to watch him for three weeks - you know how it is. Then when I got back . . .’


  She began to cry again and Andrew, not knowing the cause of her grief, could only pat her hand and make sympathetic noises. Presently she was able to continue.


  ‘I never expected to see you in church. I only went there in desperation - you know. The vibrations are sometimes pretty strong in those places. Then I recognized you from the hotel dining-room. Did you get my message? ’


  'Message? ’ he repeated the word dully.


  She gave him a quick glance. ‘You’re a non-receptive, aren’t you? Must be, or you would have followed me out. But I knew I couldn’t be mistaken - I picked up your mental image. You are one of the few. What’s your name?’


  Andrew had not parted with his Christian name for over twenty years and now it seemed he was committing some kind of sacrilege. ‘Nesbitt - Andrew - Andrew Nesbitt.’


  ‘I am Janet Gurney. Have you got a cocoon-knife on you?’ ‘Knife!’


  ‘No, I don’t suppose you have. Non-receps never seem to carry anything useful. How you manage in an emergency, I don’t know. Never mind, I’ve sharpened up some carvers at home. Can you walk a bit faster? ’


  Andrew obediently lengthened his stride until they were walking a little too fast for comfort. But the girl did not appear in the least distressed and continued to talk in a normal tone.


  ‘He looked awful when I got back from the restaurant - all blown up and surface-hardening had taken place. You know what I mean. But he was still able to speak - there were no air-bubbles in the windpipe - and he said: “Try to find one of us, you’ll never be able to handle this on your own.” It was then I thought of you. Wasn’t I lucky I found you in that church? ’


  He said, ‘Yes,’ not knowing what else to say, and uncomfortably aware that they were moving swiftly through streets that looked neither respectable nor healthy. At last she stopped at a door to the right of a dilapidated bookshop, and, fumbling in her coat pocket, produced a Yale key.


  ‘It’s only two flights up,’ she said as they trudged up a dimly lit staircase. ‘The change-over hit him on the first landing. I had an awful job getting him up to our rooms. Thanks be to All-Power, no one saw him.’


  The second landing was an evil place with a single green- painted door, lit by a twenty-five watt bulb. Janet Gurney opened the door and hurried into the room beyond. Andrew followed and watched the girl as she slipped out of her coat, allowing it to fall to the floor.


  ‘Go into the bedroom,’ she nodded towards another door, ‘and I will put some water on to boil. See what you think of him. We have about three hours before he strangles.’


  She went into what was presumably the kitchen and left Andrew staring at the closed bedroom door. Questions reared up like venomous snakes and demanded answers. Every instinct ordered him to leave that awful room and run back to the world he understood. But he knew he was at the mercy of the demon with a blank face. Curiosity. He must know what lay behind the bedroom door, even if that knowledge meant madness.


  The door with its cracked paint and dented brass handle, seemed to deny that it would hide anything that could shock or horrify. It might be disgusting, possibly, even revolting. Andrew could imagine a room with faded wallpaper, a bed with soiled sheets and curtains that hung in tattered drapes. But not something that required a knife before it strangled. He closed his eyes, opened them, took a deep breath, then opened the door and went in.


  The room did justice to his imagination. The pink wallpaper was faded, the green curtains were dusty and moth-eaten and the sheets, which were flung back over the end of the bed, were most certainly soiled. Like a reluctant snail, he crept towards the bed and whatever lay naked upon it. He tried not to believe the evidence of his dilated eyes. His paralysed brain was numb with horror. What was it? He remembered, with that curious memory reflex that sometimes operates in moments of stress, an advertisement for car tyres that depicted a grotesque rubber man. The thing on the bed could well have been a duplicate. The skin - if indeed the dark grey, flaccid substance could be so called - was ridged in deep, rounded folds from bulging head to bloated foot. The eyes and mouth were buried in six-inch deep pits; the fingers and toes merely ridged stumps. The continuous, obscene movement sent Andrew screaming to the door. Every ridge pulsated, and at regular intervals rippled; a weird twittering sound came from the deeply buried mouth-hole.


  The girl came in with three large knives clasped in one hand and two rubber aprons slung over one arm. She laid the knives down on an old-fashioned wash-stand, then handed him an apron.


  ‘Put this on,’ she ordered. ‘As you know, this is a messy job.’


  He shrank back, pointing a shaking hand at the bed.


  ‘In the name of sanity - what is it? ’


  For a moment the smooth flawless face assumed an expression of dawning surprise, then it changed to one of alarm.


  ‘Don’t tell me - Oh, God, don’t tell me - you haven’t matured.’


  He shook his head slowly, not wanting to understand.


  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


  Her look of horrified despair was that of a bewildered child. Her choking whisper said: ‘A nurseling. I had to find a nurseling . . .’


  Terror became diluted with pity; and pity turned into a warm flood of tenderness, so that Andrew wanted to take her slim body into his arms and promise to do anything she asked. Anything at all. His fear and repugnance retreated and he said: ‘I don’t understand. I don’t think I want to, but if I can help . .


  She seized his words as though they were lifelines and clasped his hands in a surprisingly firm grip.


  ‘You will help? You’ll do anything I ask? You promise?’


  There was only a slight hesitation, then he nodded. ‘Tell me what I must do.’


  ‘First, I’ll fetch hot water. We must soak the outer pelt - soften it, you understand, otherwise it will blunt the knives. Put the apron on.’


  When she had left the room, he put the apron on, examining the ridged horror with something like interest now. It was at least human-shaped. There was no neck worth mentioning, nor any trace of arm or leg joints, but - Andrew tried to ignore an ominous heave in his stomach - a few short black hairs stood up from the ridged skull. He tried to think logically. It was as though the skin had risen up and left all but the longest strands of hair behind. Also, when he peered down into the eyepits, he could see a little fringe of black lashes sprouting round tiny pools of blue.


  The girl came back carrying a bowl of steaming water and a pile of towels slung over her left shoulder. She put the bowl down, then proceeded to soak a towel, which she handed to Andrew.


  ‘Lay it across his chest, then push it well down so the water! gets into the ridges.’


  Andrew did what he was told. When he pressed the thing billowed out on both sides and the arms assumed the proportions of giant sausages. The girl handed him another! I towel.


  ‘Knead,’ she instructed. ‘Don’t be afraid to put the pressure on. He won’t burst’


  As Andrew obeyed, the head inflated and became a monstrous, humped bulge; the eye and mouth holes disappeared and the twittering sound merged into a shrill whistle.


  ‘Harder,’ the girl ordered with something like impatience. ‘We must soften the outer casing, otherwise you won’t get I through.’


  With perspiration pouring down his face, Andrew kneaded, punched, pressed and heaved, while the thing under his hands, bulged, squirmed, rippled, expanded and deflated. He felt like a baker trying to make a misshapen loaf.


  ‘I think that will do,’ she said after a while. ‘Give me the towels, I’ll put them back in the bowl, just in case. Do you want a rest before cutting?’


  Andrew wiped his brow. ‘If I have time to think, I’ll never I start. Let’s get on with it.’


  ‘Right.’ She picked up the largest knife. ‘Now, listen carefully. I’ll sit on his legs and that will make your job a little easier, because then his chest will blow up and stretch the skin. You must make the first cut just under his throat, then slit downwards. I should stand back as far as you can - I otherwise you’ll get soaked. Have you got all that? ’


  Andrew tried to nod but gurgled instead.


  Without further words, the girl lowered herself down on to I the legs and instantly the chest assumed the proportions of an embryo mountain.


  ‘Now,’ she shouted, ‘stick the knife in.’


  Andrew placed the knife point just under the ridged chin and pressed down. The skin bulged on either side, one quarter of the knife disappeared, but the razor-sharp point refused to penetrate.


  ‘Press harder,’ the girl ordered. ‘Use all your weight.’ Andrew did his best. He even jumped and pressed down at the same time, but the tough skin would not give and at length he sank down on a chair.


  ‘It’s no use, I can’t get through.’ He mopped his streaming brow and tried to regain his breath. ‘It’s like trying to cut through granite.’


  Janet wriggled as though to make herself more comfortable on the grotesque legs, then wiped away a solitary tear.


  ‘Won’t you try again? Once you’ve got through, the rest shouldn’t be too difficult.’


  It is in the depths of despair that the best ideas are found. Andrew sat up.


  ‘Have you got a hammer?’


  She frowned. ‘Yes, I think so. Why?'


  ‘Fetch it.’


  She brought him a hammer, a heavy affair with a gleaming head. He examined it with some satisfaction.


  ‘Should do the trick. Right, back on his legs.’


  The young mountain was reformed, the head grew big and Andrew replaced the knife point where the throat should have been. Then holding the knife steady, he brought the hammer down on to its handle. The effect was instantaneous. Twin fountains shot up from either side of the knife-blade and generously sprayed Andrew’s apron. The girl cried out for joy.


  ‘You are clever,’ she said. ‘Now slit downwards.’


  It took him five minutes to enlarge the hole, and another half an hour before he had a sizeable incision. By now, what appeared to be water, was flowing out in a continuous stream and splashing down on to the floor. The girl handed him a bread-knife.


  ‘You can saw the rest of the way down. Then we can slip the skin over his head and the job will be finished.’


  Gradually the skin parted and as it did so, the rest of the hideous cocoon was covered in a network of crisscrossing wrinkles, so that it resembled a length of crumpled leather. ‘I’ll take over now,’ the girl said quietly.


  Andrew watched with horrified fascination as she plunged her hands into the slit and stretched it to its fullest extent He had a glimpse of a wet, pink body, then she said: ‘Catch hold of the loose head-skin,’ and together they eased the cocoon (what else could it be?) over a head, pulled it down and down, until it finally parted company from a pair of feet with a nasty squelching sound. The girl held up the ridged crumpled skin.


  ‘When it’s washed,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘it will make up nicely into a dress for wearing round the house.’


  But Andrew Nesbitt was looking at the figure on the bed. A young man with a mop of black, curling hair, finely formed features and the body of a god. But he was wet and pink. Slimy wet and pink. The girl must have noticed his look of horror, for she laughed softly.


  ‘He won’t always be like that, silly. When I’ve washed him and given him his first feed, he’ll be beautiful. Simply beautiful.’


  ‘Then he ..


  Janet’s eyes were bright and her voice was husky with loving pride. ‘Has just been reborn. We all have to go through this stage, sooner or later.’ She looked at Andrew with a certain, proprietary affection. ‘It will happen to you one day.’


  ‘Are you sure . . .?’ he began, but she smilingly interrupted him.


  ‘Absolutely certain. But don’t worry, when the time comes, we will know. After all, one good turn deserves another. Now . . She began to usher him towards the door. ‘You must go.’


  ‘But. . the apron was off and he was being eased into his overcoat, .. won’t I ever see you again? ’


  ‘Of course.’ The main door was open and the awful landing was waiting. ‘When you need us, we’ll be there. But tomorrow is moving day. We can never stay long in one place - can we? ’


  ‘No, I suppose not.’ He was out on the landing, the door was slowly closing. Her beautiful face smiled, her grey eyes glittered, and her soft voice mocked.


  ‘Thank you for everything. And - oh, yes - a merry Christmas.’


  The door shut. Time snapped back into place.


  ***


  The desk-receptionist looked up as a white-faced Andrew staggered in through the swing-doors. He grinned.


  ‘Been celebrating Christmas, sir? ’


  Andrew grunted.


  ‘Never mind, sir. It only comes once a year.’


  Andrew did not bother to answer, but staggered towards the lift.


  Upstairs, he went into the bedroom and quickly stripped. Then, naked, he walked over to the wardrobe mirror and examined his body with lively interest. His legs were thin and hairy, his belly sagged, his shoulders bowed, and there were pronounced pouches under his eyes. He looked tired, old and ugly. Aloud, he asked the all important question,


  ‘What the bloody hell am I?’


  The Ghouls


  (1975)


  [image: ]



  The doorbell rang. A nasty long shrill ring that suggested an impatient caller or a faulty bell-button. Mr Goldsmith did not receive many visitors. He muttered angrily, removed the saucepan of baked beans from the gas ring, then trudged slowly from the tiny kitchen across the even smaller hall and opened the front door. The bell continued to ring.


  A tall, lean man faced him. One rigid finger seemed glued to the bell-button. The gaunt face had an unwholesome greenish tinge. The black, strangely dull eyes stared into Mr Goldsmith's own and the mouth opened.


  "Oosed o love hore…"


  The shrill clatter of the doorbell mingled with the hoarse gibberish and Mr Goldsmith experienced a blend of fear and anger. He shouted at the unwelcome intruder.


  "Stop ringing the bell."


  "Oosed o love hore…" the stranger repeated.


  "Stop ringing the bloody bell." Mr Goldsmith reached round the door frame and pulled the dirt-grimed hand away. It fell limply down to its owner's side, where it swung slowly back and forth, four fingers clenched, the fifth - the index finger - rigid, as though still seeking a bell-button to push. In the silence that followed, Mr Goldsmith cleared his throat.


  "Now, what is it you want?"


  "Oosed o love hore." The stranger said again unintelligibly, then pushed by Mr Goldsmith and entered the flat.


  "Look here…" The little man ran after the intruder and tried to get in front of him, but the tall, lean figure advanced remorselessly towards the living room, where it flopped down in Mr Goldsmith's favourite armchair and sat looking blankly at a cheap Gauguin print that hung over the fireplace.


  "I don't know what your little game is," Mr Goldsmith was trying hard not to appear afraid, "but if you're not out of here in two minutes flat, I'll have the law around. Do you hear me?"


  The stranger had forgotten to close his mouth. The lower jaw hung down like a lid with a broken hinge. His threadbare, black overcoat was held in place by a solitary, chipped button. A frayed, filthy red scarf was wound tightly round his scrawny neck. He presented a horrible, loathsome appearance. He also smelt.


  ***


  The head came round slowly and Mr Goldsmith saw the eyes were now watery, almost as if they were about to spill over the puffy lids and go streaming down the green-tinted cheeks.


  "Oosed o love hore."


  The voice was a gurgle that began somewhere deep down in the constricted throat and the words seemed to bubble like stew seething in a saucepan.


  "What? What are you talking about?"


  The head twisted from side to side. The loose skin round the neck concertinaed and the hands beat a tattoo on the chair arms.


  "O-o-sed t-o-o l-o-v-e h-o-r-e."


  "Used to live here!" A blast of understanding lit Mr Goldsmith's brain and he felt quite pleased with his interpretative powers. "Well, you don't live here now, so you'll oblige me by getting out."


  The stranger stirred. The legs, clad in a pair of decrepit corduroy trousers, moved back. The hands pressed down on the chair arms, and the tall form rose. He shuffled towards Mr Goldsmith and the stomach-heaving stench came with him. Mr Goldsmith was too petrified to move and could only stare at the approaching horror with fear glazed eyes.


  "Keep away," he whispered. "Touch me and… I'll shout…"


  The face was only a few inches from his own. The hands came up and gripped the lapels of his jacket and with surprising strength, he was gently rocked back and forth. He heard the gurgling rumble; it gradually emerged into speech.


  "Oi… um… dud… Oi… um… dud…"


  Mr Goldsmith stared into the watery eyes and had there been a third person present he might have supposed they were exchanging some mutual confidence.


  "You're… what?"


  The bubbling words came again.


  "Oi… um… dud."


  "You're bloody mad," Mr Goldsmith whispered.


  "Oi… um… dud."


  Mr Goldsmith yelped like a startled puppy and pulling himself free, ran for the front door. He leapt down the stairs, his legs operating by reflex, for there was no room for thought in his fear misted brain.


  Shop fronts slid by; paving stones loomed up, their rectangular shapes painted yellow by lamplight; startled faces drifted into his blurred vision, then disappeared and all the while the bubbling, ill-formed words echoed along the dark corridors of his brain.


  "Oi… urn… dud."


  "Just a moment, sir."


  A powerful hand gripped his arm and he swung round as the impetus of his flight was checked. A burly policeman stared down at him, suspicion peeping out of the small, blue eyes.


  "Now, what's all this, sir. You'll do yourself an injury, running like that."


  Mr Goldsmith fought to regain his breath, eager to impart the vital knowledge. To share the burden.


  "He's… he's dead."


  The grip on his arm tightened.


  "Now, calm yourself. Start from the beginning. Who's dead?"


  "He…" Mr Goldsmith gasped… "he rang the bell, wouldn't take his finger off the button… used to live there… then he sat in my chair… then got up… and told me… he was dead…"


  A heavy silence followed, broken only by the purr of a passing car. The driver cast an interested glance at the spectacle of a little man being held firmly by a large policeman. The arm of the law finally gave utterance.


  "He told you he was dead?"


  "Yes." Mr Goldsmith nodded, relieved to have shared his terrible information with an agent of authority. "He pronounced it dud."


  "A northern corpse, no doubt," the policeman remarked with heavy irony.


  "I don't think so," Mr Goldsmith shook his head. "No, I think his vocal cords are decomposing. He sort of bubbles his words. They… well, ooze out."


  "Ooze out," the constable repeated drily.


  "Yes." Mr Goldsmith remembered another important point.


  "And he smells."


  "Booze?" enquired the policeman.


  "No, a sort of sweet, sour smell. Rather like bad milk and dead roses."


  The second silence lasted a little longer than the first, then the constable sighed deeply:


  "I guess we'd better go along to your place of residence and investigate."


  "Must we?" Mr Goldsmith shuddered and the officer nodded.


  "Yes, we must."


  The front door was still open. The hall light dared Mr Goldsmith to enter and fear lurked in dark corners.


  "Would you," Mr Goldsmith hesitated, for no coward likes to bare his face, "would you go in first?"


  "Right." The constable nodded, squared his shoulders, and entered the flat. Mr Goldsmith found enough courage to advance as far as the doormat.


  "In the living room," he called out. "I left him in the living room. The door on the left."


  The police officer walked ponderously into the room indicated and after a few minutes came out again.


  "No one there," he stated simply.


  "The bedroom." Mr Goldsmith pointed to another door. "He must have gone in there."


  The policeman dutifully inspected the bedroom, the kitchen, then the bathroom before returning to the hall.


  "I think it's quite safe for you to come in," he remarked caustically. "There's no one here - living or dead."


  Mr Goldsmith reoccupied his domain, much like an exiled king remounting his shaky throne.


  "Now," the policeman produced a notebook and ball-point pen, "let's have a description."


  "Pardon?"


  "What did the fellow look like?" the officer asked with heavy patience.


  "Oh. Tall, thin - very thin, his eyes were sort of runny, looked as if they might melt at any time, his hair was black and matted and he was dressed in an overcoat with one button…"


  "Hold on," the officer admonished. "You're going too fast. Button…"


  "It was chipped," Mr Goldsmith added importantly. "And he wore an awful pair of corduroy trousers. And he looked dead. Now I come to think of it, I can't remember him breathing. Yes, I'm certain, he didn't breathe."


  The constable put his notebook away, and took up a stance on the hearthrug.


  "Now, look, Mr…"


  "Goldsmith. Edward. J. Goldsmith."


  "Well, Mr Goldsmith…"


  "The J is for Jeremiah but I never use it."


  "As I was about to say, Mr Goldsmith," the constable wore the expression of a man who was labouring under great strain, "I've seen a fair number of stiffs - I should say, dead bodies -in my time, and not one of them has ever talked. In fact, I'd say you can almost bank on it. They can burp, jerk, sit up, flop, bare their teeth, glare, even clutch when rigor mortis sets in, but never talk."


  "But he said he was." Mr Goldsmith was distressed that this nice, helpful policeman seemed unable to grasp the essential fact. "He said he was dud, and he looked and smelt dead."


  "Ah, well now, that's another matter entirely." The constable looked like Sherlock Holmes, about to astound a dim-witted Watson. "This character you've described sounds to me like old Charlie. A proper old lay-about, sleeps rough and cadges what he can get from hotel kitchens and suchlike. A meths drinker no doubt and long ago lost whatever wits he ever had. I think he came up here for a hand-out. Probably stewed to the gills and lumbered by you when the door was open, intending to doss down in your living room. I'll report this to the station sergeant and we'll get him picked up. No visible means of subsistence, you understand."


  "Thank you." Mr Goldsmith tried to feel relieved. "But…"


  "Don't you worry anymore." The constable moved towards the door. "He won't bother you again. If you are all that worried, I'd have a chain put on your front door, then you can see who's there before you let them in."


  Mr Goldsmith said, "Yes", and it was with a somewhat lighter heart that he accompanied the policeman to the front-door and politely handed him his helmet.


  "A talking dead man!" The constable shook his head and let out a series of explosive chuckles. "Strewth!"


  Mr Goldsmith shut the door with a little bang and stood with his back leaning against its mauve panels. By a very small circle of friends he was considered to be wildly artistic.


  "He was." He spoke aloud. "He was dead. I know it."


  He reheated the baked beans, prepared toast under the grill and opened a tin of mushrooms, then dined in the kitchen.


  The evening passed. The television glared and told him things he did not wish to know; the newspaper shocked him and the gas fire went out. There were no more five penny pieces so he had no option but to go to bed.


  The bed was warm; it was safe, it was soft. If anything dreadful happened he could always hide under the sheets. His book was comforting. It told a story of a beautiful young girl who could have been a famous film star if only she would sleep with a nasty, fat producer, but instead she cut the aspiring mogul down to size, and married her childhood sweetheart who earned twenty pounds a week in the local bank. Mr Goldsmith derived much satisfaction from this happy state of affairs and, placing the book under his pillow, turned out the light and prepared to enter the land of dreams.


  He almost got there.


  His heart slowed down its heat. His brain flashed messages along the intricate network of nerves and contented itself all was well, although the stomach put in a formal complaint regarding the baked beans. It then began to shut off his five senses, before opening the strong-room where the fantasy treasures were stored. Then his ears detected a sound and his brain instantly ordered all senses on the alert.


  Mr Goldsmith sat up and vainly fumbled for the light switch, while a series of futile denials tripped off his tongue.


  "No… no… no…"


  The wardrobe doors were opening. It was a nice, big wardrobe, fitted with two mirror doors and Mr Goldsmith watched the gleaming surfaces flash as they parted. A dark shape emerged from the bowels of the wardrobe; a tall, lean, slow-moving figure. Mr Goldsmith would have screamed, had such a vocal action been possible, but his throat was dry and constricted and he could only manage a few croaking sounds. The dark figure shuffled towards the bed, poised for a moment like a tree about to fall, then twisted round and sat down. Mr Goldsmith's afflicted throat permitted a whimpering sound as the long shape swung its legs up and lay down beside him. He could not see very well but he could smell and he could also hear. The strangled words bubbled up through the gloom.


  "Oo… broot… cupper… Oi… hote… cuppers…"


  They lay side by side for a little while, Mr Goldsmith's whimpers merging with the bubbling lament.


  "Oo… broot cupper… Oi… um… dud… hote… cuppers… oll… cuppers… stunk…"


  Mr Goldsmith dared to toy with the idea of movement. He longed to put distance between himself and whatever lay bubbling on the bed. His hand moved prior to pulling back the bedclothes. Instantly cold fingers gripped his wrist, then slid down to his palm to grasp his hand.


  "Oi… um… dud…"


  "Not again," Mr Goldsmith pleaded. "Not again."


  Minutes passed. Mr Goldsmith tried to disengage his hand from the moist, cold grip, but it only tightened. Eventually, the form stirred and to Mr Goldsmith's horror, sat up and began to grope around with its free hand. The light shattered the gloom, chasing the shadows into obscure corners and Mr Goldsmith found himself looking at that which he did not wish to see.


  The face had taken on a deeper tinge of green; the eyes were possibly more watery and seemed on the point of dribbling down the cheeks. The mouth was a gaping hole where the black tongue writhed like a flattened worm. The bubbling sound cascaded up the windpipe with the threatening roar of a worn out geyser.


  "G-oot dr-oosed…"


  The figure swung its legs off the bed and began to move towards the fireplace, still retaining its icy grip on Mr Goldsmith's hand, and forcing him to wriggle through the bedclothes and go stumbling after it. Over the mantelpiece was an old brass-handled naval cutlass, picked up for thirty shillings, back in the days when Mr Goldsmith had first read The Three Musketeers. This, the creature laboriously removed from its hooks and turning slowly, raised it high above the terrified little man's head. The bubbling sound built up and repeated the earlier order.


  "G-oot dr-oosed…"


  Mr Goldsmith got dressed.


  They walked down the empty street, hand-in-hand, looking at times like a father dragging his reluctant son to school. Mr Goldsmith hungered for the merest glimpse of his friend the policeman, but the creature seemed to know all the back streets and alleys, pulling its victim through gaping holes in fences, taking advantage of every shadow, every dark corner. This, Mr Goldsmith told himself in the brief periods when he was capable of coherent thought, was the instinct of an alley cat, the automatic reflexes of a fox. The creature was making for its hole and taking its prey with it.


  They were in the dock area. Black, soot-grimed buildings reached up to a murky sky. Cobbled alleys ran under railway arches, skirted grim-faced warehouses, and terminated in litter-ridden wastelands cleared by Hitler's bombs, thirty years before. Mr Goldsmith stumbled over uneven mounds crowned with sparse, rusty grass. He even fell down a hole, only to be promptly dragged out as the creatures advanced with the ponderous, irresistible momentum of a Sherman tank.


  The ground sloped towards a passage running between the remnants of brick walls. Presently there was a ceiling to which morsels of plaster still clung. Then the smell of burning wood -and a strange new stench of corruption.


  They were in what had once been the cellar of a large warehouse. The main buildings had been gutted and their skeletons removed, but the roots, too far down to be affected by flame or bomb, still remained. The walls wept rivulets of moisture, the ceiling sagged, the floor was an uneven carpet of cracked cement, but to all intents, the cellar existed. An ancient bath stood on two spaced rows of bricks. Holes had been pierced in its rusty flanks, and it now held a pile of burning wood. Flame tinted smoke made the place look like some forgotten inferno; it drifted up to the ceiling and coiled lazily round the black beams like torpid snakes looking for darkness. A number of hurricane lamps hung from beams and walls, so that once again Mr Goldsmith was forced to look at that which he would rather have not seen.


  They were crouched in a large circle round the fire, dressed in an assortment of old clothes, with green tinted faces and watery eyes, gaping mouths and rigid fingers. Mr Goldsmith's companion quelled any lingering doubts he might have had with the simplicity of a sledgehammer cracking a walnut.


  "Oll… dud… oll… dud…"


  "What's all this then?"


  Two men stood behind Mr Goldsmith and his companion. One was a tall, hulking fellow and the other a little runt of a man with the face of a crafty weasel. It was he who had spoken. He surveyed Mr Goldsmith with a look of profound astonishment, then glared at the creature.


  "Where the hell did you find him?"


  The bubbling voice tried to explain.


  "Ooosed o love thore…"


  "You bloody stupid git." The little man began to pummel the creature about the stomach and chest and it retreated, the bubbling voice rising to a scream, like a steam kettle under full pressure.


  "Oosed o love thore… broot cupper…"


  The little man ceased his punitive operations and turned an anxious face towards his companion.


  '"Ere what's all this, then? Did 'e say copper? His Nibs won't like that. Don't get the law worked up, 'e said."


  The big man spoke slowly, his sole concern to calm his friend.


  "Don't carry on, Maurice. Old Charlie's about 'ad it, ain't 'e? 'E'll be dropping apart soon if they don't get 'im mended and varnished up. The old brainbox must be in an 'ell of a state."


  But Maurice would not be comforted. He turned to Mr Goldsmith and gripped his coat front.


  "Did you bring the law in? You call a copper?"


  "I certainly summoned a police officer, when this," Mr Goldsmith hesitated, "when this… person, refused to leave my flat."


  ***


  "Cor strike a light." Maurice raised his eyes ceilingward. '"E calls a copper a police officer! Respectable as Sunday dinner. Probably got a trouble and strife who'll scream to 'igh 'eavens when 'er little wandering boy don't come 'ome for his milk and bickies."


  "You married?" the big man asked and Mr Goldsmith, inspired by the wish to pacify his captors, shook his head.


  "Live alone, aye?" The big man chuckled. "Thought so. Recognize the type. Keep yer 'air on, Maurice, he'll be just another missing person. The DPs will handle it."


  "Yeah, Harry." Maurice nodded and released Mr Goldsmith. "You're right. We'd better tie 'im up somewhere until His Nibs gets 'ere. He'll decide what to do with 'im."


  Harry produced a length of rope and Mr Goldsmith meekly allowed himself to be tied up, while "Charlie", for such it appeared was the creature's name, kept nudging Maurice's arm.


  "Urn… woont… meethy…"


  "You don't deserve any methy." Maurice pushed the terrible figure to one side. "Making a bugger-up like this."


  "Meethy…" Charlie repeated, "um… woont… meethy…"


  "Bit of a waste of the blue stuff," Maurice remarked drily. '"E's coming apart at the seams. Let me bash 'is 'ead in."


  "Naw." Maurice shook his head. "'Is Nibs don't like us taking liberties with units. Besides the new repairing and varnishing machine can do wonders with 'em. "E'd better have 'is ration with the rest."


  Mr Goldsmith, suitably bound, was dumped into a corner where he soon witnessed a scene that surpassed all the horror that had ridden on his shoulders since Charlie had rung his doorbell.


  Harry came out of a cubby hole bearing a large saucepan with no handle. Maurice followed with a chipped mug. At once there was a grotesque stirring round the nightmare circle; legs moved, arms waved, mouths opened in the familiar bubbling speech and raucous cries. Placing the saucepan on a rickety table, Maurice began to call out in a high pitched voice.


  "Methy… come on then… methy, methy, methy…"


  There was a scrambling and scuffling, a united, bubbling, gurgling, raucous scream, and the entire pack came lumbering forward, pushing the feeble to one side, clawing in their determination to reach the enamel saucepan and the chipped mug. One scarecrow figure, clad in the remnants of an old army overcoat, fell or was pushed and landed with a resounding crash a few yards from Mr Goldsmith. When he tried to rise, his left leg crumbled under him and the horrified spectator saw the jagged end of a thigh bone jutting out from a tear in threadbare trousers. There was no expression of pain on the green-tinted face but whatever spark of intelligence that still flickered in the brain finally prompted the creature to crawl over the uneven ground until it reached the table. Maurice looked down and kicked the writhing figure over on to its back. It lay howling in protest, like an up-turned beetle, legs and arms flailing helplessly.


  The chipped mug was dipped into the saucepan, a quarter filled with some blue liquid, then presented to the nearest gaping mouth. A green-tinted, wrinkled neck convulsed, then the mug was snatched away to be filled for the next consumer. Harry pulled the "fed one" to one side, then gave it a shove that sent the bundle of skin-wrapped bones lurching across the floor. Whatever the liquid was that came out of the saucepan, its effect on the receiver was little short of miraculous. All straightened up; some danced in a revolting, flopping, jumping movement. One creature did six knee-bends before its right knee made an ominous cracking sound. Another began clapping its hands and Maurice called out, "Cut that out," but his warning came too late. One hand fell off and landed on the floor with a nasty, soft thud. Mr Goldsmith's stomach was considering violent action when Harry sauntered over and pointed to the offending item.


  "Pick that up," he ordered.


  The creature, still trying to clap with one hand, gazed at the big man with blank, watery eyes.


  "Glop… glop," it bubbled.


  "Never mind the glop-glop business. Pick the bloody thing up. I'm not 'aving you leave yer bits and pieces about. I'm telling yer for the last time - pick it up."


  He raised a clenched fist and the creature bent down and took hold of its late appendage.


  "Now put it in the bin," Harry instructed, pointing to an empty oil drum by the far wall. "You lot might be bone idle, but yer not going to be dead lazy."


  Harry then turned to Maurice, who was completing his culinary duties.


  "This lot's dead useless, Maurice. They're falling to bits. If this goes on, all we'll 'ave is a load of wriggling torsos. You've put too much EH471 in that stuff."


  "Balls." Maurice cuffed a too eager consumer, who promptly retreated with one ear suspended by a strand of skin. "We can do some running repairs, can't we? A bit of tape, a few slats of wood, a few brooms. You carry on like a nun in a brothel."


  "Well, so long as you explain the breakages to 'Is Nibs, it's all right with me," Harry stated, kicking a wizened little horror that was trying to turn a somersault on one hand and half an arm. "What's 'e hope to do with this lot?"


  "Search me," Maurice shrugged. "Probably carve 'em up. 'E could take a leg from one, an arm from another, swop a few spare parts, and get 'imself a few working models."


  Mr Goldsmith had for some time been aware that some of the more antiquated models were displaying an unhealthy interest in his person. One, who appeared to have a faulty leg, shuffled over and examined the little man's lower members with a certain air of deliberation. A rigid forefinger poked his trouser leg, then the creature whose vocal cords seemed to be in better working order than Charlie's, croaked: "Good… good."


  "Go away," Mr Goldsmith ordered, wriggling his legs frantically. "Shush, push off."


  The creature pulled his trouser leg up and stared at the plump white flesh, like a cannibal viewing the week-end joint. He dribbled.


  "Maurice - Harry." A sharp voice rang out. "What is the meaning of this? Get the units lined up at once."


  It could have been the voice of a sergeant-major admonishing two slack NCOs; or a managing-director who has walked in on an office love-in. Maurice and Harry began to shout, pulling their charges into a rough file, pushing, swearing, punching, occasionally kicking the fragile units. His own particular tormentor was seized by the scruff of the neck and sent hurling towards the ragged line, that drooped, reeled, gurgled and bubbled in turn.


  "Careful, man," the voice barked, "units cost money. Repairs take time."


  "Sir." Maurice froze to a momentary attitude of attention, then went on with his marshalling activity with renewed, if somewhat subdued energy.


  "Get into line, you dozy lot. Chests out, chins in, those who 'ave 'ands, down to yer flipping sides. Harry, a couple of brooms for that basket, three from the end. If 'e falls down, 'is bleeding 'ead will come off."


  For the first time Mr Goldsmith had the opportunity to examine the newcomer. He saw a mild looking, middle-aged man, in a black jacket and pin-striped trousers. Glossy bowler hat, horn-rimmed spectacles and a brief case, completed the cartoonist conception of a civil servant. Maurice marched up to this personage and swung up a rather ragged salute.


  "Units lined up and ready for your inspection, sir."


  "Very well." His Nibs, for such Mr Goldsmith assumed him to be, handed his brief case to Harry, then began to walk slowly along the file, scrutinizing each unit in turn.


  "Maurice, why has this man got a hand missing?"


  "Clapping, sir. The bleeder… beg pardon, the unit got carried away after methy, sir. Sort of came off in his 'and, sir."


  His Nibs frowned.


  "This is rank carelessness, Maurice. I have stressed time and time again, special attention must be paid to component parts at all times. Spare hands are hard to come by and it may become necessary to scrap this unit altogether. Don't let me have to mention this matter again."


  "Sir."


  His Nibs passed a few more units without comment, then stopped at the man whose ear still dangled by a single thread. He made a tut-tutting sound.


  "Look at this, Maurice. This unit is a disgrace. For heaven's sake get him patched up. What HQ would say if they saw this sort of thing, I dare not think."


  "Sir." Maurice turned his head and barked at Harry over one shoulder. "Take this unit and put his lughole back on with a strip of tape."


  When His Nibs reached the unit propped up on two brooms, he fairly exploded.


  "This is outrageous. Really, Maurice, words fail me. How you could allow a unit to come on parade in this condition, is beyond my comprehension."


  "Beg pardon, sir, it fell over, sir."


  "Look at it," His Nibs went on, ignoring the interruption. "The neck's broken." He touched the head and it wobbled most alarmingly. "The eyeballs are a disgrace, half an arm is missing, one leg is as about as useful as a woollen vest at a nudist picnic, and one foot is back to front."


  Maurice glared at the unfortunate unit who was doing his best to bubble-talk. His Nibs sighed deeply.


  "There is little point in berating the unit now, Maurice. The damage is done. We'll have to salvage what we can and the rest had better go into the scrap-bin."


  Having completed his inspection, His Nibs turned and almost by chance his gaze alighted on Mr Goldsmith.


  "Maurice, what is this unit doing tied up?"


  "Beg pardon, sir, but this ain't no unit, sir. It's a consumer that Charlie Unit brought in by error, sir."


  ***


  His Nibs took off his spectacles, wiped them carefully on a black edged handkerchief, then replaced them.


  "Let me get this clear, Maurice. Am I to understand that this is a live consumer? An actual, Mark one, flesh and blood citizen? In fact, not to mince words - a voter?"


  "Yes, sir. A proper old Sunday-dinner-eater, go-to-Churcher, and take-a-bath-every-dayer, sir."


  "And how, may I ask, did this unfortunate mistake occur?"


  "Sent Charlie Unit out with a resurrection party, sir. Wandered off on his own; sort of remembered a place where 'e used to live, found this geezer - beg pardon, sir - this consumer, and brought 'im back 'ere, sir."


  "Amazing!" His Nibs examined Mr Goldsmith with great care. "A bit of luck, really. I mean, he'll need no repairs and with care he'll be ready for a Mark IV MB in no time at all."


  "That's what I thought, sir." Maurice smirked and looked at Mr Goldsmith with great satisfaction. "Might start a new line, sir. Bring 'em back alive."


  "That's the next stage." His Nibs took his brief case from Harry. "In the meanwhile you had better untie him and I'll take him down to the office."


  The office was situated through the cubby hole and down twelve steps. It was surprisingly comfortable. A thick carpet covered the floor, orange wallpaper hid the walls and His Nibs seated himself behind a large, mahogany desk.


  "Take a seat, my dear fellow," he invited, "I expect you'd like a cup of tea after your ordeal."


  Mr Goldsmith collapsed into a chair and nodded. The power of speech would return later, of that he felt certain. His Nibs picked up a telephone receiver.


  "Tea for two," he ordered, "and not too strong. Yes, and some digestive biscuits. You'll find them filed under pending."


  He replaced the receiver and beamed at Mr Goldsmith.


  "Now, I expect you're wondering what this is all about. Probably got ideas that something nasty is taking place, eh?"


  Mr Goldsmith could only nod.


  "Then I am delighted to put your mind at rest. Nothing illegal is taking place here. This, my dear chap, is a government department."


  Mr Goldsmith gurgled.


  "Yes," His Nibs went on, "a properly constituted government department, sired by the Ministry of Health, and complete with staff, filing cabinets and teacups. When I tell you this project sprang from the brain of a certain occupier of a certain house, situated in a certain street, not far from the gasworks at Westminster, I am certain that whatever doubts you may have entertained will be instantly dispelled."


  Mr Goldsmith made a sound that resembled an expiring bicycle tyre.


  "I expect," His Nibs enquired, "you are asking yourself- why?"


  Mr Goldsmith groaned.


  "The answer to your intelligent question, can be summed up in two words. Industrial strife. Until recently there was a dire labour shortage, and the great man to whom I referred was bedevilled by wage claims, strikes and rude men in cloth caps who would never take no for an answer. Then one night over his bedtime cup of cocoa, the idea came to him. The idea! Nay, the mental earthquake."


  The door opened and a blonde vision came in, carrying a tea tray. The vision had long blonde hair and wore a neat tailored suit with brass buttons. Mr Goldsmith said: "Cor."


  "Ah, Myna and the cup that cheers," announced His Nibs with heavy joviality. "Put it down on the desk, my dear. Did you warm the pot?"


  "Yes, sir." Myna smiled and put her tray down.


  "Have the national intake figures come through yet?" His Nibs enquired.


  "Yes, sir."


  "And?"


  "Three thousand, nine hundred and thirty four."


  "Capital, capital." His Nibs rubbed his hands together in satisfaction, then aimed a slap at Myna's bottom which happened to be conveniently to hand. The after effect was alarming.


  Myna jerked, stiffened her fingers, opened her mouth and bubbled three words.


  "Oi… urn… dud…"


  "Excuse me," His Nibs apologized to Mr Goldsmith, "Merely a technical hitch."


  Rising quickly, he hurried round to Myna's front and twisted two brass buttons. The fingers relaxed, the eyes lit up and the mouth closed.


  "Anything else, sir?" she enquired.


  "No thank you, my dear," His Nibs smiled genially, "not for the time being."


  Myna went out and His Nibs returned to his desk.


  "Latest streamlined model," he confided, "fitted with the Mark IV computer brain, but one has to be jolly careful. Slightest pat in the wrong place and puff - the damn thing goes haywire. Now where was I? Oh, yes. The great idea."


  He leant forward and pointed a finger at Mr Goldsmith.


  "Do you know how many living people there are in Britain today?"


  "Ah - ah…" Mr Goldsmith began.


  "Precisely," His Nibs sat back, "Sixty-two million, take or lose a million. Sixty-two million actual or potential voters. Sixty-two million consumers, government destroyers and trade unionists. Now, what about the others?"


  "Others," echoed Mr Goldsmith.


  "Ah, you've got the point. The dead. The wastage, the unused. One person in two thousand dies every twenty-four hours. That makes 30,000 bucket kickers a day, 3,000,000 a year. One man, and one man only, saw the potential. Sitting there in his terrace house, drinking his cocoa and watching television, it came to him in a flash. Why not use the dead?"


  "Use the dead," Mr Goldsmith agreed.


  "Taking up valuable building space." His Nibs was becoming quite heated, "Rotting away at the state's expense, using up marble and stonemason's time, and not paying a penny in taxes. He knew what had to be done. How to get down to the 'bones' of the matter."


  For a while His Nibs appeared to be lost in thought. Mr Goldsmith stared at a slogan that had been painted in black letters on the opposite wall


  WASTE NOT - WANT NOT



  "First we imported a few voodoo experts from the West Indies. After all, they had been turning out zombies for centuries. But we had to improve on their technique of course. I mean to say, we couldn't have them dancing round a fire, dressed up in loincloths and slitting cockerels' throats. So our chaps finally came up with methy. Ministry Everlasting Topside Hardened Youth. No one knows what it means of course, but that is all to the good. If some of Them from the other side got hold of the formula, I shudder to think what might happen. The basis is methylated spirit - we found that pickled fairly well -then there's R245 and a small amount of E294 and most important, 25 per cent EH471 with 20 per cent HW741 to cancel it out. You do follow me?"


  ***


  Mr Goldsmith shook his head, then fearful of giving offence, nodded violently.


  "You have keen perception," His Nibs smiled. "It makes a nice change to talk to a consumer of the lower-middle class who does not confuse the issue by asking embarrassing questions. The latest stage is the Mark IV Mechanical Brain. After the unit has been repaired, decoked, and sealed with our all-purpose invisible varnish the nasty old, meddling brain is removed and Dr You-Know-Who inserts his M. IV M. B., which does what it's told and no nonsense. No trade unions, no wage claims - no wages, in fact - no holidays, no food. Give 'em a couple of cups of methy a day and they're good for years. Get the idea?"


  Mr Goldsmith found his voice.


  "Who employs them?"


  "Who doesn't?" His Nibs chuckled, then lowered his voice to a confidential whisper.


  "Keep this under your hat, but you may remember a certain very large house situated at the end of the Mall, which had rather a lot of problems over the housekeeping bills."


  Mr Goldsmith turned pale.


  "Not any more. All the lower servants were elevated from the churchyard, and some of the senior go out through one door and come back in through another, if you get my meaning. In fact there has been a suggestion… Well, never mind, that is still but a thought running round in a cabinet.


  "Now, what are we going to do about you?"


  Mr Goldsmith stared hopefully at his questioner. He dared to put forward a suggestion.


  "I could go home."


  His Nibs smilingly shook his head.


  "I fear not. You've seen too much and thanks to my flapping tongue, heard too much. No, I think we'd better give you the treatment. A nice little street accident should fill the bill. You wouldn't fancy walking under a moving bus, I suppose?"


  Mr Goldsmith displayed all the symptoms of extreme reluctance.


  "You're sure? Pity. Never mind, Harry can simulate these things rather well. A broken neck, compound fracture of both legs; nothing we can't fix later on, then a tip-top funeral at government expense and the certainty of life after death. How's that sound?'


  Mr Goldsmith gulped and started a passionate love affair with the door.


  "I can see you are moved," His Nibs chuckled. "You've gone quite pale with joy. I envy you, you know. It's not all of us who can serve our country. Remember: 'They also serve who only lie and rotticate.' Ha… ha… ha…"


  His Nibs roared with uncontrollable merriment and lifted the receiver of his desk telephone.


  "Myna, be a good girl and get Harry on the intercom. What! Tea break! We'll have none of that nonsense here. Tell him to get down here in two minutes flat, or I'll have him fitted with a M. IV MB before he can put water to teabag."


  He slammed the receiver down and glared at Mr Goldsmith.


  "Teabreak! I promise you, in five years time there'll be no more tea breaks or dinner breaks, or three weeks holiday with pay. We'll teach 'em."


  The door opened and Harry all but ran into the office.


  He stamped his feet, stood rigidly to attention and swung up a salute.


  "Resurrection Operator Harry Briggs reporting, sir."


  His Nibs calmed down, wiped his brow on the black-edged handkerchief and reverted to his normal, precise manner of speech.


  "Right, Harry, stand easy. This consumer is to be converted into a unit. I thought something in the line of a nice, tidy street accident. He won't be a missing person then, see. What are your suggestions?"


  "Permission to examine the consumer, sir?"


  His Nibs waved a languid hand.


  "Help yourself, Harry."


  Harry came over to Mr Goldsmith and tilted his head forward so that his neck was bared.


  "A couple of nifty chops should break his neck, sir, and I could rough his face up a bit - bash it against the wall. Then, with your permission, sir, run a ten-ton truck over his stomach - won't do 'is guts much good but 'e won't be needing 'em."


  "Methy," His Nibs explained to Mr Goldsmith, "works through the nervous system. The stomach is surplus to requirements."


  "Then I thought a couple of swipes with an iron bar about 'ere." Harry pointed to Mr Goldsmith's trembling thighs. "And 'ere." He indicated a spot above the ankles. "Won't do to touch the knee caps, seeing as 'ow they're 'ard to replace."


  "You'll have no trouble with repairs afterwards?" His Nibs enquired.


  "Gawd bless us, no, sir. A couple of rivets in the neck, a bit of patching up here and there. We'll have to replace the eyes. They gets a bit runny after a bit. Otherwise, 'e'll make a first class unit, such as you can be proud of, sir."


  "Very creditable." His Nibs beamed his approval. "You'd better fill in an LD142 and lay on transport to transfer the, eh… unit to the accident point. Let me see…" He consulted a desk diary. "Today's Wednesday - coroner's inquest on Friday - yes, we can fit the funeral in next Tuesday."


  "Tuesday, sir," Harry nodded.


  "Then your resurrection units can get cracking Tuesday night. No point in letting things rot, eh?"


  His Nibs roared again and Harry permitted himself a respectful titter.


  "Well, my dear chap," His Nibs said to Mr Goldsmith. "This time next week you should be doing something useful."


  "Where were you thinking of fitting 'im in, sir?" Harry enquired.


  "We'll start him off as a porter at Waterloo Station. The railway union have a wage claim in the pipeline and one more non-industrial action vote will do no harm. Right, Harry, take him away."


  Fear may make cowards; it can also transform a coward into a man of action. The sight of Harry's large hand descending on to his neck triggered off a series of reflexes in Mr Goldsmith which culminated in him leaping from his chair and racing for the door. His behaviour up to that moment had been co-operative, so both His Nibs and Harry were taken by surprise and for three precious moments could only stare after him with speechless astonishment. Meanwhile, Mr Goldsmith was through the door and passing Myna, who presumably had not been programmed for such an emergency, for she sat behind her desk, typing away serenely, ignoring Harry's bellows of rage. But they spurred the little man to greater efforts and he mounted the stairs with the determination of an Olympic hurdler chasing a gold medal. He burst into the cellar, by-passing the recumbent units and was on his way to the exit before a startled Maurice had been galvanized into action.


  He was like a rabbit chased by two blood-thirsty hounds, when he pounded up the ramp and came to the waste ground. A sickly moon played hide and seek from behind scudding clouds and a black cat screamed its fear and rage, as he went stumbling over mounds and potholes, discarded tins clattering before his blundering feet. They were about twenty feet behind, silent now, for the unmentionable was heading for the domain of the commonplace and their business must be done in shadows without sound or word.


  Mr Goldsmith crossed a cobbled road, galloped under a railway arch and stumbled into a narrow alley. A convenient hole in a fence presented itself; he squeezed through just before running footsteps rounded the nearest corner. They came to a halt only a few paces from his hiding place. Maurice's voice was that of a weasel deprived of a supper.


  "The little bleeder's got away."


  "Won't get far," Harry comforted.


  "Better get back," Maurice admitted reluctantly. "His Nibs will have to notify a DPC."


  The footsteps shuffled, then retreated and Mr Goldsmith dared to breathe again. He emerged from his hole and began to trudge wearily down the alley. He wandered for a long time, completely lost, shying from shadows, running before a barking dog, adrift in a nightmare. He came out into a small square and there on the far side, its steeple reaching up towards the moon, was a church. The doors were tight shut, but the building evoked childhood memories, and he knelt on the steps, crying softly, like a child locked out by thoughtless parents.


  Heavy footsteps made him start and he rose quickly, before casting a terrified glance along the moonlit pavement. A tall, burly figure was moving towards him with all the majesty of a frigate under full sail. His silver buttons gleamed like stars in a velvet sky. His badge shone like a beacon of hope. Mr Goldsmith gave a cry of joy and ran towards his protector. He gripped the great, coarse hands; he thrust his face against the blue tunic and sobbed with pure relief.


  "Now, what's all this?" the officer enquired. "Not more dead men that talk?"


  "Hundreds of them." Mr Goldsmith stammered in his effort to be believed. "They are emptying the churchyards. You've got to stop them."


  "There, there. You leave it all to me, sir. Just come along to the station and we'll get it all down in a statement."


  "Yes… yes." Mr Goldsmith perceived the sanity in such an arrangement. "Yes, I… I will make a statement. Then you'll lock me up, won't you? So they can't reach me?"


  "Anything you say," the constable agreed. "We'll lock you up so well, no one will ever be able to reach you again. Come along now."


  They moved away from the locked church with Mr Goldsmith pouring out a torrent of words. The policeman was a good listener and encouraged him with an occasional: "Beyond belief, sir… You don't say so, sir… It only goes to show… Truth is stranger than fiction."


  Mr Goldsmith agreed that it was, but a disturbing factor had caused a cold shiver to mar his newly acquired sense of well-being.


  "Why are we going down this alley?"


  "A short cut, sir," the constable replied. "No sense in tiring ourselves with a long walk."


  "Oh." Mr Goldsmith snatched at this piece of logic like a condemned man at the rope which is to hang him. "Is the station far?"


  "A mere stone's throw, sir. A last, few steps, you might say."


  They progressed the length of the passage, then turned a corner. The officer trod on an upturned dustbin lid and promptly swore. "Damned careless of someone. You might have broken your neck, sir."


  "This is the way I came," Mr Goldsmith stated and the policeman's grip tightened.


  "Is it now, sir? Sort of retracing your footsteps."


  Hope was sliding down a steep ramp as Mr Goldsmith started to struggle. "You…" But the grip on his arm was a band of steel. He clawed at the blue tunic and twisted a silver button. The bubbling words came from a long way off.


  "Oi… um… dud…"


  The moon peeped coyly from behind a cloud and watched a burly, but dead policeman drag a struggling little man towards eternity.


  The Ghost Who Limped


  (1975)
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  Mother said Brian was not to play with matches and of course he did, setting light to the old summerhouse, so that Father had to put the fire out with the garden hose.


  Father maintained that Brian should be spanked but Mother would not let him, stating with cool simplicity, that words were more powerful than blows.


  “That’s all very well,” Father grumbled, “but one day...”


  “He’s only seven,” Mother pointed out, “and we must reason with him. It’s not as though any real damage was done.”


  Julia went out to look at the summerhouse, and truly the damage was negligible. The doorsteps were slightly scorched, but this added to the old-world, time-beaten appearance of the ancient building.


  When she came back to the house, Mother was explaining to Brian the virtues and evils of fire.


  “The fire keeps us warm; it cooks our food and is nice to look at.”


  “Makes pretty pictures,” Brian stated, “lots of mountains and valleys.”


  “Yes,” Mother agreed, “and therefore fire is a good friend, but when you set light to the summerhouse, then it was a bad enemy. You—all of us could have been burned to death.”


  “Death... death,” Brian repeated the words with some satisfaction. “What is death?”


  Mother frowned, then proceeded to choose her words with care.


  “The body... your arms and legs become still, and you can’t use your body any more. You... become like Mr. Miss-One.”


  Brian grinned with impish delight.


  “I’d like to be Mr. Miss-One.”


  Mother took the small boy into her arms and shook her beautiful head, so that the fair curls danced like corn in sunlight.


  “No, my darling. No. You wouldn’t like being Mr. Miss-One.”


  Julia came down late for dinner for she had fallen asleep in her room, and dreamed a strange dream. It seemed that she had been in the drawing room when Mr. Miss-One entered. He had limped across the room and sunk down beside her on the sofa; and for the first time, he seemed to know she was present. He stared straight at her and looked so very, very sad, that when she awoke, tears were rolling down her cheeks.


  “You look pale,” Mother remarked, “and your eyes are red. I hope you aren’t sickening for something.”


  Julia said: “No,” then seated herself opposite Brian, who made a face and poked his tongue out.


  “Behave yourself,” Father warned, “and, Julia, you’re not to tease him.”


  “I didn’t...” Julia began to protest but Mother said, “You’re not to answer your father back.”


  She hung her head and fought back the scalding tears. The terrible injustice was a burning pain and she felt shut out—unwanted. Brian was a child, a doll for her parents to pet; she was sixteen, tall, awkward, not particularly pretty, which meant being unloved, isolated, scolded—who knows, perhaps hated.


  “Julia, sit up,” Mother continued with a sharp voice, “don’t slouch. Heavens above, when I was your age, I was as straight as a larch. Really, I can’t imagine who you take after.”


  “Listen to your mother,” Father ordered, smiling at Brian, whose mouth was smeared with custard “She is talking for your own good.”


  They might have been talking to a stranger or casting words at a statue. Her very presence, every action, provoked a series of stock phrases. She moved in her chair.


  “Don’t fidget,” Mother snapped.


  “For heaven’s sake, sit still,” said Father.


  Julia got up and ran from the room.


  “Oh, no,” Mother exclaimed, “not another fit of the sulks!”


  “She’ll get over it,” Father pronounced.


  The garden dozed under the afternoon sun, while bees and bluebottles hummed with contentment in the heat. Julia lay back in a deck chair and basked in a lake of misery, wallowing in the melancholy stream of her self-pity.


  “I wish I could die. Death is like a beautiful woman in a gray robe who closes our eyes with gentle fingers, then wipes the slate of memory clean.”


  She decided this was a noble thought, and really she was quite definitely a genius, which explained why everyone was so unkind.


  “I am different,” she told herself, and at once felt much more cheerful. “I think on a much higher plane. Mother is so stupid, afraid to smile in case she makes a line on her face, and as for Father... he’s an echo, a nothing. Brian is a horrible, spoiled little beast. But I’m—I’m a genius.”


  Having reached this satisfactory conclusion, she was about to rise when Mr. Miss-One entered the garden. He was carrying a hoe and, walking over to one of the flower-beds, he began to turn the soil, or rather gave the appearance of doing so, for Julia knew that not even a single stone would be disturbed. She crept up to him like a puppy approaching its master, uncertain of its reception. She stopped some three feet from him and sank down on the grass, gazing up into his face.


  He was so beautiful. There was no other word to describe that kind, sensitive face. Mother was always a little frightened of Mr. Miss-One, saying that though he appeared harmless, nevertheless, he wasn’t natural. Father regarded him in much the same way, as if he were a stray cat that refused to be dislodged.


  “We must be mad to live in a house with a bally ghost,” he had once protested. “Never know when the damned thing is going to pop up.”


  This attitude, of course, only confirmed their mundane, unimaginative outlook, and showed up Julia’s exceptional powers of perception. Mr. Miss-One was beautiful, kind, and must have been, long ago, a remarkable person. Julia had no evidence to support this theory for Mr. Miss-One never spoke, was apparently oblivious of their presence, and only performed little, non-productive chores, strolling aimlessly through the house or garden. Furthermore, Mr. Miss-One was not young, possibly as old as Julia’s father, for his black hair was flecked with gray and there were tired lines around his eyes and mouth. But these signs of age enhanced his beauty, making him a strange, exciting figure, combining the attributes of father and lover. Now he stood upright, leaning upon the hoe, and stared thoughtfully back at the house.


  “Mr. Miss-One,” Julia whispered, “who are you? I want to know so much. How long ago did you live? When did you die? And why do you haunt the house and garden? Haunt! That’s a funny word. It sounds frightening, and you don’t frighten me at all.”


  Mr. Miss-One returned to his work and continued to turn soil that never moved.


  “Father says you don’t exist, but are only a time image of someone who lived here years and years ago. That’s nonsense. I could not fall in love with a shadow or dream about a patch of colored air.”


  “Julia.” Mother was standing in the doorway and her voice held an angry, fearful tone. “Julia, come here at once.”


  Reluctantly she rose and left Mr. Miss-One to his ghostly gardening, willing herself not to look back. Mother slapped her bare arm, a punishment that had been applied in childhood.


  “I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, you’re not to go near that—that thing. It’s not healthy. It ought to be exercised or something.”


  “Exorcised,” Julia corrected.


  “And don’t answer me back. I think sometimes, you’re a little mad. Go to your room and don’t come down until I say so.”


  From her bedroom window, Julia watched Mr. Miss-One. He was pushing a ghostly lawnmower over the lawn, limping laboriously in its wake, seemingly oblivious that no grass leaped into the box, that the whirling blades made no sound.


  “I expect he was killed in a war,” Julia thought as he disappeared behind a rhododendron bush. She waited for him to reappear but the garden remained empty, and when, presently, the setting sun sent long tree shadows across the grass, she knew, for the time being at least, the play was over.


  “I thought we might run down to the coast today,” Father announced over the breakfast table.


  “Good idea.” Mother nodded her agreement. “Julia, sit up, child, don’t slouch.”


  “Listen to your mother,” Father advised. “Yes, a breath of sea air will do us all good. Brian will enjoy it, won’t you old fellow?”


  “Yes.” Brian nodded vigorously. “Throw stones at seagulls.”


  Both fond parents laughed softly and Mother admonished gently, “You mustn’t throw stones at dickybirds.”


  “Why?”


  “Because…” For once Mother seemed lost for an explanation and it was left to Father to express an opinion.


  “Because it’s not nice.”


  “We won’t go,” Julia thought. “We never go. Something will happen to stop us.”


  But preparations went on after breakfast. Mother packed a hamper and Brian produced a colored bucket and wooden spade from the attic, while Julia was instructed to brighten up and look cheerful for a change.


  “Maybe we will go this time,” she whispered, putting on her best summer dress with polkadots. “Perhaps nothing will happen to stop us.”


  The feeling of optimism grew as the entire family walked around the house to the garage, Father carrying the hamper, Mother fanning herself with a silk handkerchief, and Brian kicking the loose gravel. Father opened the garage door, took one step forward, then stopped.


  “Damnation hell,” he swore. “This really is too much.”


  Mr. Miss-One was cleaning the car.


  A bright yellow duster whisked over the dust that remained undisturbed. White liquid from a green tin was sprayed onto the hood but somehow never reached its surface. Mr. Miss-One rubbed the chromework vigorously, but there was no sign that his labor was to be rewarded. The dull bloom persisted, and at times he appeared to be polishing the empty space on either side of die hood, thereby suggesting to Julia’s watchful eye that another and much larger car was the object of his ministrations.


  “What the hell do we do?” asked Father.


  “Well,” Mother backed away. “I, for one, am staying at home. Nothing on earth will get me in that car. Heavens above, he might come with us.”


  “We shouldn’t allow it to dominate our lives,” Father protested but without much conviction. “I mean to say, it’s only a damn time image. Doesn’t really exist, you know.”


  “Thank you very much, but it’s got too much life for me.” Mother began to walk back toward the house. “Honestly, if you were any sort of man, you would get rid of it.”


  “What am I supposed to do?” Father was almost running to keep up with her. “I can’t kick it; there’s nothing solid for me to get to grips with. I do think, my dear, you’re being a little unreasonable.”


  Mother grunted, fanning herself vigorously, then she turned on Julia.


  “It’s all your fault. You encourage it.”


  “I...” Julia tried to defend herself, but a sense of guilt paralyzed her tongue.


  “You ought to be ashamed.” Father glared, wiping his forehead with his top-pocket, never-to-be-used handkerchief. “You’ve no right to encourage it. Spoiling our day out, upsetting your mother, and depriving your little brother of good sea air.”


  Mother flopped down into a deck chair, where she continued to wave her handkerchief back and forth.


  “Yesterday evening I caught her at it. Talking to it, she was. Lying there on the grass, and talking to it. She’s mad. Heavens above knows who she takes after. Certainly my family were sane enough. I don’t know what’s to become of us.”


  “We could move,” Father suggested.


  “And to where?” Mother sat up and put away her handkerchief. “Who would buy a house with a ghost—an active ghost? And where would we get another house that’s so secluded and off the beaten track? You know I must have solitude, peace, and quiet.”


  “Perhaps it will go away,” Father said after a short silence. “They do, you know. The atmosphere sort of dispels after a bit.”


  “Not while that girl encourages it,” Mother stated. “Not while she moons around it, like a lovesick puppy.”


  “Keep away from it,” warned Father.


  Brian punched her thigh with his small fist.


  “Keep away from it.”


  Days passed without an appearance from Mr. Miss-One. Julia wondered if her Mother’s anger had built a wall through which he could not pass, and mourned for him, as though for a loved friend who had recently died. Sometimes, when she escaped from the vigilance of her parents, she went looking for him; roamed the garden, or suddenly opened a door, hoping to see him leaning against the mantelpiece, or lounging in a chair. But he had become a shadow that flees before sunlight. Even Father commented on his nonappearance.


  “Six days now, and we haven’t seen hair or hide of it. What did I tell you? The atmosphere dispelled.”


  “Stuff and nonsense,” Mother snapped. “Atmosphere indeed. Lack of encouragement, more likely. I’ve been keeping an eye on someone I could touch with a very small stick.”


  Three pairs of eyes were turned in Julia’s direction and she blushed. Brian kicked her ankle under the table.


  “Keep away from it.”


  “I am of the opinion,” Mother went on, “that he must have been a bad character. I mean to say, respectable people don’t go haunting places after they’re dead. They go to wherever they’re supposed to go, and don’t keep traipsing about, making a nuisance of themselves. He probably murdered someone and can’t rest.”


  “No.”


  All of Julia’s reticence, her lifelong submission to her parents’ opinions, disappeared in a flood of righteous anger. A part of her looked on and listened with profound astonishment to the torrent of words that poured out of her mouth.


  “He was not bad. I know it. He was sad, and that’s why he walks... I know... I know... Perhaps once he was happy here, or maybe it is sadness that chains him to this house, but he’s not evil... he’s not... You’re bad, small, stupid... and you’ve driven him away... I’ll never forgive you... ever...”


  Mother was so shocked that for a while she was incapable of speech. Father stared at the rebel with dilated eyes. Finally Mother’s tongue resumed its natural function.


  “I always said the girl was mad, and at last I have proof. I feel quite faint. Heavens, did you see her eyes? Really, Henry, are you just going to sit there while she insults us? Do something.”


  “What? Yes.” Father rose as though he were about to deliver a speech.


  “That’s no way to talk to your parents, particularly your mother...”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Mother pointed with dramatic emphasis toward the door. “Get out... go on... go to your room, and I don’t care if I never see your face again.”


  But the earthquake was still erupting, and Julia shouted back, her brain a red cavern of pain.


  “I hate you... hate... hate...”


  Mother screamed and fell back in her chair, while Father so far forgot himself as to stamp his foot.


  “How dare you speak to your mother like that? Go to your room.”


  Remorse flooded her being and she craved forgiveness like a soul in torment.


  “I didn’t mean it. Please...”


  But Father had eyes and ears only for Mother, who was gasping and writhing in a most alarming fashion. Brian watched the ingrate with joyous excitement.


  Julia ran to her room. She flung herself face down on the bed and sobbed soundlessly, her slender shoulders shaking, her long fingers clutching the bedclothes. Presently the storm abated and she became still. Her eyes opened and her sixth sense sent out invisible fingers. All at once—she knew.


  She sat up and spun around. Mr. Miss-One was standing in the recess by the side of the fireplace. As usual he was busy, but it took some minutes for her to understand what he was doing. A hand drill! He appeared to be making holes in the wall, although of course the pink-flower-patterned wallpaper remained unmarked. Julia got up and walked cautiously toward him, joy blended with curiosity. He slipped little cylinders of fiber into the wall then drove screws into the invisible holes. Light illuminated the darkness of Julia’s ignorance.


  “He’s fitting a bookshelf. How sweet.”


  She moved a little nearer so as to observe his actions with more clarity. His face was a study in concentration. The teeth were clenched, the muscles round the mouth taut, and once, when the screwdriver slipped, the lips parted as though mouthing a silent curse. She spoke her thoughts aloud, even as a penitent unburdens his soul to an invisible priest.


  “Mother is right. I shouldn’t be thinking of you all the time. Look at you, fixing a shelf that probably moldered away years ago. If only I could talk to you, hear your voice, most of all, make you realize I exist.”


  Mr. Miss-One lifted the Formica-covered shelf and fitted it into position. It immediately disappeared but he continued to work, seemingly content that all was well.


  “You are more real to me than Mother or Father and I feel I ought to tell you all manner of things. But there’s no point when you ignore me. Is there no way I can reach you?”


  Mr. Miss-One took up a hammer and began to tap the wall. Julia moved one step nearer. She could see a small cut on his chin.


  “You cut yourself shaving. How long ago did that happen? Ten... twenty... thirty years ago? Oh, you must know I am here. Can’t you feel something? A coldness—an awareness? Surely there must be something; a certainty that you are not alone; the urge to look back over one shoulder... Look at me... look... turn your head... you must... must...”


  The hammer struck Mr. Miss-One’s thumb and he swore.


  “Blast!”


  The solitary word exploded across the room and shattered the silence, making Julia shrink back. She retreated to the opposite wall, pressed her shoulders against its unrelenting surface and watched him. He dropped the hammer which fell to the floor with a resounding crash, sucked the afflicted thumb, then stared in Julia’s direction. For a period of five seconds, he was a statue; a frozen effigy of a man; then his mouth popped open, the hand dropped away and his eyes were blue mirrors reflecting astonishment—disbelief—fear.


  “You can see me!” Julia’s joyous cry rang out, and she took two steps forward to find he had vanished. Man, hammer, plus the assortment of tools, disappeared and Julia was left banging her fist against the recess wall. Her voice rang out in a shriek of despair.


  “Why... why... ?”


  Mother, Father, even the carefully tutored Brian, treated her to the silence reserved for the outcast. Some speech was unavoidable, but this was delivered in ice-coated voices with impeccable politeness.


  “Will you kindly pass the salt,” Mother requested on one occasion, “if it is not too much trouble.”


  Father appeared to be applying the sanctions with some reluctance but he was forced to obey a higher authority.


  “More tea... ?” His hand was on the teapot, then he remembered his ordained line of conduct and pushed it toward her. “Help yourself.”


  Brian was more direct.


  “I mustn’t talk to you.”


  This isolationist treatment created comfort when it was designed to produce misery. She was no longer the target for admonishing barbs, corrective slaps, or stinging words. She could fidget, sulk, slouch, or spend hours in her room without a single rebuke, although on occasion Mother was clearly sorely provoked, and once or twice her silence policy almost collapsed.


  Free from supervision she was able to continue her pursuit of Mr. Miss-One, but once again he seemed to have gone into hiding. The hum and roar of speeding cars drifted across the sleeping meadows. The roar of an overhead jet could be heard above the wind in the trees. Yet the living had no place in Julia’s heart, or for that matter, in any place in the house or garden.


  Of late a dream had taken root in her imagination. Now it dominated her waking and sleeping life. The seed had first been sown when she saw Mr. Miss-One cleaning his car.


  “Suppose,” whispered her imagination, “you were to get into the car and let Mr. Miss-One drive you out into the world. Let him rescue you, carry you off, and never—never come back.”


  The voice of reason, a nasty, insinuating whisper, interrupted with, “But he is dead. A ghost.”


  Reason was hoist by its own petard.


  “If he is dead—if he is a ghost, then there is only one way in which I can join him.”


  The twin daggers of shock and horror became blunt as the dream grew. It was the solution to all problems, the key to open the door to Mr. Miss-One. She began to consider ways and means.


  Poison! She had no means of obtaining any. Cut her throat? Slash her wrists? She shied from such grim prospects like a horse from a snake. Rope—hanging? That would be easy and should not be too painful. There was a length of plastic clothesline in the garage and a convenient beam. If she jumped from the car roof, the leap would be completed in the space of a single heartbeat. It was all so very simple and Julia wondered why she had not thought of it before.


  She began to make plans.


  From two to four o’clock in the afternoon would be best, for it was then that the family took their after-lunch nap. Mother undressed and went to bed; Father, weather permitting, stretched himself out on a garden hammock, or if wind or rain confined him to the house, he lay prostrate on the sitting-room sofa. Brian slept anywhere. Like an animal, he shut off his consciousness whenever his elders set the example. Without doubt the time to die was between two and four in the afternoon.


  The situation was somewhat complicated by Mother suddenly relaxing her rule of silence and making overtures for peace. She actually smiled and said sweetly, “Good morning, dear,” before cracking her breakfast egg. “You’re looking quite pretty this morning,” she went on to remark, an obvious untruth, that suggested a desire to please. Julia was near despair. How could one die with an easy conscience when the enemy spiked their own guns and flew the white flag? Fortunately, Mother had a relapse with the cutting remark, “Pret-tiness without grace is like a wreath without flowers,” and instantly Julia’s resolve became a determination. She would die when the sun was high, take the fatal step in full daylight, and refuse to be diverted by smile or insult.


  However, she made one last effort to contact Mr. Miss-One, creeping from room to room and searching the garden, praying that he might appear and acknowledge her existence with a smile. For she could not deny the unpalatable fact that on the one occasion when Mr. Miss-Offe had seen her in the bedroom, his reaction had been one of fear. At least this established him as an intelligent personality, instead of the mindless time image Father so glibly dismissed, but it was, to say the least, a little disconcerting to know one’s appearance inspired fear in a ghost. Of course, once she had assumed the same status, there would be no reason for him to fear her at all. Like would appeal to like. She waited with burning impatience for the hour of two.


  At the lunch table, all signs indicated that normality had returned.


  “Don’t slouch,” ordered Mother.


  “Sit upright,” Father chimed in. “Try to be more like your mother.”


  Brian displayed signs of budding brilliance.


  “You’re not pretty, you’re not ugly. You’re pretty ugly.”


  The fond parents smiled.


  “He takes after me,” pronounced Mother. “I could always turn a phrase.”


  Julia’s impatience to be gone grew and destroyed her last lingering doubts.


  Father had intended to take his nap in the garden, but just before two o’clock the first cold needles of rain began to fall, so he retreated to the sitting room and was soon prostrate on the sofa. Mother climbed the stairs; the bedroom door slammed, and Julia murmured an inaudible good-bye. Brian lay down on the dining-room hearthrug and appeared to fall asleep, but Julia wondered if this was not a pretense put on for her benefit. Fortunately, the door had a key in the lock, so she turned it before leaving the house.


  A rising wind drove a curtain of rain across the lawn. It forced proud trees to bend their heads in submission, and turned Julia’s dress into a wet shroud. She ran for the garage, water splashing up her legs, dripping down her nose and chin, but it did not feel cold or even wet and she marveled at the sense of well-being.


  The garage doors were open and there was no time to consider why this was so, for there, standing in the gloomy interior, was a large red car. Julia stood within the entrance and stared at this stranger with wide-eyed astonishment. There should have been an ancient black family Austin; instead a sleek, rather vicious-looking red monster occupied the entire floor. A creation of highly polished red enamel, gleaming chromework, black tires and bulging mudguards, it seemed to be a thing of latent power, just waiting for the right finger to touch a switch, to send it hurling along straight roads, across the barriers of time and space into a million tomorrows.


  The off-side door was open and Julia, her plans for self-destruction forgotten, slid onto the red, plastic-covered seat and feasted her eyes on the complicated switchboard, the black steering wheel, the gleaming gear levers. Curiosity turned to wonderment, then ripened into pure joy.


  “A ghost car!”


  It must be, of course. This was the vehicle Mr. Miss-One had been cleaning, only then it was invisible, due undoubtedly to the base thoughts of Mother, Father, and that little beast, Brian. Now she could see it, feel it, and heavens be praised, actually smell it. This must be the result of suffering, loving him with all her being. She giggled, clasped her hands, and waited with joyous anticipation.


  Mr. Miss-One entered the garage limping, carrying a small overnight bag. He was plainly prepared for a journey. A terrible fear struck Julia: “Please don’t make it all disappear. Let me go with him—wherever he goes. Anywhere at all.”


  He opened the right-hand door, slung his bag onto the back seat, then climbed in. He closed the door, turned a key on the switchboard, and the engine roared with instant, pulsating life.


  “Don’t let it all disappear. Let me go with him.”


  The car slid out of the garage. The garden and house swept by the windows and Julia spared a thought for Mother, Father, and Brian, blissfully asleep, unaware that the despised one was passing out of their lives forever.


  “It’s happening. I’m going out At last... Oh, merciful God—going out.”


  The main gates, new, glossy with black paint, were open, and Mr. Miss-One swung the car out onto a country road.


  They were away at last, speeding along under an arcade of trees, flashing by meadows, snarling past lovely, red-bricked houses, while windshield wipers made neat half-moons in the driving rain.


  Mr. Miss-One suddenly reached over and opened a narrow flap in the switchboard. His hand was a bare inch from Julia’s breast, and she wanted to touch it, clasp the strong fingers, but was afraid that this wonderful dream might dispel. He took out a packet of cigarettes, adroitly popped one into his mouth, then replaced the carton and shut die flap. He lit the cigarette with a strange contraption from the switchboard, then inhaled, letting the smoke trickle down through his nose.


  By the time they had reached the main bypass, the novelty was wearing off, and Julia permitted herself a measure of confidence. The dream, if such it was, displayed no signs of breaking down. The car was solid. She could feel the seat beneath her, hear the muted roar of the engine, smell the smoke from Mr. Miss-One’s cigarette, see the road sliding away under the car wheels.


  The bypass was straight, a gray ribbon that stretched out into infinity as their speed built up. Sixty, seventy, eighty miles an hour. Julia watched the needle climb on the speedometer. Then she turned her head and looked at Mr. Miss-One.


  Poor ghost, entirely oblivious in his ghost car, he did not know she was there. How was she to declare her presence and break through the wall that still separated them? She began to talk, spilling out her thoughts in a jumble of low spoken words.


  “Mr. Miss-One—I’m sorry I don’t know your real name, but Brian, the horrible little beast, first called you Mr. Miss-One because of your limp. You sort of miss a step. Please, don’t think it’s meant unkindly, at least by me. In fact, the limp adds to your appearance; makes you more romantic. I guess that sounds silly, but I am silly—I can’t help it. I’ve been in love with you ever since that day when you first walked across the dining room and Mother went screaming under the table. She did look funny. I remember you took something we couldn’t see from the sideboard, then disappeared by the kitchen door. Can’t you see, or at least hear me?”


  It might have been imagination, but Mr. Miss-One did appear to be a little uneasy. He slid down the window to throw away his half-consumed cigarette. Julia sighed.


  “I wonder where we are going? Is this your world? Are the people out there wandering shadows left over from yesteryear, or are we racing, invisible, through today? Please try to see me.”


  She could see his left wrist. His jacket sleeve had slid up and the wrist was bare. Sun-tanned, muscular, covered with fine hair. It was also covered with goose pimples. She gasped, then gave a little cry.


  “Oh, you’re cold. My poor darling, you’re cold.”


  She had not meant to touch him—not yet—but there was no controlling the automatic impulse. Her hand flew to his wrist. For a brief moment she touched warm flesh, actually felt the fast beating pulse, then the car swerved, and’ Mr. Miss-One jerked his head round and stared straight at her.


  His face was a mask of pure, blood-chilling terror, and his mouth opened as he screamed. His hands clawed at the steering wheel, as though some part of his brain were trying to right the skid, and the scream erupted into isolated words, like black rocks crashing through a sheet of ice.


  “Dead... family... burned... dead... fifty... years... dead... dead... dead...”


  The screech of tortured rubber mingled with the screaming words. Outside the gray road was spinning around and around. A black shape came hurtling through the rain. There was a mighty, soul-uprooting crash, then for a brief second-nothing. A heartbeat of total oblivion.


  Julia was standing by the roadside watching the car burn. Like a giant red beetle it lay on its back, while beautiful scarlet flames rose from its corpse, like poppies from a long-filled grave. The red enamel bubbled and drooled down the seething metal, as blood tears from the eyes of a dying man, and somewhere in the heart of the shrieking inferno, something moved.


  Sound flickered, then ceased. Cars drew up, and the occupants climbed out; mouths opened, faces assumed expressions of horror, shock, or morbid excitement. But they were so many, silent, pathetic ghosts.


  Julia turned and walked away.


  Home was but a few steps away.


  Over the grass verge, through a hedge, under some trees, and there were the gates—broken, rusty, one had lost a hinge and was reeling like a drunken man. Once back in the garden, sound returned. Birds sang, bees hummed, and the sun peeped through a broken cloud bank, making the rain-coated flowers glisten like colored fragments. Julia opened the front door and made her way to the dining room. The family was seated around the table, which was laid for tea.


  “At last,” exclaimed Mother. “I called until my voice was hoarse. Honestly, I don’t know who you think you are.”


  “It’s really too bad,” Father echoed. “Your mother was nearly out of her mind. Where have you been?”


  Julia did not answer, but sank down, staring blankly at the tablecloth. Brian kicked her ankle.


  “You locked me in.”


  “I ask you,” Mother addressed the ceiling, “is that the action of a rational person? Locking your little brother in the dining room? Heavens above knows what might have happened. Well, don’t just sit there, we are waiting for an explanation.”


  “Answer your mother,” Father instructed.


  Julia took a deep breath.


  “We’re dead. All of us—dead.”


  The first shadows of night crept in through the long french window and the silence was coated with the dust of long-dead time. Julia looked up. They were watching her with blank, pale faces.


  “Don’t you understand? We’re dead. We died fifty years ago in a fire. Brian did it. He set light to the bedroom curtains. The whole place went up in fire and smoke.”


  The ticking of the mantelpiece clock seemed to grow louder; Brian stirred in his chair with a frantic denial.


  “I didn’t.”


  “You did.” Julia turned on him savagely. “You were told not to play with matches. It was you. You burned us all to death.”


  “I didn’t I didn’t.”


  He hammered the table with his small, clenched fists, while tears ran down his cheeks, then rose and ran to Father, who put his arms around the shaking body.


  “Make her stop. I didn’t I didn’t play with matches.”


  “It’s all right” Father whispered. “It’s all right Your sister isn’t well.”


  Mother could not speak, could only stare at Julia with wide open eyes. Occasionally she shook her head as though in disbelief.


  “Please,” Julia pleaded, “try to understand. We are all dead. Mr. Miss-One was the living. We were—we are—ghosts.’


  “Go to your room, dear.” Father’s voice was unexpectedly gentle. “Go to bed, like a good girl. Well look after you. Don’t worry.”


  “Yes.” Mother spoke at last “Please forgive me. I never knew. I’ll never say a cross word again—ever.”


  Julia rose very slowly, and as she did so, understanding exploded in her brain.


  “You think I’m mad.”


  Mother shuddered and Father shook his head firmly.


  “No—no, of course not dear. Just tired, ill maybe. But not mad. Dear God, not mad.”


  Julia fled before their naked terror, and as always, took refuge in her room. She lay upon the bed and stared up at the ceiling, gradually allowing the veil to fall from the awful face of truth. She could never be happy again. She knew. Knowledge was brutal, knowledge destroyed the comforting curtain of doubt.


  Father, clearly ill at ease, brought her some food on a tray, talked much too quickly of the healing virtues of sleep, plenty of good food, peace of mind, then departed. Julia heard the key turn in the lock.


  Presently she sat by the window and watched the sun put the garden to bed. Shadows lengthened, flowers folded their petals, trees hung their heads, and the evening breeze went dancing across the lawn. For a while there was a great, healing peace.


  Then a dark shape limped up the drive. At first Julia thought it might be Father, but as it drew nearer, she saw the black, charred face. The hands were shriveled, twisted; patches of white bone gleamed through the gaping, roasted flesh. Eyes still glittered in the naked skull, and they stared up at Julia’s window.


  Julia tried to scream, but her vocal cords refused to function. The most she could make was a hoarse, croaking sound. But out of the heart of her all-demanding terror, a single rational thought ran across her brain like a ribbon of fire.


  “Is this how I appear to him?”


  All that remained of Mr. Miss-One limped up the front steps and disappeared from view. Julia knew her prayer had been answered. She would never be parted from him again.


  The Werewolf and the Vampire


  (1975)
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  George Hardcastle’s downfall undoubtedly originated in his love for dogs. He could not pass one without stopping and patting its head. A flea-bit- ten mongrel had only to turn the comer of the street and he was whistling, calling out: “Come on, boy. Come on then,” and behaving in the altogether outrageous fashion that is peculiar to the devoted animal lover.


  Tragedy may still have been averted had he not decided to spend a day in the Greensand Hills. Here in the region of Clandon Down, where dwarf oaks, pale birches, and dark firs spread up in a long sweep to the northern heights, was a vast hiding place where many forms of often invisible life lurked in the dense undergrowth. But George, like many before him, knew nothing about this, and tramped happily up the slope, aware only that the air was fresh, the silence absolute, and he was young.


  The howl of what he supposed to be a dog brought him to an immediate standstill and for a while he listened, trying to determine from which direction the sound came. Afterwards he had reason to remember that none of the conditions laid down by legend and superstition prevailed. It was midafternoon and in consequence there was not, so far as he was aware, a full moon. The sun was sending golden spears of light through the thick foliage and all around was a warm, almost overpowering atmosphere, tainted with the aroma of decaying undergrowth. The setting was so commonplace and he was such an ordinary young man—not very bright perhaps, but gifted with good health and clean boyish good looks, the kind of Saxon comeliness that goes with clear skin and blond hair.


  The howl rang out again, a long, drawn-out cry of canine anguish, and now it was easily located. Way over to his left, somewhere in the midst of, or just beyond a curtain of, saplings and low, thick bushes. Without thought of danger, George turned off the beaten track and plunged into the dim twilight that held perpetual domain during the summer months under the interlocked higher branches. Imagination supplied a mental picture of a gin- trap and a tortured animal that was lost in a maze of pain. Pity lent speed to his feet and made him ignore the stinging offshoots that whipped at his face and hands, while brambles tore his trousers and coiled round his ankles. The howl came again, now a little to his right, but this time it was followed by a deep-throated growl, and if George had not been the person he was, he might have paid heed to this warning note of danger.


  For some fifteen minutes, he ran first in one direction, then another, finally coming to rest under a giant oak which stood in a small clearing. For the first time fear came to him in the surrounding gloom. It did not seem possible that one could get lost in an English wood, but here, in the semilight, he conceived the ridiculous notion that night left its guardians in the wood during the day, which would at any moment move in and smother him with shadows.


  He moved away from the protection of the oak tree and began to walk in the direction he thought he had come, when the growl erupted from a few yards to his left. Pity fled like a leaf before a raging wind, and stark terror fired his brain with blind, unreasoning panic. He ran, fell, got up, and ran again, and from behind came the sound of a heavy body crashing through undergrowth, the rasp of laboured breathing, the bestial growl of some enraged being. Reason had gone, coherent thought had been replaced by an animal instinct for survival; he knew that whatever ran behind him was closing the gap.


  Soon, and he dare not turn his head, it was but a few feet away. There was snuffling, whining, terribly eager growling, and suddenly he shrieked as a fierce, burning pain seared his right thigh. Then he was down on the ground and the agony rose up to become a scarlet flame, until it was blotted out by a merciful darkness.


  An hour passed, perhaps more, before George Hardcastle returned to consciousness. He lay quite still and tried to remember why he should be lying on the ground in a dense wood, while a dull ache held mastery over his right leg. Then memory sent its first cold tentacles shuddering across his brain and he dared to sit up and face reality.


  The light had faded: night was slowly reinforcing its advance guard, but he was still able to see the dead man who lay but a few feet away. He shrank back with a little muffled cry and tried to dispel this vision of a purple face and bulging eyes, by the simple act of closing his own. But this was not a wise action for the image of that awful countenance was etched upon his brain, and the memory was even more macabre than the reality. He opened his eyes again, and there it was: a man in late middle life, with grey, close-cropped hair, a long moustache, and yellow teeth, that were bared in a death grin. The purple face suggested he had died of a sudden heart attack.


  The next hour was a dimly remembered nightmare. George dragged himself through the undergrowth and by sheer good fortune emerged out on to one of the main paths.


  He was found next morning by a team of boy scouts.


  Police and an army of enthusiastic volunteers scoured the woods, but no trace of a ferocious wild beast was found. But they did find the dead man, and he proved to be a farm worker who had a reputation locally of being a person of solitary habits. An autopsy revealed he had died of a heart attack, and it was assumed that this had been the result of his efforts in trying to assist the injured boy.


  The entire episode assumed the proportions of a nine-day wonder, and then was forgotten.


  ***


  Mrs. Hardcastle prided herself on being a mother who, while combating illness, did not pamper it. She had George back on his feet within three weeks and despatched him on prolonged walks. Being an obedient youth he followed these instructions to the letter, and so, on one overcast day, found himself at Hampton Court. As the first drops of rain were caressing his face, he decided to make a long-desired tour of the staterooms. He wandered from room to room, examined pictures, admired four-poster beds, then listened to a guide who was explaining the finer points to a crowd of tourists. By the time he had reached the Queen’s Audience Room, he felt tired, so seated himself on one of the convenient window-seats. For some while he sat looking out at the rain-drenched gardens, then with a yawn, he turned and gave a quick glance along the long corridor that ran through a series of open doorways.


  Suddenly his attention was captured by a figure approaching over the long carpet. It was that of a girl in a black dress; she was a beautiful study in black and white. Black hair, white face and hands, black dress. Not that there was anything sinister about her, for as she drew nearer he could see the look of indescribable sadness in the large, black eyes, and the almost timid way she looked round each room. Her appearance was outstanding, so vivid, like a black-and-white photograph that had come to life.


  She entered the Queen’s Audience Room and now he could hear the light tread of her feet, the whisper of her dress, and even those small sounds seemed unreal. She walked round the room, looking earnestly at the pictures, then as though arrested by a sudden sound, she stopped. Suddenly the lovely eyes came round and stared straight at George.


  They held an expression of alarmed surprise, that gradually changed to one of dawning wonderment. For a moment George could only suppose she recognised him, although how he had come to forget her, was beyond his comprehension. She glided towards him, and as she came a small smile parted her lips. She sank down on the far end of the seat and watched him with those dark, wondering eyes.


  She said: “Hullo. I’m Carola.”


  No girl had made such an obvious advance towards George before, and shyness, not to mention shock, robbed him of speech. Carola seemed to be reassured by his reticence, for her smile deepened and when she spoke her voice held a gentle bantering tone.


  “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”


  This impertinent probe succeeded in freeing him from the chains of shyness and he ventured to make a similar retort.


  “I can speak when I want to.”


  “That’s better. I recognised the link at once. We have certain family connections, really. Don’t you think so?”


  This question was enough to dry up his powers of communication for some time, but presently he was able to breathe one word. “Family!”


  “Yes.” She nodded and her hair trembled like black silk in sunlight. “We must be at least distantly related in the allegorical sense. But don’t let’s talk about that. I am so pleased to be able to walk about in daylight. It is so dreary at night, and besides, I’m not really myself then.”


  George came to the conclusion that this beautiful creature was at least slightly mad, and therefore made a mundane, but what he thought must be a safe remark.


  “Isn’t it awful weather?”


  She frowned slightly and he got the impression he had committed a breach of good taste.


  “Don’t be so silly. You know it’s lovely weather. Lots of beautiful clouds.”


  He decided this must be a joke. There could be no other interpretation. He capped it by another.


  “Yes, and soon the awful sun will come out.” She flinched as though he had hit her, and there was the threat of tears in the lovely eyes.


  “You beast. How could you say a dreadful thing like that? There won’t be any sun, the weather forecast said so. I thought you were nice, but all you want to do is frighten me.”


  And she dabbed her eyes with a black lace handkerchief, while George tried to find his way out of a mental labyrinth where every word seemed to have a double meaning.


  “I am sorry. But I didn’t mean ...”


  She stifled a tiny sob. “How would you like it if I said—silver bullets?”


  He scratched his head, wrinkled his brow, and then made a wry grimace.


  “I wouldn’t know what you meant, but I wouldn’t mind.”


  She replaced the lace handkerchief in a small handbag, then got up and walked quickly away. George watched her retreating figure until it disappeared round the corner in the direction of the long gallery. He muttered: “Potty. Stark raving potty.”


  On reflection he decided it was a great pity that her behaviour was so erratic, because he would have dearly liked to have known her better. In fact, when he remembered the black hair and white face, he was aware of a deep disappointment, a sense of loss, and he had to subdue an urge to run after her. He remained seated in the window bay and when he looked out on to the gardens, he saw the rain had ceased, but thick cloud banks were billowing across the sky. He smiled gently and murmured, “Lovely clouds—horrible sunshine.”


  George was half way across Anne Boleyn’s courtyard when a light touch on his shoulder made him turn, and there was Carola of the white face and black hair, with a sad smile parting her lips.


  “Look,” she said, “I’m sorry I got into a huff back there, but I can’t bear to be teased about—well, you know what. But you are one of us, and we mustn’t quarrel. All forgiven?”


  George said, “Yes, I’m sorry I offended you. But I didn’t mean to.” And at that moment he was so happy, so ridiculously elated, he was prepared to apologise for breathing.


  “Good.” She sighed and took hold of his arm as though it were the most natural action in the world. “We’ll forget all about it. But, please, don’t joke about such things again.”


  “No. Absolutely not.” George had not the slightest idea what it was he must not joke about, but made a mental note to avoid mention of the weather and silver bullets.


  “You must come and meet my parents,” Carola insisted, “they’ll be awfully pleased to see you. I bet they won’t believe their noses.”


  This remark was in the nature of a setback, but George’s newly found happiness enabled him to ignore it—pretend it must be a slip of the tongue.


  “That’s very kind of you, but won’t it be a bit sudden? I mean, are you sure it will be convenient?”


  She laughed, a lovely little silver sound and, if possible, his happiness increased.


  “You are a funny boy. They’ll be tickled pink, and so they should be. For the first time for years, we won’t have to be careful of what we say in front of a visitor.”


  George had a little mental conference and came to the conclusion that this was meant to be a compliment. So he said cheerfully, “I don’t mind what people say. I like them to be natural.”


  Carola thought that was a very funny remark and tightened her grip on his arm, while laughing in a most enchanting fashion.


  “You have a most wonderful sense of humour. Wait until I tell Daddy that one. ‘I like them to be natural...’”


  And she collapsed into a fit of helpless laughter in which George joined, although he was rather at a loss to know what he had said that was so funny. Suddenly the laugh was cut short, was killed by a gasp of alarm, and Carola was staring at the western sky where the clouds had taken on a brighter hue. The words came out as a strangled whisper. “The sun! O Lucifer, the sun is coming out.”


  “Is it?” George looked up and examined the sky with assumed interest. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re not right...” Then he stopped and looked down at his lovely companion with concern. “I’m sorry, you... you don’t like the sun, do you?”


  Her face was a mask of terror and she gave a terrible little cry of anguish. George’s former suspicion of insanity returned, but she was still appealing—still a flawless pearl on black velvet. He put his arm round the slim shoulders, and she hid her eyes against his coat. The muffled, tremulous whisper came to him.


  “Please take me home. Quickly.”


  He felt great joy in the fact that he was able to bring comfort.


  “There’s no sign of sunlight. Look, it was only a temporary break in the clouds.”


  Slowly the dark head was raised, and the eyes, so bright with unshed tears, again looked up at the western sky. Now, George was rewarded, for her lips parted, the skin round her eyes crinkled, and her entire face was transformed by a wonderful, glorious smile.


  “Oh, how beautiful! Lovely, lovely, lovely clouds. The wind is up there, you know. A big, fat wind-god, who blows out great bellows of mist, so that we may not be destroyed by demon-sun. And sometimes he shrieks his rage across the sky; at others he whispers soft comforting words and tells us to have faith. The bleak night of loneliness is not without end.”


  George was acutely embarrassed, not knowing what to make of this allegorical outburst. But the love and compassion he had so far extended to dogs was nowr enlarged and channelled towards the lovely, if strange, young girl by his side. “Come,” he said, “let me take you home.”


  ***


  George pulled open a trellis iron gate and allowed Carola to precede him up a crazy-paved path, which led to a house that gleamed with new paint and well-cleaned windows. Such a house could have been found in any one of a thousand streets in the London suburbs, and brashly proclaimed that here lived a woman who took pride in the crisp whiteness of her curtains, and a man who was no novice in the art of wielding a paint brush. They had barely entered the tiny porch, where the red tiles shone like a pool at sunset, when the door was flung open and a plump, grey-haired woman clasped Carola in her arms.


  “Ee, love, me and yer dad were that worried. We thought you’d got caught in a sun-storm.” Carola kissed her mother gently, on what George noted was another dead-white cheek, then turned and looked back at him with shining eyes.


  “Mummy, this...” She giggled and shook her head. “It’s silly, but I don’t know your name.”


  “George. George Hardcastle.”


  To say Carola’s mother looked alarmed is a gross understatement. For a moment she appeared to be terrified, and clutched her daughter as though they were confronted by a man-eating tiger. Then Carola laughed softly and whispered into her mother’s ear. George watched the elder woman’s expression change to one of incredulity and dawning pleasure.


  “You don’t say so, love? Where on earth did you find him?”


  “In the Palace,” Carola announced proudly. “He was sitting in the Queen’s Audience Room.” Mummy almost ran forward and, after clasping the startled George with both hands, kissed him soundly on either cheek. Then she stood back and examined him with obvious pleasure.


  “I ought to have known,” she said, nodding her head as though with sincere conviction. “Been out of touch for too long. But what will you think of me manners? Come in, love. Father will be that pleased. It’s not much of a death for him, with just us two women around.”


  Again George was aware of a strange slip of the tongue, which he could only assume was a family failing. So he beamed with the affability that is expected from a stranger who is the recipient of sudden hospitality, and allowed himself to be pulled into a newly decorated hall, and relieved of his coat. Then Mummy opened a door and ordered in a shouted whisper: “Father, put yer tie on, we’ve got company.” There was a startled snort, as though someone had been awakened from a fireside sleep, and Mummy turned a bright smile on George.


  “Would you like to go upstairs and wash yer hands, like? Make yourself comfy, if you get my meaning.”


  “No, thank you. Very kind, I’m sure.”


  “Well then, you’d best come into parlour.” The “parlour” had a very nice paper on the walls, bright pink lamps, a well stuffed sofa and matching armchairs, a large television set, a low, imitation walnut table, a record player, some awful coloured prints, and an artificial log electric fire. A stout man with thinning grey hair struggled up from the sofa, while he completed the adjustment of a tie that was more eye-catching than tasteful.


  “Father,” Mummy looked quickly round the room as though to seek reassurance that nothing was out of place, “this is George. A young man that Carola has brought home, like.” Then she added in an undertone, “He’s all right. No need to worry.”


  Father advanced with outstretched hand and announced in a loud, very hearty voice: “Ee, I’m pleased to meet ye, lad. I’ve always said it’s about time the lass found herself a young spark. But the reet sort is ’ard to come by, and that’s a fact.” Father’s hand was unpleasandv cold and flabby, but he radiated such an air of goodwill, George was inclined to overlook it.


  “Now, Father, you’re embarrassing our Carola,” Mummy said. And indeed the girl did appear to be somewhat disconcerted, only her cheeks instead of blushing, had assumed a greyish tinge. “Now, George, don’t stand around, lad. Sit yer-self down and make yerself at ’ome. We don’t stand on ceremony here.”


  George found himself on the sofa next to Father, who would insist on winking, whenever their glances met. In the meanwhile Mummy expressed solicitous anxiety regarding his well-being.


  “Have you supped lately? I know you young doggies don’t ’ave to watch yer diet like we do, so just say what you fancy. I’ve a nice piece of ’am in t’ fridge, and I can fry that with eggs, in no time at all.”


  George knew that somewhere in that kindly invitation there had been another slip of the tongue, but he resolutely did not think about it.


  “That’s very kind of you, but really...”


  “Let ’er do a bit of cooking, lad,” Father pleaded. “She don’t get much opportunity, if I can speak without dotting me i’s and crossing me t’s.”


  “If you are sure it will be no trouble.” Mummy made a strange neighing sound. “Trouble! ‘Ow you carry on. It’s time for us to have a glass of something rich, anyway.”


  Mother and daughter departed for the kitchen and George was left alone with Father, who was watching him with an embarrassing interest. “Been on ’olidays yet, lad?” he enquired. “No, it’s a-bit late now...”


  Father sighed with the satisfaction of a man who is recalling a pleasant memory. “We ’ad smashing time in Clacton. Ee, the weather was summat greet. Two weeks of thick fog—couldn’t see ’and in front of face.”


  George said, “Oh, dear,” then lapsed into silence while he digested this piece of information. Presently he was aware of an elbow nudging his ribs.


  “I know it’s delicate question, lad, so don’t answer if you’d rather not. But—’ow often do you change?”


  George thought it was a very delicate question, and could only think of a very indelicate reason why it had been asked. But his conception of politeness demanded he answer.


  “Well... every Friday actually. After I’ve had a bath.”


  Father gasped with astonishment. “As often as that! I’m surprised. The last lad I knew in your condition only changed when the moon was full.”


  George said, “Goodness gracious!” and then tried to ask a very pertinent question. “Why, do I...”


  Father nodded. “There’s a goodish pong. But don’t let it worry you. We can smell it, because we’ve the reet kind of noses.”


  An extremely miserable, not to say self-conscious, young man was presently led across the hall and into the dining-room, where one place was set with knife, fork, and spoon, and three with glass and drinking straw. He was too dejected to pay particular heed to this strange and unequal arrangement, and neither was he able to really enjoy the plate of fried eggs and ham that Mummy put down before him, with the remark: “Here you are, lad, get wrapped round that, and you’ll not starve.”


  The family shared the contents of a glass jug between them, and as this was thick and red, George could only suppose it to be tomato juice. They all sucked through straws; Carola, as was to be expected, daintily, Mummy with some anxiety, and Father greedily. When he had emptied his glass, he presented it for a refill and said: “You know, Mother, that’s as fine a jug of AB as you’ve ever served up.”


  Mummy sighed. “It’s not so bad. Mind you, youngsters don’t get what I call top-grade nourishment, these days. There’s nothing like getting yer teeth stuck into the real thing. This stuff ’as lost the natural goodness.”


  Father belched and made a disgusting noise with his straw.


  “We must be thankful, Mother. There’s many who ’asn’t a drop to wet their lips, and be pleased to sup from tin.”


  George could not subdue a natural curiosity and the question slipped out before he had time to really think about it.


  “Excuse me, but don’t you ever eat anything?” The shocked silence which followed told him he had committed a well nigh unforgivable sin. Father dropped his glass and Carola said, “Oh, George,” in a very reproachful voice, while Mummy creased her brow into a very deep frown.


  “George, haven’t you ever been taught manners?”


  It was easy to see she spoke more in sorrow than anger, and although the exact nature of his transgression was not quite clear to George, he instantly apologised.


  “I am very sorry, but...”


  “I should think so, indeed.” Mummy continued to speak gently but firmly. “I never expected to hear a question like that at my table. After all, you wouldn’t- like it if I were to ask who or what you chewed up on one of your moonlight strolls. Well, I’ve said me piece, and now we’ll forget that certain words were ever said. Have some chocolate pudding.”


  Even while George smarted under this rebuke, he was aware that once again, not so much a slip of the tongue, as a sentence that demanded thought had been inserted between an admonishment and a pardon. There was also a growing feeling of resentment. It seemed that whatever he said to this remarkable family gave offence, and his supply of apologies was running low. He waited until Mummy had served him with a generous helping of chocolate pudding, and then replenished the three glasses from the jug, before he relieved his mind.


  “I don’t chew anyone.”


  Mummy gave Father an eloquent glance, and he cleared his throat.


  “Listen, lad, there are some things you don’t mention in front of ladies. What you do in change period is between you and black man. So let’s change subject.”


  Like all peace-loving people George sometimes reached a point where war, or to be more precise, attack seemed to be the only course of action. Father’s little tirade brought him to such a point. He flung down his knife and fork and voiced his complaints.


  “Look here, I’m fed up. If I mention the weather, I’m ticked off. If I ask why you never eat, I’m in trouble. I’ve been asked when I change, told that I stink. Now, after being accused of chewing people, I’m told I mustn’t mention it. Now, I’ll tell you something. I think you’re all round the bend.” Carola burst into tears and ran from the room. Father swore, or rather he said, “Satan’s necktie,” which was presumably the same thing, and Mummy looked very concerned.


  “Just a minute, son.” She raised a white, rather wrinkled forefinger. “You’re trying to tell us you don’t know the score?”


  “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” George retorted.


  Mummy and Father looked at each other for some little while, then as though prompted by a single thought, they both spoke in unison.


  “He’s a just bittener.”


  “Someone should tell ’im,” Mummy stated, after she had watched the, by now7, very frightened George for an entire minute. “It should come from a man.”


  “If’e ’ad gumption he were born with, ’e’d know,” Father said, his face becoming quite grey with embarrassment. “Hell’s bells, my dad didn’t ’ave to tell me I were vampire.”


  “Yes, but you can see he’s none too bright,” Mummy pointed out. “We can’t all ’ave your brains. No doubt the lad has ’eart, and I say ’eart is better than brains any day. Been bitten lately, lad?”


  George could only nod and look longingly at the door.


  “Big long thing, with a wet snout, I wouldn’t be surprised. It’s a werewolf you are, son. You can’t deceive the noses of we vamps: yer glands are beginning to play up—give out a bit of smell, see? I should think... What’s the state of the moon, Father?”


  “Seven eights.”


  Mummy nodded with grim relish. “I should think you’re due for a change round about Friday-night. Got any open space round your way?”


  “There’s...” George took a deep breath. “There’s Clapham Common.”


  “Well, I should go for a run round there. Make sure you cover your face up. Normal people go all funny like when they first lays eyes on a werewolf. Start yelling their ’eads off, mostly.”


  George was on his feet and edging his way towards the door. He was praying for the priceless gift of disbelief. Mummy was again displaying signs of annoyance.


  “Now there’s no need to carry on like that. You must ’ave known we were all vampires—what did you think we were drinking? Raspberry juice? And let me tell you this. We’re the best friends you’ve got. No one else will want to know you, once full moon is peeping over barn door. So don’t get all lawn tennis with us...”


  But George was gone. Running across the hall, out of the front door, down the crazy-paving path, and finally along the pavement. People turned their heads as he shouted: “They’re mad... mad... mad...”


  ***


  There came to George—as the moon waxed full—a strange restlessness. It began with insomnia, which rocketed him out of a deep sleep into a strange, instant wakefulness. He became aware of an urge to go for long moonlit walks; and when he had surrendered to this temptation, an overwhelming need to run, leap, roll over and over down a grassy bank, anything that would enable him to break down the hated walls of human convention—and express. A great joy—greater than he had ever known—came to him when he leaped and danced on the common, and could only be released by a shrill, doglike howl that rose up from the sleeping suburbs and went out, swift as a beam of light, to the face of mother-moon.


  This joy had to be paid for. When the sun sent its first enquiring rays in through George’s window, sanity returned and demanded a reckoning. He examined his face and hands with fearful expectancy. So far as he was aware there had been no terrible change, as yet. But these were early days—or was it nights? Sometimes he would fling himself down on his bed and cry out his great desire for disbelief.


  “It can’t happen. Mad people are sending me mad.”


  The growing strangeness of his behaviour could not go undetected. He was becoming withdrawn, apt to start at every sound, and betrayed a certain distrust of strangers by an eerie widening of his eyes, and later, the baring of his teeth in a mirthless grin. His mother commented on these peculiarities in forcible language.


  “I think you’re going up the pole. Honest I do. The milkman told me yesterday, he saw you snarling at Mrs. Redfem’s dog.”


  “It jumped out at me,” George explained. “You might have done the same.”


  Mrs. Hardcastle shook her head. “No. I can honestly say I’ve never snarled at a dog in my life. You never inherited snarling from me.”


  “I’m all right.” George pleaded for reassurance. “I’m not turning into—anything.”


  “Well, you should know.” George could not help thinking that his mother was regarding him with academic interest; rather than concern. “Do you go out at nights after I’m asleep?”


  He found it impossible to lie convincingly, so he countered one question with another. “Why should I do that?”


  “Don’t ask me. But some nut has been seen prancing round the common at three o’clock in the morning. I just wondered.”


  The physical change came gradually. One night he woke with a severe pain in his right hand and lay still for a while, not daring to examine it. Then he switched on the bedside lamp with his left hand and, after further hesitation, brought its right counterpart out from the sheets. A thick down had spread over the entire palm and he found the fingers would not straighten. They had curved and the nails were thicker and longer than he remembered. After a while the fear—the loathing—went away, and it seemed most natural for him to have claws for fingers and hair-covered hands. Next morning his right hand was as normal as his left, and at that period he was still able to dismiss, even if with little conviction, the episode as a bad dream.


  But one night there was a dream—a nightmare of the blackest kind, where fantasy blended with fact and George was unable to distinguish one from the other. He was running over the common, bounding with long, graceful leaps, and there was a wonderful joy in his heart and a limitless freedom in his head. He was in a black-and-white world. Black grass, white-tinted trees, grey sky, white moon. But with all the joy, all the freedom, there was a subtle, ever-present knowledge, that this was an unnatural experience, that he should be utilising all his senses to dispel. Once his brain— that part which was still unoccupied territory— screamed: “Wake up,” but he was awake, for did not the black grass crunch beneath his feet, and the night breeze ruffle his fur? A large cat was running in front, trying to escape—up trees—across the roofs—round bushes—he finally trapped it in a hole. Shrieks—scratching claws—warm blood— tearing teeth... It was good. He was fulfilled.


  Next morning when he awoke in his own bed, it could have been dismissed as a mad dream, were it not for the scratches on his face and hands and the blood in his hair. He thought of psychiatrists, asylums, priests, religion, and at last came to the only possible conclusion. There was, so far as he knew, only one set of people on earth who could explain and understand.


  ***


  Mummy let George in. Father shook him firmly by the hand. Carola kissed him gently and put an arm round his shoulders when he started to cry.


  “We don’t ask to be what we are,” she whispered. “We keep more horror than we give away.”


  “We all ’ave our place in the great graveyard,” Father said. “You hunt, we sup, ghouls tear, shaddies lick, mocks blow, and fortunately shadmocks can only whistle.”


  “Will I always be—what I am?” George asked.


  They all nodded. Mummy grimly, Father knowingly, Carola sadly. “Until the moon leaves the sky,” they all chanted.


  “Or you are struck in the heart by a silver bullet,” Carola whispered, “fired by one who has only thought about sin. Or maybe when you are very, very old, the heart may give out after a transformation...”


  “Don’t be morbid,” Mummy ordered. “Poor lad’s got enough on plate without you adding to it. Make him a nice cup of tea. And you can mix us a jug of something rich while you’re about it. Don’t be too ’eavy-handed on the O group.”


  They sat round the artificial log fire, drinking tea, absorbing nourishment, three giving, one receiving advice, and there was a measure of cosiness.


  “All ‘M’s’ should keep away from churches, parsons, and boy scouts,” Father said.


  “Run from a cross and fly from a prayer,” intoned Mummy.


  “Two can run better than one,” Carola observed shyly.


  Next day George told his mother he intended to leave home and set up house for himself. Mrs. Hardcastle did not argue as strongly as she might have had a few weeks earlier. What with one thing and another, there was a distinct feeling that the George, who was standing so grim and white-faced in the kitchen doorway, was not the one she had started out with. She said, “Right, then. I’d say it’s about time,” and helped him to pack.


  Father, who knew someone in the building line, found George a four-roomed cottage that was situated on the edge of a churchyard, and this he furnished with a few odds and ends that the family were willing to part with. The end product was by no means as elegant or deceptive as the house at Hampton Court, but it was somewhere for George to come back to after his midnight run.


  He found the old legends had been embellished, for he experienced no urge to rend or even bite. There was no reason why he should; the body was well fed and the animal kingdom only hunts when goaded by hunger. It was sufficient for him to run, leap, chase his tail by moonlight, and sometimes how’l with the pure joy of living. And it is pleasant to record that his joy grew day by day.


  For obvious reasons the wedding took place in a registry office, and it seemed that the dark gods smiled down upon the union, for there was a thick fog that lasted from dawn to sunset. The wedding-supper and the reception which followed were, of necessity, simple affairs. There was a wedding cake for those that could eat it: a beautiful, three-tier structure, covered with pink icing, and studded with what George hoped were glace cherries. He of course had invited no guests, for there was much that might have alarmed or embarrassed the uninitiated. Three ghouls in starched, white shrouds sat gnawing something that was best left undescribed. The bride and her family sipped a basic beverage from red goblets, and as the bridegroom was due for a turn, he snarled when asked to pass the salt. Then there was Uncle Deitmark, a vampire of the old school, who kept demanding a trussed-up victim, so that he could take his nourishment direct from the neck.


  But finally the happy couple were allowed to depart, and Mummy and Father wept as they threw the traditional coffin nails after the departing hearse. “Ee, it were champion,” Father exclaimed, wiping his eyes on the back of his hand. “Best blood-up I’ve seen for many a day. You did ’em proud, Mother.”


  “I believe in giving the young ’uns a good send-off,” Mummy said. “Now they must open their own vein, as the saying goes.”


  Carola and George watched the moon come up over the church steeple, which was a little dangerous for it threw the cross into strong relief, but on that one night they would have defied the very Pope of Rome himself.


  “We are no longer alone,” Carola whispered. “We love and are loved; and that surely has transformed us from monsters into gods.”


  “If happiness can transform a tumbledown cottage into paradise,” George said, running his as yet uncurved fingers through her hair, “then I guess we are gods.”


  But he forgot that every paradise must have its snake, and their particular serpent was disguised in the rotund shape of the Reverend John Cole. This worthy cleric had an allegorical nose for smelling out hypothetical evil, and it was not long before he was considering the inhabitants of the house by the churchyard with a speculative eye.


  He called when George was out and invited Carola to join the young wives’ altar dressing committee. She turned grey and begged to be excused. Mr. Cole then suggested she partake in a brief reading from holy scripture, and Carola shrank from the proffered Bible, even as a rabbit recoils from a hooded cobra. Then the Reverend John Cole accidentally dropped his crucifix on to her lap, and she screamed like one who is in great pain, before falling to the floor in a deathlike faint. And the holy minister departed with the great joy that comes to the sadist who knows he is only doing his duty.


  Next day George met the Reverend Cole, who was hastening to the death bed of a sinful woman, and laid a not too gentle hand on the flabby arm.


  “I understand you frightened my wife, when I was out yesterday.”


  The clergyman bared his teeth and, although George was now in the shape with which he had been born, they resembled two dogs preparing to fight.


  “I’m wondering,” the Reverend Cole said, “what kind of woman recoils from the good book and screams when the crucifix touches her.”


  “Well, it’s like this,” George tightened his grip on the black-clad arm, “we are both allergic to Bibles, crosses, and nosy parsons. I am apt to burn one, break two, and pulverise three. Am I getting through?”


  “And I have a duty before God and man,” John Cole said, looking at the retaining hand with marked distaste, “and that is to stamp evil whenever it be found. And may I add, with whatever means are at my disposal.”


  They parted in mutual hate, and George in his innocence decided to use fear as an offensive weapon, not realising that its wounds strengthen resistance more often than they weaken. One night, when the moon was full, turning the graveyard into a gothic wonderland, the Reverend John Cole met something that robbed him of speech for nigh on twelve hours. It walked on bent hindlegs, and had two very long arms which terminated in talons that seemed hungry for the ecclesiastical throat, and a nightmare face whose predominant feature was a long, slavering snout.


  At the same time, Mrs. Cole, a very timid lady who had yet to learn of the protective virtues of two pieces of crossed wood, was trying so hard not to scream as a white-faced young woman advanced across the bedroom. The reaction of husband and wife was typical of their individual characters. The Reverend John Cole, after the initial cry, did not stop running until he was safely barricaded in the church with a processional cross jammed across the doorway. Mrs. Cole, being unable to scream, promptly fainted, and hence fared worse than her fleetfooted spouse. John Cole, after his run, was a little short of breath: Mary Cole, when she returned to consciousness, was a little short of blood.


  Mr. Cole was an erratic man who often preached sermons guaranteed to raise the scalps of the most urbane congregation, if that is to say they took the trouble to listen. The tirade which was poured out from the puplit on the Sunday after Mrs. Cole’s loss and Mr. Cole’s fright woke three slumbering worshippers, and caused a choirboy to swallow his chewing-gum.


  “The devil has planted his emissaries in our midst,” the vicar proclaimed. “Aye, do they dwell in the church precincts and do appear to the Godfearing in their bestial form.”


  The chewing-gum-bereft choirboy giggled, and Mr. Cole’s wrath rose and erupted into admonishing words.


  “Laugh not. I say to you of little faith, laugh not. For did I not come face to face—aye, but a few yards from where you now sit—with a fearsome beast that did drool and nuzzle, and I feared that my windpipe might soon lie upon my shirt- front. But, and this be the truth, which did turn my bowels to water, there was the certain knowledge that I was in the presence of a creature that is without precedence in Satan’s hierarchy—the one—the only—the black angel of hell—the dreaded werewolf.”


  At least ten people in the congregation thought their vicar had at last turned the corner and become stark raving mad. Twenty more did not understand what he was talking about, and one old lady assumed she was listening to a brilliant interpretation of Revelation, chapter XIII, verses 1 to 3. The remainder of the congregation had not been listening, but noted the vicar was in fine fettle, roaring and pounding the pulpit with his customary gusto. His next disclosure suffered roughly the same reception.


  “My dear wife—my helpmeet, who has walked by my side these past twenty years—was visited in her chamber by a female of the species...” Mr. Cole nodded bitterly. “A vampire, an unclean thing that has crept from its foul grave, and did take from my dear one, that which she could ill afford to lose...”


  Ignorance, inattention, Mr. Cole’s words fell on very stony ground and no one believed—save Willie Mitcham. Willie did believe in vampires, werewolves, and, in fact, also accepted the existence of banshees, demons, poltergeists, ghosts of every description, monsters of every shape and form, and the long wriggly thing, which as everyone knows, has yet to be named. As Willie was only twelve years of age, he naturally revelled in his belief, and moreover made himself an expert on demonologv. To his father’s secret delectation and his mother’s openly expressed horror, he had an entire cupboard filled with literature that dwelt on every aspect of the subject. He knew, for example, that the only sure way of getting a banshee off your back is to spit three times into an open grave, bow three times to the moon, then chant in a loud voice.


  Go to the north, go to the south,


  Go to the devil, but shut your mouth.


  Scream not by day, or howl by night,


  But gibber alone by candlelight.


  He also knew, for had not the facts been advertised by printed page, television set, and cinema screen, that the only sure way of killing a vampire is to drive a sharp pointed object through its heart between the hours of sunrise and sunset. He was also joyfully aware of the fatal consequences that attend the arrival of a silver bullet in a werewolf s hairy chest. So it was that Willie listened to the Reverend John Cole with ears that heard and understood, and he wanted so desperately to shout out the simple and time-honoured cures, the withal, the ways and means, the full, glorious, and gory details. But his mother nudged him in the ribs and told him to stop fidgeting, so he could only sit and seethe with well-nigh uncontrollable impatience.


  ***


  One bright morning in early March the total population of the graveyard cottage was increased by one. The newly risen sun peeped in through the neatly curtained windows and gazed down upon what, it is to be hoped, was the first baby werevamp. It was like all newly born infants, small, wrinkled, extremely ugly, and favoured its mother in so far as it had been born with two prominent eye-teeth. Instead of crying, it made a harsh hissing sound, not unlike that of an infant king-cobra, and was apt to bite anything that moved.


  “Isn’t he sweet?” Carola sighed, then waved a finger at her offspring, who promptly curled back an upper lip and made a hissing snarl. “Yes he is... he’s a sweet ’ickle diddums... he’s Mummy’s ’ickle diddums...”


  “I think he’s going to be awfully clever,” George stated after a while. “What with that broad forehead and those dark eyes, one can see there is a great potential for intelligence. He’s got your mouth, darling.”


  “Not yet he hasn’t,” Carola retorted, “but he soon will have', if I’m not careful. I suppose he’s in his humvamp period now; but when the moon is full, he’ll have sweet little hairy talons, and a dinky-winky little tail.”


  Events proved her to be absolutely correct. The Reverend John Cole allowed several weeks to pass before he made an official call on the young parents. During this time he reinforced his courage, of which it must be confessed he had an abundance; sought advice from his superiors, who were not at all helpful; and tried to convince anyone who would listen of the danger in their midst. His congregation shrank, people crossed the road whenever he came into view, and he was constantly badgered by a wretched little boy, who poured out a torrent of nauseating information. But at last the vicar was as ready for the fatal encounter as he ever would be, and so, armed with a crucifix, faith, and a small bottle of whisky, he went forth to do battle. From his bedroom window that overlooked the vicarage, Willie Mitcham watched the black figure as it trudged along the road. He flung the window open and shouted: “Yer daft coot. It’s a full moon.”


  No one answered Mr. Cole’s thunderous assault on the front door. This was not surprising, as Carola was paying Mrs. Cole another visit, and George was chasing a very disturbed sheep across a stretch of open moorland. Baby had not yet reached the age when answering doors would be numbered among his accomplishments. At last the reverend gentleman opened the door and, after crossing himself with great fervour, entered the cottage.


  He found himself in the living-room, a cosy little den with whitewashed walls, two ancient chairs, a folding table, and some very nice rugs on the floor. There was also a banked-up fire, and a beautiful old ceiling oil-lamp that George had cleverly adapted for electricity. Mr. Cole called out: “Anyone there?” and, receiving no answer, sank down into one of the chairs to wait. Presently, the chair being comfortable, the room warm, the clergyman felt his caution dissolve into a hazy atmosphere of well-being. His head nodded, his eyelids flickered, his mouth fell open and, in no time at all, a series of gentle snores filled the room with their even cadence.


  It is right to say Mr. Cole fell asleep reluctantly, and while he slept he displayed a certain amount of dignity. But he awoke with a shriek and began to thresh about in a most undignified manner. There was a searing pain in his right ankle, and when he moved something soft and rather heavy flopped over his right foot and at the same time made a strange hissing sound. The vicar screamed again and kicked out with all his strength, and that which clung to his ankle went hurling across the room and landed on a rug near the window. It hissed, yelped; then turning over, began to crawl back towards the near prostrate clergyman. He tried to close his eyes, but they insisted on remaining open and so permitted him to see something that a person with a depraved sense of humour might have called a baby. A tiny, little white—oh, so white—face, which had two microscopic fangs jutting out over the lower lip. But for the rest it was very hairy; had two wee claws, and a proudly erect, minute tail, that was, at this particular moment in time lashing angrily from side to side. Its little hind legs acted as projectors and enabled the hair-covered torso to leap along at quite an amazing speed. There was also a smear of Mr. Cole’s blood round the mouth; and the eyes held an expression that suggested the ecclesiastical fluid was appealing to the taste-buds, and their owner could hardly wait to get back to the fount of nourishment.


  Mr. Cole released three long, drawn-out screams, then, remembering that legs have a decided and basic purpose, leaped for the door. It was truly an awe-inspiring sight to see a portly clergyman, who had more than reached the years of discretion, running between graves, leaping over tombstones, and sprinting along paths. Baby-werevamp on his hind legs and looked as wistfully as his visage permitted the swiftly retreating cleric. After a while baby set up a prolonged howl, and thumped the floor with clenched claws. His distress was understandable. He had just seen a well-filled feeding bottle go running out of the door.


  ***


  Willie Mitcham had at last got through. One of the stupid, blind, not to mention thick-headed adults had been finally shocked into seeing the light. When Willie found the Reverend John Cole entangled in a hawthorn bush, he also stumbled on a man who was willing to listen to advice from any source. He had also retreated from the frontiers of sanity, and was therefore in a position to be driven, rather than to command.


  “I saw ’im.” Willie was possibly the happiest boy in the world at that moment. “I saw ’im with his ’orrible fangs and he went leaping towards the moors.”


  Mr. Cole said, “Ah!” and began to count his fingers.


  “And I saw ’er,” Willie went on. “She went to your house and drifted up to the main bedroom window. Just like in the film Mark of the Vampire.


  “Destroy all evil,” the Reverend Cole shouted. “Root it out. Cut into...”


  “Its ’eart,” Willie breathed. “The way to kill a vampire is drive a stake through its ’eart. And a werewolf must be shot with a silver bullet fired by ’im who had only thought about sin.”


  “From what authority do you quote this information?” the vicar demanded.


  “Me ’orror comics,” Willie explained. “They give all the details, and if you go and see the Vampire of ’Ackney Wick, you’ll see a ’oly father cut off the vampire’s ’ead and put a sprig of garlic in its mouth.”


  “Where are these documents?” the clergyman enquired.


  Mr. and Mrs. Mitcham were surprised and perhaps a little alarmed when their small son conducted the vicar through the kitchen and, after a perfunctory “It’s all right, Mum, parson wants to see me ’orror comics,” led the frozen-faced clergyman upstairs to the attic.


  It was there that Mr. Cole’s education was completed. Assisted by lurid pictures and sensational text, he learned of the conception, habits, hobbies, and disposal procedures of vampires, werewolves, and other breathing or non-breathing creatures that had attended the same school.


  “Where do we get...?” he began.


  “A tent peg and Mum’s coal ’ammer will do fine.” Willie was quick to give expert advice.


  “But a silver bullet.” The vicar shook his head. “I cannot believe there is a great demand...” “Two of Grandad’s silver collar studs melted down with a soldering iron, and a cartridge from Dad’s old .22 rifle. Mr. Cole, please say we can do it. I promise never to miss Sunday school again, if you’ll say we can do it.”


  The Reverend John Cole did not consider the problem very long. A bite from a baby werevamp is a great decision maker.


  “Yes,” he nodded, “we have been chosen. Let us gird up our loins, gather the sinews of battle, and go forth to destroy the evil ones.”


  “Cool.” Willie nodded vigorously. “All that blood. Can I cut ’er ’ead off?”


  If anyone had been taking the air at two o’clock next morning, they might have seen an interesting sight. A large clergyman, armed with a crucifix and a coal hammer, was creeping across the churchyard, followed by a small boy with a tent peg in one hand and a light hunting rifle in the other.


  They came to the cottage and Mr. Cole first turned the handle, then pushed the door open with his crucifix. The room beyond was warm and cosy; firelight painted a dancing pattern on the ceiling, brass lamp twinkled and glittered like a suspended star, and it was as though a brightly designed nest had been carved out of the surrounding darkness. John Cole strode into the room like a black marble angel of doom and, raising his crucifix, bellowed, “I have come to drive out the iniquity, burn out the sin. For, thus saith the Lord, cursed be you who hanker after darkness.”


  There was a sigh, a whimper—maybe a hissing whimper. Carola was crouched in one corner, her face whiter than a slab of snow in moonlight, her eyes dark-pools of terror, her lips deep, deep red, as they had been brought to life by a million, blood-tinted kisses, and her hands were pale ghost-moths, beating out their life against the wall of intolerance. The vicar lowered his cross and the whimper grew up and became a cry of despair.


  “Why?”


  “Where is the foul babe that did bite my ankle?” Carola’s staring eyes never left the crucifix towering over her. “I took him... took him... to his grandmother.”


  “There is more of your kind? Are you legion? Has the devil’s spawn been hatched?”


  “We are on the verge of extinction.”


  The soul of the Reverend John Cole rejoiced when he saw the deep terror in the lovely eyes, and he tasted the fruits of true happiness when she shrieked. He bunched the front of her dress up between trembling fingers and jerked her first upright, then down across the table. She made a little hissing sound; an instinctive token of defiance, and for a moment the delicate ivory fangs were bared and nipped the clergyman’s hand, but that was all. There was no savage fight for existence, no calling on the dark gods; just a token resistance, the shedding of a tiny dribble of blood, then complete surrender. She lay back across the table, her long, black hair brushing the floor, as though this were the inevitable conclusion from which she had been too long withheld. The vicar placed the tip of the tent peg over her heart, and taking the coal hammer from the overjoyed Willie, shouted the traditional words.


  “Get thee to hell. Burn for ever and a day. May thy foul carcase be food for jackals, and thy blood drink for pariah dogs.”


  The first blow sent the tent peg in three or four inches, and the sound of a snapping rib grated on the clergyman’s ear, so that for a moment he turned his head aside in revulsion. Then, as though alarmed lest his resolve weaken, he struck again, and the blood rose up in a scarlet fountain; a cascade of dancing rubies, each one reflecting the room with its starlike lamp, and the dripping, drenched face of a man with a raised coal hammer. The hammer, like the mailed hand of fate, fell again, and the ruby fountain sank low, then collapsed into a weakly gushing pool. Carola released her life in one long, drawn-out sigh, then became a black and white study in still life.


  “You gotta cut ’er ’ead off,” Willie screamed.


  “Ain’t no good, unless you cut ’er ’ead off and put a sprig of garlic in ’er mouth.”


  But Mr. Cole had, at least temporarily, had a surfeit of blood. It matted his hair, clogged his eyes, salted his mouth, drenched his clothes from neck to waist, and transformed his hands into scarlet claws.


  Willie was fumbling in his jacket pocket.


  “I’ve got me mum’s bread knife here, somewhere. Should go through ’er neck a treat.”


  The reverend gentleman wiped a film of red from his eyes and then daintily shook his fingers.


  “Truly is it said a little child shall lead them. Had I been more mindful of the Lord’s business, I would have brought me a tenon saw.”


  He was not more than half way through his appointed task, when the door was flung back and George entered. He was on the turn. He was either about to “become,” or return to “as was.” His silhouette filled the moonlit doorway, and he became still; a black menace that was no less dangerous because it did not move. Then he glided across the room, round the table and the Reverend John Cole retreated before him.


  George gathered up the mutilated remains of his beloved, then raised agony-filled eyes.


  “We loved—she and I. Surely, that should have forgiven us much. Death we would have welcomed—for what is death, but a glorious reward for having to live. But this...”


  He pointed to the jutting tent peg, the halfsevered head, then looked up questioninglv at the clergyman. Then the Reverend John Cole took up his cross and, holding it before him, he called out in a voice that had been made harsh by the dust of centuries.


  “I am Alpha and Omega, saith the Lord, and into the pit which in before the beginning and after the end shall ye be cast. For you and your kind are a stench and an abomination, and whatever evil is done unto you shall be deemed good in my sight.” The face of George Hardcastle became like an effigy carved from rock. Then it seemed to shimmer, the lines dissolved and ran one into the other; the hairline advanced, while the eyes retreated into deep sockets, and the jaw and nose merged and slithered into a long, pointed snout. The werewolf dropped the mangled remains of its mate and advanced upon her killer.


  “Satanus Avaunt.”


  The Reverend Cole thrust his crucifix forward as though it were a weapon of offence, only to have it wrenched from his grasp and broken by a quick jerk of hair-covered wrists. The werewolf tossed the pieces to one side, then with a howl leaped forward and buried his long fangs into the vicar’s shoulder.


  The two locked figures—one representing good, the other evil—swayed back and forth in the lamplight, and there was no room in either hate-fear-filled brain for the image of one small boy, armed with a rifle. The sharp little cracking sound could barely be heard above the grunting, snarling battle that was being raged near the hanging brass lamp, but the result was soon apparent. The werewolf shrieked, before twisting round and staring at the exuberant Willie, as though in dumb reproach. Then it crashed to the floor. When the clergyman had recovered to look down, he saw the dead face of George Hardcastle, and had he been a little to the right of the sanity frontier, there might well have been terrible doubts.


  “Are you going to finish cutting off’er head?” Willie enquired.


  ***


  They put the Reverend John Cole in a quiet house surrounded by a beautiful garden. Willie Mitcham they placed in a home, as a juvenile court decided, in its wisdom, that he was in need of care and protection. The remains of George and Carola they buried in the churchyard and said some beautiful words over their graves.


  It is a great pity they did not listen to Willie, who after all knew what he was talking about when it came to a certain subject.


  One evening, when the moon was full, two gentlemen who were employed in the house surrounded by the beautiful garden, opened the door, behind which resided all that remained of the Reverend John Cole. They both entered the room and prepared to talk. They never did. One dropped dead from pure, cold terror, and the other achieved a state of insanity which had so far not been reached by one of his patients.


  The Reverend John Cole had been bitten by a baby werevamp, nipped by a female vampire, and clawed and bitten by a full-blooded buck werewolf.


  Only the good Lord above, and the bad one below, knew what he was.


  The Fly-by-Night


  (1976)


  [image: ]



  Let it be known that there is the earth and all things that do breathe, eat and walk thereon.


  Then there is the underearth and all things that do not breathe, eat or walk, but most certainly exist. They have no flesh, but have substance; they neither spin nor toil, but find much to do; they speak not, but communicate. Their natural habitat is the lower regions of that uncharted country men call Hades, and since time began, they have crawled, slithered or flown between the dark, fire-tipped mountains that border mist-filled valleys.


  But there are those which over countless ages have evolved and become aware. With knowledge comes desire, and after desire comes determination, and after determination comes action. They wormed their way up through the dark tunnels which spiral around the place where lost souls mourn the passing of life, and came at last to the plane of the air-breathers. To some the light was not good and they either perished, or took to haunting the dwelling places of shadows, or ventured forth only when the sky was masked by night clouds. But some adapted, merged into their surroundings and learned to imitate the appetites of man. Such a one was named by the wise men of old as The Flucht-Daemon, but the common people drew upon their own limited vocabulary and called it: The Fly-by-Night.


  The cottage stood on the edge of a great forest and to a person of vivid imagination it appeared to have crawled out from the shelter of giant trees and was now tentatively tasting the sunlight. A small garden was bordered by a white picket fence, and within its confines neat rows of cabbages, feathery carrots and sturdy potato plants presented a green, patchwork carpet that trembled under the caress of the morning breeze.


  Long ago the cottage had been the dwelling place of a woodcutter, and before that a charcoal burner, but now it was occupied by Newton C. Hatfield and his daughter Celia. Newton was a novelist of some repute; Celia was a would-be actress, who, when resting, tried to follow in her father’s literary footsteps. The third occupant was a black cat who answered to the name of Tobias; a mighty hunter before the Lord, who brought live field mice home, then watched with an expression of profound surprise when Celia jumped up on to a chair and gave a pretty performance of feminine alarm. On such occasions Newton would corner the mouse, take it out to the edge of the forest and there release it.


  “Damn nonsense,” he growled. “Frightened of a creature that will fit into the palm of your hand.”


  “But it might run up my legs,” Celia protested.


  “What the hell would it want to run up your legs for?” her father enquired. “It hasn’t got the morals of some of those types you go about with.”


  “You are a disgusting old man.”


  “Disgusting I may be; old never.”


  One day Tobias brought home a bird.


  It was a fine healthy starling that was in no way hurt, for Tobias treated his victims gently, being content to take joy in the hunt, then sit back and wait for the applause. The bird, once released, flew round the room and made a futile attempt to force its way through the windowpanes. Celia was full of concern and hampered her father’s efforts to capture it by clutching his arm and exhorting him to be careful—don’t hurt it—poor little thing, and other compassionate ejaculations. Newton finally netted it with a looped bath towel, then released it out the front door and watched the black streak as it sped for the nearest tree.


  “Women!” he shook his head with deep concern. “I will never understand you. You go up the wall when a tiny mouse stirs a paw in your direction, but go all ga-ga when a bloody great bird goes flapping round the place. Do you realize if that had got entangled in your hair, you would have had something to scream about?”


  “But… but it was only a poor little bird.”


  “And what about that ferocious tiger we’ve got sitting under the table?”


  Celia bent down and tickled Tobias’s ears, an action which earned his full approval.


  “He was only acting according to his nature.”


  Newton made straight for his typewriter.


  “I give up.”


  Two days later Tobias brought home something that was not a bird or a mouse.


  They found it when they came home one evening after a visit to town. It was crawling over the carpet and made a strange twittering sound when they entered the room. Newton swore and glared at Tobias, who was crouched in one corner and watching his capture with intense interest. Celia ran forward with a cry of concern.


  “Oh, poor little thing.”


  Newton grabbed his daughter’s arm and pulled her back.


  “Hold it. Before you go into raptures, I should first of all find out what it is.”


  “It’s some kind of bird.”


  “Is it?” Newton bent forward and examined the creature carefully. “Well, I’ve never seen a bird that looked like that. Look for yourself.”


  The creature—before it unleashed its tail—was about six inches long and had a pair of black leathery wings that assisted it to crawl over the carpet. But when the tail suddenly uncoiled, and it appeared to have been tucked away between the minute hind legs, another three inches was added to its length. Newton went out into the hall and returned with a thick walking stick.


  “You’re not going to hurt it?” Celia exclaimed.


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” He brushed her to one side, then inserting the point of the stick under one wing, flipped the creature over on to its back. “Now, have you ever seen anything like that?”


  A tiny, black fur-covered body, which terminated in bent hind legs; a narrow little white and completely hairless face that was lit by a pair of exquisite blue eyes and surmounted with a mop of shining black hair. The tiny teeth were white, and pointed, the ears tapered, the red lips full and parted. Newton had the impression it was grinning at him.


  “Isn’t it sweet?” Celia said.


  “Sweet!” Newton’s bellow of rage made the creature look up, and its lips slowly closed. “Sweet! That is the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen.”


  “Oh, it’s not. I should think it’s some kind of bat.”


  “Ah!” Newton nodded grimly. “A mouse. A flying mouse.”


  “Yes, I know, but it’s not the same. Oh, look at his eyes!” Celia bent forward and assumed a winsome smile. “He’s not a nasty old mouse, is he then? He’s a little dinkom-diddens. Yes, he is… he’s a little dinkom-diddens…”


  “For heaven’s sake, stop it. How the hell you can make noises at a… a monstrosity like that is beyond me. Let me get a shovel and I’ll put it outside somewhere. Preferably as far from the house as possible.”


  Celia made a cry of protest and the creature blinked its blue eyes and seemed to look upon her with approval.


  “How can you be so heartless? It’s probably hurt; otherwise it would be flying about. We must look after it until it’s well. As it was our cat that injured it, that’s the least we can do.”


  “Then let the cat look after it,” Newton suggested.


  Celia ignored this trite remark and busied herself in lining a plastic clothes-basket with one of Newton’s woolen vests, an act of vandalism that roused his freely expressed wrath. Then she gingerly picked the creature up and laid it in this homemade nest. A second later and she was wringing her hands.


  “Gosh, but it’s cold. It’s like ice. Do you think we ought to put a hot water bottle…?”


  “No, I don’t,” Newton roared. “I can’t understand how you were able to touch it. Do you realize, it might have bitten you?”


  “Nonsense. It looks so happy and content. I wouldn’t mind betting it was someone’s pet.”


  Newton shut himself in the back room he used as a study, and Celia, still consoling the creature with comforting words, carried the basket into the kitchen and deposited it near the fire. But what disturbed her was the fact it refused to accept any form of nourishment. She tried bread and milk, some of Tobias’ cat food, a plate of cold lamb, some rice pudding left over from yesterday, and finally a quarter of a pound of smoked ham that had been purchased for Newton’s tea—all to no avail. The creature ignored all offerings, but continued to stare up at Celia with possibly greater approval than before. Neither did it appear to want to sleep, but lay on Newton’s woolen vest and watched its protector as she moved round the kitchen, and even sometimes peered over the basket when she moved out of sight.


  “I’m awfully worried,” she informed Newton at bedtime. “It hasn’t eaten a thing and is wide awake. Do you think I ought to take it to a vet?”


  “Wouldn’t be a bad idea.” Newton nodded. “A vet could put it to sleep in no time at all.”


  “You are a cruel, unfeeling beast.”


  “Perhaps I am. But that thing gives me the willies.”


  It was three o’clock in the morning when she entered his room. “Dad, wake up. It’s gone.”


  He sat up, turned on the bedside light, then blinked.


  “What! Who’s gone?”


  “It has. 1 went downstairs to see if it was all right, and the back door was open and it’s gone.”


  “Good.”


  “But, Dad, listen. Don’t go back to sleep. Who unlocked the back door?”


  “That’s a point.” He sat up and scratched his head. “You can’t have locked it.”


  “But I did, and I remember the little thing sat up and watched me. Honestly, would 1 go to bed and leave the back door wide open?”


  Newton yawned. “Well, you’re not suggesting that little horror is capable of manipulating a ruddy great rim lock, then turning the door handle? Though now I come to think of it…”


  “I don’t know what to suggest. All I know is, the door is open and the sweet little thing has gone.”


  “Well,” Newton pounded his pillow. “Shut the door, lock it, and go back to bed.”


  “Suppose it wants to come in again?”


  “It will be a very disappointed little horror.”


  Celia departed with much shaking of her head and Newton. grinned as he heard her calling from the back door: “Come boy… come… come.” The answer she received was an expectant cry from Tobias, who assumed he was due for an early morning snack. Presently she remounted the stairs and Newton gave a sigh of relief when he heard her door shut.


  Next morning she smiled sweetly at her father over the breakfast table and said: “He’s come back.”


  Newton reached for the marmalade pot. “Has he! Who?”


  “The little thing. There he was, perched on top of my wardrobe when I woke this morning.”


  “Indeed! How did he… it get in?”


  “Through my window. I left it open.”


  There was a silence of some three-minute duration, then Newton began to frown.


  “Look, I’ve been half-serious about all this up to now, but I’ve been thinking. There’s something—I don’t know— something unnatural about that damned thing. After all, we don’t know what it is or where it came from. I’m of the opinion it escaped from a zoo or some private menagerie. Perhaps we ought to report…”


  “No.” Celia got up, her eyes blazing. “It’s not doing you any harm. If it did escape from some zoo, I’m glad, and I’ll be damned if I’ll see you or anyone else take it back again.”


  “Now, see here,” Newton pushed his chair back. “Don’t use that tone to me. I’m not one of your pansy boyfriends. This happens to be my house, and if 1 say that miniature horror goes—it goes.”


  “And I’m telling you—it won’t. I’m not a kid for you to order about.”


  They were interrupted by the sound of flapping wings; in the gradually increasing rustle of disturbed air, the winged creature flew into the kitchen, glided round the ceiling and finally settled on the table. There it sat with folded wings and looked at the two antagonists with gleaming eyes. Newton’s anger drained away and was replaced by a feeling of utmost dread. There was no disregarding the look of intense pleasure on the minute face. The head was turning from side to side, the eyes raking each face as though to absorb the maximum satisfaction from the flushed features, while the tapered ears were pricked so as not to lose a fragment of angered sound. Newton put his thoughts into words.


  “‘The damned thing is getting a kick out of us having a row.”


  “Don’t be so silly.”


  “For Pete’s sake, look at it. It’s licking its lips. Just as though it had just eaten a good meal.”


  “It’s pleased to see us.”


  Newton laughed like a man who is not amused.


  “You can say that again. There’s something weird about this.”


  He stopped short, let the sentence trail off into oblivion and kept his eyes on the grimacing creature. There was no avoiding the fact; it was unique. Moreover, the tiny face, the slender form and, above all, the exquisite blue eyes, were indescribably beautiful. He wondered why he had not realized this before. It was an evil beauty, combining the repellent fascination of a venomous snake and the sinuous charm of an infant beast of prey, but there was beauty. Or to be more accurate, an extreme prettiness. He felt a sudden, ridiculous urge—a well nigh overwhelming need—to stroke its head, to take it on to his lap and tickle its ears. He turned abruptly away and snapped: “Do what you like, but keep it out of my sight.”


  During the next few days it became apparent that something was missing from their normal relationship. Gone was the slightly mocking, affectionate comradeship that at times, though neither suspected, bordered on the flirtatious.


  Now there was politeness; words were marshaled with care, before being uttered. They were like two people walking through a gunpowder factory, knowing that a wrongly placed foot could cause a spark. Newton appeared to have forgotten about the existence of the creature, and Celia was careful never to mention it. Nevertheless, he was acutely alive to its continued presence in the house. Several times, when the kitchen door was open, he heard the strange twittering sound, and once, the rustle of air as it flew up the stairs. There was a terrible urge to go out and watch that slow, graceful flight, feast his eyes on the evil, pretty little face. But he continued to sit resolutely behind his typewriter, vainly trying to make his fingers cooperate with his brain. But the brain was not at all prepared to manufacture sentences, play with plots, create fictional drama, when the bizarre was in his own house. He decided to break through the barrier of suspicion and doubt which had come into being during the past few days.


  “I’m going back to town,” he announced one morning at breakfast. “I’ve finished work on the rough draft and I’d like my agent’s advice before I go any further.”


  Celia said, “Oh!” and poured a fresh cup of coffee.


  “What are your plans?” he enquired with a carefully casual air. “Would you like to drive up with me?”


  “No, thanks. I’ll stay on for a bit.”


  He felt a surge of irritation that threatened to sweep aside his carefully erected defense: Words bubbled to the surface of his mind and demanded release. But for a while he retained control.


  “By yourself? It will be a bit lonely.”


  She shrugged and picked up a newspaper.


  “I’ll be all right.”


  Irritation blunted its sharp edge against his self-control and became a blast of anger.


  “Don’t be so damned silly. How the hell can you stay down here by yourself?”


  “Easy. I’ll lock the door and stop anyone coming in.”


  “Look.” He slammed his cup down. “This place is meant to be a place where we get our breath back. We’ve been down here three weeks, and I think it’s about time both of us got back into circulation. Haven’t you got any work coming up?”


  She shrugged again. “So so.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “I intend to stay on.”


  “Why?” He shouted and sensed the flutter of wings, but the door was shut and his anger was clamouring for outlet. “You’ve never wanted to before. If you had someone with you, I would understand. Wait a minute… I’ve got it… you’ve got some man coming down. Just waiting until I’m out of the way.”


  “If I were, it’s no business of yours.” Her eyes were now blazing pools of hate. She was shouting, betraying signs of coarseness that shocked him, even while it reinforced his anger. “I don’t have to ask your permission before I take a man to bed. If I invite an army down here, it’s no damn business of yours. It’s about time you remembered you’re my father, not my husband…”


  His hand swung out and struck her left cheek with such violence that she went hurling against the closed door. The door trembled, and from beyond came an excited twittering and the pulsating thud of wings on wood that strangely kept in time with his furious heartbeat. Lying there on the floor, she swore at him, using words he was not aware until that moment she even knew, and a lingering spark of reason made him spin round and run from the room. He flung open the front door and ran blindly to his car, anger warring with a submerged sense of intense danger. It was not until the car was roaring down the main road that he realized what that danger had been. In that moment of mad rage, when the thing had beaten the door with its wings, he—Newton C. Hatfield—had been but a heartbeat away from murdering his daughter.


  Newton spent the remainder of the day in the town flat.


  He tried not to think, but thoughts scurried across his brain like marauding rats. Since the death of his wife some seven years before, the relationship between him and Celia had been one of almost perfect concord. Whatever disagreements they might have had were without rancor and soon forgotten. But now, on two occasions, there had been undiluted hate, and he had struck her, too. The only conclusion was that either they were both going mad or that horrible little monster was, in some inexplicable way, responsible. He remembered the look of joyful lust when they had quarreled and the sound of beating wings as it tried to force its way through the door. But what was it? His imagination tried to explain an animal—but was it an animal?—that could stir up the basic instincts, and then—he dared to face the implication—draw strength from the resulting storm. Now, safe in the heart of London, the idea was fantastic; it scarcely merited consideration, but every argument that he presented to refute it was destroyed by the facts as he remembered them. He now went a little farther down the path of forbidden knowledge. If—whatever the thing was—drew strength from the black silt that lies at the very bottom of human nature, then it surely followed that he and Celia had been—feeding it. And, as everyone should know, the end result of feeding is growth. Having given this conclusion his full consideration, Newton tore downstairs, jumped into his car and drove back the way he had come.


  Newton stopped the car and looked down upon the cottage and the great army of trees that stood in the background. The moon lit up the countryside and made every object stand out as though it were a figure freshly painted on a canvas. He was struck by the stillness, the complete absence of sound, and it seemed to his by now fevered imagination that he had somehow strayed into a plane that was either a little above or some way below that of normal existence. There was a dreamlike quality about the scene laid out before him: the motionless trees, the solitary cottage with its gleaming windows that resembled four watching eyes, and the grey ribbon that was the road, which looked as if it had never known the tread of solid foot or the hum of revolving car wheel. But suddenly, as though in mockery of his fanciful supposition, there was movement. The right hand casement—Celia’s bedroom— opened, and a black shape slowly emerged into the moonlight. It perched on the windowsill for a full minute, then, opening black wings, rose gracefully into the air. Newton felt the horror slide down into his stomach like a lump of black ice. The flying creature circled the cottage, then began to flap slowly towards the forest, but before it was lost in a sea of shadow, the moon highlighted it for an awful moment, so that every feature stood out in stark relief. They were all perfectly recognizable: the narrow head with its pointed ears and mane of black hair, the slender body, the wide-spread wings—but there was a terrible difference. It had grown. At least three feet from wingtip to wingtip, and possibly thirty inches from crown of head to rear, and the tail was coiled up between the hind legs. Newton made a sound that was midway between a shout and a scream as he pressed the self-starter, then drove swiftly down the hill and screeched to a halt before the front door.


  The hall was empty, save for the lingering ghosts of sated fear: the living room was a deserted battlefield, where overturned furniture lay like the dead of a defeated army: On the stairs he found a piece of torn dress, and three steps up, a discarded shoe. Celia’s bedroom door was open, and beyond was the gaping window, with a tattered nylon curtain hanging limply like the wedding veil of a violated bride. She was lying across the bed, the clothes ripped from her body, deep scratches disfiguring her face and white skin. When Newton, crying like a child who has come to understand the meaning of darkness for the first time, leaned over her, she opened her eyes and murmured sleepily: “It is growing up.”


  They argued long into the night. Newton shouted, threatened, walked out several times, but he always came back. Finally he begged.


  “Come away. You can’t… no one can stay in this place. Please listen to me.”


  The angry scratches were fading from her face and arms, and that in itself was a matter of fearful concern. But worse was Celia’s smile, her cool refusal to discuss what had happened and her emphatically stated intention not to leave the cottage.


  “You go,” she said. “We don’t want you. You’re much too goody-goody.”


  “For heaven’s sake,” he stared at her with alarmed eyes. “What have you become, girl?”


  For a moment she looked wistful, almost sad; then she smiled. “I thought I knew what I was. Now…” She shrugged. “Now I know I was wrong.”


  “That thing—” He jerked his head towards the window. “It is beast; more, it’s evil.”


  “Don’t play with words.” She moved to the window and stood looking up at the moon bright sky. “It is the seed from which we sprang. As the coal is to the fire, so that is to man. What is evil anyway? Don’t you realize it is the anagram of live?”


  “It is also the anagram for vile,” he retorted. “You… you are sick. Please believe me, you must come away now. Don’t even wait to pack a bag. Just jump in the car and we’ll be off.”


  Her smile was scornful and suddenly he was afraid of his daughter.


  “You haven’t got the message yet, have you? Don’t you realize wherever we go, it will follow us? There is a bond that can never be broken.”


  “Tell me,” he pleaded. “What the hell is—It?”


  She shook her head. “It is so hard to explain, and I can’t communicate very clearly—yet. There’s no voice in our sense of the word. It talks to me in my head. But I have been promised power. Unlimited success. To someone who has always been on the losing end, that’s really something. I suppose a few centuries ago I would have been burnt at the stake.”


  And she began to laugh as the moonlight turned her hair to silver-gold, and it seemed to the horrified father that he was listening to the laughing child of long ago.


  During the days that followed Newton watched his daughter with terror-inflamed anxiety, and never did he dare ask the question that haunted his waking and sleeping life. Where was it?


  Whenever he ventured into the kitchen, it was not there. Or in the living room. He had not the courage to go out at night and watch Celia’s bedroom window, and no sound now came to disturb the long, dark hours, but he knew it was still nearby. Tobias no longer brought his prey home, but seemed content to sit by the window, curiously alert to every sound and apparently watching something or someone that was not visible to Newton’s eyes.


  Celia appeared to have forgotten that there had ever been cause for friction between them and treated her father to the old bantering good humour that disturbed him more than the former bad temper. She had revealed to him a face that had undergone a terrible change, and now that the veil had been resumed, he could only guess at what further deterioration had taken place. But he began to listen and watch for any clues as to the creature’s whereabouts and habits. One evening he was rewarded.


  “I left my handbag upstairs,” Celia exclaimed.


  “I’m going up.” Newton waited for the angry refusal. “Would you like me to fetch it?”


  She smiled sweetly. “Thank you. You’re a pet.”


  Her bedroom was bathed in moonlight; the window was open and he detected a faint musty aroma. Two of his questions were answered. The thing spent the day in Celia’s bedroom, and it flew by night.


  Next day what could have been further information came from another source. Celia left him alone in the house and an hour later returned with a bundle of newspapers and magazines. Newton, for want of something better to do— his work was sadly neglected these days—seized a copy of the Daily Mail and began to skim through it. The possible information was on page four. A little paragraph in the right-hand bottom corner of the page.


  MYSTERIOUS BIRD


  Several eyewitnesses have reported seeing a strange and very large bird in the vicinity of Clavering in Kent. Descriptions vary from “a batlike creature with pointed ears and a vast wingspan,” to “something resembling a giant crow.”


  Reliable sources think it likely this is some form of freak bat, particularly as it is only reported to have been seen at night.


  The other item had possibly no connection with the thing that flew by night at all, but it still afforded Newton some further disquiet.


  RISING CRIME WAVE IN KENT


  There has been an unexpected outbreak of crimes against persons in Kent during the past few days. Several cases of robbery with violence, rape and one attempted murder have come to the attention of the police. All have been committed by people who have, up to now, led seemingly blameless lives.


  Chief-Superintendent Hargraves, of the Kent Constabulary, said in a statement last nigh?: “Television and films depicting violence have much to answer for…”


  Newton put down the newspaper and forgot that there was a subject he must not mention.


  “Celia, for God’s sake, where…?”


  She turned on him savagely: “Shut up. Don’t… don’t…”


  She broke off suddenly, then quickly regained control.


  “Don’t ask questions that I cannot answer.”


  Well aware that another outburst of mutual anger might mean the flutter of wings, Newton lapsed into silence. But a terrible resolution came slowly into being.


  He allowed weeks to pass while the resolution grew into awful maturity, and during that time living with constant fear became a natural state of existence. It was then he realized that hell could not be such a dreadful place, because in time, the damned soul would get used to it. Cold dread entered his bed and became a sleeping partner; nagging anxiety robbed him of appetite; black terror came out of the past and pointed a skeleton finger towards the future. But at the same time his brain, well trained in the art of manufacturing plots, creating problems that must be solved, devised a plan that was based on cool reason.


  The thing—whatever its original state—was solid: There must be a form of flesh which coated a framework of some matter that was akin to bone. Therefore, it followed the creature—now a title, an easily recognizable name, began to frequently cross his crowded brain: Fly-by-Night—could be destroyed. Perhaps it would quickly recover from wounds; it might well be beyond his strength to inflict any kind of damage, but there was an element that no solid creature could resist. Fire. The resolution mated with the plan and became an operation.


  So that his precious stock of courage should not be reduced by sights and sounds, he deliberately did not look out of the window once the sun had set, and he plugged his ears with cotton wool after retiring to bed. Then, when the moon had begun to wane, he went into purposeful action.


  Eight sleeping pills powdered and mixed with cocoa made a near lethal drink, but the situation demanded drastic measures. He watched Celia sip from the earthenware mug, then trembled when she put it down with freely expressed disgust.


  “Horrible!” She wiped her mouth, then glared at him with sudden suspicion. “What the hell did you put in it?”


  He got up and moved towards her, grimly determined that nothing should delay or impede his great plan.


  “Drink it,” he growled, and she shrank back, for he was now like any animal that has been driven into a corner. “Drink it.”


  “No.” She shook her head wildly. “No, I’ll not let you do…”


  “Damn you, drink it.”


  He grabbed her and, made brutal by his great rage, flung the slender form on to the sofa, where it lay with staring eyes and gaping mouth. Then Newton took up the mug. He gripped her lower jaw with one hand while he poured the liquid down her throat with the other. Then he stepped back and waited.


  “You fool.” She was ugly now; her face twisted up into a mask of hate, her brown-smirched mouth spitting out words. He knew if he had not killed her body, he had at least slain any regard she might still have retained for him. But it was not important—not now. “You can’t fight him. Whatever you do, he can’t lose. Get that into your sanctimonious head. You cannot possibly win.”


  “I can try,” he said softly. “My soul would be damned if I did not try.”


  “Your soul!” She laughed. A loud, harsh sound that crashed across the room and went echoing round the house. “What makes you think you’ve got a soul? A speck of awareness: an atom of intelligence, which will never withstand the shock of death. Immortality is only for the brave.”


  Still he waited, and presently he saw her eyelids droop, while her tongue released words that had drifted from a mist-shrouded brain.


  “My love flies in on the night wind… his breath is fear… he speaks with the voice of desire…”


  The voice trailed off; the words died; Celia slept and Newton was now free to prepare for the coming battle.


  From the kitchen dresser he produced a gimlet, screwdriver and a bag of three-inch screws. He then went upstairs and entered Celia’s bedroom, where he sought for fresh signs of the creature’s tenancy. They were not hard to find. On the floor, by the right-hand side of the bed, was a thick eiderdown and a pillow. On the dressing table stood a bowl of greyish water and, of all things, a razor and a tube of shaving cream. Somehow, this commonplace evidence of personal hygiene seemed both horrifying and obscene. The thought of that creature (and oh, my God, how it must have grown) scraping the bristles from its face made Newton feel sick. And hard on the trail of that discovery came another—it was imitating the habits of man. Blindly perhaps, for no other reason than this was one of the customs of the air-breathers.


  The casement window was wide open, and beyond, the moon looked down on sleeping countryside. Newton closed it; then setting to work with his gimlet, he drilled holes in window and frame before inserting his screws. When he had finished, the room was sealed up and only by breaking the glass would the creature enter. As an afterthought, inspired more by hope than judgment, he drew a large red cross with Celia’s lipstick on each windowpane. It took him three hours to screw up every window in the cottage, and during all that time he kept looking up at the steel blue sky.


  Locking both the back and front doors, he went over to the small garden shed and there prepared the firetrap. It was simple and, he hoped, effective. A mixture of paraffin, creosote and petrol was sprinkled over walls, a pile of dead wood, and placed in cans, bucket and a small barrel. After making a torch from a length of thick wood and padding one end with paraffin soaked rags, he sat down on the garden seat and waited.


  The night was so beautiful: The sky was at peace and was a perfect setting for the crystal moon and the cold star-diamonds that spread out into infinity. He had a ridiculous feeling that he was the focal point for a billion eyes—a miserable biological specimen that was under a mighty multi-galaxy microscope and was now being watched to see how he would react in the coming battle.


  Tobias came ambling across the garden and rubbed his body against Newton’s legs. He picked the cat up and deposited it on his lap, where it purred loudly, then settled down for a short sleep. Newton grinned ruefully when he remembered that Tobias was the innocent reason for him sitting here in the small hours, with his daughter drugged in a locked house and the garden shed full of inflammable material waiting for a match.


  The first pale fingers of dawn were clawing the eastern sky when Newton stiffened and then gently lowered Tobias to the ground. A large black shape was slowly flying out from the shadows cast by the trees. It circled the house, and as the monstrous shape passed overhead, Newton gasped when he realized the extent to which it had grown. Even allowing for the bent hind legs, it must be all of five feet tall, and what was even more alarming, the wingspan was almost as wide. Gripping the unlighted torch in his right hand, Newton edged his way round the house, being careful to keep well within the shadow, and watched the creature’s flight with fearful anxiety. What would be


  its reaction when it realized that the house was sealed up? There was always the possibility that it might break the glass and, once inside, his plan would be frustrated.


  After circling the house three times, the winged shape sank down and glided towards Celia’s window, where it hovered while the wings flapped with intense rapidity. The ensuing shriek made Newton cringe against the wall, for it was a cry of baffled rage: an almost frantic scream of disbelief. Two long, thin arms emerged from behind the pounding wings, and a pair of taloned hands pawed the moon-bright windowpanes where the red crosses gleamed like blood streaks.


  The shriek was terminated by a hoarse cry, and the creature, as though it had been electrocuted, fell heavily to the ground. There it crouched while, the wings half-folded, it examined its hands while twittering with pain or rage. Then it hopped up and down and blew on the extended claws like a schoolboy who has been caned. Newton dared to move a few paces nearer, still hugging the wall, but when he came to the corner of the house, the protecting shadow abruptly terminated and one more step would have brought him out into the full moonlight.


  He stepped back and the heel of his shoe clicked against the wall. Instantly the creature became still—changed from a hopping monstrosity to a black frozen statue. Suddenly the head jerked round and Newton was staring at the sinister, pretty face, the exquisite blue eyes and the outstretched claws. He knew it could see him, but there was a completely silly thought that if he kept perfectly still, it would forget all about him. The clawlike feet moved apart and it was bounding towards him like a giant winged-bullfrog. The hind legs acted as springs, the half-folded wings as stabilizers, and doubtless behind the blue eyes lurked something that did service for a brain. Newton for a while forgot his plan, ignored the dictates of reason that stated now was the time to make a stand; instead, he surrendered to a blast of pure terror, turned on his heel and ran.


  From little horrors, mighty monsters grow. Such was the impromptu thought that went with him as he ran. If only he had crushed the little thing that Tobias had brought home, now he would not have been running from something that leaped like a frog and twittered like an overgrown sparrow. A flapping sound told him the Fly-by-Night had taken to the air and the attack would come from above. His foot became entangled with a root and he went sprawling on the ground, where he lay waiting for the end. A minute, perhaps more, passed; then he ventured to look up. The creature was flying in rapidly decreasing circles, and it was in obvious distress. It made a strangled cry, then dropped a few feet, rather like an aeroplane that has hit an air pocket, and it took Newton some while before he realized the reason. The first golden spears from the rising sun were gliding across the clear sky. At once fear receded before a wave of new hope: The Fly-by-Night was a thing of darkness; it did not like light. It would be ridiculous to suppose that, like the legendary vampire, this monster would disintegrate with the rising sun, but it was uncomfortable and had a problem that could only be solved by finding shelter in a very short time. The house was sealed up; on the other hand, the garden shed was waiting—its door wide open. Newton fumbled in his pocket, found his cigarette lighter, then lit the torch.


  The Fly-by-Night came down for a bumpy landing. It dropped the last two feet and rolled over while emitting a series of hoarse shrieks that made the newly awakened birds in the nearest trees rise up on fluttering wings. It regained an upright position and began to leap towards the house, presumably still instinctively regarding this as a natural place of protection. Newton ran forward and, with courage he did not suspect until that moment he possessed, stood in its path waving his flaming torch while moving slowly forward.


  The Fly-by-Night, confronted in mid-leap by what it most feared, fell over, and Newton took advantage of the situation by thrusting his torch directly into the grimacing face. An ear-splitting shriek and it was flapping, creeping, lurching across the ground, oblivious of the growing light of day, fired only by the need to escape from the searing flames. Newton guided his quarry into the desired path by waving the torch to left and right, until the open shed door was in the creature’s line of vision. It managed to fly the last few yards, a kind of flapping run; then it disappeared through the opening, and Newton, his courage by now dangerously low, flung the torch onto the pile of oil-soaked wood and closed the door. He hastily fastened the padlock, then ran towards the house.


  There was first a roar, than an explosion, and when he looked back, the shed was one gigantic flame. Such a fire would have gladdened the heart of an arsonist; it crackled, sizzled, spat out little gobbets of spluttering flame and reached upwards, as though to lick the stars, with yellow-and blue-edged tongues of flame. The roof fell in; the walls collapsed, and presently flame gave way to grey-black smoke and it was all over. When Newton at length walked slowly over to the smouldering ruins, there was nothing to see but grey ash, charred wood and a few pieces of twisted iron.


  Then he broke down and cried.


  It was late afternoon before Celia awoke. She did not speak until her father had prepared a cup of sweetened tea and a few slices of hot buttered toast; then she asked: “What have you done with—with him?”


  “Don’t talk about it now,” he pleaded. “Wait until you are more yourself.”


  She smiled. “I will never be more myself than I am now. What have you done with him?”


  “I—” He paused, then for better or worse, announced boldly: “I burnt it. I burnt it in the garden shed.”


  Celia daintily sipped her tea, then put the cup down. She nibbled the toast and, after waiting until her mouth was empty, said simply, “I see.”


  He was at first puzzled, then encouraged by her calm acceptance of the news. Hope came to him.


  “It’s all over now,” he said. “That creature is utterly destroyed and can never influence you again. Now we will begin to forget.”


  She took another bite of toast and shook her head.


  “No, we won’t.”


  He knelt down by her chair and took her disengaged hand in his.


  “Darling, you must try to understand. The creature has gone—burnt to a cinder—nothing remains.”


  She finished her slice of toast, wiped a butter-smeared mouth on the back of her hand. Then she smiled again.


  “Yes it does.”


  “Celia, dear, please listen…”


  She giggled and tilted her chin with the tips of her cool fingers.


  “You listen, daddikins. They will grow very fast and very big.”


  He brushed her hand to one side, then stood up.


  “What will?”


  Laughter clogged her throat, made her eyes water, but somehow the words came bubbling out.


  “His… his children. The ones I’m going to have any minute now.”


  The Shadmock


  (1976)
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  The Basic Rules of Monsterdom


  Vampires - sup; Werewolves - hunt; Ghouls - tear;


  Shaddies - lick; Maddies - yawn; Mocks - blow;


  Shadmocks - only whistle.


  *


  A car was driving down a lonely country road. Such a car could have only belonged to a man who was well endowed with this world's goods and had a subconscious desire to advertise the fact. The car must have been made by Messrs Rolls Royce in one of their off moments, for the paintwork was bright red, the headlamps gleamed with blue chromium plating and a naked brass lady sat on top of the radiator. The interior further proclaimed the affluent and original taste of the owner, for the seats were covered with rich, bright yellow leather, the switchboard was a mass of complicated gadgets and there was a faint aroma of expensive cigar smoke and aftershave lotion.


  The man behind the steering wheel was easily recognisable as one of those streamlined wolves who lurk in air-conditioned offices perched on top of shoebox shaped buildings, and roar their Napoleon-brandy-tainted rage over the chilly depths below. He was a large man, with a beefy, rather brutal face that was lit by a pair of small blue eyes and surmounted by a mass of iron-grey hair. His massive shoulders and heavy, bulky body were encased in an electric-blue suit that looked as if it had been tailored by a slightly mad artist, and all but screamed its defiance at the purple shirt and green tie.


  The girl by his side had the blonde, brittle beauty of an expensive doll. Her pale, unlined face invited admiration rather than passion, her soft yellow hair defied anyone to disturb its perfectly arranged curls, and the full, red, but discontented mouth was clearly reserved for eating beautifully prepared dinners and dispensing exclusive kisses. Her green dress and open mink coat was a concession to titillation and good taste. The bosom promised but did not reveal: the hemline dared but never retreated above mid-thigh. Her long, red-tipped fingers toyed with a diamond ring, as she looked bad-temperedly out at the racing, grey-ribbon stretch of road.


  "Why the hell you want to take a place in the sticks, is beyond me. We've got more houses now than we know what to do with."


  The man grunted and switched on the headlights for the first shadows of night were falling across the open countryside.


  "Sheridan," the cool, brittle voice rose sharply, "I do wish you would answer me sometimes. I'm not one of your junior executives to be ignored or grunted at."


  "Caroline, your body talks, your tongue makes a noise, but you say little that is worth listening to, let alone answering."


  Caroline creased her smooth forehead into an angry frown, and her large, hazel eyes became as chips of fire-tinted glass.


  "You are taking me to a dead and alive hole called Wittering…"


  "Withering," Sheridan Croxley corrected. "You may remember I was born there. The son of a cowherd and a kitchen maid. Both of my parents worked at the Grange. Now I have bought it. Do I have to say more?"


  "No." The girl smiled derisively. "You've got a chip on your shoulder the size of Everest and this is one way of getting rid of it. Lord of the Manor where your old man shovelled cow-shit. I should have known."


  The great head swung round and the little eyes glared at her, but she merely shrugged and deepened her mocking smile.


  "You going to hit me now, or wait until you've stopped the car?"


  The head jerked back and redirected its cold stare at the road, but Caroline saw the huge, hair-covered hands tighten their grip on the steering wheel.


  Darkness had won its daily battle with the dying day when the large car roared between the twin rows of huddled cottages that made up the hamlet of Withering, and continued on under an avenue of trees that terminated where a massive iron gate barred the way. Sheridan hooted the horn twice and presently was rewarded by the sight of a bent figure that emerged very slowly from a stone walled lodge that stood to the right of the gate. This apparition shuffled into the beam of light cast by the headlamps and Caroline saw the gross outline and the hideous bearded face.


  "What an awful looking creature," she said. "I sincerely hope you intend getting rid of that."


  "You'll find keeping servants down here is more than a problem - it's well nigh an impossibility. You keep what will stay." He lowered the offside window and leaned out. "I'm the new owner. Open the gates and get a move on."


  The man nodded his head and the long, white hair writhed like a nest of bleached snakes; then he opened his mouth to reveal black, toothless gums, in which Caroline could only suppose to be a derisive grin.


  "Come on, damn you. Open the gate," Sheridan roared.


  Still nodding, still grinning, the grotesque figure reached out great, claw like hands, that, in the fierce beam of light, seemed to grow to gigantic proportions - and gripped an upright bar of each gate, before pulling them apart. Then with an abrupt jerk of the powerful wrists it thrust the gates backwards and with a shriek of oil-starved hinges, they crashed against the flanking walls.


  


  "Must have the strength of an elephant," Sheridan muttered as he eased the car forward. "One good thing, there's no need to worry about trespassers with him on the front gate."


  Caroline turned her head as they drove past the terrifying figure with its gaping mouth, toothless gums and heavy, bowed shoulders. "He's got a dampening effect on me too. Honestly, Sheridan, if the rest of the staff are anything like that - that thing -I'm all for going back to town tonight."


  "You'll do no such damn thing," Sheridan growled. "If people who work for me do their job, I couldn't give a monkey's curse what they look like."


  They were racing along a tree-lined drive and the terrified eyes of a rabbit glittered momentarily in the headlights, before it scampered into the dense undergrowth. Then the trees slipped behind to be replaced by an overgrown lawn that lay like an uneven carpet before the great house. It had possibly begun life as a farmhouse, but over the centuries extensions had been added, until now it sprawled out as an untidy conglomeration of turrets, crouching chimneys, glimmering windows and weather-beaten brickwork. Sheridan braked the car before a wide porchway, then climbed out on to a gravelled drive and looked up at the house with evident satisfaction.


  "What do you think of it?" he asked Caroline who had come round the car to join him.


  "There's no lights anywhere," she complained. "It looks awfully desolate."


  "Hell, what do you expect. There's only three of 'em in there. Mother, father and son - but they keep the place spotless. I expect they are in the kitchen at the back."


  He scarcely finished speaking when the massive double doors slowly opened to reveal a brilliantly lit hall and a man dressed in a decent black suit, who respectfully inclined his head as Sheridan Croxley strode forward.


  "You were on the ball, Grantley," he said genially. "We've only just this minute driven up."


  The man again inclined his head and stood respectfully to one side.


  "I have sharp ears, sir."


  


  Caroline thought that if size were any criterion, his ears should have detected a pin drop in a thunderstorm. They resembled monstrous, tapered wings that stood up on either side of his narrow head and were not enhanced by the thick, black hair which was combed up into a thick pile, thus adding another four or five inches to the man's height. His face was deadly white and the slanted eyes ebony black. When he smiled - a respectful smirk - the unnaturally thin tips parted to uncover great yellow teeth though his appearance was repellent, even sinister, he was not unhandsome in a grotesque, nightmarish sort of way.


  He gave Caroline one swift glance, then murmured with his husky voice: "Good evening, madam. May I take the liberty of welcoming you to Withering Grange?"


  She could do no more than acknowledge this gracious greeting and was again rewarded by that yellow-toothed, but respectful smirk. When they had entered the large, oak-panelled hall, he clapped his hands and as if by magic, a green baize lined door opened and two persons entered.


  "May I," requested Grantley, "present my wife, who combines the duties of housekeeper and cook?"


  Mrs Grantley had all the attributes that are needed to make a beautiful woman - plus a little extra. She was tall, dark, with splendid brown eyes and a mass of black hair which she wore shoulder length, and her full, mature figure was calculated to excite any man's interest. But it was the little something extra which drew Caroline's wide-eyed attention and forced her to involuntarily cry out. Mrs Grantley was endowed with a full, rich, and very luxurious beard. It began as a drooping moustache and spread out over the pale cheeks and chin, to flow down over the shapely bosom, where it terminated in a few straggling hairs that quivered slightly when their owner spoke.


  "I will endeavour to give satisfaction, madam."


  Caroline was incapable of speech and could only stare at the housekeeper's unusual appendage, while unconsciously shaking her head in disbelief.


  "Women of our kind are not permitted to shave," the butler said softly. "This," he motioned a young man to step forward, "is my son, Marvin. He can act as footman when the occasion demands, but is normally employed as odd job man."


  Caroline switched her gaze from father to mother, then to the youth who stood a little in front of them, and instantly it changed to one of unstinted admiration. The expressions - good looking -handsome - flashed across her mind, then were dismissed as being totally inadequate. He was beautiful. There was no other word to describe the perfect, pale features, the wonderful blue eyes, the long, blond hair, the white, even teeth and the muscular, but slim, body. There was nothing feminine in that beautiful face; on the contrary, Caroline was aware of an animal magnetism that made her forget his bizarre parents and the presence of her husband who had been watching her previous discomfort with sardonic amusement.


  "I think, Caroline, Mrs Grantley is waiting for your instructions regarding dinner."


  "What!" She tore her gaze away from the beautiful face. "Oh, yes. Whatever is convenient. I…"


  "For God's sake!" Sheridan broke in impatiently. "Not what - but when? I should imagine dinner is almost ready."


  "Oh… in about an hour."


  Grantley was the epitome of a perfect butler.


  "Would eight o'clock be satisfactory, Madam?"


  "Yes… that would be fine."


  "Then permit me to show you to your room."


  "Surely," she overcame her reluctance to address this strange creature, "you must have some help with the housework. It seems too much for three people. I mean the house is so big."


  Grantley was leading them up the great staircase and answered without turning his head.


  "We manage quite well, thank you, madam. It is simply a matter of keeping to a system and my father comes up from the lodge each day to do the heavy work."


  "Your father!" She remembered the awful old man who had opened the front gates and shuddered to think that he would actually enter the house - perhaps even walk up these stairs. "Surely he's too old…"


  "He's very strong, madam," Grantley stated suavely, as he opened a door and stood to one side so that they could enter. "The blue room, sir. You expressed a preference for this one, I believe."


  "Yes, this will do fine." Sheridan Croxley walked across the room and then turned and looked round with evident satisfaction. "Used to be old Sir Harry's room. Used to sleep his after dinner bottle of port off in here, while my old dad was pigging it down in the village."


  "Will that be all, sir?" Grantley enquired.


  "We would like a bath," Sheridan replied.


  "Of course, sir. Marvin is running them now. The bathrooms are on the opposite side of the passage."


  He went out and closed the door with respectful quietude and they heard his soft footsteps recede along the passage. Caroline sank down on the bed and mopped her forehead with a lace handkerchief.


  "Good heavens, where did you find them?"


  "I didn't." Sheridan removed his jacket and walked to the dressing-table. "They came with the house. Old Sir Harry Sinclair died some twenty years ago and I gather it has been empty off and on ever since, with this lot acting as caretakers. But I should say they are worth their keep. You can see how the place is kept and Mrs Grantley's cooking has to be sampled to be believed."


  "But she looks like something that has escaped from a fairground," Caroline protested. "Did you hear what he said? 'Women of our kind are not permitted to shave.' Sheridan, we can't have a bearded lady about the place."


  "I see no reason why not," Sheridan growled. "She's a good cook and can't help having an - an unusual growth. Don't suppose she enjoys it."


  "But what about him? Grantley, for God's sake! Those ears and that great pile of hair! And that thing on the front gate!"


  "Not to mention the young one," added Sheridan caustically. "I saw you giving him the once over."


  "Now you're being ridiculous. Although how that pair produced a son like that is beyond me. Sheridan, this place gives me the willies. Let's get out of here."


  "We will. On Monday morning. But not one minute sooner. So have your bath, put on some glad rags and make the best of it."


  


  He was glaring at her with that cold, baleful stare she knew so well - and she flinched.


  "If you say so. But surely we don't have to dress for dinner when there are only the two of us?"


  He grinned and Caroline felt the familiar surge of loathing and desire that seemed to originate somewhere in the region of her stomach and set her brain on fire. She trembled and his grin broadened.


  "Not now, my little slut. As my old man would have said - we have company coming. The local sky-pilot. Bloody old fool, but he's been here for over forty years and it'll be fun to let him know how the world has changed."


  Caroline felt the blood drain from her face and thwarted passion curdled and became unreasoning rage.


  "You bastard! You dirty, bombastic bastard. You haven't an ounce of decent feeling in your entire body."


  He leaned over her and she had a close-up view of the veined cheeks, the pouched eyes and the small, brutal mouth. He playfully slapped her cheek.


  "But you wouldn't have me any other way. Would you, little slut?"


  She pushed him away and he went laughing into the dressing room, to emerge a few minutes later wearing a towel dressing-gown and beaming with obvious delight.


  "Look at this!" He spread out the skirts of the dressing-gown. "I found it in the wardrobe. Must have belonged to old Sir Harry. Little did he realise that one day the son of his cowherd would be wearing his dressing-gown."


  "Big deal. If you rummage round, you might find a pair of his old socks."


  She ducked as Sheridan flicked a towel at her, then relaxed when he left the room. Scarcely had the door closed when there was a soft tapping on the panels, then after an interval, it opened and Marvin entered carrying two large suitcases. Caroline felt her heart leap when she again saw that flawless face and sensed the strange magnetism that seemed to radiate from the clear eyes and slim, upright figure. He spoke in a low, beautifully modulated voice.


  "Your bath is ready, madam."


  "Thank you… Marvin."


  "Where would you like me to put the luggage?"


  "Oh," she managed to laugh, "on the bed will do."


  She watched him as with effortless ease he laid the heavy cases on the bed, then turned to face her. "Would you like me to unpack, madam?"


  "Eh… yes. Unpack my husband's - and lay out his dinner jacket."


  "Very good, madam."


  He worked silently, gracefully, every movement of his long-fingered hands was an act of poetry, and Caroline cursed herself for a fool when she found her legs were trembling.


  "What does…" It was such an effort to speak clearly, "… a good-looking boy like you do in a dead and alive hole like this?"


  Marvin looked back at her over one shoulder and she had a perfectly ridiculous feeling that he was peering into her soul. That clear, cool glance had ripped aside the silly pretensions, and the ugly sores of warped sensuality, the scars, the blemishes - all were revealed and she was as naked as a sinner on judgement day. He turned his head away and continued to unpack Sheridan's case.


  "I read a lot. But mostly I like to work in the garden."


  "Do you really?"


  He held up Sheridan's dinner jacket and brushed out an imaginary crease with the back of his hand.


  "Yes, madam. I like to make dead things grow."


  Caroline got up and walked slowly towards him and no power on earth could have stopped her laying a hand on his arm. He expressed no surprise at this act of familiarity, or in fact gave any sign that he had noticed. Her undisciplined mind allowed the words to come tripping off her tongue.


  "You are very handsome. You must know that."


  He piled two shirts, two vests and a spare pair of pyjamas over one hand, then walked slowly to the tallboy.


  "Thank you for the compliment, madam. But I have always understood that I am singularly plain."


  "Who on earth told you that?"


  "Those who have real beauty. The beauty that is born of darkness and suffering."


  "You must be a poet. A beautiful, slightly mad poet."


  He closed a drawer, gave one quick glance at Sheridan's dinnerjacket and frilled shirt which was laid out on the bed, then backedgracefully to the door.


  "You are very gracious, madam. Will that be all?"


  "Yes… yes, that will be all. For the time being."


  He inclined his head, then turned and quietly left the room.


  Caroline went back to her chair and for some reason began to cry.


  The Reverend John Barker was a scholar first and a clergyman second. A more bumbling, inarticulate, woolly-minded old man would have been hard to find, but he also had a built-in compass that directed him to the local houses that employed the best cook and kept a distinguished cellar. He rode up to Withering Grange on an ancient female bicycle, and having propped this under the nearest window, removed his trouser clips and pulled the massive bell-handle.


  Caroline, eye-riveting in a silver dress that revealed more than it concealed, heard his high-pitched, rather squeaky voice, as he instructed Grantley as to the disposal of his outer garments.


  "Hang the coat on a chair back near the kitchen fire, there's a good fellow. And wrap the muffler round one of the hot-water pipes. Delicate chest, you know."


  Caroline advanced into the hall, looking like one of St Anthony's more difficult trials. She smiled sweetly, although the sight of this thin old man, with stooping shoulders and the face of an inquisitive rabbit, did not forecast an entertaining evening, and extended her hand.


  "I am Mrs Croxley, you must be…?"


  She paused as Sheridan had not bothered to inform her of the expected guest's name, but the clergyman hastened to repair this omission.


  "John Barker, dear lady. Barker - canine proclamation - doggy chatter - Fido protest. John - as in - but alas - not divine."


  Caroline said: "Good Lord!" then hastily composed her features into an expression of polite amusement.


  "Both my husband and I are delighted you could come, Mr Barker. Would you care to wash your hands before dinner?"


  


  The Reverend John Barker waved his hand in an impatient gesture.


  "Good heavens, no. I had a bath before I came." He began to wander round the hall, peering at the panelling, fingering the scrollwork. "Wonderful old place this. Always wanted to see inside, but old Sir Harry never let anyone cross the door mat. I once tried to sneak in the back, but that bearded horror in the kitchen stopped me."


  "Would you care for an aperitif before dinner?" enquired Caroline in a voice which suggested she was not far from desperation. "Cocktail or something?"


  Mr Barker shook his head violently.


  "Thank you, no. Rots the guts and ruins the palate. Which way to the dining room?"


  "First door to the left," said Caroline weakly.


  "Right." He shuffled quickly in the direction indicated and presently Caroline heard his little cries of pleasure as fresh antiquarian delights attracted his attention. He poked his head round the door.


  "Dear lady, do you realise that you have a genuine Jacobean sideboard?"


  "No." Her smile was like a faulty neon sign. "How marvellous."


  "And the dining-table is at least early Georgian."


  "Really!" Caroline cast an anxious glance at the staircase. "Would you excuse me for a few minutes, Mr Barker?"


  "Of course. I want to examine the fireplace. Take your time, dear lady."


  Caroline found Sheridan in his dressing room where he was adjusting the angle of his bowtie.


  "Sheridan, that clergyman is here. He's mad."


  "Eccentric."


  "Well, whatever he is, I can't control him. He keeps running about examining the furniture."


  "Wait until I jog his memory and let him know who owns it."


  When they entered the dining room, Mr Barker was seated at the table with a napkin tucked in his shirt collar, and an expectant expression on his face. He beamed at his host and rose quickly to his feet.


  


  "You've dressed, my dear fellow! Upon my soul, I did not realise that people still did that sort of thing. Haven't seen my monkey suit and boiled shirt for years."


  " 'Evening, Barker." Sheridan held the ecclesiastical hand for a brief second, then released it. "Glad you could come at such short notice. Sit down. Grantley tells me dinner is ready."


  Indeed, at that moment the butler entered pushing a food trolley, followed by Marvin who assisted his father in piling dishes on to the sideboard. Mr Barker watched the operation with lively interest.


  "First class staff you've got here, Mr Croxley. Efficient and unusual."


  "They seem to know their job," Sheridan retorted briefly.


  Mr Barker raised his voice and addressed Grantley.


  "Passed your father by the front gate, Grantley. He seems hale and hearty."


  Grantley watched his son serve each of the diners with iced melon before answering. "He keeps very well for his age, thank you, sir."


  "Should think he does." The vicar sampled his melon, then nodded his approval. "The old chap looks now as he did twenty years ago. Come to think of it - you all do."


  Grantley adjusted the flame under a hotplate and turned his head away so that his face was hidden from the old man's sharp-eyed gaze.


  "It is very kind of you to say so, sir."


  "Well, Barker," Sheridan filled his guest's glass with some fine old claret, "I don't suppose you ever expected to see me in this house."


  The clergyman sipped his wine, then after reluctantly removing his gaze from Grantley, looked at his host with some astonishment.


  "I must confess I had not given the matter any thought. I am sure you and your beautiful lady grace the Grange admirably."


  "But damn it all," said Sheridan with some heat. "I told you who I was. My father was George Croxley - the cowherd. I went to the old church school. You used to come every Wednesday morning and put us through the catechism."


  "So I did." The Reverend Barker smiled indulgently. "I gave up that pastime years ago. Doubt if I could recite the catechism meself now. 'Fraid I don't remember you. Remember your father though. Used to get drunk every Saturday night."


  "Well, now I'm here," Sheridan insisted.


  "So you are." The clergyman nodded gently. "Nothing extraordinary about that. I mean to say, we all sprang from humble origins. Goodness gracious, who would have thought that a species of monkey would take over the kingdom of the world?"


  "Yes, but…" Sheridan tried to bring the conversation back to a mundane track, but the reverend gentleman was astride a hobby horse that was not easily checked.


  "I cannot but help feel that the monkey was not a good choice. Surely one of the cat family would have been much more satisfactory. They have a much less emotional approach to life…"


  "Grantley," Sheridan unceremoniously broke into the clergyman's discourse, "when you have served the first course, you may leave."


  "Very good, sir."


  The tall, oddly featured man and the handsome boy served the roast beef, placed the vegetable dishes in Caroline's vicinity, then silently departed. The Reverend Barker watched the door being slowly closed, then exploded into an excited torrent of words.


  "Extraordinary! Fantastic! Unbelievable, but possible. Quite within the realms of possibility. Goodness gracious, yes. Thought so for years, but never dared believe. May I be forgiven for my lack of faith."


  Sheridan glanced at his wife, then screwed his face up into a scowl.


  "Don't follow you, Barker. You're not making sense, man."


  "Really!" The long, lined face expressed surprise. "I would have thought the facts were clear to anyone of normal perception. But of course you are not a student of monstrumology."


  "Say again," instructed Sheridan caustically.


  "Monstrumology. A much neglected line of research which is unfortunately often treated with derision by the uninformed. As I said earlier it is most surprising that the kingdom of the world should have come under the sway of a species of monkey, and there is reason to suppose there were other claimants to the throne. I refer you to Astaste and his Book of Forbidden Knowledge, which devotes no less than six chapters to the Caninus-fulk and the Vampr-Monstrum. Many legends are based on his findings and I have often believed - now I know - that the old people - as they were known to the unlettered peasantry of medieval Europe - did not completely die out. Quite a large number must have continued to exist even to this day."


  "I have never…" Sheridan began, but the vicar was leaning back in his chair, his eyes closed and hands folded across his stomach. His voice droned on - and on.


  "Conrad von Leininstein, who disappeared mysteriously in 1831, stated categorically that they had started to crossbreed. Vampire to werewolf, ghoul to vampire, then crossbreed to crossbreed, thus producing terrifying hybrids. His illustrations are really most edifying. He also hinted they were moving up into high places, which has often led me to conject about the possibility of my bishop-"


  "Look here," Sheridan roared, "this has gone quite far enough. You are alarming my wife and unnecessarily irritating me."


  "But, my dear sir," Mr Barker opened his eyes, "I am only telling you all this for your own good. If my suspicions are well founded, then you have a shaddy on your front gate, a mock for a butler and a maddie in the kitchen. The first can lick the flesh from your bones, the second blow the skin from your face - if not something far worse - and the third kill or possess with a gaping yawn. They can all infect their victims with a transforming virus."


  Sheridan Croxley did not bother to comment on these allegations, but emptied his wine glass and glared at the ceiling. Caroline decided to ask a question.


  "Mr Barker, what is a shaddy and those other things you mentioned?"


  Mr Barker sat back and prepared to deliver another lecture.


  "A very good question, dear lady. A shaddy is the off-spring of a werevam and a weregoo, which in turn have sprung from the union of a vampire and a werewolf - or in some cases a common or churchyard ghoul. Whereas, a maddy is the fruit of a cohabitation - such unions are not of course blessed by mother-church - between a weregoo and vamgoo - thus having ghoul connections on both sides…"


  "Damnation hell," Sheridan muttered, but his exasperation appeared to be lost on the clergyman who continued his discourse.


  "A mock - most naturally - is the seed of a shaddy and maddy, or in some cases a raddy, who, as will be supposed, has sprung from the loins of a werevam and vamgoo…"


  "But," Caroline interrupted, her fear - disbelief, but - heavens above - growing doubts, overcome by a terrible curiosity, "the young man, the good-looking boy - surely he cannot be a monster?"


  The Reverend John Barker sat upright and beamed with ghoulish pleasure. "But, dear lady, he is, if I might coin a phrase, the cherry on top of the trifle. If my calculations are correct, that young man - if indeed he is young - is the off-spring of a mock and a maddy, and therefore is the dreaded, the horrific - shadmock."


  Sheridan lowered his head and sneered at the irritatingly enthusiastic clergyman.


  "Surely among this phalanx of monsters, there is not much to choose between one or the other. What with - what was it? -yawning, licking, blowing and heaven knows what, there isn't much left for a milksop boy to do. What is his speciality? Spitting?"


  Mr Barker shook his head in sad reproof.


  "Do not, I beg of you, treat this matter lightly, my dear sir. The shadmock may be the lowest branch on the monsteral tree, and therefore been denied the more fearsome aspects of his sires - as for example the horns his father hides beneath that piled-up hair - but be has a gift that is said to be the most venomous in the entire family. He whistles."


  "Whistles!" Sheridan repeated.


  "Whistles," said Caroline dreamily.


  Mr Barker tried to demonstrate by whistling himself, but a set of ill-fitting false teeth defeated his object.


  "Yes, indeed. In none of the works which I have read, is there mention of the style of whistle, or what its immediate effect will be, but all unite in maintaining it is fearful to the extreme. I wonder if I can remember the old rhyming jingle that emphasised this fact."


  And he screwed up his eyes and after some thought, began to recite the following words.


  


  "Fall to your knees and pray out aloud,


  When the moon hides her face behind stormy cloud,


  Blame not the wind for the midnight shriek,


  Or pretend 'tis the floorboard beginning to creak.


  Wonder not why your hair stiffly bristles:


  Just abandon all hope when the shadmock whistles."


  


  Caroline screamed softly and Sheridan began to swear very loudly.


  Sheridan's rage had not abated when they retired to bed.


  "The old fool is as cracked as a fried egg. When I think that a maniac like that climbs up into a pulpit every Sunday and preaches to a lot of simple-minded yokels. I feel like going up the wall myself. Did you ever hear anything like it? Shaddies, mocks and what was it? - shamrocks?"


  "Shadmock," Caroline corrected. "But, Sheridan, those three do look awful."


  "Ninety-nine percent of the human race look bloody awful. Now, for heaven's sake, dismiss all this rubbish from your mind and go to sleep. I've come down here for relaxation - not to listen to the prattling of an old madman."


  Sheridan slept. Caroline lay on her back looking up at the ceiling and listening to faraway sounds that were so faint as to be well-nigh indistinguishable, but could not be dismissed as imagination. A long, drawn-out howl, a scream that was choked in mid-note, and once, much nearer, the soft thud of running feet.


  It was a long while before Caroline found the courage to climb out of bed and approach the window. That she finally did so was the result of necessity rather than desire. Imagination created terrifying mental pictures of what might be taking place in that moonlit, unkempt garden, and there was a burning need to be reassured that all was well. In fact, when she at last looked out over that expanse of grass-clad earth, and the still, naked trees that stood like giant sentinels beyond, the scene was one of surprising tranquillity. The moon had tinted every tree, bush and blade of grass with silver, and in those places where it was not permitted to stray, slabs of soft shadow lurked like sleeping ghosts waiting for the kiss of sunlight. A large tabby cat wandered out from beneath the trees and when it had reached a spot some twenty yards from the house, sat down and began to lick its fur. Caroline watched the dainty movements; the flickering pink tongue, the raised paw that slid round pointed ears; the grey streaked fur that glittered like polished steel in the cold moonlight. Suddenly the cat froze and became a study in still-life. Head to one side, yellow eyes staring with awful intensity at the glowering trees, one paw still held over erect ear, back arched, tail coiled like a grey, tapered spring. Then it was a blurred streak that sped across the garden, and with it went the tranquillity, the soft, melancholy stillness that reigns in places where animated life has ceased to walk. Fear stalked across the grass and breathed upon the house.


  The old man from the front gate - the shaddy - came out from under the trees and shuffled into the centre of the garden. He was carrying a dead sheep over his shoulders, draped round his neck like a monstrous fur collar, and blood trickled down his shirt front in a red, glistening stream that sprinkled the grass with moon bright rubies. He stopped, then turned and Caroline heard a low, rumbling laugh as Grantley stepped out of the shadows bearing a brace of rabbits slung over one arm. The woman at the window whimpered when she saw the small shrivelled heads; all the fur burnt away, the ears crumpled into crisp curls - the teeth blackened stubs. Father and son stood side by side: two hunters home from the chase, each bearing the fruits of his own particular skill - both waiting for the third to put in an appearance.


  Marvin came running across the garden, and Caroline caught her breath when she watched the long, graceful strides, the strange, almost animal, beauty of the youthful face and form. A hot wave of desire submerged the fear - the loathing - of the older creatures, making her clutch the window frame, until her fingers were like streaks of frozen snow.


  Marvin carried a basket filled with some peculiar white vegetables.


  Here surely was a beautiful Abel coming home to a pair of evil-visaged Cains? He held his basket out for their inspection, and the hideous old man laughed - a raucous bellow that savaged Caroline's ears - and Grantley shook his bead, so that the piled-up hair was disarranged and two black horns glittered in the moonlight. Then Marvin put his head to one side and his full lips parted - and instantly the laughter sank down to a rumbling gurgle. The elder men - creatures - became as still as stricken trees, and both stared at the handsome youth as though he was a cobra preparing to strike. Marvin jerked his head towards the house; a brief, imperious gesture, and they trotted away like two wild dogs before a thoroughbred stallion.


  Caroline returned to the great double bed and after lying still for a few, heart-thudding minutes, reached out and nudged her sleeping husband.


  "Sheridan."


  He was dragged up from the slough of sleep. Came awake spluttering, voicing his irritation by a series of snorted words.


  "What is it? Wassat matter?"


  "Sheridan… I can't sleep."


  "What!"


  "I can't sleep."


  The morning was clear and cold, with a wind-scoured sky and a frost-bright sun. The naked trees fought with a keen, east wind, and below the iron-hard earth was a graveyard for an army of dead leaves that seethed and rustled as though mourning the green adorned summer of long ago. But Caroline was watching the old man from the front gate hoover the carpet.


  As he worked, his bearded mouth opened and closed, and his red-black tongue darted between the thin lips in a most extraordinary and revolting way. Caroline was reminded of a snake looking for blowflies. When she passed him on her way to the stairs, he looked up and grinned, baring those obscene black gums, and a gurgling sound seeped up from this throat, which Caroline hopefully translated to mean good morning.


  Down in the dining room Sheridan was already seated at the breakfast table, and he greeted his wife's entrance with an irritated scowl.


  "You might try to come down to breakfast on time. We haven't a houseful of servants."


  Grantley, who was now his usual dapper self, with black hair piled high, white face a mask of solicitude, eased a chair under her legs and murmured.


  


  "If I might be allowed, sir. We are so delighted that the old house has a master once again, there can be no trouble involved in serving both you and your gracious lady. Only pleasure."


  "Damned decent of you," Sheridan growled. "Come to think of it, must have been lonely with no fresh faces all these years. How long have you been here?"


  Grantley served devilled kidneys, then poured coffee from a silver pot.


  "It must be a trifle over twenty years. I remember the old gentleman - Sir Harold Sinclair - was delighted when we offered our services. Servants are, apparently, loath to stay in this isolated place and our arrival was timely."


  "How did you get on with the old devil?" Sheridan inquired.


  "Unfortunately the poor old gentleman met with an accident soon after our installation. Fell over the banisters on his way to the bathroom. My father, who was but a few steps behind at the time, was inconsolable."


  Sheridan said "Good God," and Caroline trembled.


  Grantley deposited a toast-rack on the table, then added a dish of fresh butter.


  "The poor gentleman had been so kind as to make provision for us, prior to his untimely end, so we have been able to stay on at the house which, if I might be so bold, we have come to love."


  "Damned pleased you do," Sheridan grunted. "Your wife is an excellent cook, the place is run to perfection. I could wish the garden were in better shape - but then, I suppose you can't be expected to do everything."


  "I am of the opinion, sir, that unbridled nature serves the house more adequately than mutilated grass and tortured plants. Which, regrettably, reminds me of a melancholy item of news it is my sad duty to impart."


  "Sad news!" Sheridan paused, a fork holding a morsel of kidney half way to his mouth. "What is it?"


  "The reverend gentleman, sir. Your guest of yesterday evening. He, like my late employer - met with a fatal accident. It appears that he was cycling past Devil's Point - a steep incline, which to my mind is inadequately fenced - and due possibly to a fainting fit, or some other mishap, fell over and broke his back."


  


  "Good God!" Sheridan dropped his fork and Caroline slid down in her chair. "Broke his back?"


  "Yes, sir. Between the second and third vertebrae."


  Sheridan took up his knife and fork and quickly recovered from the shocking news.


  "The old fool was a mad old windbag, but still, I'm sorry he came to a sticky end."


  "He was, I believe, a knowledgeable gentleman," remarked Grantley urbanely. "And knowledge, when widely broadcast, can be disconcerting. Even - under some circumstances - dangerous."


  Caroline felt sick with terror. She knew, with the same certainty that would have been hers had she witnessed the terrible act, that Mr Barker had been murdered. Or did one associate murder with these creatures? Could a lion, or any wild beast, commit murder? She would have screamed, yelled out the unthinkable truth, had not Marvin entered the room carrying a plate of bread and butter.


  For a heart-stopping moment his eyes met hers and instantly Caroline became as a condemned gourmet who is looking forward to his last breakfast, and refuses to think about the grim ceremony that must follow. Terror was now a delicious excitement that blended with her deep-rooted masochistic urge and became almost unendurable pain-pleasure. He leaned over the table and her fevered gaze was rivetted on his smooth, round wrist. Sheridan looked up and grinned.


  "Heard about what happened to our guest of last night, lad?"


  The beautiful head nodded. "Yes, sir. Most regrettable."


  Sheridan's grin broadened. "Well, he won't call you a mock again."


  Marvin straightened up and smiled gently.


  "With respect, sir. A shadmock. My father is a mock."


  Caroline giggled when she saw the look of amazement spread over her husband's face and the spark of anger that made his little eyes gleam.


  "I'm inclined to think that old Barker was not the only one with a screw loose. Perhaps all of you have been here too long. A change of scenery would be beneficial."


  Grantley's voice was so gentle, so reasonable.


  


  "I venture to suggest, sir - that would not be convenient."


  Sheridan Croxley flung his napkin aside and rose so violently his chair went over. Marvin calmly pulled it upright, then stood to one side and waited for the storm to break. Sheridan's face turned to an interesting shade of purple and his voice rose to a full-throated roar that had made many senior executives tremble.


  "Not convenient! Damn your blasted insolence. You may think you're indispensable, but this is not the only house I own. This place is only a weekend retreat - a whim - of which I may soon tire. So, guard your tongue."


  Grantley appeared to be in no way put out by this tirade, but merely inclined his head, then motioned Marvin to remove the plates.


  "I greatly regret if my words have given offence. I am well aware that your stay must, of necessity, be of short duration."


  Sheridan's anger was further incensed by this roundabout apology and without saying another word, he strode abruptly from the room. Caroline seemed to have become glued to her chair. She had only eyes for Marvin, ears that had an insatiable hunger for the sound of his voice and hands that wanted to touch, rip -fondle.


  "You must not mind my husband. He has alternating moods."


  The words were addressed to Marvin, but it was Grantley who gave her a quick glance, and it seemed that the respectful mask was slipping. There was a hint of contempt in his eyes.


  "Gentlemen have their little ways. More coffee, madam?"


  She had lifted the cup to her lips when there was the sound of approaching footsteps, the door was flung open and Sheridan was back, roaring his anger.


  "Grantley, not a telephone in the house works."


  "That is correct, sir. They have not worked for over twenty years."


  "What!" The tycoon shook his head in disbelief. "Why then in God's name haven't they been repaired?"


  Grantley raised an eyebrow and permitted himself a pale smile.


  "It was never considered needful, sir."


  "Never considered…!" Caroline thought for a moment that her husband was about to suffer the - on her part - long-desired heart attack. "What sort of world have you damned people been living in? I am beginning to believe that that poor old fool was right. You are monsters… half-baked… addled-brained monsters."


  Grantley did not reply to this accusation, but stood with bowed head, rather like a larch tree, bending before a particularly violent wind. Sheridan regained a measure of self-control.


  "Well, I'd better drive down to the village and telephone from there."


  Grantley coughed. A gentle, apologetic clearing of the throat.


  "I regret to say, sir - that will not be possible."


  Sheridan swung round and glared at the dark figure.


  "Indeed! Why not?"


  "Because - with respect, sir - we could not permit it. "


  The old man - the shaddy - moved into one doorway; his mouth was open, his long arms hung limply, but the stubby fingers were curved into menacing claws. At the same time the door leading to the back regions opened and Mrs Grantley, her beard quivering with frightful anticipation, entered and took up a position beside her husband.


  Sheridan Croxley turned his head from left to right, then bellowed his rage and defiance.


  "What the hell is going on here? I warn you, if that ugly old brute doesn't get out of my way, I'll knock him down."


  Grantley shook his head as though he deplored this aggressive statement, then said softly: "I can promise, he will not lay a hand on you, sir."


  Sheridan slowly approached the heavy, grotesque figure, and when he was within striking distance, shot out his massive fist, straight for the gaping mouth. Grandfather-Shaddy did not so much as flinch. His mouth opened even wider until his face was split in half by a great gaping, gum-lined hole - then the black tongue twisted and became a long, vicious whiplash, that flicked the threatening fist - then quickly withdrew. The mouth closed with a resounding snap and the shaddy began to chew with every sign of intense satisfaction. Sheridan roared with pain, then stepped back and stared at the raw gash that ran across his knuckles and up the back of his hand. In one place the bare bone glimmered softly like red-tinted ivory. The shaddy swallowed and growled some unintelligible words. Grantley translated.


  "My father wishes to compliment you on your flesh, sir. He says it's very tasty."


  With a roar of rage, Sheridan flung himself at the taunting figure; leaped across the intervening space with outstretched hands, motivated by an overwhelming urge to kill. Grantley tilted his head back and made a kind of subdued rumbling sound. Then when Sheridan's eyes came level with his own, he opened his mouth and - blew. It was not by any means a hard blow. A mere puff that might have extinguished a candle flame, but its effect on the big man was electrifying. He screamed and clasped shaking hands to his eyes, trying to claw away the burning agony that had come from a tainted breath. The voice of Grantley had not lost one iota of its respectful quality, as it spoke comforting words.


  "Your discomfort is only temporary, sir. Nothing in the least to worry about."


  Gradually Sheridan ceased to dance from one foot to the other; the time came when he was able to lower his hands and look, with red-rimmed eyes, at his tormentor.


  "What the hell are you? In the name of sanity - what - who are you?"


  Grantley parted his lips in a mirthless smile and looked thoughtfully over his victim's right shoulder. Caroline was watching Marvin. The handsome one… the dream-lover… the walker of the dark-ways… He was leaning against the wall staring aimlessly at the open door and it seemed as though nothing could ever disturb the quiet serenity of that beautiful face, or bring a flash of passion to the clear blue eyes. Then Grantley answered.


  "We are you, sir, as you would be - without your clothes." Then his expression changed and he became once again the attentive, even, solicitous butler. "May I suggest, sir, that you go to your room and lie down. This has been an upsetting experience for you. If you wish, my father can accompany you."


  "I'll see you damned," Sheridan roared. "Somehow, be you madmen, animals or monsters, I'll smash you. If you were wise you'd kill me."


  


  They all shook their heads. "We couldn't do that, sir," Grantley explained. "We need you."


  Sheridan rushed from the room and the sound of his heavy footsteps could be heard ascending the stairs. Caroline remained in her chair and watched Marvin who had now resumed his duties and was clearing the table. Once he threw her a smile-tinted glance and she was so happy she almost cried.


  Sheridan barricaded himself in their bedroom.


  Grantley and his father were polishing the dining room furniture - the former with effortless ease, the latter with much gum-baring glee - and Caroline was following Marvin round the house to a plot of cultivated ground.


  The shadmock - the designation was now firmly rooted in her mind - was carrying a spade and hoe and did not, despite an occasional plaintive whimper, acknowledge her presence, or bother to turn his head when she stumbled over a lump of concealed masonry and measured her length on the ground.


  The cultivated plot was about twenty feet square and stood out from its unkept surroundings like a sheet of clear water in an arid desert. It had been lovingly fashioned and meticulously tended and presented neat rows of piled earth that curved gracefully down to rounded valleys. Marvin laid the hoe and spade down, then removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. Caroline watched him like a puppy waiting for a kind word - or at least an encouraging whistle - and when it was not forthcoming, dared to make her presence known by timidly touching his arm.


  "I want to help. Please let me help."


  He smiled politely. A mere matter of parted lips, creasing of mouth, but she was as grateful as Lazarus for a sip of water.


  "You are very kind, madam. If you would care to hoe the furrows, I would be greatly obliged. But, please do not tire yourself."


  She seized the hoe - an instrument that to date she had only seen in an ironmonger's window - and began to worry the loose earth that lay between the mounds. Marvin watched her with evident anxiety.


  "Be careful of the young shoots, madam. They are just germinating and a moment's carelessness could be fatal."


  


  "I'll be careful." She was so happy that he was at last talking to her, but fearful that this frail contact might wither away before it had time to grow. "I didn't know anything grew at this time of year."


  "My plants are all perennials, madam."


  Caroline peered at the nearest mound and saw for the first time, little white shoots that were just beginning to peek coyly above the black earth. White, seemingly soft, they could have been sprouting tulip plants or maybe baby leeks.


  "What are they?" she asked.


  "Corpoties, madam."


  "What on earth are they? A vegetable?"


  He smiled at her childish ignorance and shook his head.


  "Not quite, madam I suppose one could say they are a kind of meat-and-veg plant. They need a lot of careful attention. I use bone-manure in the early stages, then water them at regular intervals with a blood mixture. But of course the initial chopping up of the seed specimens is most important. If one chops too small, the result is a stringy and entirely inedible result. Too large," he shrugged and Caroline was delighted to see his face was alight with boyish enthusiasm, "means a soggy and flavourless plant. Are you keen on gardening, madam?"


  'Absolutely," Caroline exclaimed. "Please go on, I could listen to you for hours."


  Now his smile was wonderful to behold. All the icy reserve had gone and he was bubbling over with the joy of a stamp collector who has discovered an educated postman.


  "I say, I'm so glad. You see, Father and Mother, and of course Grandfather, are all hunters. They have no appreciation of the intense satisfaction that comes from planting, then reaping the fruits of the earth. Sometimes I become quite irritated with them and worry most awfully in case I lose my temper and do something dreadful. But, dash it all, the earth is so generous. You get so much more from it than you put in."


  "You're so right," Caroline agreed gushingly, grabbing his nearest arm between her two hands. "I expect you've got green fingers."


  He frowned and she trembled. Had she said the wrong thing.


  


  "No, I haven't. Only the long dead have green fingers. The ripe dead - the ready-for-planting dead."


  Her hands dropped from his arm and she shook her head in token denial, while her brain screamed its fear and grief. Because of his face, his beautiful exterior, she had been thinking of him as a normal, if rather shy boy, who could be transformed into a passionate lover. But now she knew he was just as much - perhaps more - a monster as his hideous elders, but - and this was the real horror - it did not make the slightest difference to her feelings towards him. His boyish enthusiasm would not be denied.


  "There have been three sets of new owners during the past fifteen years, but they were not all just right. They did not always keep and ripen in the way that is so important. And Father and Grandad are so rotten. They keep on about the essence which keeps us strong, and how the specimens must be drained, and no one will listen to me… and only give me the rubbish… the old, the sick… the ones that are almost dry…"


  At last Caroline reached the frontier where she moved out of the shadows and met reality face to face. She turned and ran back to the house and Marvin's young voice called after her.


  "Please don't go. I can't bear it when people go away, it makes me angry… y… y… y…"


  The last word ended in a kind of drawn out whistle. Not a full-lipped whistle, just a suggestion of liquid vowels; a hint of what might follow. Caroline ran even faster.


  Sheridan, at first, would not let her in. He shouted from behind the barricaded door: "You're on their side. Don't try to tell me any different. I saw you mooning over the young one and you did nothing to stop them. Nothing at all."


  "Please, Sheridan. Let me in. We've got to help each other. My God, if you only knew."


  "May I be of service, madam?"


  She stifled a scream as the soft voice spoke behind her - and there was Grantley, grave of face, respectful of demeanour, standing a few feet away.


  "The door…" She shrank back against the wall and allowed the first words that came to mind, to come tripping off her tongue. "The door… it's stuck."


  


  "Kindly permit me, madam"


  He placed one large hand on the left panel and after pausing for a moment, suddenly pushed. The door flew back and there was a resounding crash as a wardrobe went hurling back against the side wall. Caroline saw Sheridan sitting on the bed, his face a white mask of abject fear. Grantley bowed.


  "Will you forgive the intrusion, sir. But I have to inform you that Mrs Grantley will be yawning in half an hour. I trust that this will be convenient."


  Sheridan made a noise that was halfway between a scream and a shout and Grantley bowed again.


  "Thank you, sir. I am obliged."


  He departed, closing the door behind him and from somewhere along the landing they heard a muted growl - a low, impatient sound that could have been menacing or enquiring. Caroline ran to her husband and clasped his arm.


  "We must try to get away. Sheridan, listen to me, I am sane at this moment, but, God help me, if I see Marvin again, I will be helpless. Please do something."


  He shook her off and all but snarled his rage-fear, looking so much like one of them, Caroline covered her eyes and sank down on the bed. Her husband watched her for a few minutes, then his lips curled up into a sneer and he beat his fists on to the bedside cabinet.


  "I won't run. Do you hear me? I won't run from a set of degenerate madmen. I haven't got where I am by running. The entire set-up is one gigantic swindle. Grantley is not the first man to spit fire - acid - and the old man, not the last who will attach a length of wire to his tongue. Haven't you ever been to a fairground, for God's sake? But I won't be caught a second time. Once bitten…"


  Caroline raised her head and screamed at him.


  "Stop fooling yourself. They are monsters. MONSTERS. A different species - throwbacks - creatures we all know exist, but dare not think about. Try to remember and stop pretending you are not afraid. Remember the face in the crowd: the room you accidently entered: the howl you heard in the night: the thing that peeped round the corner - all the memories the mind chose to forget. Now - if you dare - say you do not believe."


  


  He sat down beside her and was suddenly a tired, middle-aged man, who had forgotten how to relax.


  "Perhaps you're right I wouldn't know. I have met so many monsters, I'd never be able to distinguish one from the other. But if what you say is true, what is the point of running? They must be everywhere. A vast freemasonry of tooth and claw, fur and fang. There can be no escape."


  As they sat together and watched the morning grow old, there was peace between them for the first time in four years. Despair flattened the hills of contention, filled in the pits of derision and left free the plains of tolerance.


  "I can't help myself," she whispered. "He… you know who I mean… has something that calls to me."


  They did not speak again until a quiet knock on the door brought horror back and a muffled cry to Caroline's lips. The door opened and Grantley entered.


  "Beg pardon, sir - madam. But Mrs Grantley is ready to yawn."


  Sheridan Croxley climbed to his feet and after one quick glance at the bearded face that looked over the butler's shoulder, backed to the window.


  "I warn you," he said quietly, "I will defend myself."


  "That would not be wise," said Grantley suavely. "We have no wish to cause you discomfort and in any case resistance is useless. Please try to understand, sir, we only wish to help you. Fulfil your potential."


  Mrs Grantley came into the room and never had she looked so grotesque. She walked with a strange stiff-legged gait; her eyes glittered and did not move, but stared at the, by now, terrified man with the cold intensity of a venomous snake. She strutted towards him and he made no move to defend himself, but became as still as a hypnotised rabbit; lower lip sagging, eyes bulging and face so white the erupted veins stood out like red streaks in polished marble. Then they were standing face to face, shoulders to shoulders, hips to hips, and they could have been lovers about to embrace. Then the maddy yawned.


  Her mouth opened until the lower jaw hid her neck and the upper lip curled up over the nose, so that her mouth was one gaping cavern where discoloured teeth glimmered like two rows of weather-stained tombstones. A yawn - a shuddering rumble -began somewhere behind her heaving bosom, then rose up and became a body-shaking roar. Her shoulders quivered, her buttocks and legs jerked, her arms flailed like wind tossed branches, but her head remained still. Then the yawning roar died. Was cut off a though a hidden switch had been pulled and at once all movement ceased. Both figures became as rigid statues. Croxley a study in frozen terror. The Maddy an awful automaton that is preparing to carry out a scheduled programme. Then she suddenly leaned forward and pressed her gaping mouth to that of Sheridan Croxley. Caroline heard the hiss of expelled breath and Sheridan gave one mighty shudder, before falling back, senseless against the wall. Mrs Grantley picked him up as though he were a child and laid his limp body on the bed.


  The butler gave a little sigh of satisfaction.


  "Pray do not distress yourself, madam. Mr Croxley's period of unconsciousness will be of short duration. When he is himself again, you will soon find a great change in his character. My wife has erased what is commonly called the soul and the gentleman will be able to develop his natural attributes without the hindrance of a conscience."


  They both looked thoughtfully at Caroline who screamed once, thereby causing Grantley to shake his heed in sad reproof.


  "There is no need for alarm, madam. We have no intention of-how shall I put it? - desouling you. This is not our normal practice. But Mr Croxley can be of great service to us - if I may be allowed to make such a bold statement. We have long wished for a representative in the upper strata of the business world. When the gentleman has fully matured - and I would remind you, madam, that he has been licked by a Raddy, blown on by a Mock and yawned upon by a Maddy - he will indeed be one of us and advance our interests to everyone's satisfaction. We may even put him up for parliament. It would be nice to have one of our number in the cabinet. We have several on the back benches, but that is not quite the same thing."


  "What… what do you intend to do with me?" Caroline asked.


  Grantley smiled and adjusted his bowtie.


  "It is not always wise to ask leading questions, madam. Suffice to say, you will not be wasted."


  They went out and Caroline was left to await the waking of her desouled husband.


  The sun was setting when Sheridan stirred, then sat up and looked round the room with a slightly puzzled expression. Caroline could not see any alteration in his appearance, although there was a certain bleakness in the eyes that usually meant he was about to erupt into a fit of bad temper.


  "What the hell happened?" he asked.


  "Don't you remember?"


  "I wouldn't ask if I remembered. We were sitting here frightened about something. And, oh yes, Grantley came in with that wife of his. Rather attractive in an odd sort of way."


  "That… that thing… attractive!"


  "I wouldn't expect another woman to agree. Now get out of here. I feel strange and probably another sleep will do me good."


  "But, Sheridan," Caroline pleaded, "this is no time for us to be parted. That… woman yawned on you and…"


  Sheridan was staring at her and there was a baleful gleam in his eye that reminded her of a vicious dog that has cornered an intruder and is now seriously considering attack. When she moved the cold, watchful stare followed her and soon an unreasoning flood of fear made her run to the door and go stumbling down the stairs.


  Marvin was in the dining room and looked up when Caroline entered and although he appeared to be pleased to see her, his first words were those of reproach.


  "Why did you run away? I thought that I had at last found someone who liked gardening. I was so disappointed and almost became angry. And no one must make me angry."


  Despite her fear, the awful knowledge, Caroline again came under the influence of that strange, animal charm, and suddenly he was a tree standing alone in a desert of madness. She ran to him and grabbed one limp hand and held it to her face.


  "I am so frightened. Please help me."


  He looked surprised - even alarmed.


  "Why, madam? I am not angry."


  "Please don't call me madam. I am afraid of your father - and the others. They have done something dreadful to my husband."


  He nodded - almost cheerfully.


  "I expect they have desouled him. Now he will be one of us and feel much better. Why, do you want to be desouled?"


  "No." She shook her head violently and tried to bury her face in his shirt front, but he moved away.


  "Just as well. I have never known a woman to be desouled. Father usually drains them and I plant what is left in the garden. Women make good corpoties. I expect that is what will happen to you."


  "Nooo." She screamed her protest and tried to shake him in a frenzy of horror, but he was like a deeply rooted tree, or a rock that has its foundations deep down in the earth, for he did not move. "You must not let them touch me. Please… please protect me and I'll do anything you say. Anything at all."


  He considered this proposal for some time. Then he put his head on to one side and asked: "Anything at all? Even help me all day in the garden?"


  "Yes. I will… I will."


  "Help me plant the little bits and pieces? Do the thinning out? Transplant? Water? Chop-up? Mince? Prepare the mixture?"


  "Yes. Yes… oh God… yes."


  He nodded his approval.


  "That is very good. You have made me very happy."


  "Then you will protect me from them?"


  The beautiful, blue and so innocent eyes looked straight into hers.


  "If they try to drain you, I will become angry."


  "Yes… but will you protect me?"


  He frowned and Caroline flinched.


  "I have already promised. I will become angry."


  He turned and walked away with that kind of hurt and resentful expression that one might expect to find on the face of a boy scout whose word of honour has been doubted. Caroline felt like a mouse who has taken refuge in a mousetrap from a herd of ill-intentioned cats. She sank down on to a chair and closed her eyes and instantly a crazy network of words spread across her brain. "Drain… desoul… mock… shaddy… mock… shadmock… lick… yawn… blow… whistle…" The voice of the lately departed Mr Barker came back as a haunting whisper.


  Wonder not why your hair stifly bristles.


  Just abandon all hope when the shadmock whistles.


  Caroline giggled and pursed her lips and tried an experimental whistle. What was there so terrible about whistling. But - and now she could not suppress a shudder - who would have thought there could have been anything extraordinary about licking, yawning or, for that matter, blowing.


  "What the hell are you doing?"


  Her eyes snapped open and there was Sheridan standing by the door, his eyes cold mirrors of contempt. Already she could detect the subtle change. His face had that bleached, deathlike whiteness that was characteristic of them. A stubble of black beard darkened his chin, and it might have been the result of a fevered imagination, but were there not two little bumps rearing up through his hair?


  She said: "I am waiting… For dinner… or something."


  He grunted - or was it a growl? - then turned and went out through the door which led to the servants' quarters. About twenty minutes later Grantley entered pushing a trolley, and Caroline at once noticed a trifling alteration in his appearance. His hair was no longer piled-up to form a raven crest over his head, but was neatly combed around his pointed ears and parted in the centre. The two, gleaming ebony horns did not - if one could only view them dispassionately - seem out of place. They added an almost noble aspect to his long face, and drew attention to his rather well-shaped skull. But Caroline could not help screaming and clutching clenched fists to her mouth. Grantley ignored or did not notice her distress, and after depositing a number of covered dishes and a single plate on the table, bowed most respectfully.


  "Mr Croxley presents his compliments, madam, and instructed me to inform you that he will be dining in the kitchen. He feels he should now be among his peers."


  Caroline did not comment, but continued to stare at the horns which were causing her deep concern. Grantley gave one educated glance at the table, then walked with unruffled dignity back to the door. There he paused and coughed apologetically.


  "There is one little matter. Will it be convenient for madam to be drained at eight o'clock?"


  Caroline made a strange noise that terminated with the single word - drained! Grantley appeared to accept this sound to mean acquiescence, and inclined his head.


  "I am deeply obliged, madam. I must apologise for this unseemly haste, but I find we are rather short of essential fluid and madam's contribution will be greatly appreciated."


  Caroline groaned and slid from her chair and then rolled over on to the floor. She was not aware that Grantley came back into the room and without too much effort replaced her unconscious body back into its former position. By pushing the chair tight against the table, he was able to ensure that such an unfortunate mishap would not occur again.


  There is absolutely no doubt that mocks - apart from a few distressing weaknesses - make excellent domestic servants.


  The shaddy and the maddy came for her at eight o'clock.


  Two bearded faces, two pairs of powerful hands, two muscle corded backs; they lifted Caroline from her chair and carried her out of the dining room and down a long passage. The prospect of imminent death is a great reviver, and she was wide awake when they entered the long, sparsely furnished room.


  Sparsely furnished! A long table, a large galvanised iron bath, two plastic buckets, two carving knives, one saw and a roll of rubber tubing. Grantley was wearing a butcher's apron.


  "If madam will lie down," he bowed in the direction of the table, "we will proceed."


  Caroline struggled, kicked, screamed and did all in her power to break free from those iron-strong hands, but it was hopeless. Grantley looked on with an expression of shocked surprise.


  "It is to be regretted that madam cannot see her way clear to cooperation."


  She was being dragged closer to the table, with its straps and head clamp, and when she jerked her head round, there was Sheridan standing by the window, tall, bulky, looking more like them by the minute, with lust gleaming in his eyes. He chuckled - a low, growling laugh - and rubbed his hands together with fiendish delight.


  Caroline swung her head from side to side, but nowhere was there a sign of the protector, the beautiful one, the innocent with the fatal whistle. Her scream took on words.


  "Marvin, help me! Marvin…"


  She was on the table and the two bearded monsters were preparing to strap her down, when the door opened - and he was there. Blue eyes wide with alarm, full-lipped mouth slightly open, his blond hair tousled as though he had lately risen from a virginal bed. He said nothing, but looked enquiringly at his father.


  Grantley frowned. "This does not concern you. When she has been drained, you may plant what remains."


  "I want her to help me in the garden," the soft voice said.


  The mock deepened his frown and shook his head angrily.


  "You cannot always have what you want. There are others to consider. Her essence must be drained and stored, so that we may all be nourished during the winter months. You really must grow up and face your responsibilities."


  "I want her to help in the garden," Marvin repeated.


  "Marvin," the Maddy was trying the mother approach, "be a good boy. We let you have that stockbroker to play with before he was drained, and we did not interfere when you pulled the legs off that property speculator, even though he was useless for our purpose afterwards. But now the time has come for us to take a stand. There is no point in licking or yawning the humwoman, she has no monsteral qualities. She must therefore be drained, minced and planted. Then - if you are a good boy - you will be able to harvest the corpoties next spring."


  Marvin opened and closed his hands, while his entire body became rigid. When he spoke his voice was very low - almost a growl.


  "Let… her go."


  Before Grantley or either of the other monsters could speak, Sheridan lurched forward, his great hands balled up into fists, his little eyes like tiny pits of blue fire.


  


  "See here," he was spitting the words out, "it's all decided. All cut and dried. I gather I'm not completely one of you lot, until," he jerked his head in the direction of Caroline, "she has had the chop. I'm hungry, pretty boy. Hungry for more money, more power, and when I'm hungry, I smash anyone that gets in my way. So go and play in your garden, unless you want to get hurt."


  Marvin's eyes were wide open and they gleamed with cold contempt. At the same time he looked so young and helpless, standing there before the bulky, powerful figure of Sheridan Croxley. Then he said softly: "A peasant should learn to guard his tongue."


  Sheridan's fist caught the boy squarely under the chin and lifted him off the floor, before sending him hurling across the room and crashing against the closed door. The door trembled, the Maddy shrieked, the Shaddy roared and the Mock - Grantley - voiced his objections.


  "In Satan's name, you should not have done that, newly acquired brother. Now he will be angry."


  "I'm angry," Sheridan retorted. "Bloody angry."


  "Yes," Grantley was watching his son with growing concern, "but the anger of a fly cannot be compared with the rage of a lion."


  "A fly!"


  "Quiet." Grantley waited until Marvin had regained his feet and stood upright against the door. "Now, son, control. Our newly acquired brother will be disciplined for this act, you may have no doubt about that. So don't get angry. Please practise some self-control. He alone was to blame, so there's no need to make us all suffer…"


  Marvin took a deep breath, if that can describe the rumbling intake of air; the unnatural expanding of the chest, or the dilated cheeks which bulged like white walled tyres. Grantley hesitated for only a moment, then turned and made for the solitary window, where he arrived a bad third, his father and wife having been similarly motivated.


  The lower sash had been raised - not before all the glass panes had been broken in the frantic struggle - and grand-father Shaddy had his head and shoulders out over the sill, when the whistle began.


  


  Caroline had watched the eyes dilate, the head go back, the hands slowly turn, revealing the smooth, hairless backs, the fingers stiff and widely spread; the pink tongue coiled back until it resembled a tightly wound spring. Then the whistle. It was born somewhere deep down in the stomach and gradually rose up until it erupted from the throat as a single note of shrill sound.


  Just abandon all hope when the shadmock whistles.


  In the midst of her terror, Caroline thought: "It's not so bad. After all, what can a whistle do?" Then quickly changed her mind when the sound rose to a higher pitch.


  A whistle - a shriek - a sound that went higher and higher until it reached a pitch that seemed to make the walls tremble and broke the remaining fragments of glass in the window. Then from the shadmock's mouth appeared a pencil-thin streak of light. It shot across the room and struck Sheridan in the base of the throat.


  The big man screamed and for a moment clawed the air with convulsing fingers, before he crashed down across the table, his head hanging limply over the edge. Blood seeped from his open mouth and formed a pool on the floor.


  The shadmock advanced slowly forward and the whistling sound rose to an even higher pitch, while the beam of light became a pulsating, white-whiplash that flicked across the conglomeration of bodies that were jammed in the window frame. Marvin moved his head from side to side and the three bodies jerked, quivered, bellowed and screamed. Only that of Sheridan remained still.


  It was then that Caroline realised that the door was unguarded. She crept towards it like a mouse in a den of fighting wild-cats, and hardly daring to breathe, eased her way out into the passage.


  The front door was not locked.


  Caroline ran desperately down the drive. Running under trees that shook their naked branches as though in sinister merriment; stumbling over pot-holes, bowed down by the horrible fear that rode on her shoulders.


  She staggered round a bend and there were the front gates, mercifully unguarded. The iron barrier that partitioned the world of everyday activity that men call sanity, from the bizarre realm of the unacceptable. She ran by instinct, not daring to think, prepared for disaster to strike at every step.


  The gates were locked. A thick iron chain was wound several times round the rusty bars and this was secured by a massive padlock. The rough ironwork rasped her soft palms, when in a frenzy of despair, she shook the gates and cried out her hopeless appeal.


  "Help me… help me."


  Barely had the sound of her voice died away when running footsteps came crashing through the undergrowth and Marvin emerged from beneath the trees. Beautiful as Adonis, graceful as a golden snake, he came to her, and at once the fear, the urgent need for escape, was submerged under a blanket of slavish desire. His voice was gentle, but reproachful.


  "Why did you run away? I was not angry with you."


  "I was frightened."


  He began to lead her back up the drive, talking all the while, like any enthusiast who has found a kindred soul to share his burning interest.


  "There's no need to be frightened. My parents have decided to let me have my own way. They always do in the end. Now you can help me in the garden. Help me prepare your husband for planting. Will you do that?"


  "Yes… yes, Marvin."


  "Cut him up and watch him grow ripe?"


  "Yes, Marvin."


  "And you won't make me angry, will you?"


  "No, Marvin."


  "I expect I'll be angry with you sometimes. I just can't help myself. But I'll be awfully sorry afterwards. That should be a great comfort for you. I'm always sorry afterwards. Always… afterwards."


  They disappeared round the bend in the drive and for a while peace reigned among the slumbering trees and the rolling hills beyond. Then a colony of rooks rose up with much flapping of wings and raucous cries and became black, wheeling shadows against the clouded sky.
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  The house was old and tucked away behind a curtain of trees; a lonely place that had been built by a man who loved solitude.


  Mr Ferrier liked the company of his fellow beings as much as the next man, but he did not have much money, and The Hermitage – due, possibly, to its isolated position – had been very cheap. So he bought the property, moved in with his furniture and family and began to extol the virtues of a rustic life.


  “Room to move around,” he informed a sceptical Mrs Ferrier. “A chance to breathe air that isn’t contaminated by petrol fumes.”


  “But it’s such a long way for Alan to go to school,” his wife protested. “And the nearest shop is five miles away. I tried to warn you, but I might as well have saved my breath.”


  “Ten minutes’ car ride,” Mr Ferrier retorted impatiently. “Besides, there’s a travelling salesman who has everything you’ll ever need in his van.”


  “And what about social life?” Mrs Ferrier demanded. “How will we get to know people, stuck in this out-of-the-way place?”


  “Other people have cars, haven’t they? At least give the place a chance. If at the end of three months we find the solitude a bit too much, well – I suppose I’ll have to look for another house nearer town.”


  Alan was more than content with his new home. After years spent in a large industrial town, he found the rolling moors had much to commend them. He also discovered ruined farmhouses with frameless windows and gaping roofs, the exposed inner walls still retaining patches of flower-patterned wallpaper; and he wondered how long ago the last family had moved away, leaving their home to fall into decay.


  But one of these relics from a bygone age was not completely deserted. According to an old map which Alan borrowed from the public library, this particular ruin had been called High Burrow: a very suitable name, as the house stood on the summit of a fairly steep hill and commanded a splendid view of the surrounding countryside. Alan climbed the slope, clambered over a low wall, then walked across an expanse of weed-infested ground that had probably once been a front garden.


  He mounted three crumbling steps and passed through an open doorway, then entered the narrow hall, where the stone floor was coated with dust, and a large rat jumped down from a window-ledge and went scurrying into a side room. The ceiling had either fallen down or been removed, and Alan could see the room above, which had an iron fireplace clinging precariously to one wall. Higher still were massive beams, each one festooned with writhing cobwebs; the naked bones of a dead house.


  Alan was about to leave, for there was an indefinable, eerie atmosphere about the place, when he heard the sound of ascending footsteps, which seemed to come from beyond a gaping doorway situated to the left of a dismantled staircase. The footsteps became louder and were intermingled at irregular intervals by an exceedingly unpleasant barking cough.


  Presently a figure emerged from the doorway and walked slowly into the hall. Alan saw a tall young man with a heavily bearded face and long matted hair that hung down to his slightly bowed shoulders, deep sunken eyes that were indescribably sad and a set of perfect teeth which were revealed when he again coughed and gasped in a most alarming way.


  Alan waited until the man had regained his breath, then said:


  “I didn’t realize there was anyone here. I was just exploring.”


  The man wiped his brow on the sleeve of his ragged shirt, then spoke with a surprisingly cultivated voice.


  “That’s all right. But I heard you come in and wondered who it could be. Haven’t had a visitor for years. This place is rather off the beaten track.”


  “Do you live here?” Alan enquired.


  The man jerked his head in the direction of the doorway.


  “Yes, down there. The cellars are still intact, if rather damp.” He sighed deeply. “There’s no other place I can go.”


  Alan thought there were many places he would rather live than in a damp cellar of a ruined house, particularly if he had such a bad cold. In fact, the man probably had bronchitis, or even pneumonia, for, despite the perspiration that poured down his face, he was shivering and could scarcely stand upright. Alan felt a twinge of pity for this strange, lonely person who appeared to have no one to look after him.


  “Look, I know it’s none of my business – but shouldn’t you be in bed?”


  The man nodded and leaned against the wall.


  “Yes, I suppose I should. But my stores are running low and I must somehow get to the village before...”


  Another fit of coughing interrupted his next words, and Alan made the only suggestion that was possible under the circumstances.


  “Would you like me to do your shopping?”


  The man groaned and shivered so violently that Alan became quite alarmed.


  “It’s a long way for you to go and come back,” said the man.


  “I’ve nothing else to do,” the boy replied, although the prospect of tramping back across rugged moorland carrying a heavy shopping bag was not all that attractive.


  “Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind. Come downstairs and I’ll give you some money and some idea of what I require.”


  Alan followed the tall figure through the doorway, down a winding flight of steps and finally into a large underground room, dimly lit by an ancient hurricane lamp. So far as he could see, this dismal place contained little more than an iron bedstead and a rickety chair.


  “The nearest village is Manville,” the man said, pulling a tin box from under the bed. “About five miles as the crow flies. Get some tinned stuff. Soups and stewed steak. I suppose you couldn’t carry a gallon can of paraffin?”


  “I could try,” Alan said ruefully, determined never to explore empty houses again.


  “I’d be greatly obliged if you could. Otherwise I’ll soon have to lie down here in the dark. Here’s five pounds – that should cover the cost of all you can carry.”


  “Right.” Alan cast a glance at the untidy bed. “You cover yourself up and keep warm. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  “Thank you very much,” the man said. “You are exceedingly kind.”


  Actually, Alan thought he was, too, but just murmured: “Nonsense, no trouble at all,” before walking towards the steps, carrying a leather shopping bag in one hand and an old rusty paraffin can in the other.


  The greater part of four hours passed before Alan arrived back at the ruined house.


  He ran down the steps and found the sick man sitting up in bed, his face lit by a smile of intense relief.


  “And I thought you were not coming back! I should have known better.”


  Alan frowned and put the heavy bag and paraffin can down on the floor. “Of course I’ve come back! But it took me a long time to find that village and I lost my way coming back.”


  The man shook his head in self-reproach.


  “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. And it must have been very hard work lugging that bag and can over the moors. What have you got?”


  Alan began to remove tins of food from the leather bag.


  “I spent most of your five pounds. There’s tins of stewed steak, mixed vegetables, soups and some nourishing rice pudding. Now, where’s your cooking stove?”


  The man nodded in the direction of a dark corner. “Over there. You’ll find a saucepan and a few odds and ends of crockery.”


  Alan found the oil stove – and a very smelly, decrepit piece of apparatus it was, too – and, after lighting it, heated some oxtail soup, which the sick man consumed with every sign of satisfaction.


  “That’s marvellous!” he said. “I’m beginning to feel much better already.”


  “Would you like some stewed steak now?” Alan asked.


  The man shook his head. “No, this will keep me going for a bit. Maybe I’ll heat something up myself a little later on. But I must thank you for all your trouble. Not many lads of your age would have been so kind.”


  “That’s all right.” Alan began to back towards the steps. “I’d better get back now or my parents will start worrying. Would you like me to pop in tomorrow?”


  For a while the man did not answer, then he said quietly: “I don’t think you should. No – definitely not. Go away and forget you ever saw me. That would be best.”


  Alan wondered if the man had done something wrong and was hiding from the police. It might well be the reason why he was living in this awful place. But he did not look like a criminal, nor act like one. After all, he apparently went into Manville to do his shopping. So, just before he ran up the steps, Alan said:


  “Don’t worry – I won’t tell anyone you’re here. And I will come to see you again.”


  Mr Ferrier brought Charlie Brinkley back from the Grape and Barleycorn, for he was determined to make friends with his nearest neighbours, even if they did live miles away. Charlie was a youngish man with a full red face, a mop of flaxen hair and a hearty, familiar manner which did not go down all that well with Mrs Ferrier.


  He sank into a chair, accepted a glass of brown ale, winked at Alan, then directed a slightly bovine stare at the good lady.


  “Must be rather lonely for you out here, mam. Not a sight or sign of another body for miles. Wouldn’t suit my missus. Likes a bit of company, she does.”


  “It takes all sorts to make a world,” Mrs Ferrier remarked coldly. “It wouldn’t do if we were all alike.”


  Charlie emptied his glass, then held it out for replenishment. “Ah, you’re not wrong there, mam. Right nice drop of beer, this is.”


  Mr Ferrier smiled amicably, rubbed his hands together and all but pleaded with his wife to like their guest.


  “Charlie’s in the way of being a sheep farmer,” he said heartily.


  Mrs Ferrier was clearly not impressed. “Really! How interesting.”


  Charlie shook his head with mock modesty.


  “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that, mam. Maybe I’ve got a few hundred head out there on the moors. Got grazing rights, see. Not much money in sheep these days. Just enough to let me have a scrape of margarine on me dry crust and maybe a spoonful of jam on Sundays.”


  “How distressing for you,” Mrs Ferrier commented.


  Conversation lagged for a little while after that, until Mr Ferrier said desperately:


  “Tell Ethel about that dog, Charlie. The one that’s been killing your sheep.”


  “Oh, ah! Must be a monster, man. Skulking great brute. Do you know I’ve found six of my best rams with their throats torn out, over as many months?”


  Mrs Ferrier grimaced and gave the impression that such information was not to her liking. But Charlie was not to be deterred from a subject that was clearly of great interest to him.


  “Three were ripped to bits, mam. Never seen anything like it. Blood and wool everywhere, there was.”


  Mrs Ferrier did not comment, but dabbed her lips with a lace handkerchief, and Alan knew she would speak most sternly to his father, once their guest had departed.


  “But you did catch a glimpse of the beast, didn’t you, Charlie?” Mr Ferrier prompted.


  “Ah, that I did! One bright moonlit night last week it were, and a body could see for miles. I was on top of Manstead Tor and I see’d this thing go prancing across the moors. Must have been two mile or more away, so there was no chance of me having a pot-shot at it with me old rabbit gun.”


  He took a deep swig from his glass, then continued.


  “But this is the bit which makes the chaps down at the Grape and Barleycorn curl up. Mind you, it’s as true as I sit here. It stopped and stood up on two feet. May I be struck down if it didn’t. Reared up on its hindlegs, and...”


  “Howled, I dare say,” Mrs Ferrier interrupted. “Howled at the moon.”


  “No, mam. Begging your pardon for contradicting such a forth-right lady as yourself – but it coughed. Sound travels on those moors when the wind is in the right direction, and I distinctly heard a barking cough. Like a chap who’s got a nasty cold on his chest. Then it ran – still on two feet, mam – over Hangman’s Ridge, and I didn’t see it any more.”


  Mrs Ferrier glanced at the clock and assumed an expression of great surprise.


  “Good gracious! Is that the time? I never realized it was so late.”


  Charlie, in no way put out by this broad hint, emptied his glass and stood up. “Ah, I must be pushing on. The missus will think I’m up to something I shouldn’t. But I’ll get the varmint, never you fret, mam. Then everyone will laugh t’other side of their faces.”


  “I’m sure we wish you all good fortune, Mr Brinkley,” Mrs Ferrier remarked, before crossing the room and opening the door. “I do hope you get home safely.”


  “That I will, mam. Unless me old boneshaker blows a gasket.”


  Charlie Brinkley departed and Alan – without being told – went upstairs to bed. He had a lot to think about.


  Three days later, Alan Ferrier once again paid a visit to the ruined High Burrow. He had intended never to go near the place again, but the memory of that poor sick man, lying all alone in a damp cellar, had haunted his dreams and spoilt his enjoyment of the perfect summer days. The man might have died – or be on the verge of death – all because a boy had been too frightened by a silly story to keep his promise.


  So he now climbed over the low wall, walked very slowly across the neglected garden and entered the house. He called out:


  “Excuse me... is it all right for me to come down?”


  Presently he heard the sound of a match being struck, then a voice that said:


  “Yes, come on down, lad.”


  Alan crept down the steps, not knowing what he was going to see, determined to turn and run should there be the slightest sign of anything alarming. But to his gratified surprise he found the man standing up and adjusting the flame of the oil-lamp.


  He greeted the boy with a sad smile.


  ‘I’ve been for a little walk and only just got back. I thought I told you to keep away.”


  “I was worried about you,” Alan replied, relieved that his onetime patient looked so well – and normal. ‘Are you better?”


  “It’s very nice of you to be so concerned. Yes, I’m much better. There’s no fear of my dying – not from a cold.”


  Alan looked around the room. So far as he could see some effort had been made to tidy it up, for the floor had been swept, the bed stripped and the blankets folded into neat squares.


  “What about your stores?” he asked. “Do you want me to fetch you some more?”


  “No, thank you. I’m well able to look after myself now. I cook my meals upstairs in one of the empty rooms.”


  Alan took a deep breath and braced himself to ask the question that had been partly responsible for the fear which had haunted him for three days.


  “Why do you live in this awful place? You have plenty of money. I saw lots of banknotes when you opened that tin box.”


  The man sighed and pushed him gently towards the flight of steps.


  “Let’s go up into the light of day and I’ll try to explain.”


  They went up into the devastated hall and out into the overgrown garden. The man led his young friend over to the low wall.


  “Sit down, son, and listen very carefully. Once, I lived in this house with my parents. That was a long time ago and, believe it or not, this was a very pleasant place then. My father farmed the entire expanse of this high ground, and although we were by no means rich, we were quite comfortably off. Then one day a stranger came to High Burrow.”


  The man stopped and stared sadly out across the wild moors. Alan knew he must not speak, but had to wait for the story to be completed.


  Presently the man continued.


  “Ah, a stranger! A tall, dark man with haunted eyes. He was lost – or so he said – and my father invited him to spend a night here. One full-moonlit night. Never has anyone been so ill-paid for an act of kindness.”


  He lapsed into silence again, and Alan prompted gently.


  “What happened?”


  “What happened indeed! The stranger had a rare disease. And during that one night I was... oh, most merciful God!... I was infected. I became as he was. He went away next morning, but I remained. Remained to see my parents die of grief and horror, my old home crumble slowly to the ruin you see now – and watch a hundred summers fade into autumn.”


  “A hundred!” Alan gasped.


  “Yes. Maybe more. For the rare disease has a strange side effect. I cannot grow old. Or – so far as I know – die a natural death. But I can’t expect you to believe that.”


  “Then...” Alan hesitated, then blurted out what he now knew to be the awful truth. “Then... you must be a werewolf.”


  The man jerked his head round and looked down at the boy with shocked surprise. “You believe that! You can actually accept that I’m cursed with the mark of the pentagon! Indeed, must your generation be gifted with great knowledge!”


  “I’ve seen lots of horror films,” Alan explained, “and I always thought they were just fantasies. But a man called Charlie Brinkley saw what he thought was a large dog standing up on two feet – and it coughed as you did. So I put two and two together and... It must be awful to be a werewolf.”


  The man nodded and recited the following words:


  “A man may be pure of heart,


  And say his prayers at night,


  But into a wolf he will turn,


  When the moon is full and bright.”


  “You’ve never killed people, though – have you?” Alan asked.


  The man frowned. “No, of course not. Wolves don’t unless they’re starving and there’s no wild life for them to hunt. But I appear to be rather partial to sheep. Disgusting, isn’t it.”


  Certainly, Alan thought that tearing-sheep to pieces was not very nice, and he could only hope they had been killed first. However, he said gently:


  “You can’t help doing – what you do. But that man called Charlie Brinkley says he’s going to shoot you. Doesn’t he have to use a silver bullet?”


  The man shook his head. “Shouldn’t think so. An ordinary bullet can kill a werewolf – or at least injure him. Now, you have heard my story and know why you must not come here again.”


  “But you only – well – turn into a wolf when there’s a full moon,” Alan protested. “There’s no reason why I shouldn’t visit you during the day.”


  “I’m sure your parents wouldn’t approve of you associating with a werewolf,” the man said sternly. “I know I wouldn’t if you were my son. So – thank you once again for your help and kindness. Now you must go.”


  And without so much as another word, he got up and walked quickly back to the house. Presently, Alan climbed the low wall and wandered dejectedly down the hill and out across the moors.


  The summer days slipped by, and the moon, from resembling a sliver of Edam cheese, began to assume the proportions of a ripe melon. Every evening Alan would peer up at the gradually increasing disc of bright light and try to imagine how his friend in the ruined house was feeling, knowing he must soon be transformed into a dreadful monster.


  Then came the night when a full moon rode a cloudless sky and Charlie Brinkley paid another visit to The Hermitage.


  “That awful man has just parked his dreadful car in our drive,” Mrs Ferrier informed her husband. “I saw him from the bedroom window. And I’m sure he’s drunk. Ah, that must be him ringing the doorbell now. Tell him I’ve got a headache.”


  Charlie was not drunk but very excited.


  “Saw the brute again,” he gasped. “Running across Black Heath. Had to come back for me gun – in fact two guns. Thought you’d like to come with me, old chap. You can take up a position on Manstead Tor, and with me patrolling Hangman’s Ridge, one of us should be able to pot him.”


  Mr Ferrier’s eyes sparkled with excitement.


  “Count me in. Hang on a second and I’ll have a word with the wife, then I’ll join you. Do we need my car?”


  “No. Have to walk most of the way.”


  Alan, who had stationed himself in the hall, did not hesitate. He slipped out of the back door and ran up the narrow path which led to the moors.


  ***


  The wind, which in this wild place was like a wailing, never-resting ghost, tore at Alan’s hair and seemed to be trying to hold him back with invisible arms. But he continued to trot forward, even though his labouring heart and rasping lungs warned him that the limit of endurance would soon be reached. He had no idea what would happen when – or should – he come face to face with a raging werewolf. There was only the overwhelming urge to warn his friend that two hunters would soon be on his track, each one armed with a loaded rifle.


  Manstead Tor stood out against the moonlit sky, a gently sloping hill that flowed up from a sea of heather to a grass-covered crown. Opposite, and about a quarter of a mile away, was Hangman’s Ridge, a long, high mound that, according to local tradition, had at one time been a place of execution.


  Alan stopped running when he saw the sheep. They were bunched together on the lower slopes of the ridge, looking like a large, grey shadow. They stirred uneasily when the boy approached them. Suddenly he knew what must be done.


  The sheep were the only reason why the werewolf would come to this part of the moor. If he could drive them from the valley before his father and Charlie Brinkley arrived, then his friend might live to see another sunrise. He shouted, uprooted a clump of heather and waved it from side to side.


  The sheep became a protesting, heaving mass that began to slowly move down into the valley as Alan raised his voice to a higher pitch. His was not an easy task, for the disturbed animals insisted on milling round in circles, and one or two would not budge at all, but stood still and stared at him with pathetic reproach.


  He finally managed to get them all on the move and might well have succeeded in driving them from the valley, had not a sudden terrifying howl shrieked out from Hangman’s Ridge. There was no controlling the sheep after that. They ran in every direction; they burrowed deep into the heather, bumped into each other and raced up and down the slopes. When Alan raised his eyes he all but turned and ran away himself.


  Long afterwards, he decided that not one film producer had ever laid eyes on a werewolf, for the creature that was advancing towards him bore not the slightest resemblance to any of the monsters he had seen in the cinema.


  The head was round, the ears large, hairy and tapering to sharp points. The face – which was narrow and sloped down to the slavering mouth – was covered with black, matted fur. But it was the eyes that made Alan wish he had stayed at home. They were sunken and bright red. Little pools of liquid fire that appeared to gleam with ferocious hate. The body was that of a deformed man. Bent shoulders, long arms that terminated in curved claws, the ghastly white skin sparsely covered by long strands of reddish hair. The creature still wore a torn shirt and a pair of stained grey trousers.


  The werewolf ran forward, its claws brushing the ground, then stopped when it reached a point that was just a few feet from the terrified boy. The grotesque head went back, the jaws slowly parted to reveal sharp, pointed teeth, then a low growl rose to a full-throated roar.


  Alan screamed.


  “No... no... I’m your friend! Don’t you know me?”


  The roar died away, and the monster became still, a dark, menacing figure that gave the impression it might explode into lethal activity at any moment. Then it shuffled forward, lowered its head – and sniffed. Alan shuddered when the long snout travelled up his left arm, across his chest and finally muzzled his right ear.


  Then the werewolf whined.


  A dog that wishes to be patted, fed or taken for a walk, might have made some such sound. It could also have come from any unhappy creature, who, through no fault of its own, has been cursed with the stigma of a monster. Alan’s fear drained away and was replaced by a warm flood of pity. His friend – the gentle, kindly man with the sad eyes – was imprisoned in that hideous form, pleading for understanding – forgiveness – a morsel of affection.


  Alan was about to lay his hand on that unlovely head – when there came the sound of a rifle shot. A single, muffled report that came from the ridge. The werewolf jerked upright, gave one terrible cry of despair, then went bounding across the valley and disappeared behind Manstead Tor.


  Alan was crying when Charlie Brinkley and Mr Ferrier reached him. His father put an arm round his shoulders and said:


  “Thank God you’re all right, son. When I saw that awful creature so close to you...”


  “I got him!” Charlie Brinkley-interrupted, his voice trembling with excitement. “Right between the shoulders. He won’t last long. Biggest dog I ever saw... and did you see? It stood up on its hindlegs! You’ll tell those nincompoops down in the Grape and Barleycorn, won’t you? It stood upright!”


  “I think,” Mr Ferrier said, leading his young son away, “the least we say about this night’s work the better. I would rather not believe what I saw.”


  But Alan could only repeat over and over again: “He couldn’t help being a werewolf. He wouldn’t have harmed me.”


  ***


  It was two days before Alan was allowed to go out on his own, for the doctor said he was suffering from shock and needed time to recover.


  When he reached High Burrow he found it sleeping under a benign sky, with moths fluttering among the hare-bells in the overgrown garden and the wind breathing through the grass, and knew that tranquillity had returned to this once happy homestead.


  He walked slowly down the stone steps and directed the beam of his torch round the desolate cellar. The man who had been a werewolf lay on the bed. He was dead – but on his face was the most beautiful smile that Alan had ever seen.


  Presently he covered the body with a blanket, then remounted the steps.


  He never went back.


  A Living Legend


  (1982)


  [image: ]



  Wilfred Frazer had been feature editor of The Daily Reporter for more years than I had lived and stated that he hated his job with a hatred that passed all understanding; but he was very good at it. He had the knack of spotting a potential human interest story from the morass of rumour, conjecture and wishful thinking that was dumped on his desk each morning. He motioned me to a chair, then pushed a pair of hornrimmed spectacles up over his thinning grey hair.


  “Young Radcliffe, you’re a clever, well educated lad, tell me what you know about Caroline Fortescue.”


  I shrugged and rummaged around in that mental lumber room that we all have tucked away at the back of our brains.


  “A late Victorian lady novelist. Is ranked a little lower than Dickens, but is possibly on equal terms with Thackeray. She rocketed to fame with Camden’s Ridge in 1888; a three-volume novel that has been the bane of every schoolboy’s life ever since. This was followed by eleven more books of equal length, the last being Moorland Master published in 1911. Her style is a bit heavy going, but most critics regard her as a literary genius.”


  Frazer nodded. “Fine. Proper little know-all, aren’t you? What about the woman herself?”


  “Ah! That’s another matter entirely. She seems to have gone to a lot of trouble to keep herself out of the limelight. No one seems to know anything about her. Her real name, when she was born – when she died. Complete mystery.”


  Frazer permitted himself a pale smile.


  “She didn’t.”


  “Didn’t what?”


  “Die. According to my informant, a female who was employed around the house, Caroline Fortescue is still alive.”


  I sat upright and gave a passable imitation of William the Conqueror being told that a man with an arrow in his eye was banging on the front door. I did some complicated arithmetic. “It’s now 1975 – if she was twenty in 1888 – Good God! – she’d be a hundred and seven!”


  “Not impossible,” Frazer pointed out. “But my ex-employee says she’s much older than that. She puts her at around a hundred and seventeen. Again I say – not impossible. Isn’t there a chap in America who’s still belting around at a hundred and thirty-five?”


  I communed with my soul before nurturing a germ of hope.


  “God! Suppose it’s true!”


  “Precisely. Imagine finding a live and kicking Charles Dickens and getting the dope from the great man’s mouth as to how Edwin Drood was intended to end.” He pushed a scrap of paper across the desk. “Here’s the address. Ye olde manor house down in a place called Bramfield. Get your body down there and if the old girl is still with us and if she can still talk, bring me back an interview that will set the Thames on fire. Take as long as you like. I want a series that’ll run for three weeks. Afterwards we’ll think about a book.”


  “Suppose it’s all moonshine?” I asked.


  “Then you’ve had a nice day in the country. Do you good. But I’ve got a hunch about this one. I think we may have something.”


  “But a hundred and seventeen!” I objected. “It must take all her time merely to breathe.”


  “Moses was doing all right at a hundred and twenty. If she can’t talk use your imagination. Just bring back her mark on a blank sheet of paper.”


  ***


  I arrived at Bramfield Station the following afternoon and went straight to the village post office, that being if my experience was any criterion, the fount of all local gossip. I pushed open a narrow door and entered a shop equipped with an L-shaped counter; the smaller portion protected by a grill which had an oval opening in the lower centre. A smallish woman with red hair and inquisitive eyes shuffled forward and asked:


  “Yes, sir, was there something?”


  I gave her the full effect of a crooked, rakish smile which I had borrowed from Errol Flynn.


  “Yes, can you kindly direct me to Bramfield Manor?”


  She frowned and appeared to give the question more consideration than it deserved. Finally she nodded.


  “Ain’t heard it called that for many a year. Never have any mail you see and the rightful name has sort of got lost. The Old House we calls it in these parts. The property of old Lady Bramfield. Although whether she’s still around, I wouldn’t like to say. Certainly she ain’t been buried to my knowledge.”


  I assumed a slightly worried expression.


  “Surely there can’t be any doubt that the – old lady – is still alive? I’ve been sent down to investigate the claim of a former maid who says she’s owed a week’s wages.”


  The pale blue eyes were suddenly alight with an almost evil gleam of curiosity and the head jerked as though issuing an invitation for me to clamber over the counter. The voice sank to a loud whisper.


  “That must have been that blonde huzzy who Jenkins drove to the station, with her packed bag on the front seat. When he came in for the provisions and suchlike, I managed to get out of him, that she’d been caught going through some private papers. That’s all he’d tell me. Very close is Jenkins.”


  “This... Jenkins...?”


  “Used to be butler donkeys’ years ago. Now he’s all there is. Except when that woman was there. Lordy, I’d give anything to know the rights of it. The old place is falling to bits. Young man, if you ever get past the front door, it would be a mercy if you’d pop back in here and tell me what’s what.”


  “But first,” I prompted, “I must get there. Now if you’ll kindly tell...”


  “Ah! Turn right and walk down the main street, then turn left, cross the stile and cut across Five Acre Field until you reach Miles Lane. Turn left and two miles further on you’ll come to Manford Bridge which you can’t miss because it’s got a broken wall on one side. A mile or so on and you’ll reach Bramfield Walk. A hundred yards to the left are the Old House iron gates. One’s fallen down. The house is at the end of the drive.”


  “A taxi...?”


  “Young man you appear to have a stout pair of legs. It’s a nice walk so long as you keep clear of Mr Masterton’s bull. Now heed me. Even if you don’t get into the house, keep your eyes open and let me know what you see. If the old lady is still about, she might be looking out of a window or something.”


  I admitted that was a remote possibility, then asked:


  “When did you last see Lady Bramfield?”


  One not over clean hand went up and began to scratch her head.


  “Now you have me! Must have been when I was a child. Over thirty years ago. And I remember she looked old then. She can’t still be alive.”


  The sun was setting when I finally reached the tree lined road that was presumably Bramfield Walk. In fact it was little more than a narrow lane that ran straight as an arrow’s flight from the distant main road to the rusty, reeling iron gates. One had not quite fallen down, having been saved from this ultimate indignity by a bottom hinge that somehow kept the top bars from touching the ground. To the right crouched the ruins of a once handsome lodge; beyond a meandering drive, its unpaved surface covered with a profusion of tall grass and wild flowers, flowed like a wind teased river, between tall slender poplars that reached up green clad arms, as though begging alms from the sun.


  I passed the ruined lodge and entered a land where poets commune with long forgotten gods and lovely dark-eyed nymphs ride in on the night wind. Not a leaf stirred, although the grass rippled beneath my feet: the total silence suggested it might be masking a phantasmagoria of subtle sounds that would be meaningless to anyone not versed in their tonality. Presently the drive emerged into a vast semi-circular space that lay before a large, grey-stoned house.


  Two storeys high. Twin rows of deep set mullioned windows. A flight of steps leading up to a double, weather-stained oak, iron-studded door. A tapering steeple reared up from imitation turrets on either side. The windows did not – or so it seemed – reflect the sunlight: the house – or so it seemed – did not cast a shadow. A familiar house – yet so strange and sinister.


  I ascended the steps and entered a large, marble columned portico, then rapped on one door, there being so far as I could see, neither knocker, bell-pull nor exterior handle. Almost at once the left door opened and a tall, lean old man with a sad, lined face bowed his white head and asked:


  “How can I help you, sir?”


  I said – words flowing from my tongue in an unruly stream:


  “I am looking for Caroline Fortescue... the Caroline Fortescue... who I believe is Lady Bramfield. Will you kindly ask Lady Bramfield if she will receive me?”


  The deep-set, dark eyes, glittered and after an interval the strangely husky voice manufactured a reply.


  “It is to be regretted, sir, that her ladyship cannot entertain visitors. She is well advanced in years, you understand. Beyond the frontiers of normal human existence.”


  “So I have been given to understand. Around one hundred and seventeen.”


  Even then I was prepared for an emphatic denial, but the old man merely bowed his head and said: “We are all as old as time permits, sir. But age consumes – burns up the essential essence. It is to be hoped you have not travelled far.”


  I was being given the polite brush-off, but I had to get into that house and come face to face with the incredible. Bribery was out of the question, but a veiled threat might be an answer.


  “You discharged a maid – a woman who told my editor an astounding story. If it is true she will be paid not to disclose the whereabouts of this house to anyone. Always supposing I get exclusive rights for publication. But if she is allowed to approach the popular press...” I shrugged my shoulders. “Half of Fleet Street will be pounding on this door and screaming their questions to high heaven.”


  The frail mask of imperturbability trembled and I caught a brief glimpse of naked fear.


  “We have nothing to hide. That women – creature – was an inveterate liar.”


  “Then you deny that Lady Bramfield is Caroline Fortescue?”


  The man was incapable of telling a direct lie; could only give an evasive answer that was more revealing than a straightforward admission.


  “I can only repeat, sir – this is the home of Lady Bramfield.”


  God forgive me for I told a deliberate lie; made a promise that I had no means – or intention – of keeping.


  “If you will let me in, let me interview Caroline Fortescue, I will make certain that the story is not published while she lives.”


  He shook his head several times, then reluctantly retreated a few steps, a move that I interpreted as an invitation to enter. The hall looked like something from a horror film; age darkened panelling lined the walls, the high windows were so covered with grime and cobwebs, the few items of furniture – an oak settle, two or three massive armchairs and a large credence table – could barely be seen through the ensuing gloom. A wide staircase curved its way up to a landing that surrounded the hall on three sides, part of which had most probably once served as a musicians’ gallery.


  The old man led me past the staircase and through a doorway situated in the far right hand corner and into a room that was an oasis in that place of dust, neglect and gloom. It was comfortably, even luxuriously furnished; fitted carpet, a settee that looked as if it might be transformed into a spacious bed, deep armchairs and a drop leaf table, not to mention several gilt framed paintings that hung on plush-wallpaper covered walls.


  The old man lowered himself into a chair and after motioning me to one opposite, emitted a deep sigh. “We have retreated over the years. Closed up most of the house and concentrated our forces into three rooms. This one, the kitchen and her ladyship’s bedroom. Not counting the bathroom of course. I was trained to keep clean. But her ladyship had not bathed for sometime. There are many intimate duties that I am called upon to perform, but... That is why I engaged that woman.” He again shook his head. “A serious mistake. But it never occurred to me that – that creature would pry into her ladyship’s private papers.”


  “Integrity is dead,” I murmured.


  “You may well say so, sir.”


  I edged my chair forward. “You are Mr Jenkins?”


  “Just Jenkins, sir. Only the lower servants called me Mr Jenkins in the old days. And then only when I was elevated to the post of butler. Even my late wife called me Jenkins for the entire of our married life. No disrespect was intended, in fact you might say it was a kind of title. When her ladyship was young – or younger than she is now, – she used to say: Jenkins, you’re one of nature’s noblemen. “‘He chuckled, a low rasping sound that threatened to disintegrate into a cough. “She liked her little joke.”


  He lapsed into a thoughtful silence and I waited patiently for the floodgates of memory to open. I tried to imagine what it was like living in this great barn of a house, with no one to talk to, but that old-old woman – and shuddered. Presently that harsh, cultivated voice spoke again.


  “I did not know she was Caroline Fortescue until after his old lordship died. Her father you understand. In the Bramfield family, when there is no heir, the title descends through the female line. Her ladyship never married. Perhaps no man could possibly measure up to those heroes she invented. After long and deep reflection I think that was more than possible. She was a great writer, wasn’t she, sir?”


  “Almost if not quite,” I answered as truthfully as I could.


  “Most of the critics thought so. Did you know that some thought she was a man? True. The trouble she went to making certain no one found out who Caroline Fortescue really was. Used to ride ten miles once a week to Tuppleton to collect correspondence from her publishers and such like.”


  “Did her publishers know?” I enquired.


  He shook his head. “No, sir. She used another name for her correspondence. Cookham, I believe it was. It was part of her agreement with them that no one would ever try to find out her true identity.”


  “But why the secrecy? Most women would revel in being a world-famous authoress.”


  Jenkins actually grinned. Bared his discoloured teeth and crinkled his face into an almost impish grin.


  “Why indeed, sir. I think it was this way. She wanted to share her make believe world, but she didn’t want it invaded. I’m no hand in expressing myself and that’s the best way I can describe it. For her writing a novel was a very personal business, for imagination will only go so far and she had to put a lot of herself into it. Sometimes all of herself – if you follow me. Her ladyship was every man, woman and child who walked through those dozen books.”


  “The soul bared and sent forth into the world, sliced and packed?” I suggested.


  “Nicely put, sir, although I’m not all that sure what it means. But I know there’s a question you’re dying to ask. How old am I? Am I right?”


  Although I had not given the matter any thought, I nodded.


  “Yes, if you don’t mind telling me.”


  He laughed, his former reticence now replaced by a kind of senile gaiety. “Bless you I don’t mind at all, sir. I’m eighty-five. Coming up to eighty-six. Her ladyship was thirty-two when I was born. In this very house.”


  “You don’t look it,” I said with all sincerity. “I would have placed you in the early seventies.”


  The compliment (if such it was) pleased him and he expanded, began to regard me with an expression that suggested growing approval. Presently he leaned forward and asked in a harsh whisper:


  “Would you like to have a little peep at her ladyship?”


  I nodded vigorously. “I would indeed. Will... will it be all right?”


  “So long as we’re quiet. Time for me to look in on her anyway. But it’s not one of her good days. I could tell that this morning. Not a movement – not so much as an eye flicker.”


  Jenkins got up and together we went back into the hall, then up the great staircase and on to the landing. He stopped at the first door, the one facing the stairs, and tapped gently on the top left panel. He looked back over one shoulder.


  “She can’t hear of course, but I couldn’t enter her room without first knocking. It wouldn’t be respectful.”


  He had worn a deep groove in his life that made certain his route to the grave was straight and narrow. After placing a slightly tremulous forefinger to his lips, he opened the door and preceded me into the room beyond. The smell was stomach heaving. The sweet, cloying stench of body decay. It was well established as though the walls, items of furniture had become deeply impregnated, before being heated up by the coal fire that spluttered and roared from an ornate iron grate. Jenkins handed me a large red handkerchief and whispered:


  “Keep that pressed to your nose, sir. You’ll become acclimatized to the smell after a bit.”


  I greatly doubted if that were possible, but curiosity made me advance a few steps further into the room, for there was a distinct feeling I had slipped back in time and was now in an ill-smelling pocket of history that must be explored even if I choked in the process. I gave the room a quick glance. A large fourposter bed that rightfully belonged to a museum; ancient padded chairs with faded brocade covering; shelves that hid two walls, packed with books – and any number of bound manuscripts. The bed was neatly made – and empty. My head jerked from left to right, my eyes seeking that which my brain did not wish to see.


  A chaise-longue was situated in front of the fire with its raised back towards us, concealing whosoever or whatever it supported. Jenkins tiptoed across the room and peered downwards, a gentle smile transforming his face into that of a benign male nurse. His loud whisper drew me reluctantly forward.


  “As I thought, sir, she’s asleep. You can come and have a little peep, but quietly if you’d be so kind.”


  I imitated his tiptoe approach, feeling like a frightened child who is trying not to awake a sleeping cobra. I kept my eyes firmly riveted on Jenkins and did not look down until I had all but bumped into him. All that remained of Caroline Fortescue was dreadful. A tiny skeleton covered with wrinkled, grey skin. At least that was the first impression. Later when I had found the courage to examine her more thoroughly I realized that ingrained dirt was responsible for the greyish hue and the skin resembled crumpled parchment that had been draped over the bones by a careless taxidermist. There must have been a veneer of flesh beneath, but one had to accept such a supposition on trust.


  A few white hairs clung to an obscenely gleaming skull, a few more sprouted from the sunken chin; dark eyes were half covered by lids that appeared to have lost the ability to open or close. The hands were hideous claws, the backs ridged by black swollen veins. I could not detect the slightest sign of life. She was attired in a rusty black gown that covered her from neck to ankles, while her feet were encased in grey woollen stockings.


  When I was in a condition to speak I whispered: “Do you have to attend to all of her needs? Feeding, toilet requirements...? You know what I mean.”


  He sighed gently. “As much as possible. Her intake is very small. A little warm milk laced with glucose. Poured slowly from a feeding cup. There’s little discharge. Moving her is a very delicate business.”


  I had to ask the question. “Wouldn’t she be better off dead? That... that is nothing more than a slowly rotting corpse.”


  Jenkins slowly turned his head and I stared into eyes that glittered with sullen, old man’s rage. His harsh voice seared my brain.


  “How dare you suggest such a thing, sir? Her ladyship is very much alive – possibly more than you or I. There may be a slow decay, but it has been going on for a very long time. On her good days she’s lively enough. That she is.”


  A wave of excitement drove the repulsion, the body-numbing horror into temporary retirement – and I gasped:


  “You mean that... she can hold an intelligent conversation?”


  “When she so wishes. So mind your tongue, sir, and be respectful when you talk of her ladyship.” His anger went as quickly as it had come and he once again became the model servant, the solicitous nurse, displaying a kind of coy tenderness that was slightly nauseating. He addressed the bundle of skin-wrapped bones.


  “I will come back, my lady, in about an hour. In time to serve dinner. Just finish your little snooze.”


  Having delivered this final instruction he again laid a finger on his lips, then began to tiptoe back towards the door, while I followed with my normal flat-footed steps. I could see no reason for these elaborate anti-noise precautions; it was doubtful if the explosion of a ten ton bomb would awaken Caroline Fortescue before she was ready. Always supposing she ever woke at all.


  We returned to Jenkins’s room, where I ventured to make a request that I had no reason to suppose would be granted.


  “Would it be possible for me to stay here for a few days?”


  Jenkins screwed up his face into an expression of deep concentration, before nodding slowly.


  “I cannot believe her ladyship would object, sir. After all you have given your word not to reveal anything you see or hear during her lifetime. And to be frank, I will not be sorry to have some company. Lately I’ve got into the habit of talking to myself: and that’s a bad sign.”


  I hastened to express gratitude. “That’s very kind of you and I promise not to be a nuisance in any way. And of course, I’m quite willing to pay...”


  He raised an admonishing forefinger. “That’s out of the question, sir. You are her ladyship’s guest. I will open up one of the smaller rooms and do my best to make you comfortable. If you would care to sit with her ladyship for a few hours, I will be grateful.”


  That was the entire purpose of the exercise, although how long I could stand that infernal stench was a matter for conjecture.


  Jenkins insisted I share his dinner and I must say he did himself well. Roast lamb, succulent baked potatoes and Brussels sprouts, followed by an excellent college pudding. We also shared a bottle of excellent claret, a smooth gentle vintage that sent a golden glow coursing through my veins and enabled me to view the grim prospect of spending several hours in that stinking room with something akin to equanimity. Jenkins did not stop talking for the entire of the meal, his brain releasing little snippets of information, the importance of which did not register until long afterwards.


  “A sheltered life,” he said, sipping from his glass. “Never went out into the world. Private tutors, a select circle of friends that was never enlarged. As each one died, no one came to replace them. His old lordship was the same. Content to vegetate here and between them they invented a wonderful country where all problems could be solved by arranging words in a certain way. By the time she was a grown woman, she could no more face the real world, than pigs can fly. Do you follow me, sir?”


  I nodded happily and refilled my glass.


  “Absolutely. Another Emily Bronte.”


  He smiled benignly. “I am glad to learn you are a well read gentleman, sir. But whereas Miss Bronte – a rather coarse writer in my opinion – portrayed Gondal in one novel, her ladyship spread her kingdom over twelve. That’s what made them so successful. Readers without thinking much about it, recognized a familiar country. That place, sir, that we all dream about, where we can control our destinies, correct awful mistakes by a mere effort of will.” He leaned across the table and stared at me with a strange intensity. “You must understand, sir. No matter what you see or hear – you must understand. Understanding smothers fear.”


  I tried to reassure him, although the effect of three glasses of that fine old wine was beginning to bemuse my senses.


  “I understand. Shut up here for a lifetime, it stands to reason that the seed of genius would blossom into a flourishing flower.” I felt quite proud of this piece of imagery and repeated the last two words. “Flourishing flower.”


  “You have a mastery of words, sir,” Jenkins stated. “As befits a writing gentleman. But do you appreciate the situation? The gentlemen callers never made the grade, if I make myself clear. The heroes in those books, sir, they always measured up to expectations. Any little faults could always be ironed out. Erased by a well-turned sentence, glossed over by a flow of polished adjectives. The same could be said for the rest of us. Servants are only perfect in fiction and truly loving parents can only be found in well written books. Reality is studded with nasty little rocks, fantasy is as smooth as a well mown lawn.”


  “True.” I nodded. “You are a veritable well of profundity, Jenkins. But books are merely the depository of crystalised thoughts, while reality is a seething cauldron of disgusting facts. He who faces facts goes mad; he who takes refuge in the twilight of fantasy is insane. You can’t win. What about another glass of claret?”


  Jenkins rose rather unsteadily to his feet and suppressed a hiccup. “Thank you, sir, but it’s time for her ladyship’s dinner. Will you do me the honour of your company?”


  Her ladyship’s dinner consisted of warm milk and glucose and was served from a vessel with a long spout. This Jenkins carried, with suitable gravity, on a silver tray up the staircase and into Lady Bramfield’s room. By now I was at a loss as to how to designate the bundle of skin wrapped bones that lay on the chaise longue: Lady Bramfield, Caroline Fortescue or that horrible thing I would rather not look at. Jenkins appeared not to be bothered by any such doubts, for he bowed and announced:


  “Dinner is served, my lady,” and placed spout to feeding hole. The immediate result was electrifying. Without actually waking up all that remained of Caroline Fortescue, writer of genius, peer of Dickens, Thackeray, Hardy and Emily Bronte, took on a kind of grotesque life. Greedy, sucking, gasping life. What served for lips clamped round the spout, and I witnessed a sucking, bubbling, body writhing absorption of nourishment. Although a lot seemed to me wasted as the white liquid dribbled down her ladyship’s chin and formed a little pool in the hollow below her throat.


  Jenkins kept dabbing her with a red handkerchief.


  I watched Caroline Fortescue dine for perhaps a full minute before running out on to the landing, where I was violently sick on the doubtlessly priceless, but faded carpet.


  Jenkins prepared a room – made up the bed and opened the windows – that was two doors from Lady Bramfield’s own.


  I fell into an uneasy sleep in complete darkness and awoke in full moonlight. There were no curtains to the windows, for this was a room – according to Jenkins – that had not been used for half a century. Every item of furniture stood out in stark relief; the massive mahogany wardrobes, their long mirrors slabs of blazing light; the dressing table that crouched like some ill-shaped beast in the far corner; a tallboy that reared up against a side wall, creating an oblique shadow that tapered to a sharp point on the dust-infested carpet.


  There was a complete absence of sound. It was as though the universe had yet to be born and my tiny atom of awareness was floating on an unlimited sea of nothing. The room, the furniture, even the moon, were only reflections of what would be in some far off time. Then I was rocketed into the present. Sound was reborn.


  Running footsteps in the corridor that lay beyond the closed door, accompanied by a trill of laughter. I did not move for a long while, trying to analyse the sounds. Swift, light foot treads, girlish laughter. A running girl that laughed.


  I climbed out of bed and put on a thick satin dressing gown that had been supplied by Jenkins, then – not without some trepidation – went out into the corridor. Here the moonlight was only permitted entry through a solitary window situated at the far end; three quarters of the passage mocked a low wattage bulb that created a tiny oasis of yellow light in a desert of writhing shadows. A long way off a door groaned the protest of oil starved hinges, suggesting that someone had pushed it stealthily open – and I, fired by that damnable curiosity that has reputedly killed many cats, stepped fearfully forward – on naked feet – to investigate.


  I came to the landing and looked down into the darkened hall. Not there. The lower part of the house slept the sleep of centuries. I turned left and roamed through the shadow congested bowels of Bramfield Manor, seeking a rational explanation. Presently I was rewarded by seeing a wedge of light that sliced through an eternity of darkness and revealed a partly open door.


  As I crept nearer I again heard that trill of girlish laughter, a sound that brought some measure of reassurance and a promise of an exciting adventure. Why should I be frightened of a girl, even if she was mad enough to go running through an old, darkened house? When I reached the door I pushed it fully open and attempted to record the entire contents of the room in one swift glance.


  Sheet shrouded furniture basking in brilliant moonlight. Dust-carpeted floor, cobweb-festooned windows – and a young girl standing by a white marble fireplace.


  She alone merited my entire attention. Tall for a girl, perhaps five foot nine, slender, attired in a flowing white dress, long black hair framing a pale oval face. A face that had a beauty that one sometimes dreams about, but rarely sees. Large, dark blue eyes fringed by long lashes, a straight nose and a full-lipped mouth that was now parted in a mischievous smile. When she moved the gown slid off one creamy shoulder – and the vision of virginal beauty was complete. Her voice was captivating, enhanced by a slight lilting tone.


  “Hello, who are you?”


  It took some little while for my voice to rediscover its normal function. “I might ask the same question. I’m a guest- well sort of. But unless old Jenkins has been singularly remiss, you must be an intruder.”


  She stopped in front of one window looking so young, appealing and unattainable in the moonlight. “I am – in a way. It’s fun to roam through old houses at night, don’t you think? Chase your shadow by moonlight. Listen to the voices of those who were once and are no more. One has to be slightly mad to enjoy night running.”


  “But where do you come from?” I asked.


  She jerked her head back in a most enchanting fashion.


  “Back there – in the woods. I live with my parents in a sweet little cottage. You must come and see us. In the daytime when the sun sends golden spears down through the whispering leaves.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Nothing dies there, you know. How can if? Nature is eternal. Is and ever will be.”


  Despite the ambiguity of her words, her demeanour was flirtatious, tantalizing as though she were deliberately trying to draw me into a meaningless, but purposeful argument. I said:


  “You are most certainly mad. What would your parents say if they knew you were talking to a strange man in an old house?”


  She giggled. “They’d have a fit. Mother in particular would take me to task most severely, but be most understanding afterwards. But when you meet them don’t mention where we became acquainted. What the ear doesn’t hear, the heart won’t grieve over. Has anyone told you that you are very handsome?”


  “No one,” I replied. “But I’m telling you that you are very beautiful.”


  She nodded with evident satisfaction. “I’m so glad you think so. That means we’re both beautiful people. Wonderful. I don’t like ugly men. As for that matter I don’t like ugly women either. I always say – if you have a face that frightens horses, then stay at home. My word, but you have a most wonderful smile!”


  I bared my teeth into an even wider grin and wondered why I had not been long ago enraptured by my reflection in the shaving mirror. “You are a lovely liar. Now I must see you home. How did you get in anyway?”


  She shrugged. “Oh, there’s always an unlocked door, an unlatched window. But you can’t see me home because you’re not wearing shoes. But you may see me to the front door.”


  Side by side we went out into the dark passage, only it did not seem so dark anymore, then wended our way back to the landing, while she talked in that enchanting lilting tone that sent a tingling tremor along my nerve grid and aroused sleeping memories of something that had happened long ago. In another lifetime.


  “I think we’d better say we met in the lane and you had hurt your ankle and I tied it up for you with my handkerchief. And being a perfect gentleman – which of course you are – you are calling to thank me for my kindness. That sounds nice, doesn’t it?”


  “But it’s not true,” I protested.


  “Nonsense. Truth is what the majority believe and the minority cannot disprove. A little while ago you said I was mad...”


  “But delightfully so,” I interrupted.


  “Of course. But surely you realise that madness is the sanity granted to the selected few. To really enjoy life you must turn the world upside down and not be in the least worried if people are shocked at what you say and do. Do you think I’m a genius?”


  I nodded gravely. “No doubt of it.”


  “I think so too. That’s why I talk sideways and only those who have a sense of the ridiculous understand me. Have you a sense of the ridiculous?”


  “Maybe. But I still don’t understand what you’re talking about.”


  She looked up at me and her eyes glittered in the gloom.


  “Think about it. You will.”


  We descended the stairs and into the hall; I saw the front door was slightly ajar, allowing a sliver of moonlight to paint a stripe of silver light across the floor. When I opened the door to its fullest extent and stood to one side, she went out on to the top step; became glimmering white and faintly disturbing. But her dazzling smile and above all that enchanting voice, succeeded in reestablishing a measure of reassurance.


  “I am going straight home now, but you must visit us tomorrow. I will tell Mummy and Daddy to expect you, which I am sure will cheer them up a great deal. They don’t have many visitors.”


  “How far away is your house?” I enquired.


  “Not far. Just cross the drive and follow the path through the woods. You’ll find our cottage in a clearing.”


  She descended the steps, then walked slowly across the drive while my bemused brain tried to determine why I should be suddenly attacked by a fit of violent trembling. There was something wrong about that graceful, receding figure, but I could not at that time decide what it could be. Then she entered the shadow cast by the first tree and after turning and giving me a parting wave, disappeared from my sight.


  I closed the door and went back to my room, there to lie sleepless on that vast bed, racked by both fear and excitement. I was somewhat relieved to discover that the eerie silence had been dispelled by any number of normal sounds; the distant hoot of an owl, the murmur of breeze-teased leaves, the occasional creak of contracting floorboards.


  Presently a black cloud bank obliterated the revealing moonlight and the ensuing darkness did little to comfort, but in the space which separates one thought from the next, I slipped into the pit of oblivion and knew no more until Jenkins roused me. He placed a silver tray on the bedside cabinet and inclined his head.


  “Good morning, sir. I trust you slept well. I have taken the liberty of bringing a light breakfast to your room. I remember from the old days that gentlemen appreciate these little attentions.”


  I sat up and sensed the day was already well advanced.


  “There was really no need for you to go to all this trouble.”


  “No trouble at all, sir. On the contrary. It is a positive pleasure to have a guest in the old place again. It is a beautiful day and I am delighted to say her ladyship is more like her old self. I do think this is going to be one of her good days. She’s quite lively.”


  I found this hard to believe but could do no less than crease my face into an inane grin and express counterfeit delight.


  “That’s marvellous! Absolutely marvellous! When will it be convenient for me to see her?”


  Jenkins hesitated before replying. “I was wondering, sir, if you would be so kind as to sit with her later on this morning. When it’s one of her good days I don’t like leaving her alone and it is necessary for me to go down to the village. This will be an excellent opportunity for you to have a little chat – hold an interview, I believe you call it.”


  Hope raised a tiny head and I said: “She really can talk then?”


  “Did I not say so, sir? How remiss of me. When you have finished breakfast you’ll find the bathroom down the corridor. Razors, toothbrushes and such like are in the wall cabinet. I will await your pleasure, sir.”


  The bathroom was lined with teak, the bath tub encased in rosewood; but hot water came from a comparatively new wall heater that looked very much out of place. In a cabinet I found several bone-handled toothbrushes, ajar of pink tooth powder and a leather case that contained seven cut-throat razors, each one embossed with a day of the week on its ebony handle. A shaving mug, brush and cylinder of soap completed this collection of Victorian toiletry. Having shaved (with difficulty) and bathed I returned to the bedroom and found my suit had been sponged and pressed, my shirt washed and my shoes cleaned.


  When I entered Jenkins’ room I found him sitting in an armchair, wearing a black overcoat and bowler hat, nursing a voluminous shopping bag on his lap. He rose and smiled bleakly.


  “Ah, there you are, sir. Now you are here I’ll pop down to the village. Look in on her ladyship whenever it’s convenient. She is expecting you.”


  “Right. Will you be long?”


  “Not more than an hour, sir. But there’s no need for you to be concerned: her ladyship has been attended to.”


  I quickly decided not to think about that statement, then – just as he reached the doorway – asked the question that demanded a satisfactory answer.


  “Jenkins, are you aware that a young girl roams this house at night?”


  He became as a man who has been robbed of all movement by a certain combination of words. I heard his voice; low – tremulous.


  “Indeed, sir! Would she have been a young person in a white dress?”


  “Yes. A very beautiful girl. Apparently she lives in a cottage in the woods. With her parents.”


  He turned his head and spoke slowly, seemingly jerking each word out with great difficulty.


  “I know of... this... young person, sir. It might be well... if you... did not encourage her. Make no contact... whatsoever. Above all... I beg of you... do not touch her. Never... never touch her.”


  I tried to laugh, but the effort all but choked me. Instead I managed to ask:


  “Why not? Who is she?”


  “Please don’t ask questions, sir. Don’t make me regret allowing you to enter this house. Just ignore... forget and never touch. Do what I do... turn your back and walk away.” His voice rose to a near scream. “Shut your eyes, block up your ears and try hard to understand.”


  He went into the hall, shoulders squared, bag gripped firmly in his right hand, frozen fear expressed in every line of his upright figure. I waited for the sound of the front door closing, before making my way to Caroline Fortescue’s bedroom.


  ***


  I steeled myself to endure that awful stench, but found it less pungent than the day before. The creature on the chaise longue looked much the same; motionless, eyes partly open and betraying no sign of life. So much for Jenkins’ assertion that she was awake and expecting me. After watching her for a few minutes, I went over to the book shelves and began to examine the bound manuscripts.


  Without doubt they were priceless. Written in a clear, round hand, with a space between each line so as to leave room for corrections, here were the original manuscripts of the literary masterpieces that had enthralled three generations. I turned over the pages of Moorland Master and marvelled at the concentration and sheer energy that writing something like a quarter of a million words with a pen and ink, must have involved. But of one thing I was certain. Every book had been a labour of love. The faultless penmanship, the neatly ruled out words of lines, with the substituted prose written above, testified to the masochistic pleasure that is the reward for arduous work well done. A sheet of faded blue notepaper had been pinned on page one and on this was written in the same clear style:


  Life is what you make it


  A simple philosophy and one easy to follow for a rich young lady in the nineteenth century. I closed Moorland Master and was reaching for the next manuscript when a low, almost masculine voice made me jerk round in sudden alarm.


  “Young man, come here.”


  It took courage to approach the chaise longue, then look down at Caroline Fortescue. She had not moved, the eyes were still half closed, but the mouth was wide open, as though the lower jaw had dropped. I managed to say:


  “I’m Brian Radcliffe... a... a guest in your house.”


  The rasping voice spoke again, but I could detect no movement either of the mouth or tongue. I could only suppose she had taught herself to speak with the stomach muscles, but each word was pronounced with precision.


  “Of course, I had forgotten. I am inclined to be absent-minded these days. Time has become fluid, it ebbs and flows so that today often merges with yesterday. More, it sometimes recedes beyond yesterday. I daresay you are confused.”


  I shook my head. “No... that is to say I am trying to understand.”


  “That is fortunate. Poor Jenkins only thinks he understands. But our time is short for I shall soon drift away and next time we meet...” She paused and I heard a ghost of a chuckle. “I’ll not be entirely myself. There is a question you wish to ask me.”


  I swallowed and tried to select one question from an entire army. “Yes, why did you stop writing after 1911?”


  “Because there no longer existed the need to write books. I was able to live them. If that is an unsatisfactory reply, I can only add – think on what you have already seen and heard. Then you will... There is I believe a feeding cup nearby.”


  I looked around and saw the china vessel with a long spout standing on the mantel shelf and on taking it down found it contained a small amount of the white liquid.


  “Yes, I have it here.”


  “Then be so kind as to pour liquid nourishment into my mouth. I am conscious of a drying up, purely illusory no doubt, but no less real.”


  With an unsteady hand I poured enriched milk into that gaping hole, then withdrew the cup when the mouth filled. Little riverlets of white moisture spilled over and ran down the chin, but the remainder gradually disappeared, although I could not detect any sign of swallowing. The stuff seemed to be merely sinking down her throat. The harsh voice spoke again.


  “Thank you. But I fear the result is not satisfactory. I am slipping away again... slipping away. Remember not to... to... or all will be... lost... lost...”


  I waited for a long time, hoping (but dreading) she might speak again, but although the mouth remained open, no further sound came from it. Presently the door opened and Jenkins came tip-toeing across the room, his face lit by a gentle smile.


  “Did you have a chat with her ladyship, sir?”


  I nodded. “Yes, we had a brief but interesting conversation. But, Jenkins, how does she talk? Her mouth...”


  “No questions if you please, sir. Now I see her ladyship has gone back to sleep. Splendid. I’ve prepared a light lunch, so if you would care to come downstairs, we’ll leave her to rest.”


  I did not encourage the old man to speak during lunch for there was a distinct feeling that if I pressed him too hard, he would tell me something I did not want to hear. In this I was aided by his built-in compulsion not to speak when a superior displayed signs of wishing to remain silent, and this I did by frowning when he so much as cleared his throat. At last the meal ended and I volunteered to help him wash up, a suggestion he dismissed with something akin to horror.


  “I’ll take a little walk,” I said quietly, almost daring him to make any objection. “Just a stroll round the grounds.”


  His head was averted when he answered. “An excellent idea, sir. But it might be well if you kept to the drive. The woods are dangerous at this time of year. The undergrowth conceals boggy patches that can trap the unwary. I entreat you, sir. Keep out in the open.”


  “I will not take any unnecessary risks,” I promised.


  As I walked across the drive I knew he was watching, darting from window to window and possibly sighing with relief when I turned right and skirted the woods, wading through knee high grass until I came to an overgrown hedge that was breached by an old stile. This I climbed, then after making certain that I could not be seen from the house, entered the woods.


  Dense undergrowth impeded progress, whippy twigs stung my groping hands as though some rustic deity were trying to protect its gloomy retreat from invasion. I veered left looking for the path my nocturnal visitor had taken the night before. Eventually I stumbled on to it; a barely perceptible parting that ran through stunted ferns and crumbling leaf mould; a ghost path which had died long, long ago.


  To this day I am not certain how long I followed that narrow, almost non-existent trail, but suddenly I found myself facing a large clearing in which stood a snug, red-bricked cottage. It was familiar, yet more than a little disturbing. I tried to remember where I had seen such a cottage before, but could only conjure up mental pictures torn from brightly illustrated books, last seen before cosy nursery fires. Woodland cottage, elderly loving parents, a beautiful daughter who held intimate conversations with loquacious rabbits and other members of the animal kingdom.


  A sloping red-tiled roof, two windows up and two down, a green door in the centre; a crazy paved path that divided a flower-rich garden; all protected by a white picket fence broken by a green gate. Dazzling white curtains masked the windows, flaming red geraniums enhanced the lower window sills, while blue smoke drifted up from two squat chimney pots.


  Fear – apprehension – flowed back before a feeling of supreme contentment, creating the ridiculous impression that I – a wanderer on the vast plains of time – had at last come home. But below the surface, under the crust of self-deception, unwelcome knowledge seethed and threatened to manifest as indisputable fact. But I also knew with an unquestionable certainty, that in this place fantasy and reality were but two meaningless words man had created for his convenience. The truth was much more complicated.


  I opened the gate, closed it carefully behind me, then walked slowly up the path and mounted the single, hearth-stoned step. I tapped on the green door and waited with keen expectancy for someone to welcome me. The door drifted open and I looked upon the model parents; those that we, when young and misunderstood, always wished for but rarely, if ever had. The woman could have been a youthful fifty or a mature forty; auburn hair, gentle dark eyes and a smiling mouth – the eternal mother for a perpetual child. The man! Those who can, think of Ronald Colman – handsome, grey-haired, urbane, neither young or old; a man of the world who had the ability to dismiss fear with a single word, banish doubt with a charming smile.


  It was he who stretched out a long-fingered hand and said:


  “Why, it must be the young man who is staying at the big house! Cathy has been on tenderhooks all day. Come in, my dear fellow. I am so pleased to see your ankle is better.”


  Mother blushed and appeared quite willing to kiss me if given the least encouragement; and both made me feel like the prodigal son arriving home for his share of the fatted calf.


  I was drawn into a narrow passage, then ushered into a comfortable parlour (that definition came most easily to mind) that smelt faintly of warm damp and the cloying aroma of decay. But there the bright red wallpaper looked as if it had been recently put up, the furniture newly purchased from a Victorian store, the patterned carpet delivered that morning from the factory.


  Mother gave me a wonderful smile and motioned me to a deep fat armchair, while Father stood in the doorway and called out:


  “Cathy, come down, dear. Your friend has arrived.”


  I did not hear her descend the stairs, neither did it seem possible she had time to do so, for almost at once my moonlight girl was following her father into the room, her face enhanced by a faint blush. She said: “Hello, how is your ankle?” and promptly sat down in a chair opposite mine. Without hesitation I replied: “Much better thank you. It was so kind of you to help me,” and actually seemed to remember having my swollen ankle bound with a large silk handkerchief. But from then on I began to experience great concern about what I had done and said since entering the house, and what I might do in the immediate future. For example: I could remember Father stretching out his hand, but I could not remember if I had shaken it or not. For some reason this seemed to be very important. Maybe because Jenkins’ instruction kept crashing across my brain. “Make no contact... whatsoever.”


  Was sitting on a chair making contact? I gently pounded the arm of my chair with a clenched fist. It seemed solid enough, and that which the senses record must be real. Three pairs of eyes watched me; Mother kindly, father expectantly, Cathy lovingly. Father spoke:


  “We are so glad you came. It is very lonely sometimes.”


  Mother expelled a deep sigh. “We could not live without Cathy, but she needs new material. I think that’s what I mean.”


  Cathy’s lilting voice made me start.


  “What is the use of a book unless it has printed pages? Would you like to stay with us forever?”


  Truth wore a shroud as she hammered on the door of my brain, but I refused to admit her; face the grotesque dream. That lilting voice went on and on.


  “Fiction can only flourish in the garden of fact. Even my genius cannot snatch fantasy out of the air. And there must be romance. A beautiful young man who comes walking down the lane. He’s lost I think and is limping. Or maybe he’s escaped from a prison in which he was unjustly confined, or jilted by a girl in that cruel outside world. But here – in this refuge from ugly reality – he will find his true love. They will make unsullied love in the melancholy purple twilight and send beautifully composed dialogue drifting up to the dark dome of heaven. They will never grow old, not even when the sun reaches out and consumes its children.”


  Mother and Father had become as two wax statues that sat perfectly still with kindly smiles etched on their flawless faces. But Cathy moved. She stood up and stretched out slender arms. I did not surrender immediately for were there not three words blazoned across my brain in letters of fire? do not touch. But why? Could it be that long ago the original Cathy used to torment those gentlemen callers; flirt, tantalize, promise with her eyes, then draw back in pretended or real fear when they stepped over the line which separates reality from make believe? “Don’t touch me. Don’t ruin the dream.”


  Sex creates. Frustrated sex still creates.


  Fear made the hair of the back of my neck bristle; anger, unreasoning rage drove me forward – straight into those outstretched arms.


  That lovely face was transformed into a mask of naked terror and my God how she screamed. For a brief moment I clasped a slender body in my arms, gazed into wide, wide open eyes and tried to smother that unending scream with my mouth. Then suddenly it seemed as if a mighty cold wind came roaring through the woods; it blew away the cottage walls, turned the furniture into scattered rocks; and sent me hurtling down into a bottomless pit.


  ***


  When I recovered consciousness and had climbed up onto a strangely shaped boulder that had been so recently, a fat, deep chair, I was at last able to gaze upon the naked face of truth. I will be haunted by that ghastly knowledge until the day I die and it is one of the reasons why Wilfred Frazer never got his world-shattering story and why I am writing it now. Perhaps when it is once committed to paper I will be granted some peace of mind.


  The old house basked in the afternoon sun, its upper windows gleaming slabs of light, that to the fanciful might have resembled the eyes of a mythological monster newly awakened from a century-long sleep. When I emerged from the woods and began to cross the drive, my shadow elongated and went streaking out before me, as though it could not wait for me to enter the house. It was then that I realized what had been so dreadfully wrong with Cathy when she crossed the drive in moonlight.


  She had not cast a shadow.


  Even from the hall I could hear the harsh sobbing, punctuated by an occasional wailing cry. I walked slowly up the stairs, then entered the room where the remains of Caroline Fortescue, Lady Bramfield lay upon the great four-poster bed. Jenkins was on his knees beside it, mourning his dead.


  I said quietly: “When did she really die, Jenkins?”


  He looked at me reproachfully with tear filled eyes.


  “When you broke the dream, sir. When you touched. I warned you, sir. Do not touch, I said. Do not touch. You killed a living legend.”


  I went over to the bed and looked down at the thing attired in a rusty black gown. Where the eyes had been there were now two gaping holes. A wave of anger made me shout:


  “You lie, Jenkins. Lie to me – lie to yourself. She died long ago.”


  He shook his head violently and pounded the bed with clenched fists. “No... no... you’re wrong. She was more alive than you or I, or anyone who walks the earth today. She created her own world...”


  I grabbed his coat collar and pulled him to his feet. I placed my mouth within a few inches of his ear and whispered the awful truth. “Listen to me... don’t pull away, shut your eyes or plug your ears. That lovely creature that roamed this house at night, ran laughing along the passages, lived with make believe parents in a woodland cottage – that wasn’t the real ghost. Was it, Jenkins? Eh? That was how Caroline Fortescue saw herself-as maybe she once was. No, the real ghost was somewhere else. Where was that, Jenkins? Tell me.”


  When he struggled and cried out I released him and he fell across the bed. Suddenly I was very tired and wanted to be far away from this house of death. I spoke quietly.


  “Her dream world was so real she could not leave it, not even after death. So... so... she haunted her own corpse. Some personality fragment was able to delay decomposition, simulate the need for nourishment and dominate you, the necessary attendant. I don’t know how much longer this pretence could have gone on. Until you died possibly, for only you could maintain the great illusion. But before I go, satisfy my curiosity. How long has she been dead?”


  Jenkins got up and wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his jacket. “Thirty years, I think. Her decline was gradual, but I have not detected a heart beat for at least twenty years. But I never really admitted that, sir. I couldn’t.”


  I left Bramfield Manor and made my way towards the main gates without so much as a backward glance. I did not pay a visit to the inquisitive post mistress, but caught the first train to town. I told Frazer the truth: Caroline Fortescue had been dead for years and there was no story worth writing.


  A week later Bramfield Manor burnt to the ground. Whether this was the result of an accident, or Jenkins had decided to turn the house into one vast pyre, including himself as a funerary sacrifice, is a matter for interesting conjecture. Certainly two charred skeletons were laid side by side in Bramfield churchyard.


  I sometimes wonder if Jenkins would have considered this arrangement disrespectful.


  Rudolph


  (1987)
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  Since you insist on my telling all—as the saying goes—I’ll start from the beginning. Yes, I think that’s best. Someone should know what’s going on, even if I can’t believe half of it myself. But I’ve got to, seeing as how most of what I’m going to tell you happened to me. Me, Laura Benfield, who at thirty-seven years and three months, lived quite comfortably on a small income my mother had left me, together with the house.


  Then I did a part-time job, nothing strenuous you understand, for I’m not all that strong, just addressing envelopes for a mail-order firm three days a week. Then that bastard Michel Adler came into my life and lit a bomb under me.


  What? No, I don’t mean literally. For God’s sake! But it would have been kinder if he had. Handsome bastard he was. Looked like Errol Flynn in Captain Blood that I saw on telly twice. And charm! He could bring the birds down from the trees and worms out of the ground and get ‘em to play hop-scotch together.


  I met him at the Byfleet Social Club when I was sweating on a full house at bingo. I was just one number missing—legs eleven it was, but of course with my luck a cow from Tyburn Avenue got it. Not legs eleven, but five and three, fifty-three, which filled her house for her.


  Then I hears this voice, all soft and gentlemanly like, say:


  “Damn bad luck, old dear,” and turning I sees him for the first time.


  You know I went right weak at the knees, there and then, me who normally would never talk to a strange man. He had grey eyes, the sort that sort of twinkle and seem to be full of mischief. Know what I mean?


  Well, not to make mincemeat out of a cold sausage, when he suggested we have coffee in the club room, I accepted like a shot and made sure Maud Perkins saw me hanging on to the arm of this sexpot, although when we were seated side by side near a ruddy great mirror that some sadistic bastard had stuck on the wall so that it took in the entire room, I began to ask myself where the catch was.


  I mean, every woman there from sixteen to eighty was giving him the what-about-it-sign and I—let’s be honest—had nothing bedwise to offer. There again they do say beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so I thought maybe my eye was missing out on some of my beauty. Any road that was the only explanation I could think of, for boy, did he give me the treatment.


  After pouring coffee down me, he suggests dinner in some quiet restaurant wouldn’t be out of place, he having not eaten since breakfast, due to being run off his feet by business commitments. It seemed that he had popped in the bingo club to unwind, for hearing numbers shouted out over a loud speaker had a relaxing effect on him. He also said it was the play of my features that directed his attention to me, suggesting as they did I had a beautiful soul, which was reflected in my eyes.


  No one has ever talked to me like that before and although you may think I’m a silly ‘apporth to be taken in by stuff like that, just you remember that in every plain, dull woman, there’s a beautiful, interesting one trying to get out. And he knew how to order a good dinner and wines with names I couldn’t even pronounce, and when he left the waiter two pounds as a tip, I thought he must really be on the top shelf spondulicks-wise.


  Then he took me home and I felt awful about inviting him in, for the place hasn’t seen a decorator’s brush since my mum died and truth to tell, I’m no great dab at housework. But he—Michel—only laughed and said the house had character and personally he had no time for your spotless and everything in its place living unit, where it was impossible for anyone to feel comfortable.


  Well, I had nothing in the house in the booze line, except for a few bottles of brown ale and I couldn’t offer him that after all the wine and liqueurs he’d lashed out for on me. But he said he’d just as soon have a cup of tea, which he made, after telling me to sit down and put me feet up.


  Then we talked. Even now, I have to admit that man had a wonderful brain. He told me all about the stars and how this world is only one among millions of suns and things and there must be billions of civilizations and one day clever, but funny-looking creatures will either visit us or we’ll visit them and...


  Sorry. I didn’t mean to break down like that, but when I think how things could have been if he hadn’t turned out to be a crook, me heart’s fit to break.


  Anyway he came to see me quite often and took me out once or twice a week, always somewhere swanky, but there was one thing I thought was strange. After he’d paid the bill, he entered the amount in a little black book. He said it was so he could claim it back against tax, which didn’t sound right, for a friend once told me that you can only get tax rebate for entertaining foreign buyers, but I didn’t say anything, just supposed he knew his business best.


  Then he got to talking about money, saying that lots of people did not realize they were sitting on thousands, until the matter was brought to their attention.


  “Let’s take your case, Laura,” he said, “that house of yours, you could raise forty thousand quid on it any day. Invested by someone who knows his business, you could double it within six months, pay back the mortgage and use the extra thirty thou for further investments. That kind of thinking has laid the basis of many a fortune. I know—that’s the way I started out.”


  Honestly it sounded right, particularly the way he put it, and when I said I wouldn’t like to mortgage my mum’s house, he said fair enough, he was only talking about what could be done, but God forbid he should influence me in any way. But if I should ever consider the idea, he’d be pleased to help me.


  The seed had fallen on fertile ground, if you get my meaning. All of us could do with some more money, and the very thought of having thirty thousand nicely invested made me feel good. So one day I said I’d like to investigate the possibilities a little further—and that was it.


  He cleaned me out in three weeks. He did all the paperwork—all I had to do was sign, the milkman witnessing my signature. First the mortgage on the house, then liquidating my little investments, for Michel said they were only chicken feed and he’d do much better for me. He explained for tax reasons all the money would be paid into a bank account under his name...


  Thank you for the handkerchief, sir, these little lace things he brought me are no good when you shed buckets as I’ve been doing over the past few months.


  What? Of course... well I had to get myself a proper job, didn’t I? I mean I was down on my uppers. The house gone, me in a shabby bed-sit and not a penny coming in. I got taken on by a local store, but I wasn’t really fitted for it. Me ankles swelled up with all that standing and when the customers got nasty, I answered back, which didn’t please their mightinesses on the sixth floor, so I was soon out on my ear.


  Then I read this advertisement. See? I’ve got the newspaper cutting here:


  COOK HOUSEKEEPER required by single gentleman. Live-in all found. Salary by negotiation. Ring Mr Rudolph Acrudal 753. 9076.


  As I’ve said I’m not all that good at housekeeping, but I’m not all that bad at cooking, so long as no one expects anything fancy. And with a single gentleman there’s no woman to find fault—so why not?


  The voice that answered the phone sounded genteel, which reassured me, for I find educated gentry are more easily pleased than your jumped-up-come-by-nights, and it was agreed I should come round right away, so I gave Mr Acrudal (pronounced Ac-ru-dal. I must say it took a bit of getting used to) my name and hired a taxi, for it’s just as well to give the impression that you’re not hard-up when applying for a job, and got myself driven to the address the gentleman had given me over the phone.


  An old Victorian terrace house it was, four storeys high including the basement, with a flight of cracked grey steps leading up to the front door. The place didn’t look so much run down as neglected, and I could imagine an old bachelor who just couldn’t be bothered to have it done up.


  He answered the door—Mr Rudolph Acrudal—a tall lean man who could have been any age. Honestly, I couldn’t make up my mind if he was a worn-out thirty, or a young seventy. He had a mass of black hair sort of sprinkled with white, as though he had been painting the ceiling and splashed white paint over his hair.


  High cheekbones and a hooked nose and two long eye-teeth that dimpled his lower lip, which I might as well say were black. The lips I mean. His ears tapered to a sharp point at the top, making him — what with sunken black eyes—look like those old prints of the devil. He wore a tight-fitting black suit that included stove-pipe trousers. True. I swear on oath. He jerked his head back and forth several times and then said in a rusty kind of voice:


  “Miss Benfield—yes? Good. Come in—don’t just stand there. The sun may come out at any time and that won’t be good for my health.” And he all but pulled me into a hall that stunk of damp and what could have been burnt fat, and where every floorboard creaked when you took a step forward, to say nothing of the odd flake of plaster that floated down from the ceiling, particularly when Mr Acrudal slammed the front door.


  He led the way into a front room that looked even worse than the hall, being mostly dominated by a giant old desk and a mixture of books and papers that lay everywhere. Honestly I thought for a moment it was the dumping area for Let’s-have-all-your-old-books-and-newspapers-week. But he upended one wooden armchair, so that everything on it—including a huge tom cat—slid on to the floor. He half sat on the desk and gave me the doings.


  “My wants are simple. Breakfast—black pudding on toast. Lunch—pig’s blood mixed with lightly done mince. Dinner—the same. Nightcap—a glass of pig’s blood.” He looked at me intently. “How does that strike you?”


  I spoke boldly—it always pays in the long run: “Well, sir, it wouldn’t suit me, but if that’s what you want—I’ll try to make it as tasty as possible.”


  He jerked his head up and down and I could swear he was dribbling as though the very thought of his favourite diet had started his mouth watering. “Good. The last housekeeper I had, heaved up when she saw me shovelling in the mince and blood. That’s settled then. You have a free hand. Make sure I’m fed and moistened three to four times a day and you can do what you like.”


  I said, “Thank you, sir. I can see there’s plenty to do. And where will my quarters be?”


  “Wherever you care to make them. Plenty of empty rooms on all floors. I use this one and the one next door. No need for you to go in there. As for money...”


  “I was about to mention that, sir.”


  He bent down and brought forth a large old carpet-bag from beside the desk, which he dropped in my lap. When I opened it I found wads of bank notes—fifty pounds, tens and fivers. Mr Acrudal waved a dirt-grimed hand.


  “Pay yourself a hundred a week, then take whatever is needed for housekeeping.”


  I shook my head firmly. “That won’t do at all, sir. We won’t know where we are. I’d like you to keep this bag somewhere safe and pay me whatever is required each week.”


  His face—white as a pig’s belly—took on a real bad-tempered expression and I thought to myself: I wouldn’t like to cross you, me lord, that I wouldn’t. For now, his face from dead-white turned to a light grey. Very off-putting it was. Never seen anything like it before. Then he kind of spluttered out words it took me some time to understand.


  “Don’t... ar... r... g... u... e with... me... m.... m... e w...o...m...m...a...n...D...o...o...o...a...s...I... say.”


  He scared the wits out of me and I was about to give him a piece of my mind and then walking out, when I remembered the cold bed-sit and the two quid and small change in my handbag, so I nodded like, an idiot and said: “All right, sir... calm down. I’ll make a note of all the money I take and let you have a statement once a week.”


  He did calm down, but appeared to be tired out as though the outburst had drained him.


  I got out of the room as fast as my legs would take me and after I had cooled down a bit, began to explore the house. The kitchen I found in the basement, if the grease-lined hell-hole could be identified in any way as a place for preparing food. Do you know there was an old rusty iron range that heated an antiquated boiler with a tap on one side. A plain deal table collapsed when I tried to move it. Damp rot had done its worst to the floorboards and I almost broke an ankle when my foot sank into rotting wood. I made up my mind then and there—the kitchen was a write-off.


  I chose a room two floors up that commanded a view of the overgrown back garden and decided to take a thick wad of notes from that bag and buy a portable oil stove and a complete set of saucepans.


  But number one question. When did the old devil want feeding next?


  I looked at my watch and saw that the time was twelve-fifteen, so it would be reasonable to suppose that lunch—pigs’ blood and mince—should be served around one o’clock. Frankly I lacked the courage to ask Mr Acrudal where the nauseating mixture could be found—or obtained—but finally I went down into the hall and found a gold-coloured round tin that contained around three pints of thick blood and a bulging newspaper parcel.


  I could sympathize with my predecessor who heaved when she saw her employer tuck into this muck, particularly when my nose told me the mince—and maybe the blood as well—was most definitely off.


  I washed an iron saucepan as best I could, bunged the soggy mess into it and actually managed to stew it over an old hurricane lamp I found in one corner of the so-called kitchen.


  I did my best to flavour this horrible concoction (boiling blood explodes into evil-smelling blisters) with pepper and salt, plus a nutmeg I found the large cat playing with, while pretending fat healthy maggots weren’t being done to death down below.


  At one o’clock precisely I carried a tin tray on which slid back and forth a deep bowl containing bubbling, flavoured, blood-seeped, spicy mince. I had also succeeded in washing a dessert spoon, and after pushing the door open with my right knee, lurched across the littered floor to where the old-young man sat behind his desk. He really brightened up when he saw me with the tray and when I bunged it down in front of him, he grabbed the spoon and began shovelling the mess in.


  It was a dreadful sight and sound. Slop-slub-lip-smacking with what missed the target dribbling down his chin. When the bowl was half empty he paused for breath and expressed sincere appreciation.


  “The best blushie I’ve tasted in years, Miss Benfield. You are talented... so talented. Just give me the same for dinner and we’ll get along famously. I knew by your smell that we’d haunted the same track.”


  I said primly, “So pleased to give satisfaction, sir,” and backed out of the room. I didn’t know what he meant by smell and could only regard the remark as some kind of insult.


  Having taken care of my new employer’s requirements, I began to sort out my own. I explored the house from attic to basement and confirmed my original opinion that neglect had resulted in devastation, but a few weeks’ hard work could make the place at least liveable again. But not by me. As money seemed to be no object, I decided to dig well down into that carpet bag and hire a cleaning firm; the kind of organization that takes care of offices and showrooms. In the meanwhile I turned out a small bedroom on the third floor, took over a quilted double divan that must have cost a pretty penny when new, shook the dust out of some red blankets, unwrapped pink sheets and pillow-cases that sometime in the past had been sent to a well known laundry.


  I uncovered three bathrooms—literally—and threw their contents out of a landing window and watched them land in an enclosed dank area. Two tubs had to be written off as what appeared to be cinders and wood ash had been thrown into at least six inches of water, resulting in corrosion that in some places had eaten through the metal. But one was still in reasonable condition and I managed to scrape it clean and plug two holes with putty that I found clinging to the banisters. By five o’clock that part of the house that I would be using was at least clear of surface rubbish and filth and I was free to think of my own needs.


  I visited Mr Acrudal and to my disgust found he had licked the bowl clean and by his greedy enquiring look clearly thought I had brought a replacement.


  I said, “Sir, I will need money, mainly for food for myself and having this house cleaned from top to bottom.”


  He put his head on to one side and looked not unlike an intelligent dog that is trying to understand what it is being told to do. Then there came from his throat what I can only describe as growled words.


  “Cleaned... from... top... to... bottom?”


  “Yes, sir. If you’ll forgive me for saying so, the place is a disgrace the way it is. I was thinking of engaging a cleaning company.”


  “More than two strangers... strangers... in... the... house?”


  “Well, there’s no way I can do all the work myself and we can’t leave it the way it is.”


  He reached down and produced that carpet bag again and dumped it on the desk. He fumbled around inside for a few moments and brought out a bundle of fifty pound notes that must have totalled at least seven hundred pounds. Then for the first time so far as I was concerned, he got up and eased his way round the desk, clutching the money in one hand and supporting himself with the other. I think there was something wrong with the left foot—or rather I thought so then. In fact as he drew nearer I couldn’t dismiss the thought that he was in some way deformed, terribly deformed, although a slight limp was the only outward sign.


  Then he was close up—breathing on me.


  I all but choked on the stench of decay that might have seeped through water-logged churchyard loam. I retreated back one step, before his right hand formed a band of steel round my left arm and jerked me forward until our faces were only a few inches apart. Then he smiled, a strangely sweet smile that revealed beautiful white teeth and instantly I forgot his grotesque appearance, the foul breath and the oddness about him; instead I became aware of a rising wave of excitement that later made me distrust my own senses. His voice came quivering from his open mouth as a thrilling whisper.


  “Do whatever you wish... at all times the house is yours, but never... never... allow strangers... to cross my threshold.” His smile became more pronounced and such was my fascination I could even ignore those long eyeteeth. “Please understand that. If work is too much... leave it. Confine yourself to preparing the so excellent blushie and I will demand no more.”


  He released me, thrust the money into my hand, then returned to his chair and became engrossed in reading what looked like an old document.


  After a while my limbs became once again capable of movement, so I bolted back into the hall and took refuge in the room I had requisitioned for my own use. The bundle of money still clutched in my left hand forbade all thoughts of decamping and making for the nearest YWCA for even the most incorruptible soul must surrender to greed when loot is constantly thrust into its vicinity.


  But there was another reason why I would find it increasingly more difficult to leave this house, no matter how fearsome it might become.


  Rudolph Acrudal was without doubt ugly, repulsive and sinister, but I knew now he radiated some kind of charm that sooner or later I would find irresistible.


  ***


  I got some kind of routine working—and surprised myself.


  Mr Acrudal’s rations came from the local butcher, who dumped can and parcel on the top step each morning, plus whatever I ordered for myself. I may add my spiced blushie so pleased my employer that he would eat nothing else—not even the black pudding, a fact that aroused the interest of the butcher when I paid him every Friday morning.


  Having done things to an elaborate cash register, I was given a printed receipt, before a red face creased into a wide confidential grin.


  “Tell us the truth, love. What the ‘ell does he do with all this blood and mince? I mean it’s not as though it comes from fresh meat. From the beginning I was told it must be high. Straight up. Warm, runny and smelly. And the blood—thickish.”


  I always started out by giving the same answer: “That’s Mr Acrudal’s business and mine,” but after a while the need to talk to someone who is nice to me, got the better of discretion and I finally admitted I had to cook the horrible mess which Mr Acrudal was so kind as to say he enjoyed. And although Mr Redwing—that was the butcher’s name—expressed disbelief, I could see he wanted to believe and pass on what he believed to an enthralled public.


  Then while carving me a nice piece of topside: “No one seems to know what he looks like, him never coming out in daylight. Is it true he has ‘orns under his hair?”


  Of course I could only gasp: “Of course not. It’s not as bad as that. Don’t be silly.”


  I think it was about then that I became aware that the house was being watched. Not openly, but sometimes from a parked car, or the shadow cast by an old tree. Dark, squat, round-shouldered men was the only impression I got, never actually seeing them close-up, you understand. I wasn’t all that worried, assuming that such was the interest as to what took place in the house, some nosy parker—or parkers—were hoping to catch a glimpse of Mr Acrudal at one of the windows.


  I started another kitchen on the first floor, buying one of those elaborate oil stoves complete with oven and grill; and a table high fridge and sink unit. Getting the sink connected up without letting Mr Acrudal know, took a bit of organizing, but I did it by donning a boiler suit and putting in an occasional appearance in the Master’s room, complaining how wrong it was for a woman to have to do this kind of work without help.


  He never commented, but tried to hide behind a massive tome that looked as if it had been stored in a damp cellar for a few years. In fact all the books in that room gave me that impression. Any road, by the end of the first month I had made myself as comfortable as the surroundings would permit and more or less adapted to what could only be called a bizarre situation. But that failing that my dear mother had so often stressed had killed the cat—namely curiosity -would not give me any peace.


  For example: he had never allowed me to see his bedroom or so much as move a book in that awful room where he spent so much of his time.


  So I gave the rest of the house a good going-over, and got the impression Mr Acrudal had been there a long time.


  I found newspapers going back to 1870, some announcing the abdication of Napoleon III. Cupboards were crammed with them, some seemingly unopened, others with rectangular holes where paragraphs and entire columns had been cut out. I unearthed books bound in plain covers lacking both title and author, the script in some foreign language which I would never understand in a thousand years.


  I was about to replace one when I saw a piece of paper sticking out from the middle pages, thrust in hurriedly I would imagine as a book marker, which turned out to be a letter written—thankfully—in English.


  I would have you believe me, Sir, that I do not as a rule pry into other people’s correspondence; my mother raised me properly but when you’re eaten up by curiosity and badly want to know who -what—your employer is, you’d be a saint—which I beg leave to say I’m not—not to read a few lines scrawled on a piece of paper.


  I can remember every word.


  Rudolph, a word of warning: Total abstinence of essential fluid will age a body that should retain youth for nigh on eternity. Waste not the gift our sire gave you. The blushie diet will only sustain.


  H.


  And that was all. I put the paper back in the book, then settled down to have a good think. When I was a kid my dad was always swearing to practise Total Abstinence, which meant not drinking booze in any form whatsoever. His good intentions were usually drowned in about fourteen days.


  But I had never heard booze called essential fluid—although my dad might have thought it was—and certainly couldn’t entertain the idea not drinking the stuff would age the body. Quite the contrary I would have thought.


  And my employer’s diet was mainly blood and rotten meat. Blushie. To my mind the only nourishing meal he ever ate was his early morning black pudding—or blood sausage as I’ve heard it called. But now he’d given that up.


  Blood!


  It would seem that my employer needed blood in some form or another to sustain life, but according to H he wasn’t getting it in the right quantities—or quality. In other words he wasn’t getting the right kind of blood.


  Yes, sir, I’ve seen my ration of horror films and my mind came up with the question: What kind of being needs a diet of blood to exist?—and supplied an instant answer.


  A vampire.


  And it was no use calling myself a silly twit and repeating “Vampires don’t exist” over and over again, for my bloody brain came up with another question: How do you know they don’t exist? And I remembered the long eye-teeth and suddenly imagination created a fantasy-picture, complete with sound, touch and colour. I was being held by one large hand while the other tore my dress leaving my throat bare, hot stinking breath on my skin; then came a sharp pain and I became as a virgin on her wedding night, terrified, gasping—and shuddering with ecstasy.


  ***


  “We were reckoning the other day,” Mr Redwing said, adjusting his straw hat to a more becoming angle, “that your boss must have eaten his weight in rotten mince several times over. Doesn’t he have any vegetables? Or salad?”


  I’m not good at lying so I just shook my head.


  “Thought not. My missus says if you just eat meat and nothing else, you’re in line for scurvy. Like they did in Nelson’s navy. Hope you look after yourself, love.”


  “I do that. Plenty of salad and fruit. But is that true about scurvy?”


  “Sure thing. Ask any doctor. Must have a balanced diet.”


  After the lapse of three days I had come round to ridiculing the very idea of Mr Acrudal being a vampire. Or at least half convinced myself I was ridiculing the idea, which is almost the same thing. But certain facts could not be erased, particularly my employer’s strange diet and the damned letter, which for my peace of mind, I should have never read.


  Now Mr Redwing’s little snippet of information had set fire to the dry grass of conjecture, highlighting the fantastic more vividly than ever. If a hundred percent protein diet resulted in scurvy, then Mr Acrudal should have been dead long ago. If one thought about his health at all, the only reasonable assessment must be neither good or bad, but Acrudal-normal.


  So far as I knew he took no exercise, the only movement being from workroom to bedroom, with periodical visits to the bathroom. Presumably he washed there, but I was willing to swear he never took a bath or shaved. I assumed that his hair must grow, that is to say on his head, but his face remained smooth, which made me wonder if there was any hair on his body at all.


  I had been in the house just over three months when Janice turned up.


  She let herself in the front door, having it appeared her own key. A pretty, impudent teenager—or so she seemed—dressed in a white jersey with red stripes and a pair of well-washed jeans. Black, windblown hair, thick eyebrows and dark sparkling blue eyes. A broad intelligent face that seemed to be always lit by a faintly mocking smile, and really beautiful white skin that positively glowed with obscene good health. I noticed she had large well-shaped hands. When she spoke her voice had a brittle quality, enhanced by a slight foreign accent.


  “Hallo, don’t tell me you’re the new cook and bottle-washer! I’m Janice, sort of niece to old thingy.”


  I said, “I’m pleased to meet you, miss. I’ve been Mr Acrudal’s housekeeper for three months now. I’ll inform your uncle you’re here.”


  She laughed, a lovely soul-warming sound in that dreadful house, and shook her head until the black hair bounced.


  “No need. I’ll surprise the old sod.”


  And while I was shaking my head, for I’ve no time for bad language, to say nothing of disrespect for elders and betters, she pranced along the hall and without so much as a tap on the door, entered her uncle’s room.


  I heard a roar that had much in common with a lion suddenly spotting an extra and quite unexpected meat ration. When I arrived at the open doorway, I was greeted by a spectacle that both shocked and angered me.


  She—Janice—was sitting on his lap and he had pulled the jersey down from her left shoulder and was pressing his lips into the white flesh, and she—brazen hussy—was laughing with head well back and turned towards the door, so that she was looking directly at me. To this day the picture is etched on my memory. The young girl with laughter expressed in every line on her face and Mr Acrudal pressing his lips into her bare shoulder, as though he were preparing to eat her.


  And another smell had been added to those which already pervaded the house—the smell of lust. But not the healthy lust that even a left-on-the-shelf type like me can understand, but something alien—foreign I think that means, sir—that made my flesh crawl. But I couldn’t move, just stand there watching them; and gradually there came to me another emotion that filled me with self-disgust.


  Jealousy.


  I wished with revolting envy he was doing it to me.


  The spell was broken when that wool jersey ripped exposing most of her back, for then she flowed off his lap, rolled across the floor, then sprang to her feet with one graceful bound that would not have disgraced a sleek, well-conditioned cat. She stood staring down at Mr Acrudal in his chair, her hands raised, the palms facing him.


  “Steady on.” Her voice held a hint of menace. “I’m one of the family, remember? So far—so good—or bad. And humey eyes are watching and the thing is going green.”


  And she turned her head and grinned at me in such a fashion my hand itched to decorate her smooth white cheek with my fingerprints. But at least anger had set me free and I was able to run up to the makeshift kitchen and there whisk two eggs with a fork, consoling myself with the thought that if the young bitch wanted lunch, she could get it herself.


  She came up some ten minutes later, the jersey pinned together with a safety pin, but still not doing much to cover the left shoulder.


  I said, “Yes, miss, anything I can do for you?” in a tone of voice that suggested I’d prefer her room to her company. At least that’s what I intended to convey, but it didn’t have any effect. She gave me another impudent grin, then sat on the table, swinging one leg.


  “Have you got hot pants for the old sod? Don’t get aereated, they all do, even if he is off-putting. You’ll go crawling back regardless.”


  “You insolent slut.”


  She leaned over and actually tickled me under the chin. “Am I? I expect you’d like to belt me, wouldn’t you? But don’t try it on, I could break your back in three different places before you’d raised a hand.” She giggled and put her head on one side and I couldn’t help admitting how pretty she looked. “Funny how you humes pretend horror, but drop your knicks when one of the Count’s by-blows breathes on you. It’s the smell what does it. Gets the old glands going.”


  I sat down on a chair and took a shuddering breath and although I knew the veil must be torn from the face of truth, nevertheless curiosity fought a bitter battle with dread. Eventually I asked:


  “What’s all this in aid of, miss?”


  How the little bitch laughed. Came right up close and ran one large beautiful hand down my leg, so that the desire I had kept so well under control, broke free and flooded my loins with liquid fire. And the safety pin must have come unfastened for the torn Jersey slipped down from her shoulder and I could see one rounded breast—and oh, my God! I didn’t know where I was or what kind of machinery was ticking away in my body, and the house was saturated with evil—well it must have been, only what the hell is evil?—because how else were such thoughts belting around in my brain. Then her low, thrilling voice with its slight accent, spoke again.


  “Oh, come off it. Don’t tell me you don’t know the score. Been in the house for three months or more, looked at him, smelt him, and not known him for a second-generation vampire? The count’s son? Sooner or later you’ll be down under him taking the shagging of a lifetime, so that in around a year you’ll drop a little humvam.”


  I screamed, “No!” and her laughter should have choked her.


  “Yes. Yes... yes... yes. He likes the over-ripe, retarded type. The spark in the belly waiting to erupt into a mighty flame. After a session with my Lord the Prince Rudolph, my sort of uncle, a stallion won’t satisfy you. But,” she leaned over and inserted one long finger into the crease between my breasts, “guess what. He, descended from the most ancient line in the world, is ashamed of being what he is. Son of the vampire king. He won’t partake from the neck, or even intake vital essence from a bottle. Makes do with pig’s blood and rich mince. That’s why he looks so weird. And all he’s got to do is imbibe once—and, oh boy, you’ll see the difference. He almost gives way when I get to work on him, but no way. I don’t mind slap bot and fumble, but no give with the vital. Well, it wouldn’t be decent.”


  I took a firm grip of my reeling senses, drove a shaft of iron through my quivering soul and transformed a spoonful of courage into a little spear of anger.


  “You’re a dirty little trollop, miss. At least that’s what my old mum would have called you. You must have a mind like a cesspool, only it’s probably so twisted you can’t tell the difference between fact and fancy. Me, I’m going to hang on to my sanity and assume that dirty old man is over the edge, or if you prefer, up the pole, then get the hell out of this place.”


  She patted my cheek and I smacked her hand away. “You can’t. No way. You’ve let him come real close and the smell of him is in your blood. And just supposing you were real strong and managed to get away—the pack would get you. The pack of shadmads. Or maybe as you’re someone special—vammads. They’ve been watching the house since you arrived. Looking after you. Once they get on your track they never let up until you’re a flabby bag of nothing in the gutter. No hume ever lives to spill the beans on the family.”


  I closed my eyes and muttered a kind of prayer.


  “Let me disbelieve now and know I am protected by invisible angels and can never be pulled down. Never.”


  Her giggling flooded my being with cold wavelets and for the first time I knew my soul was confined in a castle that crouched half way up a flame-tipped mountain, where it waited for death to set it free. And in the valley there waited the demons, the unnamed, who feed on immortal essence, and breathe their fire-dreams into our sleeping brains.


  Large beautiful hands stroked my naked thighs and I screamed total, absolute surrender.


  “Take me to him,” I screamed. “Take me to him.”


  She purred a soft little chuckle.


  “That’s why I came. Uncle Rudolph must be up and around soon, there’s so much for him to do. Help bend time for example. And he must have that what is essential for him to look young again.”


  She was behind me, her hands on my breasts, guiding me out of the room, down the stairs. Realization of what lay in store made me struggle when we crossed the hall, and the mere sight of him -immortal son of Dracula—seated on the desk, exploded a fear bomb in my stomach and I passed into a fire-streaked darkness where the five senses merged into one, or took on an extra.


  Tell me, sir, you might know, is it possible for all of us to have extra senses that sleep within our bodies, but could be awakened if the conditions are right—or wrong?


  They—Mr Acrudal and the young bitch—did something to me, for it seemed as if I slid down a tunnel through days, weeks and months, even years, and only allowed me to pop my head up through a ventilation hole, once now and again.


  Did they bury me? If not, then how is it I can still remember the cloying dampness pressing on me everywhere; breathing rich soil that gave me a joyous half-sleeping life. Every now and again I became aware of one of their faces gazing down at me, his grown strangely young, glowing with a special kind of beauty that I suddenly realized had always been lurking just beneath the surface.


  My blood gave a deeper red to his lips, my vital essence lit candles in his eyes; weakness fought tingling strength in my veins, blood had been replaced by something more interesting. Strangely, I cannot remember during that twilight period being other than happy. Or if not happy, then blissfully content. I became dimly aware that somewhere along the road to eternity I would take a dark turning and never come back, but even that prospect could not mar the safely insulated present.


  I came to understand, sir, that fear and even dread can so easily change from black to bright red. Can you understand that?


  ***


  The birth pangs were muted.


  Like having a tooth pulled when the cocaine hasn’t quite taken effect. I mentioned that dread had changed from black to bright red, well, during the birth I existed in a red mist. I could see the young bitch (only she wasn’t young), moving about, feel her hands on me, forcing my legs apart, but when she and Mr Acrudal spoke, their voices seemed to come from a long way off and I couldn’t understand a word they were saying.


  The explosion that tore my guts apart rocketed me into full consciousness for around two minutes and I felt the agony, the pure seething terror and knew... knew—knew exactly what I was giving birth to, but then he, Mr Acrudal, Prince Rudolph, filled my brain with wonderful pictures, so that fear, the pain, the knowledge, were banished and I was permitted to sink back into my nice cosy insulated happiness.


  ***


  I awoke in my own bed.


  That which had come from my body was confined to a black wooden cradle and when it raised its head and spat at me, I screamed and strained at the broad straps which only permitted limited movement. Even now, sir, when more immediate horror whimpers just beyond that door, a cold shudder sends limb-freezing dread down my body, when I think of that tiny face twisted up into a grimace, hissing like a snake, then spitting... No, please don’t ask me to describe it. Please don’t... Thin and white, two jutting teeth, black gleaming eyes... yes, like those of a snake. A black mamba... Rudolph was very gentle with me—the young bitch had disappeared for the time being—and he explained over and over again that it would improve beyond recognition in time, become beautiful, as did the entire race down to the fourth generation. The right nourishment took care of that. But... but—I will be all right, sir, in just a minute—but I must tell you... must... he said for the first few weeks I must... feed... feed it... but... he explained wonderfully... it was not milk it needed... so it wouldn’t suck... but bite... chew... chew... sometimes nibble... nibble...


  ***


  After two weeks they took the thing I had bred away from me, which may have saved the remnants of my sanity, for it had begun to develop tiny claws on fingers and feet, although I was assured that they would soon disappear, being in fact the equivalent of milk teeth.


  Rudolph—how beautiful he had grown—fed me on stewed mince and maybe because I didn’t think about it too much, it tasted quite nice and most certainly did me good. I put on weight and when I was quite strong—and not before, for he really was most considerate—the Prince took my left hand in his and explained all I needed to know.


  Actually all he wanted was to live a quiet eternity writing a history of his illustrious family, but it would seem it was his duty once now and again, to father an offspring, which would be a half-breed, but help spread the Dracula blood among the humes. Only a woman who could remain in that dreadful house for not less than three lunar months, was suitable for vam breeding.


  Rudolph bared his sharp white teeth in an engaging smile that I found to be so irresistible. “You are to be congratulated, my dear. Many were interviewed, few were chosen.”


  “And what happens to me now?” I asked.


  He sighed deeply. “Why did you have to ask that question? Whatever answer I give is certain to hurt. I should put you down, but I lack the necessary ruthlessness. So, I am going to set you free. Whatever happens will not be the result of my action. Take my advice, get well away from the house. Travel by day. The pack are not happy in daylight and whimper most piteously when caught under the naked sun. I cannot give you hope for a long life, for that on reflection will not be desirable, but you may derive some satisfaction in evading the pack for a quite considerable period.


  “Tell someone of your experience if you so wish and it eases your mind by doing so. No one will believe, but a version may be passed on and that will give birth—in the fullness of time—to an interesting legend. But of course should someone even half believe and start to investigate—more work for the pack.”


  The pack.


  He always pronounced that word in a peculiar way, as though it were distasteful to him and its implication something no gentleman would ever consider. Oddly enough, I did not even think about it, although at the back of my mind I knew what eventually my fate would be. The young bitch had told me plainly enough.


  Instead, I began to wonder who prepared the wonderful meals that were served up on a wooden tray and came to the conclusion it must be Rudolph. A gifted family and, when necessary, domesticated. After all, the original count cooked excellent meals for Jonathan Harker and made his bed into the bargain. Yes, he actually gave me Dracula to read.


  Then came the morning when he kissed me on the lips and as always my legs turned to jelly and you would never believe how young and beautiful he looked.


  My luggage stood in the hall, but I couldn’t really believe I’d have a use for it—not now. The young bitch opened the door and I ignored her impudent grin, but I will confess I’d go to my end more happily after an hour alone with her, just supposing she was tied down or something.


  “Goodbye,” Rudolph whispered. “There’s plenty of money in your handbag. More than you’ll ever need.”


  A taxi stood waiting and someone—Rudolph I suppose—carried my luggage out and piled it at my feet. Then I was away and again knew nothing until the cab drew up outside a rather dingy hotel. The driver spoke over one shoulder.


  “The Imperial, ma’am. That was where I was told to bring you.”


  I must have blacked out or maybe time-jumped forward a few hours, for I remember nothing more until finding myself lying on a double bed looking up at a cracked ceiling.


  And you want to hear something really weird? I was homesick for that awful old house and Rudolph and the young bitch. I think I must have passed around three days eating and sleeping, and quite possibly have remained in that hotel until my money ran out, if I had not seen them from my window.


  It must have been early evening for the street was silver-gold with lamplight and I could easily see the black car standing opposite with three or four figures leaning against it, staring up at my window. Dressed entirely in black, with long dog-like faces; jutting mouths, black lips, flattened noses, tapering ears and gleaming red-tinted eyes. I breathed two words:


  “The pack!”


  I’d forgotten them.


  I sat by the window and watched them all night. So far as I could see not one moved until the first streak of dawn lit the grey roofs. Then they all piled into the car and drove away.


  I left the hotel ten minutes later and have been more or less on the move ever since. But the pack have never really been far behind and I’ve no doubt are somewhere in this vicinity now. I’ve seen them several times, but they keep their distance, because I suppose I’m not quite ready for the kill yet. When I leave, sir, it might be well if, for your own sake, you waited for a while before leaving. Don’t let them think you’re at all interested in me. But you may be safe enough, for Rudolph said I could tell my story, but it’s best not to take risks.


  Well I’ll be on my way. Thank you for being such a good listener—and, yes, buying me that drink after that silly fainting spell. They’ll be calling time soon, so you can go out with the crowd. Lovely full moon tonight... wolf moon I’ve heard it called. Good luck, sir... good luck...
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