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C. L. GRANT
The Rest |Is Silence

C. L. Gant is executive secretary of the Science Fiction Witers of America.
Like all SFWA's officers, he also is a working science fiction witer. He
l[ives in New Jersey, has a bachelor's degree in history, a wife, tw years of
service in Vietnam a teaching position in high school (until recently), and
has sold twenty-three science fiction stories in addition to the foll ow ng
novel ette, a story that suggests (like Tom Reanmy's "Twills") that nore goes on
i n high school than any of us renmenber.

Beware of dreaners: that would be nmy epitaph if I could have a grave to go to
when 1 die. But all there is nowis a ranbling, shrinking house, and a fog
that wi sps away ny words as | speak. 1 have committed suicide (unaware) and
have been nurdered for it (all too aware); but if I have to shift the
unbearabl e bl ame for this madness el sewhere, it has to go to Julius Caesar

| ate of Rone and the Elizabethan state. After all, if he hadn't gotten hinself
so famously killed, Shakespeare would have never witten a play about it nor
would | have had to teach it. Yet he did, and 1 did, so here we are. And now |
know all too well just where that is.

After the fact, events have a diabolical way of falling into place that nakes
a curse of hindsight and hell for the present. Case in point: a Wdnesday in
Cct ober and a perfectly ordinary English Departnent neeting. Chandler Jolliet,
the commandingly tall chairman, was quietly and efficiently razoring our
confidence in our collective abilities. Apparently a virgin nmenber of our
troupe had decided not to concentrate on Julius Caesar's exani nhation of power,
but rather on the in-depth characterization of the conspirators, Brutus in
particular. God forbid that we should deviate fromthe chartered | anes of the
courses of study, but this youngster, fresh fromcollege with stars in his
eyes, had taken it upon hinself to do just that, and we were all suffering for
it. Jolliet's sycophants and friends were nurnuring and noddi ng; and the rest
of us, who had endured this

brand of tirade before, were daydream ng, planning our Christnas vacations and
pl otting assassi nati ons of our own. And when the hour-and-a-half tantrum was
over, we nodded our heads in sage obei sance and shuffled out, as slaves mnust
have done before the overseer's whip. In the hall, however, the culprit, Marty
Schubert, cornered nme and Valerie Stemto press his case.

"I don't understand, he sai d. What's so holy about Caesar that | can't
tally about sonething new for a change? |I'mnot saying Jollie's way is better
or worse, but for God's sake, what the hell does he have against nme? Wat did
| do that he hates ne?"

"Not a thing, " Val said, guiding himgently by the armaway fromJolliet's

open office door. "It's just his way of breaking you in." She | ooked back at
me and sniled. "Eddie's been through it. So have |I. You just have to grin and
bear it."

"Why?" he denmanded as angui sh and anger gathered in his features |ike
t hunder cl ouds.

"Because we need the jobs, Marty," | said, not liking the sound of ny voice,
so recently like his, so recently crushed. "' There are too many teachers and
not enough jobs. Val, me, and a few others, we've been around much too long to



go hunting for other positions. Wio'd hire us when they coul d have newconers
at half the salary? The only thing we can do is play the game, Sam Play the
gane and hope he has a heart attack, or a lingering case of diarrhea. "

Marty stared, not quite sure if | were serious. Finally he decided I wasn't
and | aughed. But his cheeks were still flushed and his eyes glinting, as if
he'd been repeatedly slapped. W

signed out in silence, and in the parking ot Val and | watched himslunp to
his car and drive slowy away. Val, her eyes hidden by uncut bangs as bl ack as
nmy mood, shook her head. "He's a smart kid, Eddie. It's a shane to see the old
bastard do himin like that."

I could only shrug and she accepted that as a sign of the tinmes under which we
lived. We parted, silently, and | drove hone nuch faster than |I'd intended,

for there was nothing for me there. The apartment was still the
hospital -white, bare-floored cell I'd resigned nyself to when | finally
realized there was no place else for ne to go. | wasn't clever enough to quit

and enter business, nor was | anbitious enough to clinb out of the classroom
into administration. Sonetines | entertained the

spirit of M. Chips and envisioned thousands of ex-students tearfully waving
goodbye at ny retirenent. A farce for all that: | could barely renmenber the
nanes of kids |I'd taught the year before, nuch less those |I'd challenged in ny
virgin year.

It rained that night, if | recall correctly. My unlisted tel ephone conti nued
collecting dust. The end of a perfect day. And the world kept spinning.

The foll owi ng norni ng, however, with the sun barely risen, the tel ephone
scared the hell out of ne by working.

" Eddi e?"

"Marry, that you?" | was still asleep. | nust have been, or his actor's deep
voi ce woul d have identified himinmredi ately.

"Eddie, listen, | can't go back. Not after what he's done to ne."

That woke me up. "Wioa, son, hang on a mnute. Don't let that creep get to you
i ke that."

"I"'msorry, Eddie, but | can't do it. | understand your position, really, and
" mnot kidding, but I've been thinking it over In fact, | haven't slept al
night. I just can't go back and face him Wuld you do me a favor and stop

over on your way in? You can take ny books and stuff in with you. M
resignation too. "

Since | was still rather foggy, all | did was rmunbl e an agreenent, take a
shower and fix myself some instant breakfast. | made a quick call to the
school, telling the secretary | mght be a little late, car trouble, and hung
up before she could get too nosy. On the way to Marty's rented duplex, | kept
the wi ndow roll ed down. to wake me up. | was worried. Marty was one of the

bri ghtest, nost dedicated teachers | had known, and sonehow | had to keep him
with us. If for no other reason than he actually |liked the kiss he worked
with, and they, in turn, held himin enornous respect.

He opened his front door imediately when | knocked. He was dressed for work,
but unshaven, and his breath as he wel coned ne told nme what he'd been thinking
wi th. He was sober, though, and solemly waved me to a chair.



"Marry, listen-"

"I know, | know, Ed. I'mcutting nmy career out fromunder ne, right? Nobody's
going to hire a teacher who quit before Christmas for reasons like mne

right? You want ne to |last out the year, find another school and then tell him
to shove it. Right?"

Al 1 could do was nod, and he | aughed at ny confusion and the wind spilling
fromny best noble speech. To ny surprise, he nodded too.

"Well, you are right. |1've been sitting here watching the sun and the cl ock
and |'ve decided to do just that. I'mgoing to smle if it kills nme, then do
what | want when he's not | ooking. Maybe, " he added, grinning, "I can help
drive himto that early retirement you guys are always tal king about. "

"I wish you all the luck in the world," | said, returning the grin, though
nore relieved that he was still with us than responding to his hunor.

"But listen, Eddie, " he said. "I'Il tell you one thing: |I'mnot going to take
that kind of abuse in public again. And neither is anyone else. " And for a

frightening nonment, his anger returned.

"Sure thing. Watever you say, Marty," | said, standing quickly. "Just play it
safe for a while, will you? See which way the wind blows. | doubt that
Jollie's after your hide. He just doesn't like original thinkers, you know
what | mean?"

"I think we'd better get going, don't you? The education of our nation's
children lies perilously within our hands. "

"Yea, and verily," | said. "Onward. I'll neet you there. | think you'd better
shave. " ,

"Brutus was right, though," Marty said as he held open the door for nme. "W
all stand against the spirit of Caesar, but unfortunately, the spirit doesn't
bl eed. "

"Come agai n?" But the door was shut before | could get an answer. And | didn't
renmenber his remark until after Thanksgi vi ng, when ny own classes were
destroyi ng Shakespeare's poetry. Wien the |ines Marty had paraphrased cane up
in the discussion, | becane unaccountably nervous, and | kept seeing Jollie
draped in a toga. Wien | passed the fantasy on to those | could trust not to
run inmedi ately to the boss, they |aughed, and soon enough, Jolliet becane
Caesar, and Marty was an instant celebrity for inspiring the anal ogy.

What a blow it was; then, when we received a party invitation fromthe old
nman.

| was sitting in my classroom conmiserating with Val over an inpossible

mal cont ent who was di srupting her classes, when our departnent bird watcher
and sapling | ook-alike, Wendy Buchwall, scurried in waving a pink slip of
paper. "You're not going to believe this," she said, "but we've been invited
to a costunme ball. "

"You're right, " | said. "I don't believe it. Wio's passing that insane idea
around? It sounds |ike CGuidance is on a new kick."

"No, him" she said, holding the paper in front of nmy glasses just |ong enough
for me to make out Jolliet's ponpous scraw .



"H nP"
"The Man, Val. >
"You're kidding. Cut it out. It isn't funny."

Wendy, obviously still unbelieving herself, handed her the invitation, and we
sat for a quiet nmoment wondering if we'd stunbled into an alternate universe
that delighted in perversity.

"It figures," Val said finally. "A Shakespearean ball, yet."

"That's ridiculous, " | said when Wendy handed the paper to me. | read it,
bl i nked and hoped it would go away. "Hey, this thing is on the Friday over
Christmas vacation. Brother, he sure knows how to ruin a holiday."

Wendy perched on the edge of my desk and shook her head. "There is absolutely
no way | amgoing to drag ny husband to such a farce. He'll divorce nme. He'l
have good reason."

"Dreamon," Val said. "Unfortunately, | don't see how you can gracefully get
out of it. Unless you're dying."

"Says who?"

"Says tenure, dear. W three unholies are bucking for that |ovely piece of
security. We're stuck. And," she added as Wendy turned to her, "if | renenber
correctly, we all advised Marty to play the game. Wat's he going to think of
us if we don't go along? We, honey, are on the same team"™

Wendy stuck out her tongue and pouted, kicking her heels against the netal
side of nmy desk until | was nore than tenpted to dunp her onto the floor. But
Val, as usual, was right. The three of us had drifted into this valley high
school at the sanme tinme, each running froma city faculty horrific inits
brutality. Al of us had at |east ten years behind us, and it was a wonder
that we were hired at all. Now we were facing the final step-no tenure this
time and it was back to housekeeping for Wendy, a library for Val, and God
only knew what for nme. It was times like this that made ne want to strangle
the wag who said, "Thems that can't, teach.”

| began doodling on the desk blotter. A noose first. Wen drew in a stick man,
| couldn't decide who it was.

"I don't want to go," Wendy near whispered, sadly now.

"No choice,"” Val said. "No goddammed choice."

"It's the principle of the thing," | said, suddenly angry. " don't know why
the hell we let that man push us around like this. Christ, we're like children
as far as he's concerned."

"Principle," said Val in her maddeni ngly cal mway, "does not put bread on the
table."”

And silence. | remenbered when | had been as idealistic as' Marty Schubert,
and nourned nyself those days. | began to see just why he had reasons for
hating nme, and | wondered if, in fact, he had. Right then, it suddenly
mattered very much. Not only did | care that he understood what | was doing
and why | didn't fight the world as he did, | was also a little frightened.
For the last two:, weeks, pranksters of a nost unfunny | ot had been dunpi ng



mutilated fow on our doorsteps. Mne (two barn ows) were nissing their
hearts, Wendy's and Val's their entrails. Jolliet, too, had been sinmlarly
victimzed, and al though we had been passing the incidents off on sonme kid who
was too eager to delve into the literal meanings of the occult in
Shakespeare's nore gruesone noments, | couldn't help thinking of Marty, his
rage, and those tears in his eyes.

"My God," | finally shouted, getting out of ny chair and 'w tossing the penci
into the wastebasket. "Whose damable idea was this in the first place?"

"M ne. "

| looked up and Marty cane in, hands clasped in front of him _
like a marching priest. Wendy junped off the desk and punched
himtwi ce on the arm hard. He | aughed and ducked playfully
away from her further attack. Val threw an eraser at him and

stal ked around until | slunped agai nst the chal kboard and gl ar ed:

at him "Traitor," | said.

Marty smled innocently. "I thought you wanted nme to goo along with him"

"Ch, brother," | said. "That was the general idea, yes, but."" did you have to

go for assistant god? A Shakespearean ball?" Jesus, Marty, couldn't you have
done better?"

He gl anced around at the three of us, shrugged and appropriated ny chair.

| mredi ately he sat, his feet were crossed on: the desk's top, scattering
several papers. "But WIlly is his=

favorite man. Al | did was kind of ease himaround until he fell into it
hinself. He, uh, really didn't care for it at first. It took a |lot of
talking." He smled again, but this tine there was no mirth, and |I knew he was
lying. Jollier would have di ed before going through a year, a goddammed day
with Lear, Hanmlet and all the rest of the bloody crew. Marry, for his own

reasons, knew exactly what he was doing. | didn't know if the wonen caught on
but | didn't like it and abruptly lost the will to banter any nore. The gane
had turned sour; | wanted to spit.

"I wish you hadn't done it," | said.

Marty shrugged his indifference to ny opinion.

Val , meanwhile, was nmimcking an ultra sensuous wal k up and down an ai sl e,
tossing kisses to the pale green walls. "I'mnot ashamed to say that C eopatra
woul d suit me just fine."

"You'll make an asp of yourself," | said.

"You'll go to hell for that, " she said and blew nme a kiss, a real one, and
couldn't help but admit to nyself that she could easily slay my bachel or hood
dr agon.

"Too obvious," Wendy said, off on a track of her own. "Why not beat the
bastard at his own gane and go as the conspirators? Wio knows, maybe the Ides

of March'll come early this season.”

"That's the spirit," Marty said, abandoning ny chair and headi ng for the door
alittle too quickly. "I mght be Marc Antony. "

"But he was a doubl e-Gosser," Wendy said.



"Yeah," he answered. "How about that?"

After he'd gone, | picked up a piece of chal k and began scribbling what |
could remenber of the "Friends, Romans, countrynen" speech on the bl ackboard.
It helped me not to think

A few mnutes later, Val picked up her coat and purse and took Wendy by the
arm "Come on, bird girl," she said. "Let's hit the road. Eddie, if all you've
got is your fanmous TV dinners, drop around. |I'Il see what the |arder has

hi dden from payday. "

| stopped witing and nodded without committing nyself. Then | listened to
their heels tracing a unison beat down the hall. Qutside ny wi ndow | could
hear a snowball fight. Fromthe back of the school cane the nuffled shouts of
an afternoon basketball gane, the cadenced poundi ng of feet responding to a
cheer. "l still don't like it," | said to the enpty chairs.

_ . d>

The Christmas break arrived none too soon for ny rapidly decayi ng nerves.
Though there had been no repetition of the practical jokes that had stained ny
doorstep, Marty's increasingly foul tenper had strai ned our not-too-deep
friendship. More' and nore he sniped at nme for surrendering ny ideals, would
then imredi ately laugh as if to salve the wounds he knew he was inflicting.
And there was fury in the dust he rai sed when he left: school each night.

Since | was without a famly, and Val had headed for an! aunt's, | treated
nmysel f, on Christrmas Day, to a gluttonous delight at a nearby restaurant that
deserved a better fate thaw, being buried in the hills. The nore | ordered,
the better the; service was; and when the neal finally ended, | was actually;

| aughing with the waitress. It was a good, rare feeling, and | drove hone
slowy in order to preserve it. There had been a. snowfall two days before,
and the lawns and fields had not yet been all tranpled by children and
snowmobi | es. The snow had: hardened, filmed with thin ice and contoured snooth

i ke unbroken clouds. | grinned; | whistled; and when the tel ephone rang.

just as | was hanging up nmy overcoat, | even said "hello" instead of the usua
"yeah?"

"Marty here, Ed. | just wanted to wish you a nerry, and all that. Also, | have

a friendly remi nder of this Friday's gay, festivities.

The neasure of my good will weathered even this m serable rem nder of that
costume affair. "Bless you, Tiny Tim " | said. "Having a good day?"

"So-so. |I'mat ny, uh, uncle's place now Where the party' s= going to be, you
know? Strange old guy, but he's teaching me a fewthings, and I'll put up with
anything for a free nmeal. can't conplain. You?"

"Just great, just great. But as long as you brought it up, what r are you
goi ng as?"

" Huh?"

"Ch, cone on. The extravaganza, my boy. Wat ingenious-; rig have you devised,
or is it a secret?"

"Ch, that. Nothing special. Since everyone seens on a Caesar kick"



"I wonder why," | muttered.

“-1 thought | would just grab a sheet and go as the south Bayer
He | aughed, but sonehow | failed to see the joke. For all the schenm ng he had

done, | thought the | east he'd go as was the Poet hinself. A soothsayer just
didn't seemto fit the occasion. | told him21 was thinking of Macbeth, but he
didn't seemto care. As soon as he learned | was still going, he chatted

nmeani ngl essly for a while, then rang off, leaving me with an absolutely
preposterous i mage of hi mwandering the halls of this uncle's house trailing a
per manent press sheet beneath Japanese sandal s and whi spering "Beware the |des
of January" into everyone's ears. The inage, unbidden, was inmediately

repl aced with one equally unwel come: of a figure in inmmacul ate white posturing
on a rounded dais while all the English Departnment sprawl ed at his cloven feet
and drank hem ock laced with sulfur. The man's face was in clouds, and
couldn't tell if it were Marry or Jolliet. | held the picture as long as |
could, working to elimnate its inexplicably obscene horror by trying to think
of an appropriate theme for it. But the only song | could cone up with was
"After the Ball," in dirge tine.

For the rest of the day | had the feeling that, while sone entertained the
ghost of Christmas Future, | was hosting the Scrooge of Hellsmas Past.

Quickly | grabbed a bottle frommy private, not-very-select stock and sl oshed
out three quarters of a glass, nost of which I finished before I'd | ost ny
nerve. At the sanme tine, | delved into ny puny know edge of Freud and
attenpted to fashion an explanation for the vision, if vision it were; but I
was interrupted, gratefully, by the tel ephone. This tine it was Wendy,
slightly drunk and wi shing slurred season's greetings for nearly five mnutes
bef ore apol ogi zi ng and hangi ng up. | hadn't even had the chance to say hello.

| had dreans after that, belle- forgotten, and finally came the night, the
Fri day eveni ng when not even the Second Comi ng woul d have cheered nme up
Feeling as ridiculous as | ever had, | clinbed into my car, decked out in the
cl osest approxi mati on of Shakespearean Italian the | ocal theatrical costuner
could dredge up. If anyone asked, | would be Roneo, or Petruchio, or perhaps
even lago; at any rate, no one was going to get the same answer tw ce, and
didn't really care. For the nonment all | worried about was being stopped by a
| ocal policeman and having to explain, while taking a drunkoneter test, why I
was dressed in tights, a scarf and a redplunmed hat.

It wasn't until | reached the house and was getting out of the

car that | sawthe still-red heart of a bird Iying on the seat next to ne. |
gagged, tossed it away and | eaned agai nst the car hood, .' trying hard to
breathe. | told nyself to turn right around and go v on hone. But | spotted

Val's car and decided I'd better stick; around, although | wasn't sure why.

Oiginally, the house had been a devel opment ranch which; successive owners
had bastardi zed by splicing on additions so often that it sprawed idiotically
over a full acre, if not nore. 1'd passed it often and had never known who'd
lived there, but | '"wasn't surprised to learn that it was Marty's uncle's.
Sonehow it seemed to fit. At |east, however, he'd tried to even things off a
bit by enclosing two inner courtyards, one behind the other, with a roof of

gl ass, thus providing his guests with green grass and: roof-high shrubbery to
hide in while the snow fell and funed the v sky white. This | discovered not
two minutes after 1'd rung the doorbell and had been adnmitted to a
living-roomcumfoyer by a wonan | didn't recognize and who apparently didn't
know that: haremgirls sel dom appeared at the G obe. She was, however
friendly, and i medi ately guided ne to the first garden, where' nost of ny



fellow sufferers were rapidly draining the first of seenmi ngly endl ess punch
bow s.

Val, true to her threat, was C eopatra, so nmuch so that | began at once to
make plans for later. Wendy and her husband struggle valiantly, and |ost, as
Bottom and Titanic. The others were: dressed as | was or were tripping over
honermade togas. The masks we wore seened |l ess to hide than scream our
identities, and what |aughter there was seened fal se.

| squirmed and was unconfortable, and wel coned Val' & offering of a drink with
a smle and a kiss just this side of rape. She grinned.

"Down, whoever you are. We've only just begun to play."

"But, Madane Egypt," | protested, sitting gingerly-on a plaster, gingerly
because the tights | was wearing were that and nore. "This is too nmuch. \Wat
are we supposed to do, sit around and drink all night? For that | could have
gone to a bar. "

Val coil ed beside nme, hugging ny arm and we watched as the newconers were
ushered in, grabbed by Wendy and hustled away with filled gl asses before we
could identify them | blinked . and shook nmy head. "I didn't know we had this
many in the: departnent. "

She | aughed, making quite sure | noticed she was not about to

let go of ny arm "You should see the back patio. Courtyard. \Watever. | guess
Marty told Jollie he could have anyone he wanted. It's amazing | didn't think
he knew that many people. "

Speaki ng of which, where is mne host? It'd be just like himnot to cone."

"Ch, he's around. He looks like a drip-dry bed with all his sheets. But,
Eddi e, his beard, his face . . . it looks too real." | frowned and was about
to get an el aborati on when Wendy staggered over and punched ne viciously on
the arm For the first time in nonths | was in no nood for her imitation
heavywei ght, and | think I would have hit her back if her husband, Dan, hadn't
foll owed her over. | shook his hand w thout standing as we passed the usua
acquai nt ances-who don't-really-know each-other's greetings.

"Where is the creep?" he growled, and | could see, even with his ass's head,
that he wasn't kidding. | |ooked to Wendy, who snmiled dryly and waved a hand
toward the roof. "I told himabout Jollie and Marty. And us."

"Bastard,"” Dan nuttered belligerently. "Men |like himshouldn't be allowed to
wor k. "

"Smart guy," | said to his wife, but she wasn't listening, staring instead at
t he gl ass over our head.

The snow, which had started nearly an hour before 1'd left, was powder, and a
slight wind was skating it across the glass in swirls and nebul ae, which made
me think of watching herds of antel ope stanpeding before a pursuing
helicopter. | sensed Val watching ne, and |I grinned and said wi thout |ooking
her, "Beautiful. Stare at it |ong enough and you'll forget where you are."
There were scratches in the glass, and snow caught and held there, then

qui ckly escaped to be replaced and repl aced again. Suddenly Val tugged at ny

arm | | ooked down, with the odd feeling that | was actually |ooking up and
then saw Marty enter fromthe gl ass-walled breezeway that divided the two
courtyards. | was going to |laugh at the preposterous sight, but sonething

about the ancient way he wal ked stopped nme. He nodded at each guest, but



passed themas if they were statuary, stalking rather than wi nding his way
toward us. When he arrived, however, he was snmiling, his grayed head bobbi ng
as he | ooked quickly around.

" Bewar e-"
r
— - e .o s' .S
"-the ldes of January," | interrupted, and was surprised at the glare he shot
at ne.

"How d you know | was going to say that?" he said, his voice matching his
made- up age.

| shrugged. "ESP. Besides, it suits you."

The glare shifted reluctantly to a frown, to a bland smle. "Oh, well, nobody
was | aughi ng anyway. How do you like the ball?"

"Where's the music and danci ng?" Val wanted to know. "How can you have a bal
wi t hout an orchestra, or even a radio? |I'mdi sappointed in you, Marty boy,
really I am"

Matty said nothing. He only resuned his bobbing. "Don't worry. Everything's
all right. Al these people are for show anyway. They'll be gone soon, and
then the real party begins. By the way, have you seen our fearless |eader?"
W shook our heads, and he grinned, yellow and brownbl ack.

"Caesar," he said w thout elaboration

"Why not?" Val said

"That, " | said, "is the nost disgusting thing |I've ever heard. The man can't
be serious, he just can't be. And before | forget, old man, | found a bird's
heart in nmy car tonight. | don't suppose you know anythi ng about it. "

"So did I," Val said. "Wendy too." She tried snmling, but | saw the way she
swal | owed convul sively. Fully angry now, | turned back to Marty, but he
stopped ne with a feeble wave.

"Don't worry about it. Bad joke. Like Jollie' s costune."

| wanted to pursue that "bad joke" of his, certain now that he was the one
who' d been deviling us, but Val nust have known what | was thinking because

she placed a gentle finger on ny |lips and nouthed "Caesar. " "Hi n? \What about
hi n? You know, if you tell nme he's wearing a plastic laurel weath, 1"l
vomt, if you'll pardon the vulgarity."

"No," Marty said. "It's real. He said it took himtwo hours to get it right.
He didn't want to use any string. Authenticity, he said. "

I had a coment, several of them but suddenly there was a crackling, ripping
flash of lightning, followed hard by a deafening expl osion of thunder. The
entire house quieted, and a couple of wonmen shrieked. Only a few tinmes before
had | ever

wi t nessed such a phenonenon, and each tine, the feeling of watching snow
falling while thunder and |ightning played out of season was as close td



staring dead on into an open grave as |'d like to get. There was an encore as
eerie as the first, but this served to shatter the silence and everyone began

tal king at once, the noise rapidly regaining its forner level until, wthout
realizing it, | found myself listening to some canned nusic. Quite
accidentally, | discovered the speakers hidden within the huge, jungle like

thickets of forsythia that lined the garden's perinmeter and served to screen
nost of the house fromthose in the center. Curious it was, and inpulsively, |
grabbed Val ' s hand.

"Come on," | said. "There's sonething | want to see."

"Hey, wait a mnute," Marty said. "Don't you want to see Jollie?"

"No, thanks," | said. "That can wait, if you don't mind."
Many frowned until he appeared to nmake a decision. "Ch, well, you can see him
later, | guess. It won't make any difference. Where are you goi ng?"

| pointed. "The other courtyard."

"Ch. Well, look, try not to wander around the house, okay? Even with a single
floor, all those additions make it too easy to get lost." He |laughed. "I ought
to know. | came through the back door once, and it took me two hours to get to

the front. You know, when | told ny uncle about this party, | thought he-"

"Many," | said, not altogether politely, "you have other guests. Val and I'l]
talk to you later on, after you've done the host bit. I'msure you woul dn't
want to offend anyone."

"Now what was that supposed to nean?" | could see it then, the reason why he

| ooked so old, weighted, weary-the rage was still there, and no |onger nerely
directed at Jolliet. The old saying "If 1ooks could kill" cane disturbingly to
mnd, and | involuntarily stepped back.

"I didn't nmean anything, " | said. "Forget it. Cone on, Val. " And once into
the corridor, |I pulled her close to ne, felt her shivering. "Sorry, love, but
| have a feeling I'mnot exactly in the spirit of things."

"Rel ax, Eddie," she said as | guided her into the back garden. "I think |I'm
going to develop a splitting headache in a few m nutes. In fact, as soon as
Jollie sees us and we snile a little."

"Z have this odd feeling I'mgoing to have to be chivalrous. Coincidence.

W | aughed quietly as we stepped onto the grass and | ooked around. Except for
a slightly denser crowd, there seened to be no difference between the two
party areas. Then | noticed the red and purple streamers, and the red ball oons
dangling fromstring taped to the glass roof. If the idea was to make the room

nore festive, it failed niserably. Al it did was nmake a pl easant garden | ook
tawdry.

"Noti ce sonet hing?" | asked.

.. teat?"

"Except for spaces cleared for doors, you can't see into the house from here.
And vice versa, | inmagine. | wonder why soneone woul d bother to make a pl ace
like this if you couldn't see it unless you were in it?"

Val stepped in front of me then, crossing her arns over her barely covered



chest. "Wy don't you really relax a little, Ed? Try to enjoy. Wrry about
somet hing el se besides the architecture. Like ny dry throat, for instance."

| stared dunbly for a nonent. And | wondered. None of this-the bizarre party,
the birds' hearts and entrails, the people

who now seened to be | eaving-none of it affected her. As |

her to the refreshnent table, | began to think | was far t ; susceptible to
at nosphere, especially when it seened to be of mj own creation

"You're so cheerful, " Val said suddenly. "I don't think | can stand it."
"Try," | said, nearly choking on a swallow of cheap whiskey. "And if you want
entertainment, turn around and blink rapidly before it goes away, " As she
did, | added, "Jesus Christ, | never thought 1'd live to see the day."

Both of us indulged for a nonment in the cinematic cliché of allow ng our
mout hs to drop open. Entering the garden through a door in the back was
Jollier, all six-plus feet of himso elegantly swathed in a toga |laced with
purple that he actually commanded a slight bow Hi s |ongish brown hair was
conbed straight back and held by a laurel weath twined with sone kind of gold

metallic thread. Big in a suit, he was huge in that costume, ands no one,
| east of all nyself, |aughed. For sone reason, we didn't dare.
"My God," Val said weakly. "That's spooky."

"I't's downright unnatural,” | said sourly. | had expected to find the man a
supreme source for derision, and he had doubl e-crossed nme. | becane furious
and pouted nyself another drink while Val waved and sent himstriding regally
toward us. The still-thinning crowd parted wordl essly, and when he stood
before us, he took Val's hand and bowed over it, his |ips barely brushing her
ski n.

"Caesar," she said, easing her voice up fromher throat in a way |'d never
heard before.

"My dearest deo," he said, ignoring nme, but not her cleavage. "Egypt m sses
you, |'ve no doubt. The serendipity of your countenance entices me. Wuld you
care to join me in a devilish concoction | invented nysel f?"

Val | aughed and gently di sengaged her hand while holding up her still-ful
glass with the other. "I have one, thanks. Ronmeo, here, mmkes a good servant."

"Thanks," | said, extending ny hand to ny boss, who barely touched it.

"Grand celebration, isn't it, Eddie? | really believe the old man woul d have
been delighted to be here.™

The "ol d nan" was Shakespeare. The way Jolliet tal ked about him I've often
t hought they were roommates in boardi ng school

"Marty's done a fine job," | admitted. "And if you don't mind nme asking, where
in God's name did you get that costunme? You could have been born in it."

"I"ve often wished | had, Eddie."

"Surely not as Caesar," Val said. "Your life would have been shortened
consi derably."



Jolliet smled wickedly. "Not mne."

Al | could say was, "Ch." Then, "Did you ever find out who's been playing
t hose j okes?"

| mredi ately he stiffened. "I"msorry, Ed, but I"'mafraid | cannot call that a
j oke, especially when | discovered the severed head of an oW in my autonobile
this evening. No, not a joke. Some m sbegotten prankster, perhaps. Mre likely
someone deathly afraid of facing ne hinself, and therefore he uses |ess
direct, less conmitted neans of expressing his displeasure. You, possibly?"

"Not me," | said, laughing. "That's too original for ne.

"Hardly original, Ed. The di sembowel ed chi cken, the ows, are straight out of
the so-called occult literature available in any shoddy paperback. The child
obvi ously has problens and has decided to use me as a focus of his
aberration.”

"That so, " | muttered into ny glass, not bothering to note that the "old nan"
hi nsel f was not above enploying the so-called occult. The conversation
continuing with Val while | sul ked, m ght have been funny to soneone unused to
his instant anal yses, but having been subjected to them several tines nyself,

| was definitely not anused. And during a pause, | said, "How do you figure
it's a kid? One of your students?"

He waved an armand a yard of cloth, gathering both Val and me into a circle
of apparent great confidence. "My students? Absolutely not, Eddie. They know
better. 1've taught thembetter. They all have cone to realize the value of
reason, and this is hardly the act of a reasonable nman. No, | rather think
it's the result of an over imaginative mnd that somehow feels |'ve wonged
it. As nuch as | dislike those things, however, | nust admit |I'mintrigued. I
can't wait for the next manifestation. "

"Ch?" | said. "Very interesting, really, I'll hope you |l et us know what
happens next. | really hadn't |ooked at it your way before. "

Jolliet nodded, snmiling too nmuch like a shark to please me. "OfF course | wll.
G ad to see your interest. W should talk about this sonetime. I'd like to
hear what you think about these occult things. Rosemary's Baby, and such."”

"Geat," | said. "It's a date."

Soneone called his name, then, and when he | ooked up, it was Marty, beckoning
fromthe doorway. "Ah, excuse ne, Eddie, Val, Marty has a surprise for nme. A
contest or something, | imagine. I'Il talk to you later."

When he di sappeared through the rear door, Val snatched away ny enpty gl ass
and slanmed it onto the table. "I hope you'll let us know what happens next,"
she mmcked. "I really hadn't seen it that way. Ch, brother, Eddie. " And she
roll ed her eyes skyward.

Doing ny best to imtate her slinking walk, | sidled up to her and grabbed her
hand. "Ch, Caesar, baby, " | said as huskily as I could. "Ch, Caesar
darling."

W stared at each other for a long second, and we didn't |augh

The nmusic grew, then, as did the voices, the laughter and not a few

hi gh- pi tched shrieks. People were noving as if in a quiet panic fromgarden to
garden. | | ooked for Wendy and Dan and saw only sequi ned masks and faces |ike
raccoons. | found nyself staring at nouths, since eyes were forbidden to ne,



and their grotesque withings made me dizzy. | started to curse the whiskey
and | ooked feebly around for a chair. The room had becone perceptibly col der
the snow fell nore heavily and seemed now to be freezing on the glass roof
despite the warnth beneath. | shook off an inpression that the house was

begi nning to nove, ignored another ghostly display of thunder, and watched as
t he people began to | eave, with none replacing them Val, unaware of ny

gat hering ni ghtmare, hugged ny arm and whi spered sonet hi ng about Wendy and
Dan. | nodded nutely and, when she left, renewed nmy friendship with M niver
Cheevy, cursing the fates and dri nking.

Through a slowy descending curtain, then, | lost vision of the rest of the
evening. | wandered. | drank. | shook off a woman in a harem costune who
wanted to see what ny codpiece was hiding. | tried to vomt, and couldn't.

| do remenber standing at a wi ndow and wat chi ng the snow fall

| do renmenber standing by a speaker and listening to nmuted tronbones.

And when next | opened ny 'eyes and could see without falling, | was in a bed
in a hideously dark-blue bedroom A single Iight burned on a wought-iron
night table. | struggled to sit up, then waited for dizziness to pass. There

was a constant pounding at the back of my head, and ny mouth was dry to
raspi ng.

And still the house was silent.

In a foolish nmonment, | searched the bed for my hat, realized what | was doing
and | aughed, stopping inmrediately when ny throat burned.

Carefully, | pushed nyself off the bed onto ny feet and, using the walls for
support until | was sure | wouldn't fall, | nade ny way to a dinly |ighted
hal | way. Ruefully remenbering Marty's warni ng about too nuch ungui ded
wandering | left the door open and wal ked to the nearest coner. | could hear
snat ches of nmournful nmusic, and | tried to locate its direction. Wen it
became obvious | was losing it, | headed back the other way,

staring without seeing the paintings on the dark-papered walls. None of them

were striking enough to recall individually, except for their color: night. 'l
cannot even now renenber seeing one brush stroked sun or noon-drenched neadow.
|'"msure there were no people, no animals, no houses. Just . . . night.

I've since tried to |locate that hallway again to verify these vague
i mpressions. But |'munable to.

Maybe | at er.
But | doubt it.

And then, quite by accident, | found a corridor |I knew led to the gardens.

I mredi ately | began to hurry, uneasily imagining sone humliating scene when
Marty and Jollier discovered |'d nmissed a fair portion of the party. It was
all | needed to end a perfect evening.

But the gardens were enpty, the tables, refreshnments, folding chairs gone. The
bal | oons were broken, the streamers shredded and hanging | oosely. | called out
for Val, half expecting nmy voice to echo. Then | called for Marry. Wendy. Even
Dan. But when there was no response, | went into the front roomwhere 1'd met
the haremgirl. It was a small room heavily paneled in walnut with an ugly
noose' s head perched over the front wi ndow. After a quick | ook around, |
opened t he door, shuddered at the shock of the cold and | ooked out. There was



snow yet, and an oddly gathering fog. | could see, just this side of that
wal I -1i ke mst, a couple of cars, including my own, still in the drive; so at
least | wasn't alone. Under the circunstances, that was the greatest confort
I'd known in ages.

But when Marry snuck up behind me and whi spered, "Beware the |des of winter,"
| inmediately lost everything I'd drunk onto the front stoop. Marry becane
solicitous at once and hel ped nme back into the house.

"Now that was a stupid thing to do," | snapped, yanking my armfromhis grip.
"What the hell are you trying to do?"

"Shut up,"” he said, glaring. "W're waiting for you in the back garden."
"Ch, now wait a minute," | said, one hand to the wall to aid ny abruptly

uncooperative legs. "As soon as | can, |I'mleaving, fella. This bullshit has
gone on | ong enough. "

Marry only stood there. | shook ny head in a vain effort to clear it, then
rubbed ny face vigorously.

"If Val is still here," | said, "tell her to conme out if she still needs a
ride.”

Marty shook his head. "The back garden. Conme on, Eddie, you're holding up the
wor ks. "

"What the hell are you babbling about?" | denmanded, but he had al ready turned

to |l eave. At the door he switched off the lights and | ooked back at ne. Ri ght

then | was tenpted to | eave, even w thout my coat, but curiosity nore than his
heavy-handed nmanner made nme foll ow him

Through the first, still-enpty garden. And the second.
"Al'l right, all right, M. Barrynore, where is everyone?"

"I said the back garden
garden. "

Marty said wi thout turning around. "The back

I was too frustrated and confused to be apprehensive about the way Marty spoke
to nme, and | had to hurry to catch up with himas he made a sharp left through
the rear exit and strode rapidly along a corridor that felt as if it had been
carpeted in velvet. Another turn, and yet another before we stood in front of
a glass wall streaked with dust and through which | could see what at first |
refused to believe.

Here the house was two stories high, and in the courtyard framed by walls of
stone were Val, Wendy and Dan, Jollier and a man I'd never seen before. They
were sitting on the sparse grass, but far fromconfortably. As soon as Val
spotted me, she ran into ny arns before | realized they were open to receive
her. Dan was dazed, his plaster ass's head broken on the ground beside him
his wife huddled in the protection of his arm

And Jollie. | saw then that he wasn't sitting at all. He was propped up

agai nst a white stone bench, and there was nore than purple on his toga. There
was bl ood, drying like rust, pooling at his twisted legs. In his left hand he
clutched the laurel weath.

Bef ore reason returned and all the scene's inplications penetrated ny own
daze, | said, "I'mashaned of you, Marry. That's hardly original. "



Val , not understanding, gave a cry like a struck bird and backed away to stare
at me, horrified. And while she did, | admitted to nyself that | wasn't sorry.
That he was dead, it grieved nme because he was hunman and deserved better, but
because he was Jollier, | felt nothing but norbid curiosity.

Marry, meanwhile, had cone around to face me, grinning.

Beneath the beard his teeth seemed yel | ow-aged, and his eyes only echoed his
grin. That | ook, nore than anything el se, snapped something | didn't quite
catch, and the old man placed hinmself in front of the door. He was shorter
than |, and easily forty years beyond ne, but | checked nyself and stared at
him Val, who had slunped wearily to the ground where she'd been standing,
said, "That's the uncle, Eddie."

| nodded; he nodded back. And suddenly | began to |laugh. Ludicrous: a nurdered

man, five teachers and an eccentric. And still | laughed. The hero's image 1'd
had of nyself in fantasies that had lifted me frommy nore than prosaic life
shattered like a twisted mirror with all the pieces shredding ny eyes. | funed

back to Marry, gaggi ng now at the sight of Jollie's blood. He gestured and
sat, heavily. Val craw ed slowy over to ne, and we huddl ed, reflections of
Wendy and Dan. | think | said "lIt's going to be all right" a few tines, but
neither Val nor | were listening or believing. One of us was shivering.

At last Marty seenmed to tire of watching us and dragged a folding chair from
behi nd a bush. The old man stayed where he was.

"You're going to die, you know," Marty said. "But not like that, " and he
nodded toward Jollie's body. "lIt's not the way you want to, is it? Do you like
uncl e's place, by the way? He used to be an illusionist; that's why the house

seens bigger than it really is. He doesn't talk; so don't ask him any
guestions. The snow s coming down a bit nmore than earlier. Bad driving, not
that you'll care. "

"Ckay, pal," | said, tired of his ranbling. "Just get to the point and stop
this . . . this. . . whatever."

"Why, Eddie, you're frightened."
"No ki dding."

At that noment, Dan cane out of his stupor, and Wendy began crying. Wen Marty
saw it, he waved a hand at his uncle, who hurried crablike to the Buchwalls
and stood over them Dan scow ed, Wendy tried to crawl behind him but the old
man only | ooked until Dan eased hinself to his feet and pull ed Wendy up beside
him The former illusionist nmust have al so been a nmesneri st because they
didn't speak, didn't see us, only followed the old man out of the garden

"Where are they going?" Val asked, straightening and pulling out of ny arns.
"To hell," Marty said flatly.

"And what are you, an angel?" | said.
He [ aughed. "Ch, my God, no. Is that what you're thinking? That this is the
end of the world and I'm Gabriel in drag? Ch, Christ, Eddie, no wonder you've

never gotten anywhere."

"Then where are they going?" Val repeated, her matter-of fact tone the only
sane thing in the world at the tine.

"Nowhere, " Marty said. "Nowhere at all. " And he grinned, and that grin was



rapidly fraying ny nerves, or what was |left of them
"So what do we do now?"
"Vait., "

That did it. H s damable calmand refusal to let us in on his cosmic plans
infuriated me to the edge and over. | junped to ny feet before he could raise
a hand to stop ne. Head down, | struck himdead on the chest, ny hands
scrabbling for his neck. W fell off the chair and were separated when the
ground struck us. Quickly I got to ny feet, but not soon enough. Marty was
wai ting, swi nging. There was no pain at first, nor did sone magi cal part of ny
brain tell me | didn't know howto fight. | just stood there, trying to hit

hi mwhil e he pounded ne to ny knees. \Wen sensation cane, tears carne and
fell to nmy side, sobbing, aching and utterly huniliated. There was salt in ny
mout h and one eye was cl osing. Val cradled ny head and murmured not hings unti
nmy agony extended beyond the physical. | pressed nmy face into her breasts and
continued to sob

"You all played the gane, you see," | could hear Marty saying, his disgust no
| onger hiding. "Too afraid to be even the slightest bit idealistic outside
your own private ravings. You rationalized your powerl essness against a single
man until you actually believed it. You convinced yourselves that you could do
not hi ng but teach, and marked that dammed school as the ends of your |ines.
Tell me somet hing, Eddie: how nmany new teachers have you wi ped out in the past
three years? And how many at the school before that? And the one before that?
How many teachers have you murdered?"

"Co to hell," Val said. "And | eave himal one."

"Ch, | intend to do just that, Mss Stern."

"Al'l right, then, you've made your point, little man. Now how about letting us
go?"

"Il think about it."

"What's to think about? You've nurdered a nan, and | doubt you'll get away
with it. You' ve destroyed Eddi e here, and you' ve made ne harder than | thought
| could be. What nore do you want ?"

Marty righted his chair and sat, crossing his arms over his chest while

roll ed over and pushed nyself up. | knew | was hurt, but whatever pain there
was had dulled to a permanent, background throbbing easy to ignore. And while
he was busy tornenting Val, | finally realized what had happened, what was
goi ng to happen, and | knew I wasn't man enough to fight it, or even explain
it to Val. She was right. | was finished

Marry, the soot hsayer, had taken to hinself the standard of the dreaners
against the realities of the world. He had ranted nore than we had, raged and
railed until he had literally accumul ated for hinself a nassive vortex of
powered righteous indignation. Gully Jinmson, Don Quixote and every dream of
perfection and transformation tw sted around himuntil he could, finally,

stri ke back. Once. That was all he needed. And he paid, dearly.

"That man," | finally said, not stronger but nore sure. "N ckels to dinmes he's
not your uncle.”

"You know," he said, and | nodded. "This battle is very tiring, you see. He
tried it when he was twenty-six. You'd never believe it, but he's thirty-four



now. | nmet himlast sumrer and thought he was crazy until he explained how it
could be done and showed ne a newspaper clipping of an unsol ved di sappear ance.

When that departnment neeting was over, | knew | could do it but was undeci ded
until just before you cane over to pick up ny resignation. | wasn't mad enough
until | saw you. He won't live rmuch longer, though. It takes a lot out of
you. "

"Then why bot her ?"
"Because sooner or later-"
"What are you two tal king about ?" Val denanded.

She was frightened now, her shell pierced and peeling. Marty reached for her
shoul der to confort her, but she tw sted away, shudderi ng.

"Sooner or later what?" | pursued. "All us cynics and realists will be gone,
and the world will becone a better place to live? The dreaners will march, the
sunrise will come, and all God's children will be free at last to roam anong
the flowers?" | trenbled, wanting to yell, feeling nore |ike weeping. "Wen
this is over, you'll be as aged as your friend, and just as usel ess.

Don't you think you'll do nore good by inculcating your students than
destroyi ng your so-called enem es?"

"What enem es?" Val said. "Eddie, this isn't funny at all. Please help ne."

| reached out and took her hand, softly, and fumed back to Marty. "I'msorry
to say there are nore of us than there are of you."

"Bastard," he said

At that, Val |eaped to her feet, her face streaked and shining. She was naked
now, and her exposure belied the clothes that covered her. "I want to go hone,
and dam both of you," she said. "Many, damm you, let me out of here."

Marty | ooked at ne, then behind nme. The ol d-young man shuffled in, stood
silently by the door while |I wondered how many he had banished in his pitiful
nmonent of glory.

"Take her out," Marty said.

The old man nodded, and Val, after a wild, alnost feral stare at me, hurried
after him | made no nove to stop her, called no reassuring words after her.
had been vanpirized, and could only wait.

Many stood, then, and slowy followed them | turned on the ground. | thought
of jumping and killing him but dismissed it. Many woul d di e sooner than he

t hought, and would live to regret it. Hs friend nust have | earned how to
harness and focus that rage/power fromothers before him Mny had obvi ously
learned it fromhim and | suppose now that it nust take a special kind of
fury that only dreanmers can nuster. But why he didn't |learn, why he didn't
take the warning of the after effects, | still don't know. | don't even know
if that other man had been a teacher, a preacher or a young-and-com ng
politician. Not that it matters.

And | have to admit he did try to warn us with those Shakespearean onens, to
rem nd us of the Prince's caution not to take lightly that which we do not
know.

"The house is yours,"” Many said. "Take care of it, while it |asts.



"Hey, mind if | ask you sonething? How many places |like this one are there?"
"As many as there are people like ne. And him™"
"Do we all get a house?"

"No. Sone just walls. Others float. One or two fly. It's all the sane, Eddie.
It's all the sane."

And he left, and | rose to ny feet and staggered around until ny |egs decided
they'd work for a while longer. | explored and found food, though I didn't
think 1'd need it. | decided this nmust be a thing . . . a sonething about tine
and space di spl acenent, a nondi nensional |ocus of a dreamer's rage. There's
probably an enpty field now where the house was. And as |ong as Many |ived,
knew |'d be here. And when he died, the hold on the house and ne, and all the
others, would be gone; and thus would | die.

| did wonder, though, who had the worst of this nightmare Marty, | often

t hought, because he could only call upon this power once and is even now
trapped in the world of the living to watch his dreans shred |ike so nmuch
yellowing cloth. O course, |I've also collapsed in self-pity, repenting ny
cynicismand worldliness to all the walls of his house, prom sing the sky and
appl e pie. But never for |ong.

If I am dooned to be a cynic, then he is dooned to be a romantic. Wat cones
after, | don't like to consider. If it's nore of the sane .

And the end coneth. Many is dying. The lights begin to fail roomby room and
there is cold. Qutside, where there is nothing but fog, the light turns bl ack.
1 have a radio that had sonehow

t hanks, Marty, for that anyway-kept nme in touch with the nusical world, but

t he bands fade one by one. | can find only a single station now, and 1 wonder
if Val can hear it, floating, walking, encased in her own fog, and dying. 1
still twiddle around until 1 can finally catch it, then hold the radio cl ose

to ny ear and listen as if it were the laugh of little children. But all 1 can
hear is °~ After the Ball. "

The rest, dear Hamet, is silence.



