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Dexter Stanley was scared. More; he felt as if that central axle that binds
us to the state we call sanity were under a greater strain than it had ever
been under before. As he pulled up beside Henry Northrup's house on North
Canpus Avenue that August night, he felt that if he didn't talk to soneone,
he really, would go crazy.

There was no one to talk to but Henry Northrup. Dex Stanley was the head of
the zool ogy departnent, and once m ght have been university president if he
had been better at academ c politics. Hs wife had died twenty years
before, and they had been childl ess. Wat remained of his own famly was
all west of the Rockies. He was not good at neking friends.

Nort hrup was an exception to that. In sonme ways, they were two of a kind;
bot h had been di sappointed in the nostly meani ngl ess, but always vicious,
ganme of university politics. Three years before, Northrup had made his run
at the vacant English departnent chairmanship. He had | ost, and one of the
reasons had undoubtedly been his wife, WIlnma, an abrasive and unpl easant
wonman. At the few cocktail parties Dex had attended where English people
and zool ogy people could logically mx, it seemed he could always recall
the harsh mul e-bray of her voice, telling sone new faculty wife to "call ne
Billie, dear everyone does!"

Dex made his way across the lawn to Northrup's door at a stunbling run. It
was Thursday, and Northrup's unpl easant spouse took two classes on Thursday
ni ghts. Consequently, it was Dex and Henry's chess night. The two nen had
been playing chess together for the |ast eight years.

Dex rang the bell beside the door of his friend' s house; |leaned on it. The
door opened at ast and Northrup was there.

"Dex," he said. | didn't expect you for another--"
Dex pushed in past him "WIm," he said. "lIs she here?"
"No, she left fifteen mnutes ago. | was just making nyself sone chow. Dex,

you | ook awful ."
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They had wal ked under the hall light, and it illum nated the cheesy pall or
of Dex's face and seenmed to outline winkles as deep and dark as fissures
in the earth. Dex was sixty-one, but on the hot August night, he |ooked
nore |ike ninety.

"I ought to." Dex w ped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Well, what is
it?"

“"I"'mafraid I"mgoing crazy, Henry. O that |'ve already gone."
“"You want sonething to eat? Wlma left cold ham"

“I"d rather have a drink. A big one."

“Al right."

“"Two nen dead, Henry," Dex said abruptly. "And | could be bl aned. Yes, |
can see how | could be blaned. But it wasn't ne. It was the crate. And |
don't even know what's in there!" He uttered a wld | augh.

"Dead?" Northrup said. "Wat is this, Dex?"

"Ajanitor. | don't know his nanme. And Gereson. A graduate student. He just
happened to be there. In the way of... whatever it was."

Henry studied Dex's face for a long nonent and then said, "I'll get us both
a drink."

He left. Dex wandered into the living room past the |ow table where the
chess tabl e had al ready been set up, and stared out the graceful bow

wi ndow. That thing in his mnd, that axle or whatever it was, did not feel
so nuch in danger of snapping now. Thank God for Henry.

Nort hrup came back with two pony gl asses choked with ice. Ice fromthe
fridge's automatic icemaker, Stanley thought randomy. WIlma "just call ne
Billie, everyone does" Northrup insisted on all the nodern conveni ences...
and when Wl nma insisted on a thing, she did so savagely.

Northrup filled both glasses with Cutty Sark. He handed one of themto
St anl ey, who sl opped Scotch over his fingers, stinging a small cut he'd
gotten in the | ab a couple of days before. He hadn't realized until then
that his hands were shaking. He enptied half the glass and the Scotch
booned in his stomach, first hot, then spreading a steadylng warnth
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"Sit down, man," Northrup said.

Dex sat, and drank again. Now it was a |ot better. He | ooked at Northrup,
who was | ooking |levelly back over the rimof his own glass. Dex |ooked
away, out at the bloody orb of noon sitting over the rimof the horizon,
over the university, which was supposed to be the seat of rationality, the
forebrain of the body politic. How did that jibe wwth the matter of the
crate? Wth the screans? Wth the bl ood?

“"Men are dead?" Northrup said at |ast.

“"Are you sure they're dead?"

"Yes. The bodies are gone now At least, | think they are. Even the
bones... the teeth... but the blood... the blood, you know..."
“"No, | don't know anything. You' ve got to start at the beginning." Stanley

t ook anot her drink and set his glass dowm. "OF course | do," he said. "Yes.
It begins just where it ends. Wth the crate. The janitor found the
crate..."

Dexter Stanley had conme into Anrberson Hall, sonetines called the Ad

Zool ogy Building, that afternoon at three o' clock. It was a blaringly hot
day, and the canpus | ooked listless and dead, in spite of the twrling
sprinklers in front of the fraternity houses and the O d Front dorns.

The A d Front went back to the turn of the century, but Anberson Hall was
much ol der than that. It was one of the ol dest buildings on a university
canpus that had celebrated its tricentennial two years previous. It was a
tall brick building, shackled with ivy that seened to spring out of the
earth |ike green, clutching hands. Its narrow wi ndows were nore |ike gun
slits than real w ndows, and Anberson seened to frown at the newer

buil dings with their glass walls and curvy, unorthodox shapes.

The new zool ogy building, Cather Hall, had been conpl eted ei ght nonths
before, and the process of transition would probably go on for another

ei ght een nonths. No one was conpletely sure what woul d happen to Anberson
then. If the bond issue to build the new gym found favor with the voters,
it would probably be denvoli shed.

He paused a nonent to watch two young nen throw ng a Frisbee back and
forth. A dog ran back and forth between them glumy chasing the spinning
disc. Abruptly the nmutt gave up and flopped in the shade of a poplar. A VW
with a NO NUKES sticker on the back deck trundled slowy past, heading for
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the Upper G rcle. Nothing el se noved. A week before, the final summer
session had ended and the canpus lay still and fallow, dead ore on sunmer's
anvi | .

Dex had a nunber of files to pick up, part of the seem ngly endl ess process
of nmoving from Anberson to Cather. The old building seened spectrally
enpty. Hs footfalls echoed back dream |y as he wal ked past cl osed doors
with frosted gl ass panels, past bulletin boards with their yell ow ng
notices and toward his office at the end of the first-floor corridor. The
cloying snell of fresh paint hung in the air.

He was alnost to his door, and jingling his keys in his pocket, when the
janitor popped out of Room 6, the big lecture hall, startling him

He grunted, then smled a little shanefacedly, the way people wll when
they've gotten a mld zap. "You got ne that tine," he told the janitor.

The janitor smled and tw ddled the gigantic key ring clipped to his belt.

"Sorry, Perfesser Stanley," he said. "I was hopin it was you. Charlie said
you' d be in this afternoon.™
“Charlie Gereson is still here?" Dex frowned. Gereson was a grad student

who was doi ng an invol ved--and possibly very inportant--paper on negative
environnental factors in long-termaninmal mgration. It was a subject that
coul d have a strong inpact on area farm ng practices and pest control. But
CGereson was pulling alnost fifty hours a week in the gigantic (and

anti quat ed) basenent |ab. The new |l ab conpl ex in Cather woul d have been
exponentially better suited to his purposes, but the new | abs woul d not be
fully equi pped for another two to four nonths... if then.

“Thi nk he went over the Union for a burger,” the janitor said. "I told him
nmyself to quit a while and go get sonething to eat. He's been here since
nine this norning. Told himnyself. Said he ought to get sone food. A nman
don't live on | ove alone.”

The janitor smled, a little tentatively, and Dex sm | ed back. The janitor
was right; Gereson was enbarked upon a | abor of |ove. Dex had seen too nmany
squadrons of students just grunting along and maki ng grades not to
appreciate that... and not to worry about Charlie CGereson's health and well -
being fromtine to tine.

“I would have told him if he hadn't been so busy,"” the janitor said, and
offered his tentative little smle again. "Also, | kinda wanted to show you
nysel f."
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“"What's that?" Dex asked. He felt a little inpatient. It was chess night
with Henry; he wanted to get this taken care of and still have tine for a
| ei surely neal at the Hancock House.

“"Well, maybe it's nothin,"” the janitor said. "But... well, this buildinis
sonme old, and we keep turnin things up, don't we?"

Dex knew. It was |ike noving out of a house that has been lived in for
generations. Halley, the bright young assistant professor who had been here
for three years now, had found half a dozen antique clips with small brass
balls on the ends. She'd had no idea what the clips, which |ooked a little
bit |ike spring-loaded wi shbones, could be. Dex had been able to tell her.
Not so many years after the Cvil War, those clips had been used to hold
the heads of white mce, who were then operated on w thout anesthetic.
Young Hall ey, with her Berkeley education and her bright spill of Farrah
Fawcett - Majors golden hair, had | ooked quite revolted. "No anti -
vivisectionists in those days," Dex had told her jovially. "At |east not
around here." And Hall ey had responded with a blank | ook that probably

di sgui sed di sgust or maybe even |l oathing. Dex had put his foot in it again.
He had a positive talent for that, it seened.

They had found sixty boxes of The Anmerican Zool ogist in a craw space, and
the attic had been a nmaze of old equi pnent and noul dering reports. Sone of
t he i npedi nenta no one--not even Dexter Stanley--could identify.

In the closet of the old animl pens at the back of the building, Professor
Vi ney had found a conplicated gerbil-run with exquisite glass panels. It
had been accepted for display at the Musuem of Natural Science in
Washi ngt on.

But the finds had been tapering off this sumer, and Dex thought Anberson
Hal | had given up the last of its secrets."Wat have you found?" he asked
the janitor.

"Acrate. | found it tucked right under the basenent stairs. | didn't open
it. It's been nailed shut, anyway."

Stanly couldn't believe that anything very interesting could have escaped
notice for long, just by being tucked under the stairs. Tens of thousands
of people went up and down them every week during the academ c year. Mbst
likely the janitor's crate was full of departnent records dating back

twenty-five years. O even nore prosaic, a box of National Geographics.

“I hardly think--"
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“It's areal crate,” the janitor broke in earnestly. "I mean, ny father was
a carpenter, and this crate is built tile way he was buildin 'em back in

the twenties. And he learned fromhis father."
“I really doubt if--"

"Also, it's got about four inches of dust onit. | w ped sone off and
there's a date. Eighteen thirty-four."

That changed things. Stanley | ooked at his watch and deci ded he coul d spare
hal f all hour.

In spite of the humi d August heat outside, the snooth tile-faced throat of
the stairway was al nost cold. Above them vyellow frosted gl obes cast a dim
and thoughtful light. The stair |levels had once been red, but in the
centers they shaded to a dead bl ack where the feet of years had worn away

| ayer after |ayer of resurfacing. The silence was snooth and nearly perfect.

The janitor reached the bottomfirst and pointed under the staircase.
“Under here," he said.

Dex joined himin staring into a shadowy, triangular cavity under the w de
staircase. He felt a small trenor of disgust as he saw where the janitor
had brushed away a gossaner veil of cobwebs. He supposed it was possible
that the man had found sonething a little ol der than postwar records under
there, now that he acutally | ooked at the space. But 18347

"Just a second,” the janitor said, and left nonentarily. Left al one, Dex
hunkered down and peered in. He could nake out nothing but a deeper patch
of shadow in there. Then the janitor returned with a hefty four-cell
flashlight. "This'll show it up."

"What were you doi ng under there anyway?" Dex asked.

The janitor grinned. "I was only standin here tryin to decide if | should
buff that second-floor hallway first or wash the |ab wi ndows. | couldn't
meke up ny mnd, so | flipped a quarter. Only | dropped it and it rolled
under there." He pointed to the shadowy, triangular cave. "I prob'ly would

have let it go, except that was ny only quarter for the Coke machine. So |
got ny flash and knocked down the cobwebs, and when | crawl ed under to get
it, | saw that crate. Here, have a | ook."

The janitor shone his light into the hole. Mdites of disturbed dust preened
and swayed lazily in the beam The light struck the far wall in a spotlight
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circle, rose to the zigzag undersides of the stairs briefly, picking out an
anci ent cobweb in which | ong-dead bugs hung num fied, and then the |ight
dropped and centered on a crate about five feet |ong and two-and-a-half
wide. It was perhaps three feet deep. As the janitor had said, it was no
knocked-toget her affair nmade out of scrap-boards. It was neatly constructed

of a snmooth, dark heavy wood. A coffin, Dexter thought uneasily. It | ooks
like a child' s coffin.

The dark color of the wood showed only a fan-shaped swi pe on the side. The
rest of the crate was the uniformdull gray of dust. Something was witten
on the side-stenciled there.

Dex squinted but couldn't read it. He funmbled his glasses out of his breast
pocket and still couldn't. Part of what had been stenciled on was obscured
by the dust--not four inches of it, by any neans, but an extraordinarily
thick coating, all the sane.

Not wanting to crawl and dirty his pants, Dex duck-wal ked under the
stairway, stifling a sudden and amazingly strong feeling of claustrophobi a.
The spit dried in his nouth and was replaced by a dry, woolly taste, |ike
an old mtten. He thought of the generations of students trooping up and
down these stairs, all male until 1888, then in coeducational platoons,
carrying their books and papers and anatom cal drawi ngs, their bright faces
and cl ear eyes, each of them convinced that a useful and exciting future

| ay ahead ... and here, below their feet, the spider spun his eternal snare
for the fly and the trundling beetle, and here this crate sat inpassively,
gat hering dust, waiting...

A tendril of spidersilk brushed across his forehead and he swept it away
with a small cry of |oathing and an uncharacteristic inner cringe.

“Not very nice under there, is it?" the janitor asked synpathetically,
hol ding his light centered on the crate. "CGod, | hate tight places."

Dex didn't reply. He had reached the crate. He | ooked at the letters that
were stenciled there and then brushed the dust away fromthem It rose in a
cloud, intensifying that mtten taste, nmaking himcough dryly. The dust
hung in the beamof the janitor's light |like old magic, and Dex Stanley
read what sone | ong-dead chief of |ading had stenciled on this crate.

SHI P TO HORLI CKS UNI VERSITY, the top line read. VIA JULI A CARPENTER, read
the mddle line. The third line read sinply: ARCTIC EXPEDI Tl ON.

Bel ow t hat, soneone had witten in heavy black charcoal strokes: JUNE 19,
1834. That was the one line the janitor's hand-sw pe had conpl etely cl eared.
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ARCTI C EXPEDI TI ON, Dex read again. H's heart began to thunp. "So what do
you think?" the janitor's voice floated in.

Dex grabbed one end and lifted it. Heavy. As he let it settle back with a
mld thud, sonething shifted inside--he did not hear it but felt it through
the palns of his hands, as if whatever it was had noved of its own
volition. Stupid, of course. It had been an alnost liquid feel, as if
sonmething not quite jelled had noved sl uggi shly.

ARCTI C EXPEDI Tl ON.

Dex felt the excitenent of an antiques coll ector happeni ng upon a negl ected
arnmoire with a twenty-five dollar price tag in the back room of sone hick-
town junk shop ... an arnobire that just m ght be a Chippendale. "Help ne
get it out," he called to the janitor.

Wor ki ng bent over to keep fromslamm ng their heads on the underside of the
stairway, sliding the crate along, they got it out and then picked it up by
the bottom Dex had gotten his pants dirty after all, and there were
cobwebs in his hair.

As they carried it into the old-fashioned, train-termnal-sized |ab, Dex
felt that sensation of shift inside the crate again, and he could see by
the expression on the janitor's face that he had felt it as well. They set
it on one of the formca-topped | ab tables. The next one over was littered
with Charlie Gereson's stuff--notebooks, graph paper, contour maps, a Texas
| nstrunments cal cul at or.

The janitor stood back, w ping his hands on his doubl e- pocket gray shirt,
breat hi ng hard. "Sone heavy nother," he said. "That bastard nust weigh two
hunnert pounds. You okay, Perfesser Stanley?"

Dex barely heard him He was |ooking at the end of the box, where there was
vet another series of stencils: PAELLA/ SANTI AGO SAN FRANCI SCO' CH CAGO NEW
YORK/ HORLI CKS

"Perfesser--"

"Paella," Dex nuttered, and then said it again, slightly |ouder. He was
seized with an unbelieving kind of excitenent that was held in check only
by the thought that it m ght be sonme sort of hoax. "Paellal"

"Pael | a, Dex?" Henry Northrup asked. The noon had risen in the sky, turning
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silver.

"Paella is a very small island south of Tierra del Fuego,"” Dex said.
"Perhaps the smallest island ever inhabited by the race of man. A nunber of
Easter |sland-type nonoliths were found there just after World War |1. Not

very interesting conpared to their bigger brothers, but every bit as
nmysterious. The natives of Paella and Tierra del Fuego were Stone-Age
people. Christian mssionaries killed themw th kindness."

"l beg your pardon?"

“It's extrenely cold down there. Summer tenperatures rarely range above the
md-forties. The m ssionaries gave them bl ankets, partly so they woul d be
warm nostly to cover their sinful nakedness. The bl ankets were craw i ng
with fleas, and the natives of both islands were w ped out by European

di seases for which they had devel oped no imunities. Mstly by small pox."

Dex drank. The Scotch had |lent his cheeks sone color, but it was hectic and
flaring--double spots of flush that sat above his cheekbones |ike rouge.

"But Tierra del Fuego--and this Paella--that's not the Arctic, Dex. It's
the Antarctic."

“I't wasn't in 1834," Dex said, setting his glass down, careful in spite of
his distraction to put it on the coaster Henry had provided. If WInma found
a ring on one of her end tables, his friend would have hell to pay. "The
ternms subarctic, Antarctic and Antarctica weren't invented yet. In those
days there was only the north arctic and the south arctic."

" Ckay. "
"Hell, | made the sane kind of mi stake. | couldn't figure out why Frisco
was on the itinerary as a port of call. Then | realized | was figuring on

t he Panama Canal, which wasn't built for another eighty vears or so.

"An Arctic expedition? In 1834?" Henry asked doubtfully.

"I haven't had a chance to check the records yet," Dex said, picking up his
drink again. "But | know fromny history that there were "Arctic
expeditions' as early as Francis Drake. None of themmade it, that was all.
They were convinced they'd find gold, silver, jewels, lost civilizations,
God knows what el se. The Smithsonian Institution outfitted an attenpted
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exploration of the North Pole in, | think it was 1881 or '82. They all

di ed. A bunch of nen fromthe Explorers' Cub in London tried for the South
Pole in the 1850's. Their ship was sunk by icebergs, but three or four of
them survi ved. They stayed alive by sucking dew out of their clothes and
eating the kel p that caught on their boat, until they were picked up. They
| ost their teeth. And they clainmed to have seen sea nonsters.”

"What happened, Dex?" Henry asked softly.

Stanl ey | ooked up. "We opened the crate," he said dully. "God hel p us,
Henry, we opened the crate.”

He paused for a long tine, it seened, before beginning to speak again.
"Pael | a?" the janitor asked. "Wat's that?"

“"An island off the tip of South Anerica," Dex said. "Never mnd. Let's get
this open." He opened one of the | ab drawers and began to runmage through
it, looking for sonething to pry with."

“"Never mnd that stuff,"” the janitor said. He | ooked excited hinself now.
"I got a hamrer and chisel in ny closet upstairs. I'll get 'em Just hang
on."

He |l eft. The crate sat on the table's formca top, squat and nute. It sits

squat and nute, Dex thought, and shivered a little. Were had that thought
cone fron? Sone story? The words had a cadenced yet unpl easant sound. He
di sm ssed them He was good at dism ssing the extraneous. He was a

scienti st.

He | ooked around the lab just to get his eyes off the crate. Except for
Charlie's table, it was unnaturally neat and quiet--like the rest of the
university. Wite-tiled, subway-station walls gleaned freshly under the
over head gl obes; the gl obes thensel ves seened to be doubl e--caught and
subnmerged in the polished formca surfaces, |like eerie |anps shining from
deep quarry water. A huge, ol d-fashioned slate bl ackboard dom nated the
wal | opposite the sinks. And cupboards, cupboards everywhere. It was easy
enough--too easy, perhaps--to see the antique, sepia-toned ghosts of all
those ol d zool ogy students, wearing their white coats with the green cuffs,
their hairs marcell ed or ponaded, doing their dissections and witing their
reports...

Footfalls clattered on the stairs and Dex shivered, thinking again of the
crate sitting there--yes, squat and nute--under the stairs for so nmany
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years, long after the nen who had pushed it under there had di ed and gone
back to dust.

Pael | a, he thought, and then the janitor cane back in with a hanmer and
chi sel .

“"Let nme do this for you, perfesser?" he asked, and Dex was about to refuse
when he saw t he pl eadi ng, hopeful look in the man's eyes.

"OF course,"” he said. After all, it was this man's find.
“"Prob'ly nothin in here but a bunch of rocks and plants so old they'|ll turn
to dust when you touch 'em But it's funny; |I'mpretty hot for it."

Dex sm | ed nonconmittally. He had no idea what was in the crate, but he
doubted if it was just plant and rock specinens. There was that slightly
liquid shifting sensation when they had noved it.

"Here goes,"” the janitor said, and began to pound the chisel under the
board with swift blows of the hammer. The board hiked up a bit, revealing a
double row of nails that rem nded Dex absurdly of teeth. The janitor

| evered the handle of his chisel down and the board pulled | oose, the nails
shrieking out of the wood. He did the sane thing at the other end, and the
board cane free, clattering to the floor. Dex set it aside, noticing that
even the nails | ooked different, sonmehow -thicker, squarer at the tip, and
Wi t hout that blue-steel sheen that is the mark of a sophisticated all oying
process.

The janitor was peering into the crate through the long, narrow strip he
had uncovered. "Can't see nothin," he said. "Wwere' d | |eave ny |ight?"

“Never mnd," Dex said. "Go on and open it."

"Ckay." He took off a second board, then a third. Six or seven had been
nai |l ed across the top of the box. He began on the fourth, reaching across
the space he had al ready uncovered to place his chisel under the board,
when the crate began to whistle.

It was a sound very nuch |like the sound a teakettle nmakes when it has
reached a rolling boil, Dex told Henry Northrup; no cheerful whistle this,
but sonmething like an ugly, hysterical shriek by a tantruny child. And this
suddenly dropped and thickened into a |low, hoarse growing sound. It was
not loud, but it had a primtive, savage sound that stood Dex Stanley's
hair up on the slant. The janitor stared around at him his eyes
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wi dening... and then his armwas seized. Dex did not see what grabbed it;
his eyes had gone instinctively to the man's face.

The janitor screamed, and the sound drove a stiletto of panic into Dex's
chest. The thought that came unbidden was: This is the first tinme in ny
life that |'ve heard a grown man scream-what a sheltered Iife |I've | ed!

The janitor, a fairly big guy who wei ghed maybe two hundred pounds, was
suddenly yanked powerfully to one side. Toward the crate. "Help ne!" He
screanmed. "Ch help doc it's got ne it's biting me it's biting neeeee--"

Dex told hinself to run forward and grab the janitor's free arm but his
feet mght as well have been bonded to the floor. The janitor had been
pulled into the crate up to his shoulder. That crazed snarling went on and
on. The crate slid backwards along the table for a foot or so and then cane
firmy to rest against a bolted instrunent nount. It began to rock back and
forth. The janitor screanmed and gave a trenendous |unge away fromthe crate.
The end of the box canme up off the table and then smacked back down. Part

of his armcane out of the crate, and Dex saw to his horror that the gray
sl eeve of his shirt was chewed and tattered and soaked with blood. Smling
crescent bites were punched into what he could see of the nman's skin

t hrough the shredded flaps of cloth.

Then sonet hing that nust have been incredibly strong yanked hi m back down.
The thing in the crate began to snarl and gobble. Every now and then there
woul d be a breathless whistling sound in between.

At | ast Dex broke free of his paraiysis and |unged creakily forward. He
grabbed the janitor's free arm He yanked ... with no result at all. It was
like trying to pull a man who has been handcuffed to the bunper of a
trailer truck

The janitor screaned again--a long, ululating sound that rolled back and
forth between the |ab's sparkling, white-tiled walls. Dex could see the
gold glimrer of the fillings at the back of the man's nouth. He could see
the yel l ow ghost of nicotine on his tongue.

The janitor's head sl anmed down agai nst the edge of the board he had been
about to renove when the thing had grabbed him And this tinme Dex did see
sonet hi ng, al though it happened with such nortal, savage speed that |ater
he was unable to describe it adequately to Henry. Sonething as dry and
brown and scaly as a desert reptile cane out of the crate--sonething wth
huge claws. It tore at the janitor's straining, knotted throat and severed
his jugular vein. Blood began to punp across the table, pooling on the
formca and jetting onto the white-tiled floor. For a nonent, a m st of
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bl ood seenmed to hang in the air.

Dex dropped the janitor's arm and bl undered backward, hands cl apped flat to
hi s cheeks, eyes bul gi ng.

The janitor's eyes rolled wildly at the ceiling. H's nouth dropped open and
t hen snapped closed. The click of his teeth was audi bl e even bel ow t hat
hungry growing. Hs feet, clad in heavy black work shoes, did a short and
jittery tap dance on the floor.

Then he seened to |ose interest. H's eyes grew al nost benign as they | ooked
raptly at the overhead |ight gl obe, which was al so bl ood-spattered. Hi s
feet splayed out in a loose V. H's shirt pulled out of his pants,

di spl aying his white and bul gi ng bel ly.

"He's dead," Dex whispered. "Ch, Jesus."

The punp of the janitor's heart faltered and lost its rhythm Now the bl ood
that flowed fromthe deep, irregular gash in his neck lost its urgency and
nerely flowed down at the conmmand of indifferent gravity. The crate was
stai ned and splashed wth bl ood. The snarling seenmed to go on endl essly.
The crate rocked back and forth a bit, but it was too well-braced agai nst
the instrument nount to go very far. The body of the janitor lolled
grotesquely, still grasped firmy by whatever was in there. The small of
his back was pressed against the |ip of the lab table. His free hand

dangl ed, sparse hair curling on the fingers between the first and second
knuckles. Hi's big key ring glimrered chrone in the |ight.

And now his body began to rock slowy this way and that. H's shoes dragged
back and forth, not tap dancing now but waltzing obscenely. And then they
did not drag. They dangled an inch off the floor... then two inches.., then
hal f a foot above the floor. Dex realized that the janitor was being
dragged into the crate.

Tile nape of his neck cane to rest against the board fronting the far side
of the hole in the top of the crate. He |ooked like a man resting in sone
wei rd Zen position of contenplation. H's dead eyes sparkled. And Dex heard,
bel ow t he savage growl i ng noi ses, a snacking, rending sound. And the crunch
of a bone.

Dex ran.

He bl undered his way across the |ab and out the door and up the stairs.
Hal f way up, he fell down, clawed at the risers, got to his feet, and ran
again. He gained the first floor hallway and sprinted down it, past the
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cl osed doors with their frosted-glass panels, past the bulletin boards. He
was chased by his own footfalls. In his ears he could hear that dammed
whi st i ng.

He ran right into Charlie CGereson's arns and al nost knocked hi m over, and
he spilled the mlk shake Charlie had been drinking all over both of them

“"Holy hell, what's wong?" Charlie asked, comc in his extrenme surprise. He
was short and conpact, wearing cotton chinos and a white tee shirt. Thick
spectacles sat grinly on his nose, neaning business, proclaimng that they
were there for a |long haul.

“"Charlie," Dex said, panting harshly. "My boy... the janitor... the

crate... it whistles... it whistles when it's hungry and it whistles again
when it's full... ny boy ... we have to ... canpus security ... we ....
e, .. "

"Sl ow down, Professor Stanley," Charlie said. He | ooked concerned and a
little frightened. You don't expect to be seized by the senior professor in
your departnent when you had not hing nore aggressive in mnd yourself than
charting the continued outm gration of sandflies. "Slow down, | don't know
what you're tal king about."

Stanl ey, hardly aware of what he was saying, poured out a garbled version
of what had happened to the janitor. Charlie Gereson | ooked nore and nore
confused and doubtful. As upset as he was, Dex began to realize that
Charlie didn't believe a word of it. He thought, with a new kind of horror,
that soon Charlie would ask himif he had been working too hard, and that
when he did, Stanley would burst into nmad cackl es of |aughter.

But what Charlie said was, "That's pretty far out, Professor Stanley."
“It's true. We've got to get canpus security over here. We--"

“"No, that's no good. One of themwould stick his hand in there, first
thing." He saw Dex's stricken | ook and went on. "If |I'm having trouble
swal lowi ng this, what are they going to think?"

"I don't know," Dex said. "I... | never thought..."

"They'd think you just canme off a helluva toot and were seeing Tasmani an
devils instead of pink el ephants,” Charlie Gereson said cheerfully, and
pushed his glasses up on his pug nose. "Besides, fromwhat you say, the
responsibility has belonged with zo all along... like for a hundred and
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forty years."

"But..." He swallowed, and there was a click in his throat as he prepared
to voice his worst fear. "But it nmay be out."

"l doubt that,"” Charlie said, but didn't elaborate. And in that, Dex saw
two things: that Charlie didn't believe a word he had said, and that
not hi ng he could say woul d di ssuade Charlie from goi ng back down there.

Henry Northrup glanced at his watch. They had been sitting in the study for
alittle over an hour; WInm wouldn't be back for another twod. Plenty of
time. Unlike Charlie Gereson, he had passed no judgnent at all on the
factual basis of Dex's story. But he had known Dex for a longer tine than
young Gereson had, and he didn't believe his friend exhibited the signs of
a man who has suddenly devel oped a psychosis. What he exhibited was a kind
of bug-eyed fear, no nore or

| ess than you'd expect to see a nman who has had an extrenely cl ose cal
with... well, just an extrenely close call.

"He went down, Dex?"
"Yes. He did."

“You went with hin®"
"Yes."

Henry shifted position a little. "I can understand why he didn't want to
get canpus security until he had checked the situation hinself. But Dex,
you knew you were telling the flat-out truth, even if he didn't. Wiy didn't

you cal | ?"

"You believe ne?" Dex asked. H s voice trenbled. "You believe ne, don't
you, Henry?"

Henry considered briefly. The story was nmad, no question about that. The
inplication that there could be sonething in that box big enough and lively
enough to kill a man after sone one hundred and forty years was mad. He
didn't believe it. But this was Dex... and he didn't disbelieve it either.
"Yes," he said.

"Thank God for that," Dex said. He groped for his drink. "Thank God for

file:///El/Funny%208& %20Weird%20Shit/759%620-%20Ste...ing%20B ook Stephen%20King%20-%20The%20Crate.htm (15 of 32)7/28/2005 9:17:43 PM



\c\bThe Crate

that, Henry."

"It doesn't answer the question, though. Wiy didn't you call the canpus
cops?"

"I thought... as nmuch as | did think... that it mght not want to cone out
of the crate, into the bright light. It nust have lived in the dark for so
long... so very long... and ... grotesque as this sounds... | though it

m ght be pot-bound, or sonmething. | thought ... well, he'll see it... he'll

see the crate... the janitor's body... he'll see the blood... and then we'd
call security. You see?" Stanley's eyes pleaded with himto see, and Henry
di d. He thought that, considering the fact that it had been a snap judgnent
in a presure situation, that Dex had thought quite clearly. The bl ood. Wen
t he young graduate student saw the bl ood, he woul d have been happy to call
in the cops.

"But it didn't work out that way."

“No." Dex ran a hand through his thinning hair.

"“Why not ?"

"Because when we got down there, the body was gone."
"I't was gone?"

“"That's right. And the crate was gone, too."

When Charlie Gereson saw the bl ood, his round and good-natured face went
very pale. H s eyes, already magnified by his thick spectacles, grew even
huger. Bl ood was puddled on the |ab table. It had run down one of the table
legs. It was pooled on the floor, and beads of it clung to the |ight gl obe
and to the white tile wall. Yes, there was plenty of bl ood.

But no janitor. No crate.

Dex Stanley's jaw dropped. "What the fuck!" Charlie whispered. Dex saw
sonet hing then, perhaps the only thing that allowed himto keep his sanity.
Al ready he could feel that central axle trying to pull free. He grabbed
Charlie's shoul der and said, "Look at the blood on the table!"

"“I've seen enough,” Charlie said.

file:///E[/Funny%208& %20Weird%20Shit/759%620-%20Ste...ing%20B ook Stephen%20King%20-%20The%20Crate.htm (16 of 32)7/28/2005 9:17:43 PM



\c\bThe Crate

H s Adamis apple rose and fell |ike an express elevator as he struggled to
keep his lunch down.

"For God's sake, get hold of yourself,"®
maj or. You've seen bl ood before.™

Dex said harshly. "You' re a zool ogy

It was the voice of authority, for that nonment anyway. Charlie did get a
hol d of hinself, and they walked a little closer. The random pools of bl ood
on the table were not as random as they had first appeared. Each had been
neatly straight-edged on one side.

"The crate sat there," Dex said. He felt alittle better. The fact that the

crate really had been there steadied hima good deal. "And | ook there." He
pointed at the floor. Here the bl ood had been sneared into a wide, thin
trail. It swept toward where the two of them stood, a few paces inside the

doubl e doors. It faded and faded, petering out altogether about hal fway
between the |ab table and the doors. It was crystal clear to Dex Stanl ey,
and the nervous sweat on his skin went cold and clamy.

It had gotten out.

It had gotten out and pushed the crate off the table. And then it had
pushed the crate... where? Under the stairs, of course. Back under the
stairs. Wiere it had been safe for so |ong.

"Where's the... the..." Charlie couldn't finish.
"Under the stairs,” Dex said nunbly. "It's gone back to where it canme from"
“"No. The..." He jerked it out finally. "The body."

"I don't know," Dex said. But he thought he did know. H's mnd would sinply
not admt the truth.

Charlie turned abruptly and wal ked back through the doors. "Where are you
goi ng?" Dex called shrilly, and ran after him Charlie stopped opposite the
stairs. The triangular bl ack hol e beneath them gaped. The janitor's big
four-cell flashlight still sat on the floor. And beside it was a bl oody
scrap of gray cloth, and one of the pens that had been clipped to the man's
breast pocket.

“"Don't go under there, Charlie! Don't." H's heartbeat whamed savagely in
his ears, frightening himeven nore.
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“"No," Charlie said. "But the body..."

Charlie hunkered down, grabbed the flashlight, and shone it under the
stairs. And the crate was there, shoved up against the far wall, just as it
had been before, squat and nute. Except that now it was free of dust and
three boards had been pried off the top.

The |ight noved and centered on one of the janitor's big, sensible work
shoes. Charlie drew breath in a |low, harsh gasp. The thick | eather of the
shoe had been savagely gnawed and chewed. The | aces hung, broken, fromthe
eyelets. "It |looks |ike sonebody put it through a hay baler,"” he said

hoar sel y.

“Now do you believe ne?" Dex asked.

Charlie didn't answer. Holding onto the stairs lightly with one hand, he

| eaned under the overhang--presunably to get the shoe. Later, sitting in
Henry's study, Dex said he could think of only one reason why Charlie woul d
have done that--to neasure and perhaps categorize the bite of the thing in
the crate. He was, after all, a zoologist, and a dammed good one.

“"Don't!" Dex screaned, and grabbed the back of Charlie's shirt. Suddenly
there were two green gold eyes glaring over the top of the crate. They were
al nost exactly the color of ows' eyes, but snmaller. There was a harsh,
chattering grow of anger. Charlie recoiled, startled, and slamed the back
of his head on the underside of the stairs. A shadow noved fromthe crate
toward himat projectile speed. Charlie how ed. Dex heard the dry purr of
his shirt as it ripped open, the click as Charlie's glasses struck the

fl oor and spun away. Once nore Charlie tried to back away. The thing began
to snarl--then the snarls suddenly stopped. And Charlie Gereson began to
scream i n agony.

Dex pulled on the back of his white tee shirt with all his mght. For a
nonment Charlie cane backwards and he caught a glinpse of a furry, withing
shape spread-eagled on the young man's chest, a shape that appeared to have
not four but six legs and the flat bullet head of a young |ynx. The front
of Charlie CGereson's shirt had been so quickly and conpletely tattered that
it now | ooked |li ke so nany crepe streaners hung around his neck.

Then the thing raised its head and those snmall green gold eyes stared

bal efully into Dex's own. He had never seen or dreamed such savagery. H's
strength failed. H's grip on the back of Charlie's shirt | oosened
nmonmentarily.

A nonent was all it took. Charlie Gereson's body was snapped under the
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stairs wth grotesque, cartoonish speed. Silence for a nonment. Then the
grow i ng, snmacki ng sounds began agai n.

Charlie screamed once nore, a long sound of terror and pain that was
abruptly cut off... as if sonmething had been cl apped over his nouth.

O stuffed into it.

Dex fell silent. The noon was high in the sky. Half of his third drink--an
al nost unheard- of phenonenon--was gone, and he felt the reaction setting in
as sl eepi ness and extrene | assitude.

"What did you do then?" Henry asked. Wat he hadn't done, he knew, was to
go to canpus security; they wouldn't have listened to such a story and then

rel eased himso he could go and tell it again to his friend Henry.

"I just wal ked around, in utter shock, | suppose. | ran up the stairs
again, just as | had after... after it took the janitor, only this tine
there was no Charlie Gereson to run into. | walked... mles, | suppose. |

think I was mad. | kept thinking about Ryder's Quarry. You know t hat place?"

"Yes," Henry said.

"I kept thinking that woul d be deep enough. If... if there would be a way
to get that crate out there. | kept... kept thinking..." He put his hands
to his face. "I don't know. | don't know anynore. | think I'm going crazy."
“If the story you just told is true, | can understand that," Henry said
quietly. He stood up suddenly. "Conme on. |'mtaking you hone."

"Hone?" Dex | ooked at this friend vacantly. "But--"

“I"l'l leave a note for Wlnma telling her where we've gone and then we'l|
call... who do you suggest, Dex? Canpus security or the state police?"

“"You believe nme, don't you? You believe ne? Just say you do."

"Yes, | believe you," Henry said, and it was the truth. "I don't know what
that thing could be or where it cane from but | believe you." Dex Stanley
began to weep.

"Finish your drink while | wite nmy wife," Henry said, apparently not
noticing the tears. He even grinned a little. "And for Christ's sake, let's
get out of here before she gets back."
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Dex clutched at Henry's sleeve. "But we won't go anywhere near Anberson
Hall, will we? Prom se ne, Henry! We'll stay away fromthere, won't we?"

"Does a bear shit in the woods?" Henry Northrup asked. It was a three-mle
drive to Dex's house on the outskirts of town, and before they got there,
he was hal f-asleep in the passenger seat.

"The state cops, | think," Henry said. H's words seened to cone from a
great distance. "I think Charlie Gereson's assessnent of the canpus cops
was pretty accurate. The first one there would happily stick his arminto
that box."

“"Yes. Al right." Through the drifting, |assitudinous aftermath of shock,
Dex felt a dimbut great gratitude that his friend had taken over with such
efficiency. Yet a deeper part of himbelieved that Henry could not have
done it if he had seen the things he had seen. "Just... the inportance of
caution ..."

“I''ll see to that," Henry said grimy, and that was when Dex fell asleep.

He awoke the next norning with August sunshine nmaking crisp patterns on the
sheets of his bed. Just a dream he thought with indescribable relief. Al
some crazy dream

But there was a taste of Scotch in his nouth--Scotch and sonething el se. He
sat up, and a lance of pain bolted through his head. Not the sort of pain
you got from a hangover, though; not even if you were the type to get a
hangover fromthree Scotches, and he wasn't.

He sat up, and there was Henry, sitting across the room His first thought
was that Henry needed a shave. H's second was that there was sonething in
Henry's eyes that he had never seen before--sonething like chips of ice. A
ridi cul ous thought cane to Dex; it passed through his mnd and was gone.
Sniper's eyes. Henry Northrup, whose specialty is the earlier English
poets, has got sniper's eyes.

"How are you feeling, Dex?"

"A slight headache,” Dex said. "Henry... the police... what happened?"

“"The police aren't comng," Northrup said calmy. "As for your head, |I'm
very sorry. | put one of WIm's sleeping powders in your third drink. Be
assured that it wll pass.™
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"Henry, what are you sayi ng?"

Henry took a sheet of notepaper fromhis breast pocket. "This is the note |
left my wife. It will explain alot, |I think. | got it back after
everything was over. | took a chance that she'd leave it on the table, and
| got away with it."

"I don't know what you're--"

He took the note fromHenry's fingers and read it, eyes w dening.

Dear Billi e,

|"ve just had a call fromDex Stanley. He's hysterical. Seens to
have conmitted sone sort of indiscretion with one of his fenmale
grad students. He's at Anberson Hall. So is the girl. For God's

sake, cone quickly. I'mnot sure exactly what the situation is,
but a worman's presence nmay be inperative, and under the

ci rcunstances, a nurse fromthe infirmary just won't do. | know
you don't |ike Dex nuch, but a scandal like this could ruin his

career. Pl ease cone.

Henry.

“"What in God's nane have you done?" Dex asked hoarsely.

Henry plucked the note from Dex's nervel ess fingers, produced his Zi ppo,
and set flane to the corner. Wien it was burning well, he dropped the
charring sheet of paper into an ashtray on the w ndowsill.

“I'"'ve killed Wlma," he said in the sane cal mvoice. "D ng-dong, the w cked
bitch is dead." Dex tried to speak and could not. That central axle was
trying to tear | oose again. The abyss of utter insanity was below "I've
killed ny wife, and now |'ve put nyself into your hands."

Now Dex did find his voice. It had a sound that was rusty yet shrill. "The
crate,"” he said. "What have you done with the crate?"

“"That's the beauty of it," Henry said. "You put the final piece in the
jigsaw yourself. The crate is at the bottomof Ryder's Quarry."

Dex groped at that while he | ooked into Henry's eyes. The eyes of his
friend. Sniper's eyes. You can't knock off your own queen, that's not in
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anyone's rul es of chess, he thought, and restrained an urge to roar out
gales of rancid laughter. The quarry, he had said. Ryder's Quarry. It was
over four hundred feet deep, sone said. It was perhaps twelve mles east of
the university. Over the thirty years that Dex had been here, a dozen
peopl e had drowned there, and three years ago the town had posted the place.

"I put you to bed," Henry said. "Had to carry you into your room You were
out like a light. Scotch, sleeping powder, shock. But you were breathing
normal ly and well. Strong heart action. | checked those things. Whatever

el se you believe, never think I had any intention of hurting you, Dex."

"I't was fifteen mnutes before WIina's | ast class ended, and it woul d take
her another fifteen mnutes to drive honme and another fifteen mnutes to
get over to Anmberson Hall. That gave ne forty-five mnutes. | got over to
Anmberson in ten. It was unlocked. That was enough to settle any doubts |
had left."

"What do you nean?"
"The key ring on the janitor's belt. It went with the janitor."
Dex shudder ed.

“If the door had been | ocked--forgive ne, Dex, but if you' re going to play
for keeps, you ought to cover every base--there was still tine enough to
get back hone ahead of WIna and burn that note.

"I went downstairs--and | kept as close to the wall going down those stairs
as | could, believe ne..."

Henry stepped into the |lab and gl anced around. It was just as Dex had |eft
it. He slicked his tongue over his dry lips and then wi ped his face with

his hand. Hs heart was thudding in his chest. Get hold of yourself, man.
One thing at a tine. Don't | ook ahead.

The boards the janitor had pried off the crate were still stacked on the
|l ab table. One table over was the scatter of Charlie Gereson's | ab notes,
never to be conpleted now Henry took it all in, and then pulled his own

flashlight--the one he always kept in the gl ovebox of his car for
energenci es--from his back pocket. If this didn't qualify as an energency,
not hi ng di d.

He snapped it on and crossed the |ab and went out the door. The |ight
bobbed uneasily in the dark for a nonent, and then he trained it on the
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floor. He didn't want to step on anything he shouldn't. Myving slowy and
cautiously, Henry noved around to the side of the stairs and shone the

i ght underneath. His breath paused, and then resuned again, nore slowy.
Sudenly the tension and fear were gone, and he only felt cold. The crate
was under there, just as Dex had said it was. And the janitor's ball point
pen. And his shoes. And Charlie Gereson's gl asses.

Henry noved the light fromone of these artifacts to the next slowy,
spotlighting each. Then he glanced at his watch, snapped the flashlight off
and jamred it back in his pocket. He had half an hour. There was no tinme to
wast e.

In the janitor's closet upstairs he found buckets, heavy-duty cleaner,
rags... and gloves. No prints. He went back downstairs |ike the sorcerer's
apprentice, a heavy plastic bucket full of hot water and foam ng cleaner in
each hand, rags draped over his shoulder. H's footfalls clacked hollowy in

the stillness. He thought of Dex saying, It sits squat and nmute. And still
he was col d.

He began to cl ean up.

"She cane,
happy. "

Henry said. "Onh yes, she cane. And she was... excited and

"What ?" Dex sai d.

"Excited," he repeated. "She was whining and carping the way she al ways did
in that high, unpleasant voice, but that was just habit, | think. Al those
years, Dex, the only part of nme she wasn't able to conpletely control, the
only part she could never get conpletely under her thunmb, was ny friendship
with you. Qur two drinks while she was at class. Qur chess. Qur...

conpani onshi p. "

Dex nodded. Yes, conpanionship was the right word. Alittle light in the
darkness of loneliness. It hadn't just been the chess or the drinks; it had
been Henry's face over the board, Henry's voice recounting how things were
in his departnent, a bit of harm ess gossip, a | augh over sonething.

"So she was whining and bitching in her best 'just call ne Billie' style,
but I think it was just habit. She was excited and happy, Dex. Because she
was finally going to be able to get control over the last ... little..,
bit." He | ooked at Dex calmy. "I knew she'd cone, you see. | knew she'd

want to see what kind of ness you gotten yourself into, Dex."

"They're downstairs,” Henry told WInma. WIlnma was wearing a bright yell ow
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sl eevel ess bl ouse and green pants that were too tight for her. "Right
downstairs." And he uttered a sudden, |oud | augh.

Wl ma's head whi pped around and her narrow face darkened w th suspicion.
"What are you | aughi ng about?" She asked in her |oud, buzzing voice. "Your
best friend gets in a scrape with a girl and you' re | aughi ng?"

No, he shouldn't be |aughing. But he couldn't help it. It was sitting under
the stairs, sitting there squat and nute, just try telling that thing in
the crate to call you Billie, WInma--and another |oud |augh escaped hi mand
went rolling down the dimfirst-floor hall |ike a depth charge.

"Well, there is a funny side to it," he said, hardly aware of what he was
saying. "Wait'll you see. You'll think--"

Her eyes, always questing, never still, dropped to his front pocket, where
he had stuffed the rubber gloves.

“"What are those? Are those gl oves?"

Henry began to spew words. At the sane tine he put his armaround Wl nma's

bony shoul ders and | ed her toward the stairs. "Wll, he's passed out, you
know. He snells like a distillery. Can't guess how nuch he drank. Threw up
all over everything. |I've been cleaning up. Hell of an awful ness, Billie.
| persuaded the girl to stay a bit. You'll help me, won't you? This is Dex,
after all."

"I don't know," she said, as they began to descend the stairs to the
basenent | ab. Her eyes snapped with dark glee. "I'l|l have to see what the
situation is. You don't know anything, that's obvious. You're hysterical.
Exactly what | woul d have expected."

"That's right," Henry said. They had reached the bottom of the stairs.
"Ri ght around here. Just step right around here."

"But the lab's that way--"

“"Yes... but the girl..." And he began to | augh again in great, |oonlike
bur sts.

"Henry, what is wong wth you?" And now that acidic contenpt was m xed
wi th sonet hing el se--sonething that m ght have been fear.

That nade Henry | augh harder. H s | aughter echoed and rebounded, filling
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the dark basenent with a sound |ike | aughing banshees or denons approving a
particularly good jest. "The girl, Billie," Henry said between bursts of
hel pl ess laughter. "That's what's so funny, the girl, the girl has craw ed

under the stairs and won't cone out, that what's so funny, ah-heh-heh-
hahahahaa- - "

And now the dark kerosene of joy lit in her eyes; her lips curled up |like
charring paper in what the denizens of hell mght call a smle. And WI na
whi spered, "What did he do to her?"

"You can get her out," Henry babbled, |eading her to the dark. triangul ar,
gaping maw. "I'm sure you can get her out, no trouble, no problem" He
suddenly grabbed Wl na at the nape of the neck and the waist, forcing her
down even as he pushed her into the space under the stairs.

"What are you doi ng?" she screaned querul ously. "Wat are you doi ng, Henry?"

“"What | should have done a long tinme ago," Henry said, |aughing. "Get under
there, Wlma. Just tell it to call you Billie, you bitch."

She tried to turn, tried to fight him One hand clawed for his wist--he
saw her spade-shaped nails slice down, but they clawed only air. "Stop it,
Henry!" She cried. "Stop it right now Stop this foolishness! |--1"]|
scream ™

"Scream all you want!" he bellowed, still |aughing. He raised one foot,
planted it in the center of her narrow and j oyl ess backsi de, and pushed.
“I''l'l help you, WIlma! Cone on out! Wake up, whatever you are! Wake up!
Here's your dinner! Poison neat! Wake up! Wake up!"

Wl ma screaned piercingly, an inarticulate sound that was still nore rage
than fear.

And then Henry heard it.

First a low whistle, the sound a man m ght make while worki ng al one wi t hout
even being aware of it. Then it rose in pitch, sliding up the scale to an
earsplitting whine that was barely audi ble. Then it suddenly descended
again and becane a growl ... and then a hoarse yamering. It was an utterly
savage sound. All his married life Henry Northrup had gone in fear of his
wife, but the thing in the crate made Wl na sound like a child doing a

ki ndergarten tantram Henry had tinme to think: Holy God, naybe it really is
a Tasmanian devil... it's sonme kind of devil, anyway.
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W ma began to screamagain, but this tine it was a sweeter tune--at | east
to the ear of Henry Northrup. It was a sound of utter terror. Her yell ow
bl ouse flashed in the dark under the stairs, a vague beacon. She |unged at
t he opening and Henry pushed her back, using all his strength.

"Henry!" She how ed. "Henreeeee!"

She cane again, head first this tine, like a charging bull. Henry caught
her head in both hands, feeling the tight, wiry cap of her curls squash
under his palns. He Pushed. And then, over WIlm's shoul der, he saw

sonet hing that m ght have been the gold-glinting eyes of a small ow . Eyes
that were infinitely cold and hateful. The yamreri ng becane | ouder,
reaching a crescendo. And when it struck at Wl na, the vibration running

t hrough her body was enough to knock hi m backwar ds.

He caught one glinpse of her face, her bul ging eyes, and then she was
dragged back into the darkness. She screaned once nore. Only once.

"Just tell it to call you Billie," he whispered.

Henry Northrup drew a great, shuddering breath.

“I't went on ... for quite a while," he said. After a long tine, naybe
twenty mnutes, the growling and the... the sounds of its feeding... that
stopped, too. And it started to whistle. Just |like you said, Dex. As if it
were a happy teakettle or sonething. It whistled for naybe five m nutes,
and then it stopped. |I shone ny |ight underneath again. The crate had been
pulled out a little way. Thre was... fresh blood. And WInma's purse had
spilled everywhere. But it got both of her shoes. That was sonet hing,
wasn't it?"

Dex didn't answer. The room basked in sunshine. Qutside, a bird sang.

“I finished cleaning the lab," Henry resuned at last. "It took ne another
forty mnutes, and | alnbost mssed a drop of blood that was on the |ight
globe ... saw it just as | was going out. But when | was done, the place

was as neat as a pin. Then | went out to ny car and drove across canpus to
the English departnent. It was getting late, but | didn't feel a bit tired.

In fact, Dex, | don't think |I ever felt nore clear-headed in ny life. There
was a crate in the basenment of the English departnment. | flashed on that
very early in your story. Associating one nonster with another, | suppose.”

"What do you nean?"

file:///El/Funny%208& %20Weird%20Shit/759%620-%20Ste...ing%20B ook Stephen%20King%20-%20The%20Crate.htm (26 of 32)7/28/2005 9:17:43 PM



\c\bThe Crate

"Last year when Badlinger was in England--you renenber Badlinger, don't
you?"

Dex nodded. Badlinger was the man who had beaten Henry out for the English
departnent chair... partly because Badlinger's wife was bright, vivacious
and sociable, while Henry's wife was a shrew. Had been a shrew.

"He was in England on sabbatical,” Henry said. "Had all their things crated
and shi pped back. One of themwas a giant stuffed animl. Nessie, they call
it. For his kids. That bastard bought it for his kids. | always wanted
children, you know. WIlnma didn't. She said kids get in the way.

"Anyway, it cane back in this gigantic wooden crate, and Badlinger dragged
it down to the English departnent basenent because there was no roomin the
garage at hone, he said, but he didn't want to throw it out because it

m ght cone in handy sonmeday. Meantine, our janitors were using it as a
gigantic sort of wastebasket. Wien it was full of trash, they'd dunp it
into the back of the truck on trash day and then fill it up again.

"I think it was the crate Badlinger's dammed stuffed nonster canme back from
England in that put the idea in ny head. | began to see how your Tasnmani an
devil could be gotten rid of. And that started ne thinking about sonething
else | wanted to be rid of. That | wanted so badly to be rid of.

“I had nmy keys, of course. | let nyself in and went downstairs. The crate
was there. It was a big, unwieldy thing, but the janitors' dolly was down
there as well. | dunped out the little bit of trash that was in it and got
the crate onto the dolly by standing it on end. | pulled it upstairs and

wheel ed it straight across the nall and back to Anmberson.”
“"You didn't take your car?"

“"No, | left nmy car in ny space in the English departnent parking lot. |
couldn't have gotten the crate in there, anyway."

For Dex, new |light began to break. Henry woul d have been driving his M5 of
course--an elderly sportscar that Wl m had always called Henry's toy. And
if Henry had the M5 then WIna would have had the Scout--a jeep with a

fol d-down back seat. Plenty of storage space, as the ads said.

"I didn't neet anyone," Henry said. "At this tinme of year--and at no other--
the canpus is quite deserted. The whole thing was al nost hellishly perfect.
| didn't see so nuch as a pair of headlights. | got back to Amberson Hal

and took Badlinger's crate downstairs. | left it sitting on the dolly with
the open end facing under the stairs. Then | went back upstairs to the
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janitors' closet and got that |ong pole they use to open and cl ose the

wi ndows. They only have those poles in the old buildings now | went back
down and got ready to hook the crate--your Paella crate--out from under the
stairs. Then | had a bad nonent. | realized the top of Badlinger's crate

was gone, you see. |'d noticed it before, but now!l realized it. In ny
guts.”

“"What did you do?"

"Decided to take the chance," Henry said. "I took the w ndow pole and
pulled the crate out. | eased it out, as if it were full of eggs. No ... as
if it were full of Mason jars with nitroglycerine in them"”

Dex sat up, staring at Henry. "Wat... what..."

Henry | ooked back sonmberly. "It was nmy first good | ook at it, remenber. It

was horrible." He paused deliberately and then said it again: "It was
horrible, Dex. It was splattered with blood, sone of it seemngly grined
right into tile wood. It nmade ne think of... do you renenber those joke

boxes they used to sell? You'd push a little lever and tile box would grind
and shake, and then a pale green hand woul d cone out of the top and push
the |l ever back and snap inside again. It made ne think of that.

“I pulled it out--oh, so carefully--and | said | wouldn't | ook down inside,

no mitter what. But | did, of course. And | saw..." His voice dropped
hel pl essly, seemng to lose all strength. "I saw Wlm's face, Dex. Her
face."

"Henry, don't--"

"I saw her eyes, |ooking up at ne fromthat box. Her glazed eyes. | saw

sonet hing el se, too. Sonething white. A bone, |I think. And a bl ack
sonmething. Furry. Curled up. Wistling, too. Avery lowwhistle. | think it
was sl eeping.”

"I hooked it out as far as | could, and then | just stood there | ooking at
it, realizing that |I couldn't drive know ng that thing could cone out at
any tinme... conme out and land on the back of ny neck. So | started to | ook

around for sonething--anything--to cover the top of Badlinger's crate.

“I went into the animal husbandry room and there were a couple of cages
bi g enough to hold the Paella crate, but | couldn't find the goddamed
keys. So | went upstairs and | still couldn't find anything. | don't know
how | ong | hunted, but there was this continual feeling of tinme... slipping
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away. | was getting a little crazy. Then | happened to poke into that big
| ecture roomat the far end of the hall--"

"Room 67"

"Yes, | think so. They had been painting the walls. There was a big canvas
dropcloth on the floor to catch the splatters. | took it, and then | went
back downstairs, and | pushed the Paella crate into Badlinger's crate.
Carefully!... you wouldn't believe how carefully |I didit, Dex."

Wien the smaller crate was nested inside the larger, Henry uncinched the
straps on the English departnent dolly and grabbed the end of the
dropcloth. It rustled stiffly in the stillness of Amnberson Hall's basenent.
His breathing rustled stiffly as well. And there was that |ow whistle. He
kept waiting for it to pause, to change. It didn't. He had sweated his
shirt through; it was plastered to his chest and back.

Movi ng carefully, refusing to hurry, he wapped the dropcloth around
Badlinger's crate three tines, then four, then five. In the dimlight
shining through fromthe | ab, Badlinger's crate now | ooked mumm fi ed.
Hol di ng the seamwi th one splayed hand, he wapped first one strap around
it, then the other. He cinched themtight and then stood back a nonent. He
gl anced at his watch. It was just past one o0'clock. A pulse beat
rhythmcally at his throat.

Movi ng forward again, w shing absurdly for a cigarette (he had given them
up si xteen years before), he grabbed the dolly, tilted it back, and began
pulling it slowy up the stairs.

Qut side, the noon watched coldly as he lifted the entire |oad, dolly and
all, into the back of what he had cone to think of as Wlma's Jeep--

al t hough Wl nma had not earned a dinme since the day he had married her. It
was the biggest |ift he had done since he had worked with a novi ng conpany
i n West brook as an undergraduate. At the highest point of the lift, a | ance
of pain seemed to dig into his |ower back. And still he slipped it into the
back of the Scout as gently as a sl eeping baby.

He tried to close the back, but it wouldn't go up; the handle of the dolly
stuck out four inches too far. He drove with the tailgate down, and at
every bunp and pothole, his heart seened to stutter. H's ears felt for the
whistle, waiting for it to escalate into a shrill scream and then descend
to a guttural howl of fury waiting for the hoarse rip of canvas as teeth
and claws pulled their way through it.

And overhead the noon, a nystic silver disc, rode the sky.
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"I drove out to Ryder's Quarry," Henry went on. "There was a chain across

the head of the road, but | geared the Scout down and got around. | backed
right up to the edge of the water. The nobon was still up and I could see
its reflection way down in the blackness, |ike a drowned silver dollar. |
went around, but it was a long tine before I could bring nyself to grab the
thing. In a very real way, Dex, it was three bodies... the remains of three
human beings. And | started wondering...where did they go? | saw WIma's
face, but it looked ... God help ne, it looked all flat, |ike a Hall oween

mask. How nmuch of themdid it eat, Dex? How nmuch could it eat? And
started to understand what you neant about that central axle pulling | oose."

“I't was still whistling. | could hear it, nuffled and faint, through that
canvas dropcloth. Then |I grabbed it and | heaved... | really believe it was
do it then or do it never. It cane sliding out... and | think maybe it
suspected, Dex... because, as the dolly started to tilt down toward the
water it started to grow and yamrer again ... and the canvas started to
ripple and bulge ... and | yanked it again. | gave it all | had ... so nuch
that | alnost fell into the dammed quarry nyself. And it went in. There was
a splash ... and then it was gone. Except for a fewripples, it was gone.

And then the ripples were gone, too."
He fell silent, |ooking at his hands.
“And you cane here," Dex said.

"First | went back to Anberson Hall. C eaned under the stairs. Picked up
all of WInma's things and put themin her purse again. Picked up the
janitor's shoe and his pen and your grad student's glasses. WInma's purse
is still on the seat. | parked the car in our--in nmy--driveway. On the way
there | threw the rest of the stuff in the river."

"And then did what? Wal ked here?"

"Yes. "

"Henry, what if I'd waked up before you got here? Called the police?"
Henry Northrup said sinply: "You didn"t."

They stared at each other, Dex fromhis bed, Henry fromthe chair by the
Wi ndow.

Speaking in tones so soft as to be nearly inaudible, Henry said, "The
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question i s, what happens now? Three people are going to be reported

m ssing soon. There is no one elenent to connect all three. There are no
signs of foul play; | sawto that. Badlinger's crate, the dolly, the

pai nters' dropcloth--those things wll be reported m ssing too, presunably.
There will be a search. But the weight of the dolly will carry the crate to
the bottomof the quarry, and ... there are really no bodies, are there,
Dex?"

“No," Dexter Stanley said. "No, | suppose there aren't.”
"But what are you going to do, Dex? Wat are you going to say?"

"Oh, | could tell a tale," Dex said. "And if I told it, | suspect I'd end
up in the state nental hospital. Perhaps accused of nurdering the janitor
and Cereson, if not your wife. No matter how good your cleanup was, a state
police forensic unit could find traces of blood on the floor and walls of
that |laboratory. | believe I'll keep ny nouth shut."”

"Thank you," Henry said. "Thank you, Dex."

Dex thought of that elusive thing Henry had nentioned conpani onship. A
little light in the darkness. He thought of playing chess perhaps twice a
week instead of once. Perhaps even three tinmes a week... and if the gane
was not finished by ten, perhaps playing until mdnight if neither of them
had any early norning classes, instead of having to put the board away
(and, as likely as not, Wlma would just "accidentally" knock over the

pi eces "while dusting," so that the gane would have to be started all over
again the follow ng Thursday evening). He thought of his friend, at | ast
free of that other species of Tasmani an devil that killed nore slowy but
just as surely--by heart attack, by stroke, by ulcer, by high bl ood
pressure, yammering and whistling in the ear all the while.

Last of all, he thought of the janitor, casually flicking his quarter, and
of the quarter com ng down and rolling under the stairs, where a very old
horror sat squat and nute, covered with dust and cobwebs, waiting... biding
its tinme...

What had Henry sai d? The whol e thing was al nost hellishly perfect.
“"No need to thank nme, Henry," he said.

Henry stood up. "If you got dressed,” he said, "you could run nme down to
the canpus. | could get ny MG and go back hone and report WIlnma m ssing."
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Dex thought about it. Henry was inviting himto cross a nearly invisible
line, it seened, from bystander to acconplice. Did he want to cross that
i ne?

At last he swng his |legs out of bed. "All right, Henry."

"Thank you, Dexter."

Dex smled slowmy. "That's all right," he said. "After all, what are
friends for?"
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