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INTRODUCTION

 

It's probably no coincidence that so many science fiction moves have been
developed from short novels. A movie needs a plot that is more complex than a
short story but not quite as long and complicated as the typical novel.

This can make things hard for those who would like to read the stories that some of
these film are based on. By its nature, the short novel is too long to fit in the average
short story collection, since it would take up a quarter to three-quarters of the
available space. Likewise, it is too short to be published in book form on its own.
As a result, it is not always easy for readers to obtain the stories that inspired
box-office hits likeRe-animator ,The Fly , andTarget: Earth .



That's why Futures Past Classics is pleased to be able to make these three tales
available to contemporary readers in a new electronic edition. Each served as the
springboard for a classic science fiction horror film; each is a masterpiece in its own
right; each merits reading and rereading again.

 

Jean Marie Stine

August 4, 2001

 

Watch for the next Futures-Past/PageTurner E-Books release,and be sure to visit
the Futures-Past Classics Home Page for our free on-line magazine of classic
public domain science fiction and fantasy stories, articles, interviews, movie stills,
rare book and magazine covers, and news of our forthcoming e-books. URL:
http://www.hometown.aol.com/pulplady/FUTURES.html/

Herbert West – Reanimator

Filmed as: "Re-Animator"

By H. P. Lovecraft

 

H. P. LOVECRAFT'S "Herbert West – Reanimator" is the first fictional work for
which he received payment, albeit a modest one from a small circulation
publication. That was 1921, and Lovecraft had already been writing his own
patented brand of eldritch fable for three years – fortunately he was only a year
away from finding his predestined market, the stellar Weird Tales, which would
purchase the bulk of his fiction from then on. "Reanimator" appeared in the
quaintly titled Home Brew as a series of six linked, but independent, short stories.
Though his first professionally published work, it already bears all the
distinguishing characteristics of the later, mature work that would earn him
enduring fame. Lovecraft has been celebrated – and denigrated – as a writer of
"nameless horrors," of "noisome crypts," of "charnel researches," and people
driven by "unholy obsessions" – and if this is your cup of tea – "Herbert West,
Reanimator" has them all, and to spare.

"Reanimator" also makes clear the profound influence of Mary Wolstonecraft
Shelly and her immortal Frankenstein on Lovecraft's work. Just consider this
passage from her book: "My cheek had grown pale with study, and my person had
become emaciated with confinement. Sometimes, on the very brink of certainty, I
failed; yet still I clung to the hope which the next day or the next hour might
realise. One secret which I alone possessed was the hope to which I had dedicated
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myself; and the moon gazed on my midnight labours, while, with unrelaxed and
breathless eagerness, I pursued nature to her hiding-places. Who shall conceive
the horrors of my secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the
grave, or tortured the living animal, to animate the lifeless clay? My limbs now
tremble and my eyes swim with the remembrance; but then a resistless, and almost
frantic, impulse urged me forward; I seemed to have lost all soul or sensation but
for this one pursuit. It was indeed but a passing trance that only made me feel
with renewed acuteness so soon as, the unnatural stimulus ceasing to operate, I
had returned to my old habits. I collected bones from charnel-houses; and
disturbed, with profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of the human frame. In a
solitary chamber, or rather cell, at the top of the house, and separated from all the
other apartments by a gallery and staircase, I kept my workshop of filthy creation:
my eye-balls were starting from their sockets in attending to the details of my
employment. The dissecting room and the slaughter-house furnished many of my
materials; and often did my human nature turn with loathing from my occupation,
whilst, still urged on by an eagerness which perpetually increased, I brought my
work near to a conclusion."

Compare that passage with this one from "Herbert West": "The essence of Herbert
West's existence was a quest amid black and forbidden realms of the unknown, in
which he hoped to uncover the secret of life and restore to perpetual animation the
graveyard's cold clay. Such a quest demands strange materials, among them fresh
human bodies. West was experimenting madly to find something which would
start man's vital motions anew after they had been stopped by the thing we call
death, but had encountered the most ghastly obstacles. The bodies had to be
exceedingly fresh, or the slight decomposition of brain tissue would render perfect
reanimation impossible. Indeed, the greatest problem was to get them fresh
enough – West had had horrible experiences during his secret college researches
with corpses of doubtful vintage. The results of partial or imperfect animation
were much more hideous than were the total failures, and we both held fearsome
recollections of such things."

If you find a bit of repetition here and there in the linked vignettes that make up
the tale, try to remember that "Reanimator" ran serially in installments in a
magazine; and that absent-minded readers need to be reminded of key plot details
they had probably forgotten in the ensuing month.

Of H. P. Lovecraft, the hermit of Providence – his arcane interests, his foibles that
amounted almost to mania, his uncertain sexuality, his Puritan roots, his family
curse, and all the rest of the morbid influences that helped mold him into the early
20 thcentury genius of "cosmic terror" – too much has already been written to
warrant repeating here. For he, first of all, looked into the endless depths of time
and space opened by the dawn of the scientific age, and wondered if we could be
anything more in the face of that immensity than microbes or animals; and then
he wrote stories in which human beings were portrayed as nothing more to the
great beings of the universe than cattle and vermin. It's a shuddersome concept.



What if aliens arrived to whom we were no more than the Native American to the
European colonists – to be cast into slavery, driven off our land, decimated? No
wonder he typically chose to cloak his message in the symbolic garb of monstrous
all-powerful Gods so hideous they can not be described (whose alien origins are
only subtly unfolded). In "Herbert West – Reanimator," the horrors are less
cosmic, but the outcome is equally soul-searing.

I.

FROM THE DARK

 

OF HERBERT WEST, who was my friend in college and in after life, I can speak
only with extreme terror. This terror is not due altogether to the sinister manner of his
recent disappearance, but was engendered by the whole nature of his life-work, and
first gained its acute form more than seventeen years ago, when we were in the third
year of our course at the Miskatonic University Medical School in Arkham. While he
was with me, the wonder and diabolism of his experiments fascinated me utterly, and
I was his closest companion. Now that he is gone and the spell is broken, the actual
fear is greater. Memories and possibilities are ever more hideous than realities.

The first horrible incident of our acquaintance was the greatest shock I ever
experienced, and it is only with reluctance that I repeat it. As I have said, it happened
when we were in the medical school, where West had already made himself
notorious through his wild theories on the nature of death and the possibility of
overcoming it artificially. His views, which were widely ridiculed by the faculty and
by his fellow-students, hinged on the essentially mechanistic nature of life; and
concerned means for operating the organic machinery of mankind by calculated
chemical action after the failure of natural processes. In his experiments with various
animating solutions he had killed and treated immense numbers of rabbits,
guinea-pigs, cats, dogs, and monkeys, till he had become the prime nuisance of the
college. Several times he had actually obtained signs of life in animals supposedly
dead; in many cases violent signs; but he soon saw that the perfection of his
process, if indeed possible, would necessarily involve a lifetime of research. It
likewise became clear that, since the same solution never worked alike on different
organic species, he would require human subjects for further and more specialized
progress. It was here that he first came into conflict with the college authorities, and
was debarred from future experiments by no less a dignitary than the dean of the
medical school himself – the learned and benevolent Dr. Allan Halsey, whose work
in behalf of the stricken is recalled by every old resident of Arkham.

I had always been exceptionally tolerant of West's pursuits, and we frequently
discussed his theories, whose ramifications and corollaries were almost infinite.
Holding with Haeckel that all life is a chemical and physical process, and that the



so-called "soul" is a myth, my friend believed that artificial reanimation of the dead
can depend only on the condition of the tissues; and that unless actual
decomposition has set in, a corpse fully equipped with organs may with suitable
measures be set going again in the peculiar fashion known as life. That the psychic
or intellectual life might be impaired by the slight deterioration of sensitive brain-cells
which even a short period of death would be apt to cause, West fully realised. It had
at first been his hope to find a reagent which would restore vitality before the actual
advent of death, and only repeated failures on animals had shown him that the natural
and artificial life-motions were incompatible. He then sought extreme freshness in his
specimens, injecting his solutions into the blood immediately after the extinction of
life. It was this circumstance which made the professors so carelessly sceptical, for
they felt that true death had not occurred in any case. They did not stop to view the
matter closely and reasoningly.

It was not long after the faculty had interdicted his work that West confided to me
his resolution to get fresh human bodies in some manner, and continue in secret the
experiments he could no longer perform openly. To hear him discussing ways and
means was rather ghastly, for at the college we had never procured anatomical
specimens ourselves. Whenever the morgue proved inadequate, two local Negroes
attended to this matter, and they were seldom questioned. West was then a small,
slender, spectacled youth with delicate features, yellow hair, pale blue eyes, and a
soft voice, and it was uncanny to hear him dwelling on the relative merits of
Christchurch Cemetery and the potter's field. We finally decided on the potter's
field, because practically every body in Christchurch was embalmed; a thing of
course ruinous to West's researches.

I was by this time his active and enthralled assistant, and helped him make all his
decisions, not only concerning the source of bodies but concerning a suitable place
for our loathsome work. It was I who thought of the deserted Chapman farmhouse
beyond Meadow Hill, where we fitted up on the ground floor an operating room and
a laboratory, each with dark curtains to conceal our midnight doings. The place was
far from any road, and in sight of no other house, yet precautions were none the less
necessary; since rumors of strange lights, started by chance nocturnal roamers,
would soon bring disaster on our enterprise. It was agreed to call the whole thing a
chemical laboratory if discovery should occur. Gradually we equipped our sinister
haunt of science with materials either purchased in Boston or quietly borrowed from
the college – materials carefully made unrecognizable save to expert eyes – and
provided spades and picks for the many burials we should have to make in the
cellar. At the college we used an incinerator, but the apparatus was too costly for our
unauthorized laboratory. Bodies were always a nuisance – even the small guinea-pig
bodies from the slight clandestine experiments in West's room at the
boarding-house.

We followed the local death-notices like ghouls, for our specimens demanded
particular qualities. What we wanted were corpses interred soon after death and
without artificial preservation, preferably free from malforming disease, and certainly



with all organs present. Accident victims were our best hope. Not for many weeks
did we hear of anything suitable, though we talked with morgue and hospital
authorities, ostensibly in the college's interest, as often as we could without exciting
suspicion. We found that the college had first choice in every case, so that it might
be necessary to remain in Arkham during the summer, when only the limited
summer-school classes were held. In the end, though, luck favored us; for one day
we heard of an almost ideal case in the potter's field, a brawny young workman
drowned only the morning before in Sumner's Pond, and buried at the town's
expense without delay or embalming. That afternoon we found the new grave, and
determined to begin work soon after midnight.

It was a repulsive task that we undertook in the black small hours, even though we
lacked at that time the special horror of graveyards which later experiences brought
to us. We carried spades and oil dark lanterns, for although electric torches were
then manufactured, they were not as satisfactory as the tungsten contrivances of
today. The process of unearthing was slow and sordid – it might have been
gruesomely poetical if we had been artists instead of scientists – and we were glad
when our spades struck wood. When the pine box was fully uncovered West
scrambled down and removed the lid, dragging out and propping up the contents. I
reached down and hauled the contents out of the grave, and then both toiled hard to
restore the spot to its former appearance. The affair made us rather nervous,
especially the stiff form and vacant face of our first trophy, but we managed to
remove all traces of our visit. When we had patted down the last shovelful of earth
we put the specimen in a canvas sack and set out for the old Chapman place beyond
Meadow Hill.

On an improvised dissecting-table in the old farmhouse, by the light of a powerful
acetylene lamp, the specimen was not very spectral looking. It had been a sturdy and
apparently unimaginative youth of wholesome plebeian type – large-framed,
grey-eyed, and brown-haired – a sound animal without Psychological subtleties, and
probably having vital processes of the simplest and healthiest sort. Now, with the
eyes closed, it looked more asleep than dead; though the expert test of my friend
soon left no doubt on that score. We had at last what West had always longed for –
a real dead man of the ideal kind, ready for the solution as prepared according to the
most careful calculations and theories for human use. The tension on our part
became very great. We knew that there was scarcely a chance for anything like
complete success, and could not avoid hideous fears at possible grotesque results
of partial animation. Especially were we apprehensive concerning the mind and
impulses of the creature, since in the space following death some of the more
delicate cerebral cells might well have suffered deterioration. I, myself, still held
some curious notions about the traditional "soul" of man, and felt an awe at the
secrets that might be told by one returning from the dead. I wondered what sights
this placid youth might have seen in inaccessible spheres, and what he could relate if
fully restored to life. But my wonder was not overwhelming, since for the most part I
shared the materialism of my friend. He was calmer than I as he forced a large
quantity of his fluid into a vein of the body's arm, immediately binding the incision



securely.

The waiting was gruesome, but West never faltered. Every now and then he applied
his stethoscope to the specimen, and bore the negative results philosophically. After
about three-quarters of an hour without the least sign of life he disappointedly
pronounced the solution inadequate, but determined to make the most of his
opportunity and try one change in the formula before disposing of his ghastly prize.
We had that afternoon dug a grave in the cellar, and would have to fill it by dawn –
for although we had fixed a lock on the house we wished to shun even the remotest
risk of a ghoulish discovery. Besides, the body would not be even approximately
fresh the next night. So taking the solitary acetylene lamp into the adjacent
laboratory, we left our silent guest on the slab in the dark, and bent every energy to
the mixing of a new solution; the weighing and measuring supervised by West with
an almost fanatical care.

The awful event was very sudden, and wholly unexpected. I was pouring something
from one test-tube to another, and West was busy over the alcohol blast-lamp which
had to answer for a Bunsen burner in this gasless edifice, when from the pitch-black
room we had left there burst the most appalling and demoniac succession of cries
that either of us had ever heard. Not more unutterable could have been the chaos of
hellish sound if the pit itself had opened to release the agony of the damned, for in
one inconceivable cacophony was centered all the supernal terror and unnatural
despair of animate nature. Human it could not have been – it is not in man to make
such sounds – and without a thought of our late employment or its possible
discovery both West and I leaped to the nearest window like stricken animals –
overturning tubes, lamp, and retorts, and vaulting madly into the starred abyss of the
rural night. I think we screamed ourselves as we stumbled frantically toward the
town, though as we reached the outskirts we put on a semblance of restraint – just
enough to seem like belated revelers staggering home from a debauch.

We did not separate, but managed to get to West's room, where we whispered with
the gas up until dawn. By then we had calmed ourselves a little with rational theories
and plans for investigation, so that we could sleep through the day-classes being
disregarded. But that evening two items in the paper, wholly unrelated, made it again
impossible for us to sleep. The old deserted Chapman house had inexplicably
burned to an amorphous heap of ashes; that we could understand because of the
upset lamp. Also, an attempt had been made to disturb a new grave in the potter's
field, as if by futile and spadeless clawing at the earth. That we could not
understand, for we had patted down the mould very carefully.

And for seventeen years after that West would took frequently over his shoulder,
and complain of fancied footsteps behind him. Now he has disappeared.

II.



THE PLAGUE-DAEMON

 

I shall never forget that hideous summer sixteen years ago, when like a noxious
affrite from the halls of Eblis typhoid stalked leeringly through Arkham. It is by that
satanic scourge that most recall the year, for truly terror brooded with bat-wings
over the piles of coffins in the tombs of Christchurch Cemetery; yet for me there is a
greater horror in that time – a horror known to in alone now that Herbert West has
disappeared.

West and I were doing post-graduate work in summer classes at the medical school
of Miskatonic University, and my friend had attained a wide notoriety because of his
experiments leading toward the revivification of the dead. After the scientific
slaughter of uncounted small animals the freakish work had ostensibly stopped by
order of our skeptical dean, Dr. Allan Halsey though West had continued to perform
certain secret tests in his dingy boarding-house room, and had on one terrible and
unforgettable occasion taken human body from its grave in the potter's field to a
deserted farmhouse beyond Meadow Hill.

I was with him on that odious occasion, and saw him inject into the still veins the
elixir which he thought would to some extent restore life chemical and physical
processes. It had ended horribly – in a delirium of fear which we gradually came to
attribute to our own over-wrought nerves and West had never afterward been able to
shake off a maddening sensation of being haunted and hunted. The body had not
been quite fresh enough; it is obvious that to restore normal mental attributes a body
must be fresh indeed; and the burning of the old house had prevented us from
burying the thing. It would have been better if we could have known it was
underground.

After that experience West had dropped his researches for some time; but as the zeal
of the born scientist slowly returned, he again became importune with the college
faculty, pleading for the use of the dissecting-room and fresh human specimens for
the work he regarded as so overwhelming important. His pleas, however, were
wholly in vain, for the decision of Dr. Halsey was inflexible, and the other professors
all endorsed the verdict of their leader. In the radical theory of reanimation they saw
nothing but the immature vagaries of a youthful enthusiast whose slight form, yellow
hair, spectacled blue eyes, and soft voice gave no hint of the supernormal, almost
diabolical owner of the cold brain within. I can see him now as he was then – and I
shiver. He grew sterner of face, but never elderly. And now Sefton Asylum has had
the mishap and West has vanished.

West clashed disagreeably with Dr. Halsey near the end of our last undergraduate
term in a wordy dispute that did less credit to him than to the kindly dean in point of
courtesy. He felt that he was needlessly and irrationally retarded in a supremely great
work; a work which he could of course conduct to suit himself in later years, but
which he wished to begin while still possessed of the exceptional facilities of the



university. That the tradition-bound elders should ignore his singular results on
animals, and persist in their denial of the possibility of reanimation, was inexpressibly
disgusting and almost incomprehensible to a youth of West's logical temperament.
Only greater maturity could help him understand the chronic mental limitations of the
"professor-doctor" type – the product of generations of pathetic Puritanism; kindly,
conscientious, and sometimes gentle and amiable, yet always narrow, intolerant,
custom-ridden, and lacking in perspective. Age has more charity for these
incomplete yet high-souled characters, whose worst real vice is timidity, and who are
ultimately punished by general ridicule for their intellectual sins – sins like
Ptolemaism, Calvinism, anti-Darwinism, anti-Nietzscheism, and every sort of
Sabbatarianism and sumptuary legislation. West, young despite his marvelous
scientific acquirements, had scant patience with good Dr. Halsey and his erudite
colleagues; and nursed an increasing resentment, coupled with a desire to prove his
theories to these obtuse worthies in some striking and dramatic fashion. Like most
youths, he indulged in elaborate daydreams of revenge, triumph, and final
magnanimous forgiveness.

And then had come the scourge, grinning and lethal, from the nightmare caverns of
Tartarus. West and I had graduated about the time of its beginning, but had remained
for additional work at the summer school, so that we were in Arkham when it broke
with full demoniac fury upon the town. Though not as yet licensed physicians, we
now had our degrees, and were pressed frantically into public service as the numbers
of the stricken grew. The situation was almost past management, and deaths ensued
too frequently for the local undertakers fully to handle. Burials without embalming
were made in rapid succession, and even the Christchurch Cemetery receiving tomb
was crammed with coffins of the unembalmed dead. This circumstance was not
without effect on West, who thought often of the irony of the situation – so many
fresh specimens, yet none for his persecuted researches! We were frightfully
overworked, and the terrific mental and nervous strain made my friend brood
morbidly.

But West's gentle enemies were no less harassed with prostrating duties. College had
all but closed, and every doctor of the medical faculty was helping to fight the
typhoid plague. Dr. Halsey in particular had distinguished himself in sacrificing
service, applying his extreme skill with whole-hearted energy to cases which many
others shunned because of danger or apparent hopelessness. Before a month was
over the fearless dean had become a popular hero, though he seemed unconscious
of his fame as he struggled to keep from collapsing with physical fatigue and
nervous exhaustion. West could not withhold admiration for the fortitude of his foe,
but because of this was even more determined to prove to him the truth of his
amazing doctrines. Taking advantage of the disorganization of both college work and
municipal health regulations, he managed to get a recently deceased body smuggled
into the university dissecting-room one night, and in my presence injected a new
modification of his solution. The thing actually opened its eyes, but only stared at the
ceiling with a look of soul-petrifying horror before collapsing into an inertness from
which nothing could rouse it. West said it was not fresh enough – the hot summer air



does not favor corpses. That time we were almost caught before we incinerated the
thing, and West doubted the advisability of repeating his daring misuse of the college
laboratory.

The peak of the epidemic was reached in August. West and I were almost dead, and
Dr. Halsey did die on the 14th. The students all attended the hasty funeral on the
15th, and bought an impressive wreath, though the latter was quite overshadowed by
the tributes sent by wealthy Arkham citizens and by the municipality itself. It was
almost a public affair, for the dean had surely been a public benefactor. After the
entombment we were all somewhat depressed, and spent the afternoon at the bar of
the Commercial House; where West, though shaken by the death of his chief
opponent, chilled the rest of us with references to his notorious theories. Most of the
students went home, or to various duties, as the evening advanced; but West
persuaded me to aid him in "making a night of it." West's landlady saw us arrive at
his room about two in the morning, with a third man between us; and told her
husband that we had all evidently dined and wined rather well.

Apparently this acidulous matron was right; for about 3 A.M. the whole house was
aroused by cries coming from West's room, where when they broke down the door
they found the two of us unconscious on the bloodstained carpet, beaten, scratched,
and mauled, and with the broken remnants of West's bottles and instruments around
us. Only an open window told what had become of our assailant, and many
wondered how he himself had fared after the terrific leap from the second story to
the lawn which he must have made. There were some strange garments in the room,
but West upon regaining consciousness said they did not belong to the stranger, but
were specimens collected for bacteriological analysis in the course of investigations
on the transmission of germ diseases. He ordered them burnt as soon as possible in
the capacious fireplace. To the police we both declared ignorance of our late
companion's identity. He was, West nervously said, a congenial stranger whom we
had met at some downtown bar of uncertain location. We had all been rather jovial,
and West and I did not wish to have our pugnacious companion hunted down.

That same night saw the beginning of the second Arkham horror – the horror that to
me eclipsed the plague itself. Christchurch Cemetery was the scene of a terrible
killing; a watchman having been clawed to death in a manner not only too hideous
for description, but raising a doubt as to the human agency of the deed. The victim
had been seen alive considerably after midnight – the dawn revealed the unutterable
thing. The manager of a circus at the neighboring town of Bolton was questioned,
but he swore that no beast had at any time escaped from its cage. Those who found
the body noted a trail of blood leading to the receiving room where a small pool of
red lay on the concrete just outside the gate. A fainter trail led away toward the
woods, but it soon gave out.

The next night devils danced on the roofs of Arkham, and unnatural madness
howled in the wind. Through the fevered town had crept a curse which some said
was greater than the plague, and which some whispered was the embodied



daemon-soul of the plague itself. Eight houses were entered by a nameless thing
which strewed red death in its wake – in all, seventeen maimed and shapeless
remnants of bodies were left behind by the voiceless, sadistic monster that crept
abroad. A few persons had half seen it in the dark, and said it was white and like a
malformed ape or anthropomorphic fiend. It had not left behind quite all that it had
attacked, for sometimes it had been hungry. The number it had killed was fourteen;
three of the bodies had been in stricken homes and had not been alive.

On the third night frantic bands of searchers, led by the police, captured it in a house
on Crane Street near the Miskatonic campus. They had organized the quest with
care, keeping in touch by means of volunteer telephone stations, and when someone
in the college district had reported hearing a scratching at a shuttered window, the
net was quickly spread. On account of the general alarm and precautions, there were
only two more victims, and the capture was effected without major casualties. The
thing was finally stopped by a bullet, though not a fatal one, and was rushed to the
local hospital amidst universal excitement and loathing.

For it had been a man. This much was clear despite the nauseous eyes, the voiceless
simianism, and the demoniac savagery. They dressed its wound and carted it to the
asylum at Sefton, where it beat its head against the walls of a padded cell for sixteen
years – until the recent mishap, when it escaped under circumstances that few like to
mention. What had most disgusted the searchers of Arkham was the thing they
noticed when the monster's face was cleaned – the mocking, unbelievable
resemblance to a learned and self-sacrificing martyr who had been entombed but
three days before – the late Dr. Allan Halsey, public benefactor and dean of the
medical school of Miskatonic University.

To the vanished Herbert West and to me the disgust and horror were supreme. I
shudder tonight as I think of it – shudder even more than I did that morning when
West muttered through his bandages,

"Damn it, it wasn'tquite fresh enough!"

III.

SIX SHOTS BY MOONLIGHT

 

It is uncommon to fire all six shots of a revolver with great suddenness when one
would probably be sufficient, but many things in the life of Herbert West were
uncommon. It is, for instance, not often that a young physician leaving college is
obliged to conceal the principles which guide his selection of a home and office, yet
that was the case with Herbert West. When he and I obtained our degrees at the
medical school of Miskatonic University, and sought to relieve our poverty by
setting up as general practitioners, we took great care not to say that we chose our



house because it was fairly well isolated, and as near as possible to the potter's field.

Reticence such as this is seldom without a cause, nor indeed was ours; for our
requirements were those resulting from a life-work distinctly unpopular. Outwardly
we were doctors only, but beneath the surface were aims of far greater and more
terrible moment – for the essence of Herbert West's existence was a quest amid
black and forbidden realms of the unknown, in which he hoped to uncover the secret
of life and restore to perpetual animation the graveyard's cold clay. Such a quest
demands strange materials, among them fresh human bodies; and in order to keep
supplied with these indispensable things one must live quietly and not far from a
place of informal interment.

West and I had met in college, and I had been the only one to sympathize with his
hideous experiments. Gradually I had come to be his inseparable assistant, and now
that we were out of college we had to keep together. It was not easy to find a good
opening for two doctors in company, but finally the influence of the university
secured us a practice in Bolton – a factory town near Arkham, the seat of the
college. The Bolton Worsted Mills are the largest in the Miskatonic Valley, and their
polyglot employees are never popular as patients with the local physicians. We
chose our house with the greatest care, seizing at last on a rather run-down cottage
near the end of Pond Street; five numbers from the closest neighbor, and separated
from the local potter's field by only a stretch of meadow land, bisected by a narrow
neck of the rather dense forest which lies to the north. The distance was greater than
we wished, but we could get no nearer house without going on the other side of the
field, wholly out of the factory district. We were not much displeased, however,
since there were no people between us and our sinister source of supplies. The walk
was a trifle long, but we could haul our silent specimens undisturbed.

Our practice was surprisingly large from the very first – large enough to please most
young doctors, and large enough to prove a bore and a burden to students whose
real interest lay elsewhere. The mill-hands were of somewhat turbulent inclinations;
and besides their many natural needs, their frequent clashes and stabbing affrays
gave us plenty to do. But what actually absorbed our minds was the secret
laboratory we had fitted up in the cellar – the laboratory with the long table under the
electric lights, where in the small hours of the morning we often injected West's
various solutions into the veins of the things we dragged from the potter's field.
West was experimenting madly to find something which would start man's vital
motions anew after they had been stopped by the thing we call death, but had
encountered the most ghastly obstacles. The solution had to be differently
compounded for different types – what would serve for guinea-pigs would not serve
for human beings, and different human specimens required large modifications.

The bodies had to be exceedingly fresh, or the slight decomposition of brain tissue
would render perfect reanimation impossible. Indeed, the greatest problem was to
get them fresh enough – West had had horrible experiences during his secret college
researches with corpses of doubtful vintage. The results of partial or imperfect



animation were much more hideous than were the total failures, and we both held
fearsome recollections of such things. Ever since our first demoniac session in the
deserted farmhouse on Meadow Hill in Arkham, we had felt a brooding menace; and
West, though a calm, blond, blue-eyed scientific automaton in most respects, often
confessed to a shuddering sensation of stealthy pursuit. He half felt that he was
followed – a psychological delusion of shaken nerves, enhanced by the undeniably
disturbing fact that at least one of our reanimated specimens was still alive – a
frightful carnivorous thing in a padded cell at Sefton. Then there was another – our
first – whose exact fate we had never learned.

We had fair luck with specimens in Bolton – much better than in Arkham. We had
not been settled a week before we got an accident victim on the very night of burial,
and made it open its eyes with an amazingly rational expression before the solution
failed. It had lost an arm – if it had been a perfect body we might have succeeded
better. Between then and the next January we secured three more; one total failure,
one case of marked muscular motion, and one rather shivery thing – it rose of itself
and uttered a sound. Then came a period when luck was poor; interments fell off,
and those that did occur were of specimens either too diseased or too maimed for
use. We kept track of all the deaths and their circumstances with systematic care.

One March night, however, we unexpectedly obtained a specimen which did not
come from the potter's field. In Bolton the prevailing spirit of Puritanism had
outlawed the sport of boxing – with the usual result. Surreptitious and ill-conducted
bouts among the mill-workers were common, and occasionally professional talent of
low grade was imported. This late winter night there had been such a match;
evidently with disastrous results, since two timorous Poles had come to us with
incoherently whispered entreaties to attend to a very secret and desperate case. We
followed them to an abandoned barn, where the remnants of a crowd of frightened
foreigners were watching a silent black form on the floor.

The match had been between Kid O'Brien – a lubberly and now quaking youth with
a most un-Hibernian hooked nose – and Buck Robinson, "The Harlem Smoke." The
Negro had been knocked out, and a moment's examination showed us that he would
permanently remain so. He was a loathsome, gorilla-like thing, with abnormally long
arms which I could not help calling fore legs, and a face that conjured up thoughts of
unspeakable Congo secrets and tom-tom soundings under an eerie moon. The body
must have looked even worse in life – but the world holds many ugly things. Fear
was upon the whole pitiful crowd, for they did not know what the law would exact
of them if the affair were not hushed up; and they were grateful when West, in spite
of my involuntary shudders, offered to get rid of the thing quietly – for a purpose I
knew too well.

There was bright moonlight over the snowless landscape, but we dressed the thing
and carried it home between us through the deserted streets and meadows, as we
had carried a similar thing one horrible night in Arkham. We approached the house
from the field in the rear, took the specimen in the back door and down the cellar



stairs, and prepared it for the usual experiment. Our fear of the police was absurdly
great, though we had timed our trip to avoid the solitary patrolman of that section.

The result was wearily anticlimactic. Ghastly as our prize appeared, it was wholly
unresponsive to every solution we injected in its black arm; solutions prepared from
experience with white specimens only. So as the hour grew dangerously near to
dawn, we did as we had done with the others – dragged the thing across the
meadows to the neck of the woods near the potter's field, and buried it there in the
best sort of grave the frozen ground would furnish.

The grave was not very deep, but fully as good as that of the previous specimen –
the thing which had risen of itself and uttered a sound. In the light of our dark
lanterns we carefully covered it with leaves and dead vines, fairly certain that the
police would never find it in a forest so dark and dense.

The next day I was increasingly apprehensive about the police, for a patient brought
rumors of a suspected fight and death. West had still another source of worry, for
he had been called in the afternoon to a case which ended very threateningly. An
Italian woman had become hysterical over her missing child – a lad of five who had
strayed off early in the morning and failed to appear for dinner – and had developed
symptoms highly alarming in view of an always weak heart. It was a very foolish
hysteria, for the boy had often run away before; but Italian peasants are exceedingly
superstitious, and this woman seemed as much harassed by omens as by facts.
About seven o'clock in the evening she had died, and her frantic husband had made
a frightful scene in his efforts to kill West, whom he wildly blamed for not saving her
life. Friends had held him when he drew a stiletto, but West departed amidst his
inhuman shrieks, curses, and oaths of vengeance. In his latest affliction the fellow
seemed to have forgotten his child, who was still missing as the night advanced.
There was some talk of searching the woods, but most of the family's friends were
busy with the dead woman and the screaming man. Altogether, the nervous strain
upon West must have been tremendous. Thoughts of the police and of the mad
Italian both weighed heavily.

We retired about eleven, but I did not sleep well. Bolton had a surprisingly good
police force for so small a town, and I could not help fearing the mess which would
ensue if the affair of the night before were ever tracked down. It might mean the end
of all our local work and perhaps prison for both West and me. I did not like those
rumors of a fight which were floating about. After the clock had struck three the
moon shone in my eyes, but I turned over without rising to pull down the shade.
Then came the steady rattling at the back door.

I lay still and somewhat dazed, but before long heard West's rap on my door. He
was clad in dressing-gown and slippers, and had in his hands a revolver and an
electric flashlight. From the revolver I knew that he was thinking more of the crazed
Italian than of the police.

"We'd better both go," he whispered. "It wouldn't do not to answer it anyway, and it



may be a patient – it would be like one of those fools to try the back door."

So we both went down the stairs on tiptoe, with a fear partly justified and partly that
which comes only from the soul of the weird small hours. The rattling continued,
growing somewhat louder. When we reached the door I cautiously unbolted it and
threw it open, and as the moon streamed revealingly down on the form silhouetted
there, West did a peculiar thing. Despite the obvious danger of attracting notice and
bringing down on our heads the dreaded police investigations thing which after all
was mercifully averted by the relative isolation of our cottage – my friend suddenly,
excitedly, and unnecessarily emptied all six chambers of his revolver into the
nocturnal visitor.

For that visitor was neither Italian nor policeman. Looming hideously against the
spectral moon was a gigantic misshapen thing not to be imagined save in nightmares
– a glassy-eyed, ink-black apparition nearly on all fours, covered with bits of mould,
leaves, and vines, foul with caked blood, and having between its glistening teeth a
snow-white, terrible, cylindrical object terminating in a tiny hand.

IV.

THE SCREAM OF THE DEAD

 

The scream of a dead man gave to me that acute and added horror of Dr. Herbert
West which harassed the latter years of our companionship. It is natural that such a
thing as a dead man's scream should give horror, for it is obviously not a pleasing or
ordinary occurrence; but I was used to similar experiences, hence suffered on this
occasion only because of a particular circumstance. And, as I have implied, it was
not of the dead man himself that I became afraid.

Herbert West, whose associate and assistant I was, possessed scientific interests far
beyond the usual routine of a village physician. That was why, when establishing his
practice in Bolton, he had chosen an isolated house near the potter's field. Briefly
and brutally stated, West's sole absorbing interest was a secret study of the
phenomena of life and its cessation, leading toward the reanimation of the dead
through injections of an excitant solution. For this ghastly experimenting it was
necessary to have a constant supply of very fresh human bodies; very fresh because
even the least decay hopelessly damaged the brain structure, and human because we
found that the solution had to be compounded differently for different types of
organisms. Scores of rabbits and guinea-pigs had been killed and treated, but their
trail was a blind one. West had never fully succeeded because he had never been
able to secure a corpse sufficiently fresh. What he wanted were bodies from which
vitality had only just departed; bodies with every cell intact and capable of receiving
again the impulse toward that mode of motion called life. There was hope that this
second and artificial life might be made perpetual by repetitions of the injection, but



we had learned that an ordinary natural life would not respond to the action. To
establish the artificial motion, natural life must be extinct – the specimens must be
very fresh, but genuinely dead.

The awesome quest had begun when West and I were students at the Miskatonic
University Medical School in Arkham, vividly conscious for the first time of the
thoroughly mechanical nature of life. That was seven years before, but West looked
scarcely a day older now – he was small, blond, clean-shaven, soft-voiced, and
spectacled, with only an occasional flash of a cold blue eye to tell of the hardening
and growing fanaticism of his character under the pressure of his terrible
investigations. Our experiences had often been hideous in the extreme – the results
of defective reanimation, when lumps of graveyard clay had been galvanized into
morbid, unnatural, and brainless motion by various modifications of the vital
solution.

One thing had uttered a nerve-shattering scream; another had risen violently, beaten
us both to unconsciousness, and run amuck in a shocking way before it could be
placed behind asylum bars; still another, a loathsome African monstrosity, had
clawed out of its shallow grave and done a deed, West had had to shoot that object.
We could not get bodies fresh enough to show any trace of reason when reanimated,
so had perforce created nameless horrors. It was disturbing to think that one,
perhaps two, of our monsters still lived – that thought haunted us shadowingly, till
finally West disappeared under frightful circumstances. But at the time of the scream
in the cellar laboratory of the isolated Bolton cottage, our fears were subordinate to
our anxiety for extremely fresh specimens. West was more avid than I, so that it
almost seemed to me that he looked half-covetously at any very healthy living
physique.

It was in July, 1910, that the bad luck regarding specimens began to turn. I had been
on a long visit to my parents in Illinois, and upon my return found West in a state of
singular elation. He had, he told me excitedly, in all likelihood solved the problem of
freshness through an approach from an entirely new angle – that of artificial
preservation. I had known that he was working on a new and highly unusual
embalming compound, and was not surprised that it had turned out well; but until he
explained the details I was rather puzzled as to how such a compound could help in
our work, since the objectionable staleness of the specimens was largely due to
delay occurring before we secured them. This, I now saw, West had clearly
recognized; creating his embalming compound for future rather than immediate use,
and trusting to fate to supply again some very recent and unburied corpse, as it had
years ago when we obtained the Negro killed in the Bolton prize-fight. At last fate
had been kind, so that on this occasion there lay in the secret cellar laboratory a
corpse whose decay could not by any possibility have begun. What would happen
on reanimation, and whether we could hope for a revival of mind and reason, West
did not venture to predict. The experiment would be a landmark in our studies, and
he had saved the new body for my return, so that both might share the spectacle in
accustomed fashion.



West told me how he had obtained the specimen. It had been a vigorous man; a
well-dressed stranger just off the train on his way to transact some business with the
Bolton Worsted Mills. The walk through the town had been long, and by the time the
traveler paused at our cottage to ask the way to the factories his heart had become
greatly overtaxed. He had refused a stimulant, and had suddenly dropped dead only
a moment later. The body, as might be expected, seemed to West a heaven-sent gift.
In his brief conversation the stranger had made it clear that he was unknown in
Bolton, and a search of his pockets subsequently revealed him to be one Robert
Leavitt of St. Louis, apparently without a family to make instant inquiries about his
disappearance. If this man could not be restored to life, no one would know of our
experiment. We buried our materials in a dense strip of woods between the house
and the potter's field. If, on the other hand, he could be restored, our fame would be
brilliantly and perpetually established. So without delay West had injected into the
body's wrist the compound which would hold it fresh for use after my arrival. The
matter of the presumably weak heart, which to my mind imperiled the success of our
experiment, did not appear to trouble West extensively. He hoped at last to obtain
what he had never obtained before – a rekindled spark of reason and perhaps a
normal, living creature.

So on the night of July 18, 1910, Herbert West and I stood in the cellar laboratory
and gazed at a white, silent figure beneath the dazzling arc-light. The embalming
compound had worked uncannily well, for as I stared fascinatedly at the sturdy
frame which had lain two weeks without stiffening I was moved to seek West's
assurance that the thing was really dead. This assurance he gave readily enough;
reminding me that the reanimating solution was never used without careful tests as to
life; since it could have no effect if any of the original vitality were present. As "Test
proceeded to take preliminary steps, I was impressed by the vast intricacy of the
new experiment; an intricacy so vast that he could trust no hand less delicate than his
own. Forbidding me to touch the body, he first injected a drug in the wrist just
beside the place his needle had punctured when injecting the embalming compound.
This, he said, was to neutralize the compound and release the system to a normal
relaxation so that the reanimating solution might freely work when injected. Slightly
later, when a change and a gentle tremor seemed to affect the dead limbs, West
stuffed a pillow-like object violently over the twitching face, not withdrawn it until the
course appeared quiet and ready for our attempt at reanimation. The pale enthusiast
now applied some last perfunctory tests for absolute lifelessness, withdrew satisfied,
and finally injected into the left arm an accurately measured amount of the vital elixir,
prepared during the afternoon with a greater care than we had used since college
days, when our feats were new and groping. I cannot express the wild, breathless
suspense with which we waited for results on this first really fresh specimen – the
first we could reasonably expect to open its lips in rational speech, perhaps to tell of
what it had seen beyond the unfathomable abyss.

West was a materialist, believing in no soul and attributing all the working of
consciousness to bodily phenomena; consequently he looked for no revelation of
hideous secrets from gulfs and caverns beyond death's barrier. I did not wholly



disagree with him theoretically, yet held vague instinctive remnants of the primitive
faith of my forefathers; so that I could not help eyeing the corpse with a certain
amount of awe and terrible expectation. Besides – I could not extract from my
memory that hideous, inhuman shriek we heard on the night we tried our first
experiment in the deserted farmhouse at Arkham.

Very little time had elapsed before I saw the attempt was not to be a total failure. A
touch of color came to cheeks hitherto chalk-white, and spread out under the
curiously ample stubble of sandy beard. West, who had his hand on the pulse of the
left wrist, suddenly nodded significantly; and almost simultaneously a mist appeared
on the mirror inclined above the body's mouth. There followed a few spasmodic
muscular motions, and then an audible breathing and visible motion of the chest. I
looked at the closed eyelids, and thought I detected a quivering. Then the lids
opened, showing eyes which were grey, calm, and alive, but still unintelligent and not
even curious.

In a moment of fantastic whim I whispered questions to the reddening ears;
questions of other worlds of which the memory might still be present. Subsequent
terror drove them from my mind, but I think the last one, which I repeated, was:
"Where have you been?" I do not yet know whether I was answered or not, for no
sound came from the well-shaped mouth; but I do know that at that moment I firmly
thought the thin lips moved silently, forming syllables which I would have vocalized
as "only now" if that phrase had possessed any sense or relevancy. At that moment,
as I say, I was elated with the conviction that the one great goal had been attained;
and that for the first time a reanimated corpse had uttered distinct words impelled by
actual reason. In the next moment there was no doubt about the triumph – no doubt
that the solution had truly accomplished, at least temporarily, its full mission of
restoring rational and articulate life to the dead. But in that triumph there came to me
the greatest of all horrors – not horror of the thing that spoke, but of the deed that I
had witnessed and of the man with whom my professional fortunes were joined.

For that very fresh body, at last writhing into full and terrifying consciousness with
eyes dilated at the memory of its last scene on earth, threw out its frantic hands in a
life and death struggle with the air; and suddenly collapsing into a second and final
dissolution from which there could be no return, screamed out the cry that will ring
eternally in my aching brain:

"Help! Keep off, you cursed little tow-head fiend – keep that damned needle away
from me!"

V.

THE HORROR FROM THE SHADOWS

 



Many men have related hideous things, not mentioned in print, which happened on
the battlefields of the Great War. Some of these things have made me faint, others
have convulsed me with devastating nausea, while still others have made me tremble
and look behind me in the dark; yet despite the worst of them I believe I can myself
relate the most hideous thing of all – the shocking, the unnatural, the unbelievable
horror from the shadows.

In 1915 I was a physician with the rank of First Lieutenant in a Canadian regiment in
Flanders, one of many Americans to precede the government itself into the gigantic
struggle. I had not entered the army on my own initiative, but rather as a natural result
of the enlistment of the man whose indispensable assistant I was – the celebrated
Boston surgical specialist, Dr. Herbert West. Dr. West had been avid for a chance to
serve as surgeon in a great war, and when the chance had come he carried me with
him almost against my will. There were reasons why I would have been glad to let
the war separate us; reasons why I found the practice of medicine and the
companionship of West more and more irritating; but when he had gone to Ottawa
and through a colleague's influence secured a medical commission as Major, I could
not resist the imperious persuasion of one determined that I should accompany him
in my usual capacity.

When I say that Dr. West was avid to serve in battle, I do not mean to imply that he
was either naturally warlike or anxious for the safety of civilization. Always an
ice-cold intellectual machine; slight, blond, blue-eyed, and spectacled; I think he
secretly sneered at my occasional martial enthusiasms and censures of supine
neutrality. There was, however, something he wanted in embattled Flanders; and in
order to secure it he had to assume a military exterior. What he wanted was not a
thing which many persons want, but something connected with the peculiar branch
of medical science which he had chosen quite clandestinely to follow, and in which
he had achieved amazing and occasionally hideous results. It was, in fact, nothing
more or less than an abundant supply of freshly killed men in every stage of
dismemberment.

Herbert West needed fresh bodies because his life-work was the reanimation of the
dead. This work was not known to the fashionable clientele who had so swiftly built
up his fame after his arrival in Boston; but was only too well known to me, who had
been his closest friend and sole assistant since the old days in Miskatonic University
Medical School at Arkham. It was in those college days that he had begun his
terrible experiments, first on small animals and then on human bodies shockingly
obtained. There was a solution which he injected into the veins of dead things, and if
they were fresh enough they responded in strange ways. He had had much trouble in
discovering the proper formula, for each type of organism was found to need a
stimulus especially adapted to it. Terror stalked him when he reflected on his partial
failures; nameless things resulting from imperfect solutions or from bodies
insufficiently fresh. A certain number of these failures had remained alive, one was in
an asylum while others had vanished – and as he thought of conceivable yet virtually
impossible eventualities he often shivered beneath his usual stolidity.



West had soon learned that absolute freshness was the prime requisite for useful
specimens, and had accordingly resorted to frightful and unnatural expedients in
body-snatching. In college, and during our early practice together in the factory town
of Bolton, my attitude toward him had been largely one of fascinated admiration; but
as his boldness in methods grew, I began to develop a gnawing fear. I did not like
the way he looked at healthy living bodies; and then there came a nightmarish session
in the cellar laboratory when I learned that a certain specimen had been a living body
when he secured it. That was the first time he had ever been able to revive the quality
of rational thought in a corpse; and his success, obtained at such a loathsome cost,
had completely hardened him.

Of his methods in the intervening five years I dare not speak. I was held to him by
sheer force of fear, and witnessed sights that no human tongue could repeat.
Gradually I came to find Herbert West himself more horrible than anything he did –
that was when it dawned on me that his once normal scientific zeal for prolonging life
had subtly degenerated into a mere morbid and ghoulish curiosity and secret sense
of charnel picturesqueness. His interest became a hellish and perverse addiction to
the repellently and fiendishly abnormal; he gloated calmly over artificial monstrosities
which would make most healthy men drop dead from fright and disgust, he became,
behind his pallid intellectuality, a fastidious Baudelaire of physical experiments
languid Elagabalus of the tombs.

Dangers he met unflinchingly – crimes he committed unmoved. I think the climax
came when he had proved his point that rational life can be restored, and had sought
new worlds to conquer by experimenting on the reanimation of detached parts of
bodies. He had wild and original ideas on the independent vital properties of organic
cells and nerve-tissue separated from natural physiological systems; and achieved
some hideous preliminary results in the form of never-dying, artificially nourished
tissue obtained from the nearly hatched eggs of an indescribable tropical reptile.
Two biological points he was exceedingly anxious to settle – first, whether any
amount of consciousness and rational action be possible without the brain,
proceeding from the spinal cord and various nerve-centers; and second, whether any
kind of ethereal, intangible relation distinct from the material cells may exist to link
the surgically separated parts of what has previously been a single living organism.
All this research work required a prodigious supply of freshly slaughtered human
flesh – and that was why Herbert West had entered the Great War.

The phantasmal, unmentionable thing occurred one midnight late in March, 1915, in a
field hospital behind the lines at St. Eloi. I wonder even now if it could have been
other than a demoniac dream of delirium. West had a private laboratory in an east
room of the barn-like temporary edifice, assigned him on his plea that he was
devising new and radical methods for the treatment of hitherto hopeless cases of
maiming. There he worked like a butcher in the midst of his gory wares – I could
never get used to the levity with which he handled and classified certain things. At
times he actually did perform marvels of surgery for the soldiers; but his chief
delights were of a less public and philanthropic kind, requiring many explanations of



sounds which seemed peculiar even amidst that babel of the damned. Among these
sounds were frequent revolver-shots – surely not uncommon on a battlefield, but
distinctly uncommon in a hospital. Dr. West's reanimated specimens were not meant
for long existence or a large audience. Besides human tissue, West employed much
of the reptile embryo tissue which he had cultivated with such singular results. It was
better than human material for maintaining life in organless fragments, and that was
now my friend's chief activity. In a dark corner of the laboratory, over a queer
incubating burner, he kept a large covered vat full of this reptilian cell – matter; which
multiplied and grew puffily and hideously.

On the night of which I speak we had a splendid new specimen man at once
physically powerful and of such high mentality that a sensitive nervous system was
assured. It was rather ironic, for he was the officer who had helped West to his
commission, and who was now to have been our associate. Moreover, he had in the
past secretly studied the theory of reanimation to some extent under West. Major Sir
Eric Moreland Clapharn-Lee, D.S.O., was the greatest surgeon in our division, and
had been hastily assigned to the St. Eloi sector when news of the heavy fighting
reached headquarters. He had come in an airplane piloted by the intrepid Lieut.
Ronald Hill, only to be shot down when directly over his destination. The fall had
been spectacular and awful; Hill was unrecognizable afterward, but the wreck yielded
up the great surgeon in a nearly decapitated but otherwise intact condition. West had
greedily seized the lifeless thing which had once been his friend and fellow-scholar;
and I shuddered when he finished severing the head, placed it in his hellish vat of
pulpy reptile-tissue to preserve it for future experiments, and proceeded to treat the
decapitated body on the operating table. He injected new blood, joined certain veins,
arteries, and nerves at the headless neck, and closed the ghastly aperture with
engrafted skin from an unidentified specimen which had borne an officer's uniform. I
knew what he wanted – to see if this highly organized body could exhibit, without its
head, any of the signs of mental life which had distinguished Sir Eric Moreland
Clapharn-Lee. Once a student of reanimation, this silent trunk was now gruesomely
called upon to exemplify it.

I can still see Herbert West under the sinister electric light as he injected his
reanimating solution into the arm of the headless body. The scene I cannot describe
or would faint if I tried it, for there is madness in a room full of classified charnel
things, with blood and lesser human debris almost ankle-deep on the slimy floor, and
with hideous reptilian abnormalities sprouting, bubbling, and baking over a winking
bluish-green specter of dim flame in a far corner of black shadows.

The specimen, as West repeatedly observed, had a splendid nervous system. Much
was expected of it; and as a few twitching motions began to appear, I could see the
feverish interest on West's face. He was ready, I think, to see proof of his
increasingly strong opinion that consciousness, reason, and personality can exist
independently of the brain – that man has no central connective spirit, but is merely a
machine of nervous matter, each section more or less complete in itself. In one
triumphant demonstration West was about to relegate the mystery of life to the



category of myth. The body now twitched more vigorously, and beneath our avid
eyes commenced to heave in a frightful way. The arms stirred disquietingly, the legs
drew up, and various muscles contracted in a repulsive kind of writhing. Then the
headless thing threw out its arms in a gesture which was unmistakably one of
desperation – an intelligent desperation apparently sufficient to prove every theory of
Herbert West. Certainly, the nerves were recalling the man's last act in life; the
struggle to get free of the falling airplane.

What followed, I shall never positively know. It may have been wholly an
hallucination from the shock caused at that instant by the sudden and complete
destruction of the building in a cataclysm of German shell-fire – who can gainsay it,
since West and I were the only proved survivors? West liked to think that before his
recent disappearance, but there were times when he could not; for it was queer that
we both had the same hallucination. The hideous occurrence itself was very simple,
notable only for what it implied.

The body on the table had risen with a blind and terrible groping, and we had heard a
sound. I should not call that sound a voice, for it was too awful. And yet its timbre
was not the most awful thing about it. Neither was its message – it had merely
screamed, "Jump, Ronald, for God's sake, jump!" The awful thing was its source.

For it had come from the large covered vat in that ghoulish corner of crawling black
shadows.

VI.

THE TOMB-LEGIONS

 

When Dr. Herbert West disappeared a year ago, the Boston police questioned me
closely. They suspected that I was holding something back, and perhaps suspected
graver things; but I could not tell them the truth because they would not have
believed it. They knew, indeed, that West had been connected with activities beyond
the credence of ordinary men – for his hideous experiments in the reanimation of
dead bodies had long been too extensive to admit of perfect secrecy; but the final
soul-shattering catastrophe held elements of demoniac fantasy which make even me
doubt the reality of what I saw.

I was West's closest friend and only confidential assistant. We had met years before,
in medical school, and from the first I had shared his terrible researches. He had
slowly tried to perfect a solution which, injected into the veins of the newly
deceased, would restore life; a labor demanding an abundance of fresh corpses and
therefore involving the most unnatural actions. Still more shocking were the products
of some of the experiments – grisly masses of flesh that had been dead, but that
West waked to a blind, brainless, nauseous animation. These were the usual results,



for in order to reawaken the mind it was necessary to have specimens so absolutely
fresh that no decay could possibly affect the delicate brain-cells.

This need for very fresh corpses had been West's moral undoing. They were hard to
get, and one awful day he had secured his specimen while it was still alive and
vigorous. A struggle, a needle, and a powerful alkaloid had transformed it to a very
fresh corpse, and the experiment had succeeded for a brief and memorable moment;
but West had emerged with a soul calloused and seared, and a hardened eye which
sometimes glanced with a kind of hideous and calculating appraisal at men of
especially sensitive brain and especially vigorous physique. Toward the last I
became acutely afraid of West, for he began to look at me that way. People did not
seem to notice his glances, but they noticed my fear; and after his disappearance
used that as a basis for some absurd suspicions.

West, in reality, was more afraid than I; for his abominable pursuits entailed a life of
furtiveness and dread of every shadow. Partly it was the police he feared; but
sometimes his nervousness was deeper and more nebulous, touching on certain
indescribable things into which he had injected a morbid life, and from which he had
not seen that life depart. He usually finished his experiments with a revolver, but a
few times he had not been quick enough. There was that first specimen on whose
rifled grave marks of clawing were later seen. There was also that Arkham
professor's body which had done cannibal things before it had been captured and
thrust unidentified into a madhouse cell at Sefton, where it beat the walls for sixteen
years. Most of the other possibly surviving results were things less easy to speak of
– for in later years West's scientific zeal had degenerated to an unhealthy and
fantastic mania, and he had spent his chief skill in vitalizing not entire human bodies
but isolated parts of bodies, or parts joined to organic matter other than human. It
had become fiendishly disgusting by the time he disappeared – many of the
experiments could not even be hinted at in print. The Great War, through which both
of us served as surgeons, had intensified this side of West.

In saying that West's fear of his specimens was nebulous, I have in mind particularly
its complex nature. Part of it came merely from knowing of the existence of such
nameless monsters, while another part arose from apprehension of the bodily harm
they might under certain circumstances do him. Their disappearance added horror to
the situation – of them all West knew the whereabouts of only one, the pitiful asylum
thing. Then there was a more subtle fear – a very fantastic sensation resulting from a
curious experiment in the Canadian army in 1915. West, in the midst of a severe
battle, had reanimated Major Sir Eric Moreland Clapham-Lee, D.S.O., a
fellow-physician who knew about his experiments and could have duplicated them.
The head had been removed, so that the possibilities of quasi-intelligent life in the
trunk might be investigated. Just as the building was wiped out by a German shell,
there had been a success. The trunk had moved intelligently; and, unbelievable to
relate, we were both sickeningly sure that articulate sounds had come from the
detached head as it lay in a shadowy corner of the laboratory. The shell had been
merciful, in a way – but West could never feel as certain as he wished, that we two



were the only survivors. He used to make shuddering conjectures about the possible
actions of a headless physician with the power of reanimating the dead.

West's last quarters were in a venerable house of much elegance, overlooking one of
the oldest burying-grounds in Boston. He had chosen the place for purely symbolic
and fantastically aesthetic reasons, since most of the interments were of the colonial
period and therefore of little use to a scientist seeking very fresh bodies. The
laboratory was in a sub-cellar secretly constructed by imported workmen, and
contained a huge incinerator for the quiet and complete disposal of such bodies, or
fragments and synthetic mockeries of bodies, as might remain from the morbid
experiments and unhallowed amusements of the owner. During the excavation of this
cellar the workmen had struck some exceedingly ancient masonry; undoubtedly
connected with the old burying-ground, yet far too deep to correspond with any
known sepulcher therein. After a number of calculations West decided that it
represented some secret chamber beneath the tomb of the Averills, where the last
interment had been made in 1768. I was with him when he studied the nitrous,
dripping walls laid bare by the spades and mattocks of the men, and was prepared
for the gruesome thrill which would attend the uncovering of centuried grave-secrets;
but for the first time West's new timidity conquered his natural curiosity, and he
betrayed his degenerating fiber by ordering the masonry left intact and plastered
over. Thus it remained till that final hellish night; part of the walls of the secret
laboratory. I speak of West's decadence, but must add that it was a purely mental
and intangible thing. Outwardly he was the same to the last – calm, cold, slight, and
yellow-haired, with spectacled blue eyes and a general aspect of youth which years
and fears seemed never to change. He seemed calm even when he thought of that
clawed grave and looked over his shoulder; even when he thought of the carnivorous
thing that gnawed and pawed at Sefton bars.

The end of Herbert West began one evening in our joint study when he was dividing
his curious glance between the newspaper and me. A strange headline item had
struck at him from the crumpled pages, and a nameless titan claw had seemed to
reach down through sixteen years. Something fearsome and incredible had happened
at Sefton Asylum fifty miles away, stunning the neighborhood and baffling the
police. In the small hours of the morning a body of silent men had entered the
grounds and their leader had aroused the attendants. He was a menacing military
figure who talked without moving his lips and whose voice seemed almost
ventriloquially connected with an immense black case he carried. His expressionless
face was handsome to the point of radiant beauty, but had shocked the
superintendent when the hall light fell on it – for it was a wax face with eyes of
painted glass. Some nameless accident had befallen this man. A larger man guided
his steps; a repellent hulk whose bluish face seemed half eaten away by some
unknown malady. The speaker had asked for the custody of the cannibal monster
committed from Arkham sixteen years before; and upon being refused, gave a signal
which precipitated a shocking riot. The fiends had beaten, trampled, and bitten every
attendant who did not flee; killing four and finally succeeding in the liberation of the
monster. Those victims who could recall the event without hysteria swore that the



creatures had acted less like men than like unthinkable automata guided by the
wax-faced leader. By the time help could be summoned, every trace of the men and
of their mad charge had vanished.

From the hour of reading this item until midnight, West sat almost paralyzed. At
midnight the doorbell rang, startling him fearfully. All the servants were asleep in the
attic, so I answered the bell. As I have told the police, there was no wagon in the
street; but only a group of strange-looking figures bearing a large square box which
they deposited in the hallway after one of them had grunted in a highly unnatural
voice, "Express-prepaid." They filed out of the house with a jerky tread, and as I
watched them go I had an odd idea that they were turning toward the ancient
cemetery on which the back of the house abutted. When I slammed the door after
them West came downstairs and looked at the box. It was about two feet square,
and bore West's correct name and present address. It also bore the inscription,
"From Eric Moreland Clapham-Lee, St. Eloi, Flanders." Six years before, in
Flanders, a shelled hospital had fallen upon the headless reanimated trunk of Dr.
Clapham-Lee, and upon the detached head which – perhaps – had uttered articulate
sounds.

West was not even excited now. His condition was more ghastly. Quickly he said,
"It's the finish – but let's incinerate – this." We carried the thing down to the
laboratory – listening. I do not remember many particulars – you can imagine my
state of mind – but it is a vicious lie to say it was Herbert West's body which I put
into the incinerator. We both inserted the whole unopened wooden box, closed the
door, and started the electricity. Nor did any sound come from the box, after all.

It was West who first noticed the falling plaster on that part of the wall where the
ancient tomb masonry had been covered up. I was going to run, but he stopped me.
Then I saw a small black aperture, felt a ghoulish wind of ice, and smelled the
charnel bowels of a putrescent earth. There was no sound, but just then the electric
lights went out and I saw outlined against some phosphorescence of the nether
world a horde of silent toiling things which only insanity – or worse – could create.
Their outlines were human, semi-human, fractionally human, and not human at all –
the horde was grotesquely heterogeneous. They were removing the stones quietly,
one by one, from the centuried wall. And then, as the breach became large enough,
they came out into the laboratory in single file; led by a stalking thing with a beautiful
head made of wax. A sort of mad-eyed monstrosity behind the leader seized on
Herbert West. West did not resist or utter a sound. Then they all sprang at him and
tore him to pieces before my eyes, bearing the fragments away into that subterranean
vault of fabulous abominations. West's head was carried off by the wax-headed
leader, who wore a Canadian officer's uniform. As it disappeared I saw that the blue
eyes behind the spectacles were hideously blazing with their first touch of frantic,
visible emotion.

Servants found me unconscious in the morning. West was gone. The incinerator
contained only unidentifiable ashes. Detectives have questioned me, but what can I



say? The Sefton tragedy they will not connect with West; not that, nor the men with
the box, whose existence they deny. I told them of the vault, and they pointed to the
unbroken plaster wall and laughed. So I told them no more. They imply that I am
either a madman or a murderer – probably I am mad. But I might not be mad if those
accursed tomb-legions had not been so silent.

THE FLY

Filmed as "The Fly"

By George Langelaan

 

GEORGE LANGELAAN, author of "The Fly," was a French-born British writer
and journalist who worked on the Paris staffs of the A.P., U.P., I.N.S. and The
New York Times. His natural propensity for travel eventually brought Langelaan
to the USA, where he worked for many years before returning to Paris. While in
the States, he became a member of a circle of literary figures, including Terry
Southern, who were selling work to the then prestigious and high-paying Playboy
magazine. Eventually Playboy took several pieces from the literate, sophisticated
Langelaan; including what would become his most celebrated tale, "The Fly." The
story was immediately recognized as exceptional. The Magazine of Fantasy and
Science Fiction cited it as "one of the most noted recent weird-horror stories" and it
was immediately selected for reprinting in The Best SF 1958. Just why this
unsettling tale, which the Science Fiction Encyclopedia rightly called "a macabre
story of an unsuccessful experiment in matter transmission" should have proved so
popular is difficult to understand. Perhaps because the author had the good sense
to take his narrative out of the laboratory, where previous science fiction writers
had placed it, and into the drawing room, where it affected real people. And
perhaps because at the heart of it is a tender, touching love story of a woman's
faithfulness to her husband's memory beyond the grave. Whatever the explanation,
"The Fly" touched a universal enough nerve to have stimulated the creation of not
one, but two movie versions (1958, 1986) filmed almost thirty years apart, while
each in turn produced its own lineage of sequels. Back in Paris Langelaan
produced several notable works of French science fiction, including Nouvelles de
l'anti-monde ("Tales of the Anti-World" 1962) and Le vol de l'anti-g ("The Flight
of Anti-G" 1967). Unfortunately Langelaan's one English language collection,
Out of Time (1964) was published in the U.K. only, and today command fabulous
prices in the rare book market. George Langelaan passed away some years ago,
not far from his beloved City of Lights, but his brainchild, "The Fly," bids to live
on forever.

I.



 

TELEPHONES AND telephone bells have always made me uneasy. Years ago,
when they were mostly wall fixtures, I disliked them, but nowadays, when they are
planted in every nook and corner, they are a downright intrusion. We have a saying
in France that a coalman is master in his own house; with the telephone that is no
longer true, and I suspect that even the Englishman is no longer king in his own
castle.

At the office, the sudden ringing of the telephone annoys me. It means that, no
matter what I am doing, in spite of the switchboard operator, in spite of my
secretary, in spite of doors and walls, some unknown person is coming into the
room and onto my desk to talk right into my very ear, confidentially – whether I like
it or not. At home, the feeling is still more disagreeable, but the worst is when the
telephone rings in the dead of night. If anyone could see me turn on the light and get
up blinking to answer it, I suppose I would look like any other sleepy man annoyed
at being disturbed. The truth in such a case, however, is that I am struggling against
panic, fighting down a feeling that a stranger has broken into the house and is in my
bedroom. By the time I manage to grab the receiver and say:"Ici Monsieur
Delarnbre. Je vous ecoute," Iam outwardly calm, but I only get back to a more
normal state when I recognize the voice at the other end and when I know what is
wanted of me.

This effort at dominating a purely animal reaction and fear had become so effective
that when my sister-in-law called me at two in the morning, asking me to come over,
but first to warn the police that she had just killed my brother, I quietly asked her
how and why she had killed Andre.

"But, Francois! I can't explain all that over the telephone. Please call the police and
come quickly."

"Maybe I had better see you first, Helene?"

"No, you'd better call the police first; otherwise they will start asking you all sorts of
awkward questions. They'll have enough trouble as it is to believe that I did it alone...
And, by the way, I suppose you ought to tell them that Andre ... Andre's body, is
down at the factory. They may want to go there first."

"Did you say that Andre is at the factory?"

"Yes ... under the steam-hammer."

"Under the what!"

"The steam-hammer! But don't ask so many questions. Please come quickly
Francois! Please understand that I'm afraid ... that my nerves won't stand it much
longer!"

Have you ever tried to explain to a sleepy police officer that your sister-in-law has



just phoned to say that she has killed your brother with a steam-hammer? I repeated
my explanation, but he would not let me.

"Oui, monsieur, oui,I bear ... but who are you? What is your name? Where do you
live? I said, where do you live!"

It was then that Commissaire Charas took over the line and the whole business. He
at least seemed to understand everything. Would I wait for him? Yes, he would pick
me up and take me over to my brother's house. When? In five or ten minutes.

I had just managed to pull on my trousers, wriggle into a sweater and grab a hat and
coat, when a black Citroen, headlights blazing, pulled up at the door.

"I assume you have a night watchman at your factory, Monsieur Delarnbre. Has he
called you?" asked Commissaire Charas, letting in the clutch as I sat down beside
him and slammed the door of the car.

"No, he hasn't. Though of course my brother could have entered the factory through
his laboratory where he often works late at night ... all night sometimes."

"Is Professor Delambre's work connected with your business?"

"No, my brother is, or was, doing research work for the Ministere de l'Air. As he
wanted to be away from Paris and yet within reach of where skilled workmen could
fix up or make gadgets big and small for his experiments, I offered him one of the
old workshops of the factory and he came to live in the first house built by our
grandfather on the top of the hill at the back of the factory."

"Yes, I see. Did he talk about his work? What sort of research work?"

"He rarely talked about it, you know; I suppose the Air Ministry could tell you. I
only know that be was about to carry out a number of experiments he had been
preparing for some months, something to do with the disintegration of matter, he
told me."

Barely slowing down, the Commissaire swung the car off the road, slid it through the
open factory gate and pulled up sharp by a policeman apparently expecting him.

I did not need to hear the policeman's confirmation. I knew now that my brother was
dead, it seemed that I had been told years ago. Shaking like a leaf, I scrambled out
after the Commissaire.

Another policeman stepped out of a doorway and led us towards one of the shops
where all the lights had been turned on. More policemen were standing by the
hammer, watching two men setting up a camera. It was tilted downwards, and I
made an effort to look.

It was far less horrid than I had expected. Though I had never seen my brother
drunk, he looked just as if he were sleeping off a terrific binge, flat on his stomach



across the narrow line on which the white-hot slabs of metal were rolled up to the
hammer. I saw at a glance that his head and arm could only be a flattened mess, but
that seemed quite impossible; it looked as if he had somehow pushed his head and
arms right into the metallic mass of the hammer.

Having talked to his colleagues, the Commissaire turned towards me:

"How can we raise the hammer, Monsieur Delambre?"

"I'll raise it for you."

"Would you like us to get one of your men over?"

"No, I'll be all right. Look, here is the switchboard. It was originally a steam-hammer,
but everything is worked electrically here now. Look, Commissaire, the hammer has
been set at fifty tons and its impact at zero."

"At zero...?"

"Yes, level with the ground if you prefer. It is also set for single strokes, which
means that it has to be raised after each blow. I don't know what Helene, my
sister-in-law, will have to say about all this, but one thing I am sure of: she certainly
did not know how to set and operate the hammer."

"Perhaps it was set that way last night when work stopped?"

"Certainly not. The drop is never set at zero, Monsieur le Commissaire."

"I see. Can it be raised gently?"

"No. The speed of the upstroke cannot be regulated. But in any case it is not very
fast when the hammer is set for single strokes."

"Right. Will you show me what to do? It won't be very nice to watch, you know."

"No, no, Monsieur le Commissaire. I'll be all right."

"All set?" asked the Commissaire of the others. "All right then, Monsieur Delambre.
Whenever you like."

Watching my brother's back, I slowly but firmly pushed the upstroke button.

The unusual silence of the factory was broken by the sigh of compressed air rushing
into the cylinders, a sigh that always makes me think of a giant taking a deep breath
before solemnly socking another giant, and the steel mass of the hammer shuddered
and then rose swiftly. I also heard the sucking sound as it left the metal base and
thought I was going to panic when I saw Andre's body heave forward as a sickly
gush of blood poured all over the ghastly mess bared by the hammer.

"No danger of it coming down again, Monsieur Delambre?"



"No, none whatever," I mumbled as I threw the safety switch and, turning around, I
was violently sick in front of a young green-faced policeman.

II.

 

For weeks after, Commissaire Charas worked on the case, listening, questioning,
running all over the place, making out reports, telegraphing and telephoning right and
left. Later, we became quite friendly and he owned that he had for a long time
considered me as suspect number one, but had finally given up that idea because,
not only was there no clue of any sort, but not even a motive.

Helene, my sister-in-law, was so calm throughout the whole business that the
doctors finally confirmed what I had long considered the only possible solution: that
she was mad. That being the case, there was of course no trial.

My brother's wife never tried to defend herself in any way and even got quite
annoyed when she realized that people thought her mad, and this of course was
considered proof that she was indeed mad. She owned up to the murder of her
husband and proved easily that she knew how to handle the hammer; but she would
never say why, exactly how, or under what circumstances she had killed my brother.
The great mystery was how and why had my brother so obligingly stuck his head
under the hammer, the only possible explanation for his part in the drama.

The night watchman had heard the hammer all right; he had even heard it twice, he
claimed. This was very strange, and the stroke-counter which was always set back to
naught after a job, seemed to prove him right, since it marked the figure two. Also,
the foreman in charge of the hammer confirmed that after cleaning up the day before
the murder, he had as usual turned the stroke-counter back to naught. In spite of
this, Helene maintained that she had only used the hammer once, and this seemed
just another proof of her insanity.

Commissaire Charas, who had been put in charge of the case, at first wondered if
the victim were really my brother. But of that there was no possible doubt, if only
because of the great scar running from his knee to his thigh, the result of a shell that
had landed within a few feet of him during the retreat in 1940; and there were also the
fingerprints of his left hand which corresponded to those found all over his
laboratory and his personal belongings up at the house.

A guard had been put on his laboratory and the next day half-a-dozen officials came
down from the Air Ministry. They went through all his papers and took away some
of his instruments, but before leaving, they told the Commissaire that the most
interesting documents and instruments had been destroyed.

The Lyons police laboratory, one of the most famous in the world, reported that
Andre's head had been wrapped up in a piece of velvet when it was crushed by the



hammer, and one day Commissaire Charas showed me a tattered drapery which I
immediately recognized as the brown velvet cloth I had seen on a table in my
brother's laboratory, the one on which his meals were served when he could not
leave his work.

After only a very few days in prison, Helene had been transferred to a nearby
asylum, one of the three in France where insane criminals are taken care of. My
nephew Henri, a boy of six, the very image of his father, was entrusted to me, and
eventually all legal arrangements were made for me to become his guardian and tutor.

Helene, one of the quietest patients of the asylum, was allowed visitors and I went to
see her on Sundays. Once or twice the Commissaire had accompanied me and, later,
I learned that he had also visited Helene alone. But we were never able to obtain any
information from my sister-in-law, who seemed to have become utterly indifferent.
She rarely answered my questions and hardly ever those of the Commissaire. She
spent a lot of her time sewing, but her favorite pastime seemed to be catching flies,
which she invariably released unharmed after having examined them carefully.

Helene only had one fit of raving – more like a nervous breakdown than a fit, said the
doctor who had administered morphia to quieten her – the day she saw a nurse
swatting flies.

The day after Helene's one and only fit, Commissaire Charas came to see me.

"I have a strange feeling that there lies the key to the whole business, Monsieur
Delambre," he said.

I did not ask him how it was that he already knew all about Helene's fit.

"I do not follow you, Commissaire. Poor Madame Delambre could have shown an
exceptional interest for anything else, really. Don't you think that flies just happen to
be the border-subject of her tendency to raving?"

"Do you believe she is really mad?" be asked.

"My dear Commissaire, I don't see how there can be any doubt. Do you doubt it?"

"I don't know. In spite of all the doctors say, I have the impression that Madame
Delambre has a very clear brain ... even when catching flies."

"Supposing you were right, how would you explain her attitude with regard to her
little boy? She never seems to consider him as her own child."

"You know, Monsieur Delambre, I have thought about that also. She may be trying
to protect him. Perhaps she fears the boy or, for all we know, hates him?"

"I'm afraid I don't understand, my dear Commissaire."

"Have you noticed, for instance, that she never catches flies when the boy is there?"



"No. But come to think of it, you are quite right. Yes, that is strange... Still, I fail to
understand."

"So do I, Monsieur Delambre. And I'm very much afraid that we shall never
understand, unless perhaps your sister-in-law shouldget better."

"The doctors seem to think that there is no hope of any sort you know."

"Yes. Do you know if your brother ever experimented with flies?"

"I really don't know, but I shouldn't think so. Have you asked the Air Ministry
people? They knew all about the work."

"Yes, and they laughed at me."

"I can understand that."

"You are very fortunate to understand anything, Monsieur Delambre. I do not ... but
I hope to some day."

III.

 

"Tell me, Uncle, do flies live a long time?"

We were just finishing our lunch and, following an established tradition between us, I
was just pouring some wine into Henri's glass for him to dip a biscuit in.

Had Henri not been staring at his glass gradually being filled to the brim, something
in my look might have frightened him.

This was the first time that he had ever mentioned flies, and I shuddered at the
thought that Commissaire Charas might quite easily have been present. I could
imagine the glint in his eye as he would have answered my nephew's question with
another question. I could almost hear him saying:

"I don't know, Henri. Why do you ask?"

"Because I have again seen the fly thatMaman was looking for."

And it was only after drinking off Henri's own glass of wine that I realized that he
had answered my spoken thought.

"I did not know that your mother was looking for a fly."

"Yes, she was. It has grown quite a lot, but I recognized it all right."

"Where did you see this fly, Henri, and ... how did you recognize it?"



"This morning on your desk, Uncle Francois. Its head is white instead of black, and
it has a funny sort of leg."

Feelinng more and more like Commissaire Charas, but trying to look unconcerned, I
went on:

"And when did you see this fly for the first time?"

"The day that Papa went away. I had caught it, butMaman made me let it go. And
then after, she wanted me to find it again. She'd changed her mind," and shrugging
his shoulders just as my brother used to, he added, "You know what women are."

"I think that fly must have died long ago, and you must be mistaken, Henri," I said,
getting up and walking to the door.

But as soon as I was out of the dining room, I ran up the stairs to my study. There
was no fly anywhere to be seen.

I was bothered, far more than I cared to even think about. Henri had just proved that
Charas was really closer to a clue than it had seemed when he told me about his
thoughts concerning Helene's pastime.

For the first time I wondered if Charas did not really know much more than he let
on. For the first time also, I wondered about Helene. Was she really insane? A
strange, horrid feeling was growing on me, and the more I thought about it, the more
I felt that, somehow, Charas was right: Helene wasgetting away with it!

What could possibly have been the reason for such a monstrous crime? What had
led up to it? Just what had happened?

I thought of all the hundreds of questions that Charas had put to Helene, sometimes
gently like a nurse trying to soothe, sometimes stern and cold, sometimes barking
them furiously. Helene had answered very few, always in a calm quiet voice and
never seeming to pay any attention to the way in which the question had been put.
Though dazed, she had seemed perfectly sane then.

Refined, well-bred and well-read, Charas was more than just an intelligent police
official. He was a keen psychologist and had an amazing way of smelling out a fib or
an erroneous statement even before it was uttered. I knew that he had accepted as
true the few answers she had given him. But then there had been all those questions
which she had never answered: the most direct and important ones. From the very
beginning, Helene had adopted a very simple system. "I cannot answer that
question," she would say in her low quiet voice. And that was that! The repetition of
the same question never seemed to annoy her. In all the hours of questioning that she
underwent, Helene did not once point out to the Commissaire that he had already
asked her this or that. She would simply say, "I cannot answer that question," as
though it was the very first time that that particular question had been asked and the
very first time she had made that answer.



This cliché had become the formidable barrier beyond which Commissaire Charas
could not even get a glimpse, an idea of what Helene might be thinking. She had very
willingly answered all questions about her life with my brother – which seemed a
happy and uneventful one – up to the time of his end. About his death, however, all
that she would say was that she had killed him with the steam-hammer, but she
refused to say why, what had led up to the drama and how she got my brother to put
his head under it. She never actually refused outright; she would just go blank and,
with no apparent emotion, would switch over to, "I cannot answer that question for
you."

Helene, as I have said, had shown the Commissaire that she knew how to set and
operate the steam-hammer.

Charas could only find one single fact which did not coincide with Helene's
declarations, the fact that the hammer had been used twice. Charas was no longer
willing to attribute this to insanity. That evident flaw in Helene's stonewall defense
seemed a crack which the Commissaire might possibly enlarge. But my sister-in-law
finally cemented it by acknowledging:

"All right, I lied to you. I did use the hammer twice. But do not ask me why, because
I cannot tell you."

"Is that your only ... misstatement, Madame Delambre?" had asked the Commissaire,
trying to follow up what looked at last like an advantage.

"It is ... and you know it, Monsieur le Commissaire."

And, annoyed, Charas had seen that Helene could read him like an open book.

I had thought of calling on the Commissaire, but the knowledge that he would
inevitably start questioning Henri made me hesitate. Another reason also made me
hesitate, a vague sort of fear that he would look for and find the fly Henri had talked
of. And that annoyed me a good deal because I could find no satisfactory
explanation for that particular fear.

Andre was definitely not the absent-minded sort of professor who walks about in
pouring rain with a rolled umbrella under his arm. He was human, had a keen sense
of humor, loved children and animals and could not bear to see anyone suffer. I had
often seen him drop his work to watch a parade of the local fire brigade, or see the
Tour de France cyclists go by, or even follow a circus parade all around the village.
He liked games of logic and precision, such as billiards and tennis, bridge and chess.

How was it then possible to explain his death? What could have made him put his
head under that hammer? It could hardly have been the result of some stupid bet or a
test of his courage. He hated betting and had no patience with those who indulged in
it. Whenever he heard a bet proposed, he would invariably remind all present that,
after all, a bet was but a contract between a fool and a swindler, even if it turned out
to be a toss-up as to which was which.



It seemed there were only two possible explanations to Andre's death. Either he had
gone mad, or else he had a reason for letting his wife kill him in such a strange and
terrible way. And just what could have been his wife's role in all this? They surely
could not have been both insane?

Having finally decided not to tell Charas about my nephew's innocent revelations, I
thought I myself would try to question Helene.

She seemed to have been expecting my visit for she came into the parlor almost as
soon as I had made myself known to the matron and been allowed inside.

"I wanted to show you my garden," explained Helene as I looked at the coat slung
over her shoulders.

As one of the "reasonable" inmates, she was allowed to go into the garden during
certain hours of the day. She had asked for and obtained the right to a little patch of
ground where she could grow flowers, and I had sent her seeds and some
rosebushes out of my garden.

She took me straight to a rustic wooden bench which had been in the men's
workshop and only just set up under a tree close to her little patch of ground.

Searching for the right way to broach the subject of Andre's death, I sat for a while
tracing vague designs on the ground with the end of my umbrella.

"Francois, I want to ask you something," said Helene after a while.

"Anything I can do for you, Helene?"

"No, just something I want to know. Do flies live very long?"

Staring at her, I was about to say that her boy had asked the very same question a
few hours earlier when I suddenly realized that here was the opening I had been
searching for and perhaps even the possibility of striking a great blow, a blow
perhaps powerful enough to shatter her stonewall defense, be it sane or insane.

Watching her carefully, I replied:

"I don't really know, Helene; but the fly you were looking for was in my study this
morning."

No doubt about it I had struck a shattering blow. She swung her head round with
such force that I heard the bones crack in her neck. She opened her mouth, but said
not a word; only her eyes seemed to be screaming with fear.

Yes, it was evident that I had crashed through something, but what? Undoubtedly,
the Commissaire would have known what to do with such an advantage; I did not.
All I knew was that he would never have given her time to think, to recuperate, but all
I could do, and even that was a strain, was to maintain my best poker-face, hoping
against hope that Helene's defenses would go on crumbling.



She must have been quite a while without breathing, because she suddenly gasped
and put both her hands over her still open mouth.

"Francois ... did you kill it?" she whispered, her eyes no longer fixed, but searching
every inch of my face.

"No."

"You have it then. You have it on you! Give it to me!" she almost shouted, touching
me with both her hands, and I knew that had she felt strong enough, she would have
tried to search me.

"No, Helene, I haven't got it."

"But you know now. You have guessed, haven't you?"

"No, Helene. I only know one thing, and that is that you are not insane. But I mean
to know all, Helene, and, somehow, I am going to find out. You can choose: either
you tell me everything and I'll see what is to be done, or..."

"Or what? Say it!"

"I was going to say it, Helene ... or I assure you that your friend the Commissaire
will have that fly first thing tomorrow morning."

She remained quite still, looking down at the palms of her hands on her lap and,
although it was getting chilly, her forehead and hands were moist.

Without even brushing aside a wisp of long brown hair blown across her mouth by
the breeze, she murmured:

"If I tell you ... will you promise to destroy that fly before doing anything else?"

"No, Helene. I can make no such promise before knowing."

"But, Francois, you must understand. I promised Andre that fly would be destroyed.
That promise must be kept and I can say nothing until it is."

I could sense the deadlock ahead. I was not yet losing ground, but I was losing the
initiative. I tried a shot in the dark:

"Helene, of course you understand that as soon as the police examine that fly, they
will know that you are not insane, and then..."

"Francois, no! For Henri's sake! Don't you see? I was expecting that fly; I was
hoping it would find me here but it couldn't know what had become of me. What
else could it do but go to others it loves, to Henri, to you ... you who might know
and understand what was to be done!"

Was she really mad, or was she simulating again? But mad or not, she was cornered.
Wondering how to follow up and how to land the knockout blow without running



the risk of seeing her slip away out of reach, I said very quietly:

"Tell me all, Helene. I can then protect your boy."

"Protect my boy from what? Don't you understand that if I am here, it is merely so
that Henri won't be the son of a woman who was guillotined for having murdered his
father? Don't you understand that I would by far prefer the guillotine to the living
death of this lunatic asylum?"

"I understand, Helene, and I'll do my best for the boy whether you tell me or not. If
you refuse to tell me, I'll still do the best I can to protect Henri, but you must
understand that the game will be out of my hands, because Commissaire Charas will
have the fly."

"But why must you know?" said, rather than asked, my sister-in-law, struggling to
control her temper.

"Because I must and will know how and why my brother died, Helene."

"All right. Take me back to the ... house. I'll give you what your Commissaire would
call my 'Confession.'"

"Do you mean to say that you have written it!"

"Yes. It was not really meant for you, but more likely foryour friend, the
Commissaire. I had foreseen that, sooner or later, he would get too close to the
truth."

"You then have no objection to his reading it?"

"You will act as you think fit, Francois. Wait for me a minute."

Leaving me at the door of the parlor, Helene ran upstairs to her room. In less than a
minute she was back with a large brown envelope.

"Listen, Francois; you are not nearly as bright as was your poor brother, but you are
not unintelligent. All I ask is that you read this alone. After that, you may do as you
wish."

"That I promise you, Helene," I said, taking the precious envelope. "I'll read it
tonight and although tomorrow is not a visiting day, I'll come down to see you."

"Just as you like," said my sister-in-law without even saying good-bye as she went
back upstairs.

IV.

 



It was only on reaching home, as I walked from the garage to the house, that I read
the inscription on the envelope:

 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN

(Probably Commissaire Charas)

 

Having told the servants that I would have only a light supper to be served
immediately in my study and that I was not to be disturbed after, I ran upstairs,
threw Helene's envelope on my desk and made another careful search of the room
before closing the shutters and drawing the curtains. All I could find was a long
since dead mosquito stuck to the wall near the ceiling

Having motioned to the servant to put her tray down on a table by the fireplace, I
poured myself a glass of wine and locked the door behind her. I then disconnected
the telephone – I always did this now at night – and turned out all the lights but the
lamp on my desk.

Slitting open Helene's fat envelope, I extracted a thick wad of closely written pages. I
read the following lines neatly centered in the middle of the top page:

 

This is not a confession because, although I killed my husband, I am not a
murderess. I simply and very faithfully carried out his last wish by crushing his
head and right arm under the steam-hammer of his brother's factory.

 

Without even touching the glass of wine by my elbow, I turned the page and started
reading.

For very nearly a year before his death(the manuscript began), my husband had
told me of some of his experiments. He knew full well that his colleagues of the Air
Ministry would have forbidden some of them as too dangerous, but he was keen on
obtaining positive results before reporting his discovery.

Whereas only sound and pictures had been, so far, transmitted through space by
radio and television, Andre claimed to have discovered a way of transmitting matter.
Matter, any solid object, placed in his "transmitter" was instantly disintegrated and
reintegrated in a special receiving set.

Andre considered his discovery as perhaps the most important since that of the
wheel sawn off the end of a tree trunk. He reckoned that the transmission of matter
by instantaneous "disintegration-reintegration" would completely change life as we
had known it so far. It would mean the end of all means of transport, not only of



goods including food, but also of human beings. Andre, the practical scientist who
never allowed theories or daydreams to get the better of him, already foresaw the
time when there would no longer be any airplanes, ships, trains or cars and,
therefore, no longer any roads or railway lines, ports, airports or stations. All that
would be replaced by matter-transmitting and receiving stations throughout the
world. Travelers and goods would be placed in special cabins and, at a given signal,
would simply disappear and reappear almost immediately at the chosen receiving
station.

Andre's receiving set was only a few feet away from his transmitter, in an adjoining
room of his laboratory, and he at first ran into all sorts of snags. His first successful
experiment was carried out with an ash tray taken from his desk, a souvenir we had
brought back from a trip to London.

That was the first time he told me about his experiments and I had no idea of what
he was talking about the day he came dashing into the house and threw the ash tray
in my lap.

"Helene, look! For a fraction of a second, a bare ten-millionth of a second, that ash
tray had been completely disintegrated. For one little moment it no longer existed!
Gone! Nothing left, absolutely nothing! Only atoms traveling through space at the
speed of light! And the moment after, the atoms were once more gathered together in
the shape of an ash tray!"

"Andre, please ... please! What on earth are you raving about?"

He started sketching all over a letter I had been writing. He laughed at my wry face,
swept all my letters off the table and said:

"You don't understand? Right. Let's start all over again. Helene, do you remember I
once read you an article about the mysterious flying stones that seem to come from
nowhere in particular, and which are said to occasionally fall in certain houses in
India? They come flying in as though thrown from outside and that, in spite of
closed doors and windows."

"Yes, I remember. I also remember that Professor Augier, your friend of the College
de France, who had come down for a few days, remarked that if there was no
trickery about it, the only possible explanation was that the stones had been
disintegrated after having been thrown from outside, come through the walls, and
then been reintegrated before hitting the floor or the opposite walls."

"That's right. And I added that there was, of course, one other possibility, namely
the momentary and partial disintegration of the walls as the stone or stones came
through."

"Yes, Andre. I remember all that, and I suppose you also remember that I failed to
understand, and that you got quite annoyed. Well, I still do not understand why and
how, even disintegrated, stones should be able to come through a wall or a closed



door."

"But it is possible, Helene, because the atoms that go to make up matter are not
close together like the bricks of a wall. They are separated by relative immensities of
space."

"Do you mean to say that you have disintegrated that ash tray, and then put it
together again after pushing it through something?"

"Precisely, Helene. I projected it through the wall that separates my transmitter from
my receiving set."

"And would it be foolish to ask how humanity is to benefit from ash trays that can
go through walls?"

Andre seemed quite offended, but he soon saw that I was only teasing, and again
waxing enthusiastic, he told me of some of the possibilities of his discovery.

"Isn't it wonderful, Helene?" he finally gasped, out of breath.

"Yes, Andre. But I hope you won't ever transmit me; I'd be too much afraid of
coming out at the other end like your ash tray."

"What do you mean?"

"Do you remember what was written under that ash tray?"

"Yes, of course: MADE IN JAPAN. That was the great joke of our typically British
souvenir."

"The words are still there, Andre; but ... look!"

He took the ash tray out of my hands, frowned, and walked over to the window.
Then he went quite pale, and I knew that he had seen what had proved to me that he
had indeed carried out a strange experiment.

The three words were still there, but reversed and reading:

 

NAPAJ NI EDAM

 

Without a word, having completely forgotten me, Andre rushed off to his laboratory.
I only saw him the next morning, tired and unshaven after a whole night's work.

A few days later, Andre had a new reverse which put him out of sorts and made him
fussy and grumpy for several weeks. I stood it patiently enough for a while, but
being myself bad tempered one evening, we had a silly row over some futile thing,
and I reproached him for his moroseness.



"I'm sorry,cherie. I've been working my way through a maze of problems and have
given you all a very rough time. You see, my very first experiment with a live animal
proved a complete fiasco."

"Andre! You tried that experiment with Dandelo, didn't you?"

"Yes. How did you know?" he answered sheepishly. "He disintegrated perfectly, but
he never reappeared in the receiving set."

"Oh, Andre! What became of him then?"

"Nothing ... there is just no more Dandelo; only the dispersed atoms of a cat
wandering, God knows where, in the universe."

Dandelo was a small white cat the cook had found one morning in the garden and
which we had promptly adopted. Now I knew how it had disappeared and was quite
angry about the whole thing, but my husband was so miserable over it all that I said
nothing.

I saw little of my husband during the next few weeks. He had most of his meals sent
down to the laboratory. I would often wake up in the morning and find his bed
unslept in. Sometimes, if he had come in very late, I would find that storm-swept
appearance which only a man can give a bedroom by getting up very early and
fumbling around in the dark.

One evening he came home to dinner all smiles, and I knew that his troubles were
over. His face dropped, however, when he saw I was dressed for going out.

"Oh. Were you going out, Helene?"

"Yes, the Drillons invited me for a game of bridge, but I can easily phone them and
put it off."

"No, it's all right."

"It isn't all right. Out with it, dear!"

"Well, I've at last got everything perfect and wanted you to be the first to see the
miracle."

"Magnifique,Andre! Of course I'll be delighted."

Having telephoned our neighbors to say how sorry I was and so forth, I ran down to
the kitchen and told the cook that she had exactly ten minutes in which to prepare a
"celebration dinner."

"An excellent idea, Helene," said my husband when the maid appeared with the
champagne after our candlelight dinner. "We'll celebrate with reintegrated
champagne!" and taking the tray from the maid's hands, he led the way down to the
laboratory.



"Do you think it will be as good as before its disintegration?" I asked, holding the
tray while he opened the door and switched on the lights.

"Have no fear. You'll see! Just bring it here, will you," he said, opening the door of a
telephone call-box he had bought and which had been transformed into what he
called a transmitter. "Put it down on that now," he added, putting a stool inside the
box.

Having carefully closed the door, he took me to the other end of the room and
handed me a pair of very dark sun glasses. He put on another pair and walked back
to a switchboard by the transmitter.

"Ready, Helene?" said my husband, turning out all the lights. "Don't remove your
glasses till I give the word."

"I won't budge, Andre, go on," I told him, my eyes fixed on the tray which I could
just see in a greenish shimmering light through the glass-paneled door of the
telephone booth.

"Right," said Andre, throwing a switch.

The whole room was brilliantly illuminated by an orange flash. Inside the cabin I had
seen a crackling ball of fire and felt its heat on my face, neck and hands. The whole
thing lasted but the fraction of a second, and I found myself blinking at green-edged
black holes like those one sees after having stared at the sun.

"Et voila!You can take off your glasses, Helene."

A little theatrically perhaps, my husband opened the door of the cabin. Though
Andre had told me what to expect, I was astonished to find that the champagne,
glasses, tray and stool were no longer there.

Andre ceremoniously led me by the hand into the next room, in a corner of which
stood a second telephone booth. Opening the door wide, he triumphantly lifted the
champagne tray off the stool.

Feeling somewhat like the good-natured kind-member-of-the-audience that has been
dragged onto the music hall stage by the magician, I repressed from saying, "All
done with mirrors," which I knew would have annoyed my husband.

"Sure it's not dangerous to drink?" I asked as the cork popped.

"Absolutely sure, Helene," he said, handing me a glass. "But that was nothing. Drink
this off and I'll show you something much more astounding."

We went back into the other room.

"Oh, Andre! Remember poor Dandelo!"

"This is only a guinea pig, Helene. But I'm positive it will go through all right."



He set the furry little beast down on the green enameled floor of the booth and
quickly closed the door. I again put on my dark glasses and saw and felt the vivid
crackling flash.

Without waiting for Andre to open the door, I rushed into the next room where the
lights were still on and looked into the receiving booth.

"Oh, Andre!Cheri! He's there all right!" I shouted excitedly, watching the little animal
trotting round and round. "It's wonderful, Andre. It works! You've succeeded!"

"I hope so, but I must be patient. I'll know for sure in a few weeks' time."

"What do you mean? Look! He's as full of life as when you put him in the other
cabin."

"Yes, so he seems. But we'll have to see if all his organs are intact, and that will take
some time. If that little beast is still full of life in a month's time, we then consider the
experiment a success."

I begged Andre to let me take care of the guinea pig.

"All right, but don't kill it by over-feeding," he agreed with a grin for my enthusiasm.

Though not allowed to take Hop-la – the name I had given the guinea pig – out of its
box in the laboratory, I had tied a pink ribbon round its neck and was allowed to
feed it twice a day.

Hop-la soon got used to its pink ribbon and became quite a tame little pet, but that
month of waiting seemed a year.

And then one day, Andre put Miquette, our cocker spaniel, into his "transmitter." He
had not told me beforehand, knowing full well that I would never have agreed to
such an experiment with our dog. But when he did tell me, Miquette had been
successfully transmitted half-a-dozen times and seemed to be enjoying the operation
thoroughly; no sooner was she let out of the "reintegrator" than she dashed madly
into the next room, scratching at the "transmitter" door to have "another go," as
Andre called it.

I now expected that my husband would invite some of his colleagues and Air
Ministry specialists to come down. He usually did this when he had finished a
research job and, before handing them long detailed reports which he always typed
himself, he would carry out an experiment or two before them. But this time, he just
went on working. One morning I finally asked him when he intended throwing his
usual "surprise party," as we called it.

"No, Helene; not for a long while yet. This discovery is much too important. I have
an awful lot of work to do on it still. Do you realize that there are some parts of the
transmission proper which I do not yet myself fully understand? It works all right,
but you see, I can't just say to all these eminent professors that I do this and that



and, poof, it works! I must be able to explain how and why it works. And what is
even more important, I must be ready and able to refute every destructive argument
they will not fail to trot out, as they usually do when faced with anything really
good."

I was occasionally invited down to the laboratory to witness some new experiment,
but I never went unless Andre invited me, and only talked about his work if he
broached the subject first. Of course it never occurred to me that he would, at that
stage at least, have tried an experiment with a human being; though, had I thought
about it – knowing Andre – it would have been obvious that he would never have
allowed anyone into the "transmitter" before he had been through to test it first. It
was only after the accident that I discovered he had duplicated all his switches inside
the disintegration booth, so that he could try it out by himself.

The morning Andre tried this terrible experiment, he did not show up for lunch. I
sent the maid down with a tray, but she brought it back with a note she had found
pinned outside the laboratory door: "Do not disturb me, I am working."

He did occasionally pin such notes on his door and, though I noticed it, I paid no
particular attention to the unusually large handwriting of his note.

It was just after that, as I was drinking my coffee, that Henri came bouncing into the
room to say that he had caught a funny fly, and would I like to see it. Refusing even
to look at his closed fist, I ordered him to release it immediately.

"But,Maman, it has such a funny white head!"

Marching the boy over to the open window, I told him to release the fly immediately,
which he did. I knew that Henri had caught the fly merely because he thought it
looked curious or different from other flies, but I also knew that his father would
never stand for any form of cruelty to animals, and that there would be a fuss should
he discover that our son had put a fly in a box or a bottle.

At dinnertime that evening, Andre had still not shown up and, a little worried, I ran
down to the laboratory and knocked at the door.

He did not answer my knock, but I heard him moving around and a moment later he
slipped a note under the door. It was typewritten:

 

HELENE, I AM HAVING TROUBLE. PUT THE BOY TO BED AND COME
BACK IN AN HOUR'S TIME. A.

 

Frightened, I knocked and called, but Andre did not seem to pay any attention and,
vaguely reassured by the familiar noise of his typewriter, I went back to the house.



Having put Henri to bed, I returned to the laboratory, where I found another note
slipped under the door. My hand shook as I picked it up because I knew by then
that something must be radically wrong. I read:

 

HELENE, FIRST OF ALL I COUNT ON YOU NOT TO LOSE YOUR NERVE
OR DO ANYTHING RASH BECAUSE YOU ALONE CAN HELP ME. I HAVE
HAD A SERIOUS ACCIDENT. I AM NOT IN ANY PARTICULAR DANGER
FOR THE TIME BEING THOUGH IT IS A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH.
IT IS USELESS CALLING TO ME OR SAYING ANYTHING. I CANNOT
ANSWER, I CANNOT SPEAK. I WANT YOU TO DO EXACTLY AND VERY
CAREFULLY ALL THAT I ASK. AFTER HAVING KNOCKED THREE TIMES
TO SHOW THAT YOU UNDERSTAND AND AGREE, FETCH ME A BOWL
OF MILK LACED WITH RUM. I HAVE HAD NOTHING ALL DAY AND
CANNOT DO WITHOUT IT.

 

Shaking with fear, not knowing what to think and repressing a furious desire to call
Andre and bang away until he opened, I knocked three times as requested and ran all
the way home to fetch what he wanted.

In less than five minutes I was back. Another note had been slipped under the door:

 

HELENE, FOLLOW THESE INSTRUCTIONS CAREFULLY. WHEN YOU
KNOCK I'LL OPEN THE DOOR. YOU ARE TO WALK OVER TO MY DESK
AND PUT DOWN THE BOWL OF MILK. YOU WILL THEN GO INTO THE
OTHER ROOM WHERE THE RECEIVER IS. LOOK CAREFULLY AND TRY
TO FIND A FLY WHICH OUGHT TO BE THERE BUT WHICH I AM UNABLE
TO FIND. UNFORTUNATELY I CANNOT SEE SMALL THINGS VERY
EASILY.

BEFORE YOU COME IN YOU MUST PROMISE TO OBEY ME IMPLICITLY.
DO NOT LOOK AT ME AND REMEMBER THAT TALKING IS QUITE
USELESS. I CANNOT ANSWER. KNOCK AGAIN THREE TIMES.

AND THAT WILL MEAN I HAVE YOUR PROMISE. MY LIFE DEPENDS
ENTIRELY ON THE HELP YOU CAN GIVE ME.

 

I had to wait a while to pull myself together, and then I knocked slowly three times.

I heard Andre shuffling behind the door, then his hand fumbling with the lock, and
the door opened.



Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that he was standing behind the door, but without
looking round, I carried the bowl of milk to his desk. He was evidently watching me
and I must at all costs appear calm and collected.

"Cheri,you can count on me," I said gently, and putting the bowl down under his
desk lamp, the only one alight, I walked into the next room where all the lights were
blazing.

My first impression was that some sort of hurricane must have blown out of the
receiving booth. Papers were scattered in every direction, a whole row of test tubes
lay smashed in a corner, chairs and stools were upset and one of the window
curtains hung half torn from its bent rod, In a large enamel basin on the floor a heap
of burned documents was still smoldering

I knew that I would not find the fly Andre wanted me to look for. Women know
things that men only suppose by reasoning and deduction; it is a form of knowledge
very rarely accessible to them and which they disparagingly call intuition. I already
knew that the fly Andre wanted was the one which Henri had caught and which I had
made him release.

I heard Andre shuffling around in the next room, and then a strange gurgling and
sucking as though he had trouble in drinking his milk.

"Andre, there is no fly here. Can you give me any sort of indication that might help?
If you can't speak, rap or something, you know: once for yes, twice for no."

I had tried to control my voice and speak as though perfectly calm, but I had to
choke down a sob of desperation when he rapped twice for "no."

"May I come to you, Andre I don't know what can have happened, but whatever it
is, I'll be courageous, dear."

After a moment of silent hesitation, he tapped once on his desk.

At the door I stopped aghast at the sight of Andre standing with his head and
shoulders covered by the brown velvet cloth he had taken from a table by his desk,
the table on which he usually ate when he did not want to leave his work.
Suppressing a laugh that might easily have turned to sobbing, I said:

"Andre, we'll search thoroughly tomorrow, by daylight. Why don't you go to bed?
I'll lead you to the guest room if you like, and won't let anyone else see you."

His left hand tapped the desk twice.

"Do you need a doctor, Andre?"

"No," he rapped.

"Would you like me to call up Professor Angier? He might be of more help."



Twice he rapped "no" sharply. I did not know what to do or say. And then I told
him:

"Henri caught a fly this morning which he wanted to show me, but I made him
release it. Could it have been the one you are looking for? I didn't see it, but the boy
said its head was white."

Andre emitted a strange metallic sigh, and I just had time to bite my fingers fiercely in
order not to scream. He had let his right arm drop, and instead of his long-fingered
muscular hand, a gray stick with little buds on it like the branch of a tree, hung out of
his sleeve almost down to his knee.

"Andre,mon Cheri, tell me what happened. I might be of more help to you if I knew.
Andre ... oh, it's terrible!" I sobbed, unable to control myself.

Having rapped once for yes, he pointed to the door with his left hand.

I stepped out and sank down crying as he locked the door behind me. He was
typing again and I waited. At last he shuffled to the door and slid a sheet of paper
under it.

 

HELENE, COME BACK IN THE MORNING. I MUST THINK AND WILL
HAVE TYPED OUT AN EXPLANATION FOR YOU. TAKE ONE OF MY
SLEEPING TABLETS AND GO STRAIGHT TO BED. I NEED YOU FRESH
AND STRONG TOMORROW, MA PAUVRE CHERIE. A.

 

"Do you want anything for the night, Andre?" I shouted through the door.

He knocked twice for no, and a little later I heard the typewriter again.

The sun full on my face woke me up with a start. I had set the alarm-clock for five
but had not heard it, probably because of the sleeping tablets. I had indeed slept like
a log, without a dream. Now I was back in my living nightmare and crying like a child
I sprang out of bed. It was just on seven!

Rushing into the kitchen, without a word for the startled servants, I rapidly prepared
a tray load of coffee, bread and butter with which I ran down to the laboratory.

Andre opened the door as soon as I knocked and closed it again as I carried the tray
to his desk. His head was still covered, but I saw from his crumpled suit and his
open camp-bed that he must have at least tried to rest.

On his desk lay a typewritten sheet for me which I picked up. Andre opened the
other door, and taking this to mean that he wanted to be left alone, I walked into the
next room. He pushed the door to and I heard him pouring out the coffee as I read:



 

DO YOU REMEMBER THE ASH TRAY EXPERIMENT? I HAVE HAD A
SIMILAR ACCIDENT. I "TRANSMITTED" MYSELF SUCCESSFULLY THE
NIGHT BEFORE LAST. DURING A SECOND EXPERIMENT YESTERDAY A
FLY WHICH I DID NOT SEE MUST HAVE GOT INTO THE
"DISINTEGRATOR." MY ONLY HOPE IS TO FIND THAT FLY AND GO
THROUGH AGAIN WITH IT. PLEASE SEARCH FOR IT CAREFULLY
SINCE, IF IT IS NOT FOUND, I SHALL HAVE TO FIND A WAY OF
PUTTING AN END TO ALL THIS.

 

If only Andre had been more explicit! I shuddered at the thought that he must be
terribly disfigured and then cried softly as I imagined his face inside-out, or perhaps
his eyes in place of his ears, or his mouth at the back of his neck, or worse!

Andre must be saved! For that, the fly must be found!

Pulling myself together, I said:

"Andre, may I come in?"

He opened the door.

"Andre, don't despair; I am going to find that fly. It is no longer in the laboratory,
but it cannot be very far. I suppose you're disfigured, perhaps terribly so, but there
can be no question of putting an end to all this, as you say in your note; that I will
never stand for. If necessary, if you do not wish to be seen, I'll make you a mask or
a cowl so that you can go on with your work until you get well again. If you cannot
work, I'll call Professor Augier, and he and all your other friends will save you,
Andre."

Again I heard that curious metallic sigh as he rapped violently on his desk.

"Andre, don't be annoyed; please be calm. I won't do anything without first
consulting you, but you must rely on me, have faith in me and let me help you as
best I can. Are you terribly disfigured, dear? Can't you let me see your face? I won't
be afraid, I am your wife, you know."

But my husband again rapped a decisive "no" and pointed to the door.

"All right. I am going to search for the fly now, but promise me you won't do
anything foolish; promise you won't do anything rash or dangerous without first
letting me know all about it!"

He extended his left hand, and I knew I had his promise.

I will never forget that ceaseless day-long hunt for a fly. Back home, I turned the
house inside-out and made all the servants join in the search. I told them that a fly



had escaped from the Professor's laboratory and that it must be captured alive, but it
was evident they already thought me crazy. They said so to the police later, and that
day's hunt for a fly most probably saved me from the guillotine later.

I questioned Henri and as he failed to understand right away what I was talking
about, I shook him and slapped him, and made him cry in front of the round-eyed
maids. Realizing that I must not let myself go, I kissed and petted the poor boy and
at last made him understand what I wanted of him. Yes, he remembered, he had
found the fly just by the kitchen window; yes, he had released it immediately as told
to.

Even in summer time we had very few flies because our house is on the top of a hill
and the slightest breeze coming across the valley blows round it. In spite of that, I
managed to catch dozens of flies that day. On all the window sills and all over the
garden I had put saucers of milk, sugar, jam, meat – all the things likely to attract
flies. Of all those we caught, and many others which we failed to catch but which I
saw, none resembled the one Henri had caught the day before. One by one, with a
magnifying glass, I examined every unusual fly, but none had anything like a white
head.

At lunch time, I ran down to Andre with some milk and mashed potatoes. I also took
some of the flies we had caught, but he gave me to understand that they could be of
no possible use to him.

"If that fly has not been found tonight, Andre, we'll have to see what is to be done.
And this is what I propose: I'll sit in the next room. When you can't answer by the
yes-no method of rapping, you'll type out whatever you want to say and then slip it
under the door. Agreed?"

"Yes," rapped Andre.

By nightfall we had still not found the fly. At dinner time, as I prepared Andre's tray,
I broke down and sobbed in the kitchen in front of the silent servants. My maid
thought that I had had a row with my husband, probably about the mislaid fly, but I
learned later that the cook was already quite sure that I was out of my mind.

Without a word, I picked up the tray and then put it down again as I stopped by the
telephone. That this was really a matter of life and death for Andre, I had no doubt.
Neither did I doubt that he fully intended committing suicide, unless I could make
him change his mind, or at least put off such a drastic decision. Would I be strong
enough? He would never forgive me for not keeping a promise, but under the
circumstances, did that really matter? To the devil with promises and honor! At all
costs Andre must be saved! And having thus made up my mind, I looked up and
dialed Professor Augier's number.

"The Professor is away and will not be back before the end of the week," said a
polite neutral voice at the other end of the line.



That was that! I would have to fight alone and fight I would. I would save Andre
come what may.

All my nervousness had disappeared as Andre let me in and, after putting the tray of
food down on his desk, I went into the other room, as agreed.

"The first thing I want to know," I said as he closed the door behind me, "is what
happened exactly. Can you please tell me, Andre?"

I waited patiently while he typed an answer which he pushed under the door a little
later.

 

HELENE, I WOULD RATHER NOT TELL YOU, SINCE GO I MUST, I
WOULD RATHER YOU REMEMBER ME AS I WAS BEFORE. I MUST
DESTROY MYSELF IN SUCH A WAY THAT NONE CAN POSSIBLY KNOW
WHAT HAS HAPPENED TO ME. I HAVE OF COURSE THOUGHT OF
SIMPLY DISINTEGRATING MYSELF IN MY TRANSMITTER, BUT I HAD
BETTER NOT BECAUSE, SOONER OR LATER, I MIGHT FIND MYSELF
REINTEGRATED. SOME DAY, SOMEWHERE, SOME SCIENTIST IS SURE
TO MAKE THE SAME DISCOVERY. I HAVE THEREFORE THOUGHT OF A
WAY WHICH IS NEITHER SIMPLE NOR EASY, BUT YOU CAN AND WILL
HELP ME.

 

For several minutes I wondered if Andre had not simply gone stark raving mad.

"Andre," I said at last, "whatever you may have chosen or thought of, I cannot and
will never accept such a cowardly solution. No matter how awful the result of your
experiment or accident, you are alive, you are a man, a brain ... and you have a soul.
You have no right to destroy yourself! You know that!"

The answer was soon typed and pushed under the door.

 

I AM ALIVE ALL RIGHT, BUT I AM ALREADY NO LONGER A MAN. AS TO
MY BRAIN OR INTELLIGENCE, IT MAY DISAPPEAR AT ANY MOMENT.
AS IT IS, IT IS NO LONGER INTACT. AND THERE CAN BE NO SOUL
WITHOUT INTELLIGENCE. . . AND YOU KNOW THAT!

 

"Then you must tell the other scientists about your discovery. They will help you
and save you, Andre!"

I staggered back frightened as he angrily thumped the door twice.



"Andre ... why? Why do you refuse the aid you know they would give you with all
their hearts?"

A dozen furious knocks shook the door and made me understand that my husband
would never accept such a solution. I had to find other arguments.

For hours, it seemed, I talked to him about our boy, about me, about his family,
about his duty to us and to the rest of humanity. He made no reply of any sort. At
last I cried:

"Andre ... do you hear me?"

"Yes," he knocked very gently.

"Well, listen then. I have another idea. You remember your first experiment with the
ash tray? . . . Well, do you think that if you had put it through again a second time, it
might possibly have come out with the letters turned back the right way?"

Before I had finished speaking, Andre was busily typing and a moment later I read
his answer:

 

I HAVE ALREADY THOUGHT OF THAT. AND THAT WAS WHY I NEEDED
THE FLY. IT HAS GOT TO GO THROUGH WITH ME. THERE IS NO HOPE
OTHERWISE.

 

"Try all the same, Andre. You never know!"

 

I HAVE TRIED SEVEN TIMES ALREADY.

 

–was the typewritten reply I got to that.

"Andre! Try again, please!"

The answer this time gave me a flutter of hope, because no woman has ever
understood, or will ever understand, how a man about to die can possibly consider
anything funny.

 

I DEEPLY ADMIRE YOUR DELICIOUS FEMININE LOGIC. WE COULD GO
ON DOING THIS EXPERIMENT UNTIL DOOMSDAY. HOWEVER, JUST TO
GIVE YOU THAT PLEASURE, PROBABLY THE VERY LAST I SHALL EVER
BE ABLE TO GIVE YOU, I WILL TRY ONCE MORE. IF YOU CANNOT FIND



THE DARK GLASSES, TURN YOUR BACK TO THE MACHINE AND PRESS
YOUR HANDS OVER YOUR EYES. LET ME KNOW WHEN YOU ARE
READY.

 

"Ready, Andre" I shouted without even looking for the glasses and following his
instructions.

I heard him moving around and then open and close the door of his "disintegrator."
After what seemed a very long wait, but probably was not more than a minute or so,
I heard a violent crackling noise and perceived a bright flash through my eyelids and
fingers.

I turned around as the cabin door opened.

His head and shoulders still covered with the brown velvet carpet, Andre was
gingerly stepping out of it.

"How do you feel, Andre? Any difference?" I asked touching his arm.

He tried to step away from me and caught his foot in one of the stools which I had
not troubled to pick up. He made a violent effort to regain his balance, and the velvet
carpet slowly slid off his shoulders and head as he fell heavily backwards.

The horror was too much for me, too unexpected. As a matter of fact, I am sure
that, even had I known, the horror-impact could hardly have been less powerful.
Trying to push both hands into my mouth to stifle my screams and although my
fingers were bleeding, I screamed again and again. I could not take my eyes off him,
I could not even close them, and yet I knew that if I looked at the horror much
longer, I would go on screaming for the rest of my life.

Slowly, the monster, the thing that had been my husband, covered its head, got up
and groped its way to the door and passed it. Though still screaming, I was able to
close my eyes.

I who had ever been a true Catholic, who believed in God and another, better life
hereafter, have today but one hope: that when I die, I really die, and that there may
be no afterlife of any sort because, if there is, then I shall never forget! Day and
night, awake or asleep, I see it, and I know that I am condemned to see it forever,
even perhaps into oblivion!

Until I am totally extinct, nothing can, nothing will ever make me forget that dreadful
white hairy head with its low flat skull and its two pointed ears. Pink and moist, the
nose was also that of a cat, a huge cat. But the eyes! Or rather, where the eyes
should have been were two brown bumps the size of saucers. Instead of a mouth,
animal or human, was a long hairy vertical slit from which hung a black quivering
trunk that widened at the end, trumpet-like, and from which saliva kept dripping.



I must have fainted, because I found myself flat on my stomach on the cold cement
floor of the laboratory, staring at the closed door behind which I could hear the
noise of Andre's typewriter.

Numb, numb and empty, I must have looked as people do immediately after a
terrible accident, before they fully understand what has happened. I could only think
of a man I had once seen on the platform of a railway station, quite conscious, and
looking stupidly at his leg still on the line where the train had just passed.

My throat was aching terribly, and that made me wonder if my vocal chords had not
perhaps been torn, and whether I would ever be able to speak again.

The noise of the typewriter suddenly stopped and I felt I was going to scream again
as something touched the door and a sheet of paper slid from under it.

Shivering with fear and disgust, I crawled over to where I could read it without
touching it:

 

NOW YOU UNDERSTAND. THAT LAST EXPERIMENT WAS A NEW
DISASTER, MY POOR HELENE. I SUPPOSE YOU RECOGNIZED PART OF
DANDELO'S HEAD. WHEN I WENT INTO THE DISINTEGRATOR JUST
NOW, MY HEAD WAS ONLY THAT OF A FLY. I NOW ONLY HAVE ITS
EYES AND MOUTH LEFT. THE REST HAS BEEN REPLACED BY PARTS OF
THE CAT'S HEAD. POOR DANDELO WHOSE ATOMS HAD NEVER COME
TOGETHER. YOU SEE NOW THAT THERE CAN ONLY BE ONE POSSIBLE
SOLUTION, DON'T YOU? I MUST DISAPPEAR. KNOCK ON THE DOOR
WHEN YOU ARE READY AND I SHALL EXPLAIN WHAT YOU HAVE TO
DO. A.

 

Of course he was right, and it had been wrong and cruel of me to insist on a new
experiment. And I knew that there was now no possible hope, that any further
experiments could only bring about worse results.

Getting up dazed, I went to the door and tried to speak, but no sound came out of
my throat ... so I knocked once!

You can of course guess the rest. He explained his plan in short typewritten notes,
and I agreed, I agreed to everything!

My head on fire, but shivering with cold, like an automaton, I followed him into the
silent factory. In my hand was a full page of explanations: what I had to know about
the steam-hammer.

Without stopping or looking back, he pointed to the switchboard that controlled the
steam-hammer as he passed it. I went no further and watched him come to a halt



before the terrible instrument.

He knelt down, carefully wrapped the carpet round his head, and then stretched out
flat on the ground.

It was not difficult. I was not killing my husband. Andre, poor Andre, had gone long
ago, years ago it seemed. I was merely carrying out his last wish ... and mine.

Without hesitating, my eyes on the long still body, I firmly pushed the "stroke"
button right in. The great metallic mass seemed to drop slowly. It was not so much
the resounding clang of the hammer that made me jump as the sharp cracking which
I had distinctly heard at the same time. My hus ... the thing's body shook a second
and then lay still.

It was then I noticed that he had forgotten to put his right arm, his fly-leg, under the
hammer. The police would never understand but the scientists would, and they must
not! That had been Andre's last wish, also!

I had to do it and quickly, too; the night watchman must have heard the hammer and
would be round any moment. I pushed the other button and the hammer slowly rose.
Seeing but trying not to look, I ran up, leaned down, lifted and moved forward the
right arm which seemed terribly light. Back at the switchboard, again I pushed the
red button, and down came the hammer a second time. Then I ran all the way home.

You know the rest and can now do whatever you think right.

 

So ended Helene's manuscript.

V.

 

The following day I telephoned Commissaire Charas to invite him to dinner.

"With pleasure, Monsieur Delambre. Allow me, however, to ask: is it the
Commissaire you are inviting, or just Monsieur Charas?"

"Have you any preference?"

"No, not at the present moment."

"Well then, make it whichever you like. Will eight o'clock suit you?"

Although it was raining, the Commissaire arrived on foot that evening.

"Since you did not come tearing up to the door in your black Citroen, I take it you
have opted for Monsieur Charas, off duty?"



"I left the car up a side-street," mumbled the Commissaire with a grin as the maid
staggered under the weight of his raincoat.

"Merci,"he said a minute later as I handed him a glass of Pernod into which he
tipped a few drops of water, watching it turn the golden amber liquid to pale blue
milk.

"You heard about my poor sister-in-law?"

"Yes, shortly after you telephoned me this morning. I am sorry, but perhaps it was
all for the best. Being already in charge of your brother's case, the inquiry
automatically comes to me."

"I suppose it was suicide."

"Without a doubt. Cyanide, the doctors say quite rightly; I found a second tablet in
the unstitched hem of her dress."

"Monsieur est servi,"announced the maid.

"I would like to show you a very curious document afterwards, Charas."

"Ah, yes. I heard that Madame Delambre had been writing a lot, but we could find
nothing beyond the short note informing us that she was committing suicide."

During our tête-à-tête dinner, we talked politics, books and films, and the local
football club of which the Commissaire was a keen supporter.

After dinner, I took him up to my study, where a bright fire – a habit I had picked up
in England during the war – was burning.

Without even asking him, I handed him his brandy and mixed myself what he called
"crushed-bug juice in soda water" – his appreciation of whiskey.

"I would like you to read this, Charas; first, because it was partly intended for you
and, secondly, because it will interest you. If you think Commissaire Charas has no
objection, I would like to burn it after."

Without a word, he took the wad of sheets Helene had given me the day before and
settled down to read them.

"What do you think of it all?" I asked some twenty minutes later as he carefully
folded Helene's manuscript, slipped it into the brown envelope, and put it into the
fire.

Charas watched the flames licking the envelope, from which wisps of gray smoke
were escaping, and it was only when it burst into flames that he said, slowly raising
his eyes to mine:

"I think it proves very definitely that Madame Delambre was quite insane."



For a long while we watched the fire eating up Helene's "confession."

"A funny thing happened to me this morning, Charas. I went to the cemetery, where
my brother is buried. It was quite empty and I was alone."

"Not quite, Monsieur Delambre. I was there, but I did not want to disturb you."

"Then you saw me.

"Yes. I saw you bury a matchbox."

"Do you know what was in it?"

"A fly, I suppose."

"Yes. I had found it early this morning, caught in a spider's web in the garden."

"Was it dead?"

"No, not quite. I ... crushed it ... between two stones. Its head was ... white ... all
white."

DEADLY CITYby Ivar Jorgenson

Filmed as: "Target: Earth"

By Paul W. Fairman

 

PAUL W. FAIRMAN is the author of not one – but two stories for science fiction
magazines that were later purchased and transformed into classic 1950s drive-in
theater horror fare. Oddly both tales were published in the same year, 1953, two
months apart. The first, "Deadly City" appeared in the March 1953 issue of
Worlds of If, under Fairman's "Ivar Jorgenson" pseudonym; and was filmed as
Target: Earth (1954). The second, following closely on its heels, "The Cosmic
Frame," was a featured story in the May Amazing Stories; and was lensed as
filmed under the exploitation title of Invasion of the Saucer Men (1955).

Fairman was the competent '50s professional, writing as he told one interviewer,
under "seven or eight names." It says something about his versatility that he was
able to sell to publications varying as much in subject matter and quality as
Mammoth Detective, Amazing Stories, The Saturday Evening Post, Ellery Queen's
Mystery Magazine, and Dream World. For a while Fairman gave up writing
stories and novels to concentrate on scripts for television and radio mystery shows,
but eventually he returned to his first love, penning dozens of science fiction,
suspense, horror and mystery novels before his death in 1977. As for his personal
interests – when asked to contribute a biographical sketch to one publication, he



instead submitted a comic sketch about how he lived on the best "bass lake" in
New Jersey and had been too busy fishing to write a personal profile.

In "Deadly City," Fairman uses a science fictional situation to put humanity under
a lens. It's certainly ideal movie material. A group of people from widely varied
backgrounds find themselves trapped, alone in a major American city which has
been mysteriously evacuated of every other living person. Before the story is over,
each of them has learned something about themselves and about what it means to
be human. The science fiction aspects are limited to briefly seen powerful aliens
who are eventually overcome off-stage by the Army. Fairman's focus is not, as
many lesser writers might be, on those who work frantically to save the city and
the world – but on how ordinary, powerless human beings might react in the face
of alien invasion.

Like far too many of his contemporaries, the work of Paul W. Fairman has been
too long unavailable in print form. Those who wish to seek it out can do so only
through rare book and magazine dealers. Among his more notable genre titles are
The Frankenstein Wheel; (1972); I; the Machine (1968); The World Grabbers
(1964); Rest in Agony (1963); Ten from Infinity (1963).

I.

 

HE AWOKE slowly, like a man plodding knee-deep through the thick stuff of
nightmares. There was no definite line between the dream-state and wakefulness.
Only a dawning knowledge that he was finally conscious and would have to do
something about it.

He opened his eyes, but this made no difference. The blackness remained. The pain
in his head brightened and he reached up and found the big lump they'd evidently put
on his head for good measure – a margin of safety.

They must have been prudent people, because the bang on the head had hardly been
necessary. The spiked drink which they had given him would have felled an ox. He
remembered going down into the darkness after drinking it, and of knowing what it
was. He remembered the helpless feeling.

It did not worry him now. He was a philosophical person, and the fact he was still
alive cancelled out the drink and its result. He thought, with savor, of the
chestnut-hairdo girl who had watched him take the drink. She had worn a very low
bodice, and that was where his eyes had been at the last moment – on the beautiful,
tanned breasts – until they'd wavered and puddled into a blur and then into nothing.

The chestnut-haired girl had been nice, but now she was gone and there were more
pressing problems.



He sat up, his hands behind him at the ends of stiff arms clawing into
long-undisturbed dust and filth. His movement stirred the dust and it rose into his
nostrils.

He straightened and banged his head against a low ceiling. The pain made him sick
for a minute and he sat down to regain his senses. He cursed the ceiling, as a matter
of course, in an agonized whisper.

Ready to move again, he got onto his hands and knees and crawled cautiously
forward, exploring as he went. His hand pushed through cobwebs and found a
rough, cement wall. He went around and around. It was all cement – all solid.

Hell! They hadn't sealed him up in this place! There had been a way in so there had
to be a way out. He went around again.

Then he tried the ceiling and found the opening – a wooden trap covering a
four-by-four hole – covering it snugly. He pushed the trap away and daylight
streamed in. He raised himself up until he was eye-level with a discarded shaving
cream jar lying on the bricks of an alley. He could read the trade mark on the jar, and
the slogan: "For the Meticulous Man."

He pulled himself up into the alley. As a result of an orderly childhood, he replaced
the wooden trap and kicked the shaving cream jar against a garbage can. He rubbed
his chin and looked up and down the alley.

It was high noon. An uncovered sun blazed down to tell him this.

And there was no one in sight.

He started walking toward the nearer mouth of the alley. He had been in that hole a
long time, he decided. This conviction came from his hunger and the heavy growth
of beard he'd sprouted. Twenty-four hours – maybe longer. That mickey must have
been a lulu.

He walked out into the cross street. It was empty. No people, no cars parked at the
curbs – only a cat washing its dirty face on a tenement stoop across the street. He
looked up at the tenement windows. They stared back. There was an empty,
deserted look about them.

The cat flowed down the front steps of the tenement and away toward the rear and
he was truly alone. He rubbed his harsh chin. Must be Sunday, he thought. Then he
knew it could not be Sunday. He'd gone into the tavern on a Tuesday night. That
would make it five days. Too long.

He had been walking and now he was at an intersection where he could look up and
down a new street. There were no cars – no people. Not even a cat.

A sign overhanging the sidewalk said: Restaurant. He went in under the sign and tried
the door. It was locked. There were no lights inside. He turned away – grinning to



reassure himself. Everything was all right. Just some kind of a holiday. In a big city
like Chicago the people go away on hot summer holidays. They go to the beaches
and the parks and sometimes you can't see a living soul on the streets. And of
course you can't find any cars because the people use them to drive to the beaches
and the parks and out into the country. He breathed a little easier and started walking
again.

Sure – that was it. Now what the hell holiday was it? He tried to remember. He
couldn't think of what holiday it could be. Maybe they'd dreamed up a new one. He
grinned at that, but the grin was a little tight and he had to force it. He forced it
carefully until his teeth showed white.

Pretty soon he would come to a section where everybody hadn't gone to the
beaches and the parks and a restaurant would be open and he'd get a good meal.

A meal? He fumbled toward his pockets. He dug into them and found a handkerchief
and a button from his cuff. He remembered that the button had hung loose so he'd
pulled it off to keep from losing it. He hadn't lost the button, but everything else was
gone. He scowled. The least they could have done was to leave a man eating money.

He turned another corner – into another street – and it was like the one before. No
cars – no people – not even any cats.

Panic welled up. He stopped and whirled around to look behind him. No one was
there. He walked in a tight circle, looking in all directions. Windows stared back at
him – eyes that didn't care where everybody had gone or when they would come
back. The windows could wait. The windows were not hungry. Their heads didn't
ache. They weren't scared.

He began walking and his path veered outward from the sidewalk until he was in the
exact center of the silent street. He walked down the worn white line. When he got to
the next corner he noticed that the traffic signals were not working. Black, empty
eyes.

His pace quickened. He walked faster – ever faster until he was trotting on the brittle
pavement, his sharp steps echoing against the buildings. Faster. Another corner. And
he was running, filled with panic, down the empty street.

II.

 

The girl opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. The ceiling was a blur but it began
to clear as her mind cleared. The ceiling became a surface of dirty, cracked plaster
and there was a feeling of dirt and squalor in her mind.

It was always like that at these times of awakening, but doubly bitter now, because



she had never expected to awaken again. She reached down and pulled the wadded
sheet from beneath her legs and spread it over them. She looked at the bottle on the
shabby bed table. There were three sleeping pills left in it. The girl's eyes clouded
with resentment. You'd think seven pills would have done it. She reached down and
took the sheet in both hands and drew it taut over her stomach. This was a gesture
of frustration. Seven hadn't been enough, and here she was again – awake in the
world she'd wanted to leave. Awake with the necessary edge of determination gone.

She pulled the sheet into a wad and threw it at the wall. She got up and walked to the
window and looked out. Bright daylight. She wondered how long she had slept. A
long time, no doubt.

Her naked thigh pressed against the windowsill and her bare stomach touched the
dirty pane. Naked in the window, but it didn't matter, because it gave onto an airshaft
and other windows so caked with grime as to be of no value as windows.

But even aside from that, it didn't matter. It didn't matter in the least.

She went to the washstand, her bare feet making no sound on the worn rug. She
turned on the faucets, but no water came. No water, and she had a terrible thirst. She
went to the door and had thrown the bolt before she remembered again that she was
naked. She turned back and saw the half-empty Pepsi-Cola bottle on the floor beside
the bed table. Someone else had left it there – how many nights ago? – but she drank
it anyhow, and even though it was flat and warm it soothed her throat.

She bent over to pick up garments from the floor and dizziness came, forcing her to
the edge of the bed. After a while it passed and she got her legs into one of the
garments and pulled it on.

Taking cosmetics from her bag, she went again to the washstand and tried the taps.
Still no water. She combed her hair, jerking the comb through the mats and gnarls
with a satisfying viciousness. When the hair fell into its natural, blond curls, she
applied powder and lipstick. She went back to the bed, picked up her brassiere and
began putting it on as she walked to the cracked, full-length mirror in the closet door.
With the brassiere in place, she stood looking at her slim image. She assayed herself
with complete impersonality.

She shouldn't look as good as she did – not after the beating she'd taken. Not after
the long nights and the days and the years, even though the years did not add up to
very many.

I could be someone's wife, she thought, with wry humor. I could be sending kids to
school and going out to argue with the grocer about the tomatoes being too soft. I
don't look bad at all.

She raised her eyes until they were staring into their own images in the glass and she
spoke aloud in a low, wondering voice. She said, "Who the hell am I, anyway? Who
am I? A body named Nora – that's who I am. No – that's what I am. A body's not a



who – it's awhat. One hundred and fourteen pounds of well-built blond body called
Nora – model 1931 – no fender dents – nice paint job. Come in and drive me away.
Price tag–"

She bit into the lower lip she'd just finished reddening and turned quickly to walk to
the bed and wriggle into her dress – a gray and green cotton – the only one she had.
She picked up her bag and went to the door. There she stopped to turn and thumb
her nose at the three sleeping pills in the bottle before she went out and closed the
door after herself.

The desk clerk was away from the cubbyhole from which he presided over the
lobby, and there were no loungers to undress her as she walked toward the door.

Nor was there anyone out in the street. The girl looked north and south. No cars in
sight either. No buses waddling up to the curb to spew out passengers.

The girl went five doors north and tried to enter a place called Tim's Hamburger
House. As the lock held and the door refused to open, she saw that there were no
lights on inside – no one behind the counter. The place was closed.

She walked on down the street followed only by the lonesome sound of her own
clicking heels. All the stores were closed. All the lights were out.

All the people were gone.

III.

 

He was a huge man, and the place of concealment of the Chicago Avenue police
station was very small – merely an indentation low in the cement wall behind two
steam pipes. The big man had lain in this niche for forty-eight hours. He had slugged
a man over the turn of a card in a poolroom pinochle game, had been arrested in due
course, and was awaiting the disposal of his case.

He was sorry he had slugged the man. He had not had any deep hatred for him, but
rather a rage of the moment that demanded violence as its outlet. Although he did not
consider it a matter of any great importance, he did not look forward to the six
months' jail sentence he would doubtless be given.

His opportunity to hide in the niche had come as accidentally and as suddenly as his
opportunity to slug his card partner. It had come after the prisoners had been
advised of the crisis and were being herded into vans for transportation elsewhere.
He had snatched the opportunity without giving any consideration whatever to the
crisis. Probably because he did not have enough imagination to fear anything –
however terrible – which might occur in the future. And because he treasured his
freedom above all else. Freedom for today, tomorrow could take care of itself.



Now, after forty-eight hours, he writhed and twisted his huge body out of the niche
and onto the floor of the furnace room. His legs were numb and he found that he
could not stand. He managed to sit up and was able to bend his back enough so his
great hands could reach his legs and begin to massage life back into them.

So elementally brutal was this man that he pounded his legs until they were black and
blue, before feeling returned to them. In a few minutes he was walking out of the
furnace room through a jail house which should now be utterly deserted. But was it?
He went slowly, gliding along close to the walls to reach the front door unchallenged.

He walked out into the street. It was daylight and the street was completely deserted.
The man took a deep breath and grinned. "I'll be damned," he muttered. "I'll be
double and triple damned. They're all gone. Every damn one of them run off like rats
and I'm the only one left. I'll be damned!"

A tremendous sense of exultation seized him. He clenched his fists and laughed
loud, his laugh echoing up the street. He was happier than he had ever been in his
quick, violent life. And his joy was that of a child locked in a pantry with a huge
chocolate cake.

He rubbed a hand across his mouth, looked up the street, began walking. "I wonder
if they took all the whisky with them," he said. Then he grinned; he was sure they
had not.

He began walking in long strides toward Clark Street. In toward the still heart of the
empty city.

IV

 

He was a slim, pale-skinned little man, and very dangerous. He was also very clever.
Eventually they would have found out, but he had been clever enough to deceive
them and now they would never know. There was great wealth in his family, and with
the rest of them occupied with leaving the city and taking what valuables they could
on such short notice, he had been put in the charge of one of the chauffeurs.

The chauffeur had been given the responsibility of getting the pale-skinned young
man out of the city. But the young man had caused several delays until all the rest
were gone. Then, meekly enough, he had accompanied the chauffeur to the garage.
The chauffeur got behind the wheel of the last remaining car – a Cadillac sedan –
and the young man had gotten into the rear seat.

But before the chauffeur could start the motor, the young man hit him on the head
with a tire bar he had taken from a shelf as they had entered the garage.

The bar went deep into the chauffeur's skull with a solid sound, and thus the



chauffeur found the death he was in the very act of fleeing.

The young man pulled the dead chauffeur from the car and laid him on the cement
floor. He laid him down very carefully, so that he was in the exact center of a large
square of outlined cement with his feet pointing straight north and his outstretched
arms pointing south.

The young man placed the chauffeur's cap very carefully upon his chest, because
neatness pleased him. Then he got into the car, started it, and headed east toward
Lake Michigan and the downtown section.

After traveling three or four miles, he turned the car off the road and drove it into a
telephone post. Then he walked until he came to some high weeds. He lay down in
the weeds and waited.

He knew there would probably be a last vanguard of militia hunting for stragglers. If
they saw a moving car they would investigate. They would take him into custody and
force him to leave the city.

This, he felt, they had no right to do. All his life he had been ordered about – told to
do this and that and the other thing. Stupid orders from stupid people. Idiots who
went so far as to claim the whole city would be destroyed, just to make people do as
they said. God! The ends to which stupid people would go in order to assert their
wills over brilliant people.

The young man lay in the weeds and dozed off, his mind occupied with the pleasant
memory of the tire iron settling into the skull of the chauffeur.

After a while he awoke and heard the cars of the last vanguard passing down the
road. They stopped, inspected the Cadillac and found it serviceable. They took it
with them, but they did not search the weeds along the road.

When they had disappeared toward the west, the young man came back to the road
and began walking east, in toward the city. Complete destruction in two days?

Preposterous.

The young man smiled.

V.

 

The girl was afraid. For hours she had walked the streets of the empty city and the
fear, strengthened by weariness, was now mounting toward terror. "One face," she
whispered. "Just one person coming out of a house or walking across the street.
That's all I ask. Somebody to tell me what this is all about. If I can find one person, I
won't be afraid any more."



And the irony of it struck her. A few hours previously she had attempted suicide.
Sick of herself and of all people, she had tried to end her own life. Therefore, by
acknowledging death as the answer, she should now have no fear whatever of
anything. Reconciled to crossing the bridge into death, no facet of life should have
held terror for her.

But the empty city did hold terror. One face – one moving form was all she asked
for.

Then, a second irony. When she saw the man at the corner of Washington and
Wells, her terror increased. They saw each other at almost the same moment. Both
stopped and stared. Fingers of panic ran up the girl's spine. The man raised a hand
and the spell was broken. The girl turned and ran, and there was more terror in her
than there had been before.

She knew how absurd this was, but still she ran blindly. What had she to fear? She
knew all about men; all the things men could do they had already done to her.
Murder was the ultimate, but she was fresh from a suicide attempt. Death should
hold no terrors for her.

She thought of these things as the man's footsteps sounded behind her and she
turned into a narrow alley seeking a hiding place. She found none and the man turned
in after her.

She found a passageway, entered with the same blindness which had brought her
into the alley. There was a steel door at the end and a brick lying by the sill. The
door was locked. She picked up the brick and turned. The man skidded on the filthy
alley surface as he turned into the areaway.

The girl raised the brick over her head. "Keep away! Stay away from me!"

"Wait a minute! Take it easy. I'm not going to hurt you!"

"Get away!"

Her arm moved downward. The man rushed in and caught her wrist. The brick went
over his shoulder and the nails of her other hand raked his face. He seized her
without regard for niceties and they went to the ground. She fought with everything
she had and he methodically neutralized all her weapons – her hands, her nails, her
teeth – until she could not move.

"Leave me alone. Please!"

"What's wrong with you? I'm not going to hurt you. But I'm not going to let you hit
me with a brick, either!"

"What do you want? Why did you chase me?"

"Look – I'm a peaceful guy, but I'm not going to let you get away. I spent all



afternoon looking for somebody. I found you and you ran away. I came after you."

"I haven't done anything to you."

"That's silly talk. Come on – grow up! I said I'm not going to hurt you."

"Let me up."

"So you can run away again? Not for a while. I want to talk to you."

"I-I won't run. I was scared. I don't know why. You're hurting me."

He got up – gingerly – and lifted her to her feet. He smiled, still holding both her
hands. "I'm sorry. I guess it's natural for you to be scared. My name's Frank
Brooks. I just want to find out what the hell happened to this town."

He let her withdraw her hands, but he still blocked her escape. She moved a pace
backward and straightened her clothing. "I don't know what happened. I was looking
for someone too."

He smiled again. "And then you ran."

"I don't know why. I guess–"

"What's your name."

"Nora-Nora Spade."

"You slept through it too?"

"Yes ... yes. I slept through it and came out and they were all gone."

"Let's get out of this alley." He preceded her out, but he waited for her when there
was room for them to walk side by side, and she did not try to run away. That phase
was evidently over.

"I got slipped a mickey in a tavern," Frank Brooks said. "Then they slugged me and
put me in a hole."

His eyes questioned. She felt their demand and said, "I was asleep in my hotel
room."

"They overlooked you?"

"I guess so."

"Then you don't know anything about it?"

"Nothing. Something terrible must have happened."

"Let's go down this way," Frank said, and they moved toward Madison Street. He
had taken her arm and she did not pull away. Rather, she walked invitingly close to



him.

She said, "It's so spooky. So ... empty. I guess that's what scared me."

"It would scare anybody. There must have been an evacuation of some kind."

"Maybe the Russians are going to drop a bomb."

Frank shook his head. "That wouldn't explain it. I mean, the Russians wouldn't let us
know ahead of time. Besides, the army would be here. Everybody wouldn't be
gone."

"There's been a lot of talk about germ warfare. Do you suppose the water, maybe,
has been poisoned?"

He shook his head. "The same thing holds true. Even if they moved the people out,
the army would be here."

"I don't know. It just doesn't make sense."

"It happened, so it has to make sense. It was something that came up all of a
sudden. They didn't have much more than twenty-four hours." He stopped suddenly
and looked at her. "We've got to get out of here!"

Nora Spade smiled for the first time, but without humor. "How? I haven't seen one
car. The buses aren't running."

His mind was elsewhere. They had started walking again. "Funny I didn't think of
that before."

"Think of what?"

"That anybody left in this town is a dead pigeon. The only reason they'd clear out a
city would be to get away from certain death. That would mean death is here for
anybody that stays. Funny. I was so busy looking for somebody to talk to that I
never thought of that."

"I did."

"Is that what you were scared of?"

"Not particularly. I'm not afraid to die. It was something else that scared me. The
aloneness, I guess."

"We'd better start walking west – out of the city. Maybe we'll find a car or
something."

"I don't think we'll find any cars."

He drew her to a halt and looked into her face. "You aren't afraid at all, are you?"



She thought for a moment. "No, I guess I'm not. Not of dying, that is. Dying is a
normal thing. But I was afraid of the empty streets – nobody around. That was
weird."

"It isn't weird now?"

"Not – not as much."

"I wonder how much time we've got?"

Nora shrugged. "I don't know, but I'm hungry."

"We can fix that. I broke into a restaurant a few blocks back and got myself a
sandwich. I think there's still food around. They couldn't take it all with them."

They were on Madison Street and they turned east on the south side of the street.
Nora said, "I wonder if there are any other people still here – like us?"

"I think there must be. Not very many, but a few. They would have had to clean four
million people out overnight. It stands to reason they must have missed a few. Did
you ever try to empty a sack of sugar? Really empty it? It's impossible. Some of the
grains always stick to the sack."

A few minutes later the wisdom of this observation was proven when they came to a
restaurant with the front window broken out and saw a man and a woman sitting at
one of the tables.

VI.

 

He was a huge man with a shock of black hair and a mouth slightly open showing a
set of incredibly white teeth. He waved an arm and shouted, "Come on in! Come on
in for crissake and sit down! We got beer and roast beef and the beer's still cold.
Come on in and meet Minna."

This was different, Nora thought. Not eerie. Not weird, like seeing a man standing on
a deserted street corner with no one else around. This seemed normal, natural, and
even the smashed window didn't detract too much from the naturalness.

They went inside. There were chairs at the table and they sat down. The big man did
not get up. He waved a hand toward his companion and said, "This is Minna. Ain't
she something? I found her sitting at an empty bar scared to death. We came to an
understanding and I brought her along." He grinned at the woman and winked. "We
came to a real understanding, didn't we, Minna?"

Minna was a completely colorless woman of perhaps thirty-five. Her skin was
smooth and pale and she wore no makeup of any kind. Her hair was drawn straight



back into a bun. The hair had no predominating color. It was somewhere between
light brown and blond.

She smiled a little sadly, but the laugh did not cover her worn, tired look. It seemed
more like a gesture of obedience than anything else. "Yes. We came to an
understanding."

"I'm Jim Wilson," the big man boomed. "I was in the Chicago Avenue jug for
slugging a guy in a card game. They kind of overlooked me when they cleaned the
joint out." He winked again. "I kind of helped them overlook me. Then I found
Minna." There was tremendous relish in his words.

Frank started introductions which Nora Spade cut in on. "Maybe you know what
happened?" she asked.

Wilson shook his head. "I was in the jug and they didn't tell us. They just started
cleaning out the joint. There was talk in the bullpen – invasion or something. Nobody
knew for sure. Have some beer and meat."

Nora turned to the quiet Minna. "Did you hear anything?"

"Naw," Wilson said with a kind of affectionate contempt. "She don't know anything
about it. She lived in some attic dump and was down with a sore throat. She took
some pills or something and when she woke up they were gone."

"I went to work and–" Minna began, but Wilson cut her off.

"She swabs out some joints on Chicago Avenue for a living and that was how she
happened to be sitting in that tavern. It's payday, and Minna was waiting for her
dough!" He exploded into laughter and slapped the table with a huge hand. "Can you
beat that? Waiting for her pay at a time like this."

Frank Brooks set down his beer bottle. The beer was cold and it tasted good. "Have
you met anybody else? There must be some other people around."

"Uh-uh. Haven't met anybody but Minna." He turned his eyes on the woman again,
then got to his feet. "Come on, Minna. You and I got to have a little conference. We
got things to talk about." Grinning, he walked toward the rear of the restaurant.
Minna got up more slowly. She followed him behind the counter and into the rear of
the place.

Alone with Nora, Frank said, "You aren't eating. Want me to look for something
else?"

"No – I'm not very hungry. I was just wondering–"

"Wondering about what?"

"When it will happen. When whatever is going to happen – you know what I mean."



"I'd rather knowwhat's going to happen. I hate puzzles. It's hell to have to get killed
and not know what killed you."

"We aren't being very sensible, are we?"

"How do you mean?"

"We should at least act normal."

"I don't get it."

Nora frowned in slight annoyance. "Normal people would be trying to reach safety.
They wouldn't be sitting in a restaurant drinking beer. We should be trying to get
away. Even if it does mean walking. Normal people would be trying to get away."

Frank stared at his bottle for a moment. "We should be scared stiff, shouldn't we?"

It was Nora's turn to ponder. "I'm not sure. Maybe not. I know I'm not fighting
anything inside – fear, I mean. I just don't seem to care one way or another."

"I care," Frank replied. "I care. I don't want to die. But we're faced with a situation,
and either way it's a gamble. We might be dead before I finish this bottle of beer. If
that's true, why not sit here and be comfortable? Or we might have time to walk far
enough to get out of range of whatever it is that chased everybody."

"Which way do you think it is?"

"I don't think we have time to get out of town. They cleaned it out too fast. We'd
need at least four or five hours to get away. If we had that much time the army, or
whoever did it, would still be around."

"Maybe they didn't know themselves when it's going to happen."

He made an impatient gesture. "What difference does it make? We're in a situation
we didn't ask to get in. Our luck put us here and I'm damned if I'm going to kick a
hole in the ceiling and yell for help."

Nora was going to reply, but at that moment Jim Wilson came striding out front. He
wore his big grin and he carried another half-dozen bottles of beer. "Minna'll be out
in a minute," he said. "Women are always slower than hell."

He dropped into a chair and snapped the cap off a beer bottle with his thumb. He
held the bottle up and squinted through it, sighing gustily. "Man! I ain't never had it
so good." He tilted the bottle in salute, and drank.

The sun was lowering in the west now, and when Minna reappeared it seemed that
she materialized from the shadows, so quietly did she move. Jim Wilson opened
another bottle and put it before her. "Here – have a drink, baby."

Obediently, she tilted the bottle and drank.



"What do you plan to do?" Frank asked.

"It'll be dark soon," Wilson said. "We ought to go out and try to scrounge some
flashlights. I bet the power plants are dead. Probably aren't any flashlights either."

"Are you going to stay here?" Nora asked. "Here in the Loop?"

He seemed surprised. "Why not? A man'd be a fool to walk out on all this. All he
wants to eat and drink. No goddam cops around. The life of Riley and I should walk
out?"

"Aren't you afraid of what's going to happen?"

"I don't give a good goddam what's going to happen. What the hell! Something's
always going to happen."

"They didn't evacuate the city for nothing," Frank said.

"You mean we can all get killed?" Jim Wilson laughed. "Sure we can. We could have
got killed last week too. We could of got batted in the can by a truck anytime we
crossed the street." He emptied his bottle, threw it accurately at a mirror over the
cash register. The crash was thunderous. "Trouble with you people, you're worry
warts," he said with an expansive grin. "Let's go get us some flashlights so we can
find our way to bed in one of those fancy hotels."

He got to his feet and Minna arose also, a little tired, a little apprehensive, but entirely
submissive. Jim Wilson said, "Come on, baby. I sure won't want to loseyou." He
grinned at the others. "You guys coming?"

Frank's eyes met Nora's. He shrugged. "Why not?" he said. "Unless you want to
start walking."

"I'm too tired," Nora said.

VII.

 

As they stepped out through the smashed window, both Nora and Frank
half-expected to see other forms moving up and down Madison Street. But there
was no one. Only the unreal desolation of the lonely pavement and the
dark-windowed buildings.

"The biggest ghost town on earth," Frank muttered.

Nora's hand had slipped into Frank's. He squeezed it and neither of them seemed
conscious of the contact.

"I wonder," Nora said. "Maybe this is only one of them. Maybe all the other big



cities are evacuated too."

Jim Wilson and Minna were walking ahead. He turned. "If you two can't sleep
without finding out what's up, it's plenty easy to do.

"You think we could find a battery radio in some store?" Frank asked.

"Hell no! They'll all be gone. But all you'd have to do is snoop around in some
newspaper office. If you can read you can find out what happened."

It seemed strange to Frank that he had not thought of this. Then he realized he hadn't
tried very hard to think of anything at all. He was surprised, also, at his lack of fear.
He'd gone through life pretty much taking things as they came – as big a sucker as
the next man – making more than his quota of mistakes and blunders. Finding
himself completely alone in a deserted city for the first time in his life, he had
naturally fallen prey to sudden fright. But that had gradually passed, and now he was
able to accept the new reality fairly passively. He wondered if that wasn't pretty
much the way of all people. New situations brought a surge of whatever emotion
fitted the picture. Then the emotion subsided and the new thing became the ordinary.

This, he decided, was the manner in which humanity survived. Humanity took things
as they came. Pile on enough of anything and it becomes the ordinary.

Jim Wilson had picked up a garbage box and hurled it through the window of an
electric shop. The glass came down with a crash that shuddered up the empty
darkening street and grumbled off into silence. Jim Wilson went inside. "I'll see what
I can find. You stay out here and watch for cops." His laughter echoed out as he
disappeared.

Minna stood waiting silently, unmoving, and somehow she reminded Frank of a
dumb animal; an unreasoning creature with no mind of her own, waiting for a signal
from her master. Strangely, he resented this, but at the same time could find no
reason for his resentment, except the feeling that no one should appear as much a
slave as Minna.

Jim Wilson reappeared in the window. He motioned to Minna. "Come on in, baby.
You and me's got to have a little conference." His exaggerated wink was barely
perceptible in the gloom as Minna stepped over the low sill into the store. "Won't be
long, folks," Wilson said in high good humor, and the two of them vanished into the
darkness beyond.

Frank Brooks glanced at Nora, but her face was turned away. He cursed softly
under his breath. He said, "Wait a minute," and went into the store through the huge,
jagged opening.

Inside, he could barely make out the counters. The place was larger than it had
appeared from the outside. Wilson and Minna were nowhere about.

Frank found the counter he was looking for and pawed out several flashlights. They



were only empty tubes, but he found a case of batteries in a panel compartment
against the wall.

"Who's there?"

"Me. I came in for some flashlights."

"Couldn't you wait?"

"It's getting dark."

"You don't have to be so damn impatient." Jim Wilson's voice was hostile and surly.

Frank stifled his quick anger. "We'll be outside," he said. He found Nora waiting
where he'd left her. He loaded batteries into four flashlights before Jim Wilson and
Minna reappeared.

Wilson's good humor was back. "How about the Morrison or the Sherman," he
said. "Or do you want to get real ritzy and walk up to the Drake?"

"My feet hurt," Minna said. The woman spoke so rarely, Frank Brooks was startled
by her words.

"Morrison's the closest," Jim Wilson said. "Let's go." He took Minna by the arm
and swung off up the street. Frank and Nora fell in behind.

Nora shivered. Frank, holding her arm, asked, "Cold?"

"No. It's just all – unreal again."

"I see what you mean."

"I never expected to see the Loop dark. I can't get used to it."

A vagrant, whispering wind picked up a scrap of paper and whirled it along the
street. It caught against Nora's ankle. She jerked perceptibly and kicked the scrap
away. The wind caught it again and spiraled it away into the darkness.

"I want to tell you something," she said.

"Tell away."

"I told you before that I slept through the – the evacuation, or whatever it was. That
wasn't exactly true. I did sleep through it, but it was my fault. I put myself to sleep."

"I don't get it."

"I tried to kill myself. Sleeping tablets. Seven of them. They weren't enough."

Frank said nothing while they paced off ten steps through the dark canyon that was
Madison Street. Nora wondered if he had heard.



"I tried to commit suicide."

"Why?"

"I was tired of life, I guess."

"What do you want – sympathy?"

The sudden harshness in his voice brought her eyes around, but his face was a white
blur.

"No-no, I don't think so."

"Well, you won't get it from me. Suicide is silly. You can have troubles and all that –
everybody has them – but suicide – why did you try it?"

A high, thin whine – a wordless vibration of eloquence – needled out of the darkness
into their ears. The shock was like a sudden shower of ice water dashed over their
bodies. Nora's fingers dug into Frank's arm, but he did not feel the cutting nails.
"We're – there's someone out there in the street!"

Twenty-five feet ahead of where Frank and Nora stood frozen there burst the
booming voice of Jim Wilson. "What the hell was that?" And the shock was
dispelled. The white circle from Wilson's flash bit out across the blackness to outline
movement on the far side of the street. Then Frank Brooks' light, and Nora's, went
exploring.

"There's somebody over there," Wilson bellowed. "Hey, you! Show your face! Quit
sneaking around!"

Frank's light swept an arc that clearly outlined the buildings across the street and
then weakened as it swung westward. There was something or someone back there,
but obscured by the dimness. He was swept by a sense of unreality again.

"Did you see them?"

Nora's light beam had dropped to her feet as though she feared to point it out into
the darkness. "I thought I saw something."

Jim Wilson was swearing industriously. "There was a guy over there. He ducked
around the corner. Some damn fool out scrounging. Wish I had a gun."

Frank and Nora moved ahead and the four stood in a group. "Put out your lights,"
Wilson said. "They make good targets if the jerk's got any weapons."

They stood in the darkness, Nora holding tightly to Frank's arm. Frank said, "That
was the damnedest noise I ever beard."

"Like a siren?" Frank thought Jim Wilson spoke hopefully, as though wanting
somebody to agree with him.



"Not like any I ever heard. Not like a whistle, either. More of a moan."

"Let's get into that goddam hotel and–" Jim Wilson's words were cut off by a new
welling-up of the melancholy howling. It had a new pattern this time. It sounded from
many places; not nearer, Frank thought, than Lake Street on the north, but spreading
outward and backward and growing fainter until it died on the wind.

Nora was shivering, clinging to Frank without reserve.

Jim Wilson said, "I'll be damned if it doesn't sound like a signal of some kind."

"Maybe it's a language – a way of communication."

"But who the hell's communicating?"

"How would I know?"

"We best get to that hotel and bar a few doors. A man can't fight in the dark – and
nothing to fight with."

They hurried up the street, but it was all different now. Gone was the illusion of
being alone; gone the sense of solitude. Around them the ghost town had come
suddenly alive. Sinister forces more frightening than the previous solitude had now
to be reckoned with.

"Something's happened – something in the last few minutes," Nora whispered.

Frank leaned close as they crossed the street to the dark silent pile that was the
Morrison hotel. "I think I know what you mean."

"It's as though there was no one around and then, suddenly, they came."

"I think they came and went away again."

"Did you actuallysee anyone when you flashed your light?"

"No – I can't say positively that I did. But I got the impression there were figures out
there – at least dozens of them – and that they moved back away from the light.
Always just on the edge of it."

"I'm scared, Frank."

"So am I"

"Do you think it could all be imagination?"

"Those moans? Maybe the first one – I've heard of people imagining sounds. But
not the last ones. And besides, we all heard them."

Jim Wilson, utterly oblivious of any subtle emanations in the air, boomed out in
satisfaction: "We don't have to bust the joint open. The revolving door works."



"Then maybe we ought to be careful," Frank said. "Maybe somebody else is around
here."

"Could be. We'll find out."

"Why are we afraid?" Nora whispered.

"It's natural, isn't it?" Frank melded the beam of his light with that of Jim Wilson.
The white finger pierced the darkness inside. Nothing moved.

"I don't see why it should be. If there are people in there they must be as scared as
we are."

Nora was very close to him as they entered.

VIII.

 

The lobby seemed deserted. The flashlight beams scanned the empty chairs and
couches. The glass of the deserted cages threw back reflections.

"The keys are in there," Frank said. He vaulted the desk and scanned the numbers
under the pigeon holes.

"We'd better stay down low," Jim Wilson said. "Damned if I'm going to climb to the
penthouse."

"How about the fourth floor?"

"That's plenty high enough."

Frank came out with a handful of keys. "Odd numbers," he said. "Four in a row."

"Well I'll be damned," Jim Wilson muttered. But he said no more and they climbed
the stairs in silence. They passed the quiet dining rooms and banquet halls, and by
the time they reached the fourth floor the doors giving off the corridors had assumed
a uniformity.

"Here they are." He handed a key to Wilson. "That's the end one." He said nothing
as he gave Minna her key, but Wilson grunted, "For crissake!" in a disgusted voice,
took Minna's key and threw it on the floor.

Frank and Nora watched as Wilson unlocked his door. Wilson turned. "Well,
goodnight all. If you act goosed by any spooks, just yell."

Minna followed him without a word and the door closed.

Frank handed Nora her key. "Lock your door and you'll be safe. I'll check the room
first." He unlocked the door and flashed his light inside. Nora was close behind him



as he entered. He checked the bathroom. "Everything clear. Lock your door and
you'll be safe."

"Frank."

"Yes."

"I'm afraid to stay alone."

"You mean you want me to–"

"There are two beds here."

His reply was slow in coming. Nora didn't wait for it. Her voice rose to the edge of
hysteria. "Quit being so damned righteous. Things have changed! Can't you realize
that? What does it matter how or where we sleep? Does the world care? Will it make
a damn bit of difference to the world whether I strip stark naked in front of you?" A
sob choked in her throat. "Or would that outrage your morality."

He moved toward her, stopped six inches away. "It isn't that. For God's sake! I'm
no saint. It's just that I thought you–"

"I'm plain scared, and I don't want to be alone. To me that's all that's important."

Her face was against his chest and his arms went around her.

But her own hands were fists held together against him until he could feel her
knuckles, hard, against his chest. She was crying.

"Sure," Frank said. "I'll stay with you. Now take it easy. Everything's going to be all
right."

Nora sniffled without bothering to reach for her handkerchief. "Stop lying. You
know it isn't going to be all right."

Frank was at somewhat of a loss. This flare-up of Nora's was entirely unexpected.
He eased toward the place the flashlight had shown the bed to be. Her legs hit its
edge and she sat down.

"You-you want me to sleep in the other one?" he asked.

"Of course," Nora replied with marked bitterness. "I'm afraid you wouldn't be very
comfortable in with me."

There was a time of silence. Frank took off his jacket, shirt and trousers. It was
funny, he thought. He'd spent his money, been drugged, beaten and robbed as a
result of one objective – to get into a room alone with a girl. And a girl not nearly as
nice as Nora at that. Now, here he was alone with a real dream, and he was
tongue-tied. It didn't make sense. He shrugged. Life was crazy sometimes.

He heard the rustle of garments and wondered how much Nora was taking off. Then



he dropped his trousers, forgotten, to the floor. "Did you hear that?"

"Yes. It's that–"

Frank went to the window, raised the sash. The moaning sound came in louder, but
it was from far distance. "I think that's out around Evanston."

Frank felt warmth on his check and he realized Nora was by his side, leaning
forward. He put an arm around her and they stood unmoving in complete silence.
Although their ears were straining for the sound coming down from the north, Frank
could not be oblivious of the warm flesh under his hand.

Nora's breathing was soft against his check. She said, "Listen to how it rises and
falls. It's almost as though they were using it to talk with. The inflection changes."

"I think that's what it is. It's coming from a lot of different places. It stops in some
places and starts in others."

"It's so – weird."

"Spooky," Frank said, "but in a way it makes me feel better."

"I don't see how it could." Nora pressed closer to him.

"It does though, because of what I was afraid of. I had it figured out that the city
was going to blow up – that a bomb had been planted that they couldn't find, or
something like that. Now, I'm pretty sure it's something else. I'm willing to bet we'll
be alive in the morning."

Nora thought that over in silence. "If that's the way it is – if some kind of invaders
are coming down from the north – isn't it stupid to stay here? Even if we are tired we
ought to be trying to get away from them."

"I was thinking the same thing. I'll go and talk to Wilson."

They crossed the room together and he left her by the bed and went on to the door.
Then he remembered he was in his shorts and went back and got his trousers. After
he'd put them on, he wondered why he'd bothered. He opened the door.

Something warned him – some instinct – or possibly his natural fear and caution
coincided with the presence of danger. He heard the footsteps on the carpeting
down the hall – soft, but unmistakably footsteps. He called, "Wilson-Wilson – that
you?"

The creature outside threw caution to the winds. Frank sensed rather than heard a
body hurtling toward the door. A shrill, mad laughter raked his ears and the weight
of a body hit the door.

Frank drew strength from pure panic as he threw his weight against the panel, but
perhaps an inch or two from the latch the door wavered from opposing strength.



Through the narrow opening he could feel the hoarse breath of exertion in his face.
Insane giggles and curses sounded through the black stillness.

Frank had the wild conviction he was losing the battle, and added strength came
from somewhere. He heaved and there was a scream and he knew he had at least one
finger caught between the door and the jamb. He threw his weight against the door
with frenzied effort and heard the squash of the finger. The voice kited up to a shriek
of agony, like that of a wounded animal.

Even with his life at stake, and the life of Nora, Frank could not deliberately slice the
man's fingers off. Even as he fought the urge, and called himself a fool, he allowed
the door to give slightly inward. The hand was jerked to safety.

At that moment another door opened close by and Jim Wilson's voice boomed:
"What the hell's going on out here?"

Simultaneous with this, racing footsteps receded down the hall and from the well of
the stairway came a whining cry of pain.

"Jumping jees!" Wilson bellowed. "We got company. We ain't alone!"

"He tried to get into my room."

"You shouldn't have opened the door. Nora okay?"

"Yeah. She's all right."

"Tell her to stay in her room. And you do the same. We'd be crazy to go after that
coot in the dark. He'll keep 'til morning."

Frank closed the door, double-locked it and went back to Nora's bed. He could hear
a soft sobbing. He reached down and pulled back the covers and the sobbing came
louder. Then he was down on the bed and she was in his arms.

She cried until the panic subsided, while he held her and said nothing. After a while
she got control of herself. "Don't leave me, Frank," she begged. "Please don't leave
me."

He stroked her shoulder. "I won't," he whispered.

They lay for a long time in utter silence, each seeking strength in the other's
closeness. The silence was finally broken by Nora,

"Frank?"

"Yes."

"Do you want me?"

He did not answer.



"If you want me you can have me, Frank."

Frank said nothing.

"I told you today that I tried to commit suicide. Remember?"

"I remember."

"That was the truth. I did it because I was tired of everything. Because I've made a
terrible mess of things. I didn't want to go on living."

He remained silent, holding her.

As she spoke again, her voice sharpened. "Can't you understand what I'm telling
you? I'm no good! I'm just a bum! Other men have had me! Why shouldn't you?
Why should you be cheated out of what other men have had?"

He remained silent. After a few moments, Nora said, "For God's sake, talk! Say
something!"

"How do you feel about it now? Will you try again to kill yourself the next chance
you get?"

"No-no, I don't think I'll ever try it again."

"Then things must look better."

"I don't know anything about that. I just don't want to do it now."

She did not urge him this time and he was slow in speaking. "It's kind of funny. It
really is. Don't get the idea I've got morals. I haven't. I've had my share of women. I
was working on one the night they slipped me the mickey – the night before I woke
up to this tomb of a city. But now – tonight – it's kind of different. I feel like I want
to protect you. Is that strange?"

"No," she said quietly. "I guess not."

They lay there silently, their thoughts going off into the blackness of the sepulchral
night. After a long while, Nora's even breathing told him she was asleep. He got up
quietly, covered her, and went to the other bed.

But before he slept, the weird wailings from out Evanston way came again – rose
and fell in that strange conversational cadence – then died away into nothing.

IX.

 

Frank awoke to the first fingers of daylight. Nora still slept. He dressed and stood
for some moments with his hand on the door knob. Then he threw the bolt and



cautiously opened the door.

The hallway was deserted. At this point it came to him forcibly that he was not a
brave man. All his life, he realized, he had avoided physical danger and had refused
to recognize the true reason for so doing. He had classified himself as a man who
dodged trouble through good sense; that the truly civilized person went out of his
way to keep the peace.

He realized now that that attitude was merely salve for his ego. He faced the empty
corridor and did not wish to proceed further. But stripped of the life-long alibi, he
forced himself to walk through the doorway, close the door softly, and move toward
the stairs.

He paused in front of the door behind which Jim Wilson and Minna were no doubt
sleeping. He stared at it wistfully. It certainly would not be a mark of cowardice to
get Jim Wilson up under circumstances such as these. In fact, he would be a fool
not to do so.

Stubbornness forbade such a move, however. He walked softly toward the place
where the hallway dead-ended and became a cross-corridor. He made the turn
carefully, pressed against one wall. There was no one in sight. He got to the stairway
and started down.

His muscles and nerves tightened with each step. When he reached the lobby he was
ready to jump sky-high at the drop of a pin.

But no one dropped any pins, and he reached the modernistic glass doorway to the
drugstore with only silence screaming in his ears. The door was unlocked. One hinge
squeaked slightly as he pushed the door inward.

It was in the drugstore that Frank found signs of the fourth floor intruder. An inside
counter near the prescription department was red with blood. Bandages and first-aid
supplies had been unboxed and thrown around with abandon. Here the man had no
doubt administered to his smashed hand.

But where had he gone? Asleep, probably, in one of the rooms upstairs. Frank
wished fervently for a weapon. Beyond doubt there was not a gun left in the Loop.

A gun was not the only weapon ever created, though, and Frank searched the store
and found a line of pocket knives still in neat boxes near the perfume counter.

He picked four of the largest and found, also, a wooden handled, lead-tipped
bludgeon, used evidently for cracking ice.

Thus armed, he went out through the revolving door. He walked through streets that
were like death under the climbing sun. Through streets and canyons of dead
buildings upon which the new daylight had failed to shed life or diminish the terror of
the night past.



At Dearborn he found the door to the Chicago Tribune building locked. He used the
ice breaker to smash a glass door panel. The crash of the glass on the cement was
an explosion in the screaming silence. He went inside. Here the sense of desolation
was complete; brought sharply to focus, probably, by the pigeon holes filled with
letters behind the want-ad counter. Answers to a thousand and one queries, waiting
patiently for someone to come after them.

Before going to the basement and the back files of the Chicago Tribune, Frank
climbed to the second floor and found what he thought might be there – a row of
teletype machines with a file board hooked to the side of each machine.

Swiftly, he stripped the copy sheets off each board, made a bundle of them and
went back downstairs. He covered the block back to the hotel at a dog-trot, filled
with a sudden urge to get back to the fourth floor as soon as possible.

He stopped in the drugstore and filled his pockets with soap, a razor, shaving cream
and face lotion. As an afterthought, he picked up a lavish cosmetic kit that retailed,
according to the price tag, for thirty-eight dollars plus tax.

He let himself back into the room and closed the door softly. Nora rolled over,
exposing a shoulder and one breast. The breast held his gaze for a full minute. Then
a feeling of guilt swept him and he went into the bathroom and closed the door.

Luckily, a supply tank on the roof still contained water and Frank was able to
shower and shave. Dressed again, he felt like a new man. But he regretted not
hunting up a haberdashery shop and getting himself a clean shirt.

Nora had still not awakened when he came out of the bathroom. He went to the bed
and stood looking down at her for some time. Then he touched her shoulder.

"Wake up. It's morning."

Nora stirred. Her eyes opened, but Frank got the impression she did not really
awaken for several seconds. Her eyes went to his face, to the window, back to his
face.

"What time is it?"

"I don't know. I think it's around eight o'clock." Nora stretched both arms
luxuriously. As she sat up, her slip fell back into place and Frank got the impression
she hadn't even been aware of her partial nudity.

She stared up at him, clarity dawning in her eyes. "You're all cleaned up."

"I went downstairs and got some things."

"You went out – alone?"

"Why not? We can't stay in here all day. We've got to hit the road and get out of
here. We've overshot our luck already."



"But that – that man in the hall last night! You shouldn't have taken a chance."

"I didn't bump into him. I found the place he fixed his hand, down in the drugstore"

Frank went to the table and came back with the cosmetic set. He put it in Nora's lap.
"I brought this up for you."

Surprise and true pleasure were mixed in her expression. "That was very nice. I think
I'd better get dressed."

Frank turned toward the window where he had left the bundle of teletype clips. "I've
got a little reading to do."

As he sat down, he saw, from the corner of his eye, a flash of slim brown legs
moving toward the bathroom. Just inside the door, Nora turned. "Are Jim Wilson
and Minna up yet?"

"I don't think so."

Nora's eyes remained on him. "I think you were very brave to go downstairs alone.
But it was a foolish thing to do. You should have waited for Jim Wilson."

"You're right about it being foolish. But I had to go."

"Why?"

"Because I'm not brave at all. Maybe that was the reason."

Nora left the bathroom door open about six inches and Frank heard the sound of the
shower. He sat with the papers in his hand wondering about the water. When he had
gone to the bathroom the thought had never occurred to him. It was natural that it
should. Now he wondered about it. Why was it still running? After a while he
considered the possibility of the supply tank on the roof.

Then he wondered about Nora. It was strange how he could think about her
personally and impersonally at the same time. He remembered her words of the
previous night. They made her – he shied from the term. What was the old cliché? A
woman of easy virtue.

What made a woman of that type, he wondered. Was it something inherent in their
makeup? That partially opened door was symbolic somehow. He was sure that many
wives closed the bathroom door upon their husbands; did it without thinking,
instinctively. He was sure Nora had left it partially open without thinking. Could a
behavior pattern be traced from such an insignificant thing?

He wondered about his own attitude toward Nora. He had drawn away from what
she'd offered him during the night. And yet from no sense of disgust. There was
certainly far more about Nora to attract than to repel.

Morals, he realized dimly, were imposed – or at least functioned – for the protection



of society. With society gone – vanished overnight – did the moral code still hold?

If and when they got back among masses of people, would his feelings toward Nora
change? He thought not. He would marry her, he told himself firmly, as quick as he'd
marry any other girl. He would not hold what she was against her. I guess I'm just
fundamentally unmoral myself, he thought, and began reading the news clips.

X.

 

There was a knock on the door accompanied by the booming voice of Jim Wilson.
"You in there! Ready for breakfast?"

Frank got up and walked toward the door. As he did so, the door to the bathroom
closed.

Jim Wilson wore a two-day growth of beard and it didn't seem to bother him at all.
As he entered the room he rubbed his hands together in great gusto. "Well, where'll
we eat, folks? Let's pick the classiest restaurant in town. Nothing but the best for
Minna here."

He winked broadly as Minna, expressionless and silent, followed him in exactly as a
shadow would have followed him and sat primly down in a straight-backed chair by
the wall.

"We'd better start moving south," Frank said, "and not bother about breakfast."

"Getting scared?" Jim Wilson asked.

"You're damn right I'm scared – now. We're right in the middle of a big
no-man's-land."

"I don't get you."

At that moment the bathroom door opened and Nora came out.

Jim Wilson forgot about the question he'd asked. He let forth a loud whistle of
appreciation. Then he turned his eyes on Frank and his thought was crystal clear. He
was envying Frank the night just passed.

A sudden irritation welled up in Frank Brooks, a distinct feeling of disgust. "Let's
start worrying about important things – our lives. Or don't you consider your life
very important?"

Jim Wilson seemed puzzled. "What the hell's got into you? Didn't you sleep good?"

"I went down the block this morning and found some teletype machines. I've just
been reading the reports."



"What about that guy that tried to get into your room last night?"

"I didn't see him. I didn't see anybody. But I know why the city's been cleaned out."
Frank went back to the window and picked up the sheaf of clips he had gone
through. Jim Wilson sat down on the edge of the bed, frowning. Nora followed
Frank and perched on the edge of the chair he dropped into.

"The city going to blow up?" Wilson asked.

"No. We've been invaded by some form of alien life."

"Is that what the papers said?"

"It was the biggest and fastest mass evacuation ever attempted. I pieced the reports
together. There was hell popping around here during the two days we – we waited it
out."

"Where did they all go?" Nora asked.

"South. They've evacuated a forty-mile strip from the lake west. The first Terran
defense line is set up in northern Indiana."

"What do you mean – Terra."

"It's a word that means Earth – this planet. The invaders came from some other
planet, they think – at least from no place on Earth."

"That's the silliest damn thing I ever heard of," Wilson said.

"A lot of people probably thought the same thing," Frank replied. "Flying saucers
were pretty common. Nobody thought they were anything and nobody paid much
attention. Then they hit three days ago – and wiped out every living soul in three little
southern Michigan towns. From there they began spreading out. They–"

Each of them heard the sound at the same time. A faint rumble, increasing swiftly
into high thunder. They moved as one to the window and saw four jet planes, in
formation, moving across the sky from the south.

"There they come," Frank said. "The fight's started. Up to now the army has been
trying to get set, I suppose."

Nora said, "Is there any way we can hail them? Let them know–"

Her words were cut off by the horror of what happened. As they watched, the
planes skimmed low across the Loop. At a point, approximately over Lake Street,
Frank estimated, the planes were annihilated. There was a flash of blue fire coming in
like jagged lightning to form four balls of fire around the planes. The fire balls turned,
almost instantly, into globes of white smoke that drifted lazily away.

And that was all. But the planes vanished completely.



"What happened?" Wilson muttered. "Where'd they go?"

"It was as if they hit a wall," Nora said, her voice hushed with awe.

"I think that was what happened," Frank said. "The invaders have some kind of a
weapon that holds us helpless. Otherwise the army wouldn't have established this
no-man's-land and pulled out. The reports said we have them surrounded on all
sides with the help of the lake. We're trying to keep them isolated."

Jim Wilson snorted. "It looks like we've got them right where they want us."

"Anyhow, we're damn fools to stick around here. We'd better head south."

Wilson looked wistfully about the room. "I guess so, but it's a shame – walking
away from all this."

Nora was staring out the window, a small frown on her face. "I wonder who they are
and where they came from?"

"The teletype releases were pretty vague on that."

She turned quickly. "There's something peculiar about them. Something really
strange."

"What do you mean?"

"Last night when we were walking up the street. It must have been these invaders we
heard. They must have been across the street. But they didn't act like invaders. They
seemed – well, scared. I got the feeling they ran from us in panic. And they haven't
been back."

Wilson said, "They may not have been there at all. Probably our imaginations."

"I don't think so," Frank cut in. "They were there and then they were gone. I'm sure
of it."

"Those wailing noises. They were certainly signaling to each other. Do you suppose
that's the only language they have?" Nora walked over and offered the silent Minna a
cigarette. Minna refused with a shake of her head.

"I wish we knew what they looked like," Frank said. "But let's not sit here talking.
Let's get going."

Jim Wilson was scowling. There was a marked sullenness in his manner. "Not Minna
and me. I've changed my mind. I'm sticking here."

Frank blinked in surprise. "Are you crazy? We've run our luck out already. Did you
see what happened to those planes?"

"The hell with the planes. We've got it good here. This I like. I like it a lot. We'll
stay."



"Okay," Frank replied hotly, "but talk for yourself. You're not making Minna stay!"

Wilson's eyes narrowed. "I'm not? Look, buster – how about minding your own
goddarn business?"

The vague feelings of disgust Frank had had now crystallized into words. "I won't let
you get away with it! You think I'm blind? Hauling her into the back room every ten
minutes! Don't you think I know why? You're nothing but a damn sex maniac!
You've got her terrorized until she's afraid to open her mouth. She goes with us!"

Jim Wilson was on his feet. His face blazed with rage. The urge to kill was written in
the crouch of his body and the twist of his mouth. "You goddam nosey little squirt.
I'll–"

Wilson charged across the short, intervening distance. His arms went out in a
clutching motion.

But Frank Brooks wasn't full of knockout drops this time, and with a clear head he
was no pushover. Blinded with rage, Jim Wilsonwas a pushover. Frank stepped in
between his outstretched arms and slugged him squarely on top of the head with the
telephone. Wilson went down like a felled steer.

The scream came from Minna as she sprang across the room. She had turned from a
colorless rag doll into a tigress. She hit Frank square in the belly with small fists at
the end of stiff, outstretched arms. The full force of her charge was behind the fists,
and Frank went backward over the bed.

Minna did not follow up her attack. She dropped to the floor beside Jim Wilson and
took his huge head in her lap. "You killed him," she sobbed. "You – you murderer!
You killed him! You had no right!"

Frank sat wide-eyed. "Minna! For God's sake! I was helping you. I did it for you!"

"Why don't you mind your business? I didn't ask you to protect me? I don't need
any protection – not from Jim."

"You mean you didn't mind the way he's treated you–"

"You've killed him – killed him – " Minna raised her head slowly. She looked at
Frank as though she saw him for the first time. "You're a fool," she said dully. "A
big fool. What right have you got to meddle with other people's affairs? Are you
God or something, to run people's lives?"

"Minna, I–"

It was as though he hadn't spoken. "Do you know what it's like to have nobody? All
your life to go on and grow older without anybody? I didn't have no one and then
Jim came along and wanted me."

Frank walked close to her and bent down. She reacted like a tiger. "Leave him alone!



Leave him alone! You've done enough!"

Nonplused, Frank backed away.

"People with big noses – always sticking them in. That's you. Was that any of your
business what be wanted of me? Did I complain?"

"I'm sorry, Minna. I didn't know."

"I'd rather go into back rooms with him than stay in front rooms without nobody."

She began to cry now. Wordlessly – soundlessly, rocking back and forth with the
huge man's bloody head in her lap. "Anytime," she crooned. "Anytime I would–"

The body in her arms stirred. She looked down through her tears and saw the small
black eyes open. They were slightly crossed, unfocused as they were by the force of
the blow. They straightened and Jim mumbled, "What the hell – what the hell–"

Minna's time for talking seemed over. She smiled – a smile hardly perceptible, as
though it was for herself alone. "You're all right," she said. "That's good. You're all
right."

Jim pushed her roughly away and staggered to his feet. He stood swaying for a
moment, his head turning, for all the world like a bull blinded and tormented. Then
his eyes focused on Frank.

"You hit me with the goddam phone."

"Yeah – I hit you."

"I'm gonna kill you."

"Look – I made a mistake." Frank picked up the phone and backed against the wall.
"I hit you, but you were coming at me. I made a mistake and I'm sorry."

"I'll smash your goddam skull."

"Maybe you will," Frank said grimly. "But you'll work for it. It won't come easy."

A new voice bit across the room. "Cut it out. I'll do the killing. That's what I like
best. Everybody quiet down."

XI.

 

They turned and saw a slim, pale-skinned young man in the open doorway. The
door had opened quietly and no one had heard it. Now the pale young man was
standing in the room with a small, nickel-plated revolver in his right hand.



The left hand was close down at his side. It was swathed generously in white
bandage.

The young man chuckled. "The last four people in the world were in a room," he
said, "and there was a knock on the door."

His chuckle deepened to one of pure merriment. "Only there wasn't a knock. A man
just walked in with a gun that made him boss."

No one moved. No one spoke. The man waited, then went on: "My name is Leroy
Davis. I lived out west and I always had a keeper because they said I wasn't quite
right. They wanted me to pull out with the rest of them, but I slugged my keeper and
here I am."

"Put down the gun and we'll talk it over," Frank said. "We're all in this together."

"No, we aren't. I've got a gun, so that makes me top man. You're all in it together,
but I'm not. I'm the boss, and which one of you tried to cut my hand off last night."

"You tried to break in here yelling and screaming like a madman. I held the door.
What else could I do?"

"It's all right. I'm not mad. My type – we may be nuts, but we never hold a grudge. I
can't remember much about last night. I found some whisky in a place down the
street and whisky drives me nuts. I don't know what I'm doing when I drink whisky.
They say once about five years ago I got drunk and killed a little kid, but I don't
remember."

Nobody spoke.

"I got out of it. They got me out some way. High-priced lawyers got me out. Cost
my dad a pile."

Hysteria had been piling up inside of Nora. She had held it back, but now a little of it
spurted out from between her set teeth. "Do something, somebody.Isn't anybody
going to do anything?"

Leroy Davis blinked at her. "There's nothing they can do, honey," he said in a kindly
voice. "I've got the gun. They'd be crazy to try anything."

Nora's laugh was like the rattle of dry peas. She sat down on the bed and looked up
at the ceiling and laughed. "It's crazy. It's all so crazy! We're sitting here in a
doomed city with some kind of alien invaders all around us and we don't know what
they look like. They haven't hurt us at all. We don't even know what they look like.
We don't worry a bit about them because we're too busy trying to kill each other."

Frank Brooks took Nora by the arm. "Stop it! Quit laughing like that!"

Nora shook him off. "Maybe we need someone to take us over. It's all pretty crazy!"



"Stop it."

Nora's eyes dulled down as she looked at Frank. She dropped her head and seemed
a little ashamed of herself. "I'm sorry. I'll be quiet."

Jim Wilson had been standing by the wall looking first at the newcomer, then back at
Frank Brooks. Wilson seemed confused as to who his true enemy really was. Finally
he took a step toward Leroy Davis.

Frank Brooks stopped him with a motion, but kept his eyes on Davis. "Have you
seen anybody else?"

Davis regarded Frank with long, careful consideration. His eyes were bright and
birdlike. They reminded Frank of a squirrel's eyes. Davis said, "I bumped into an old
man out on Halstead Street. He wanted to know where everybody had gone. He
asked me, but I didn't know."

"What happened to the old man?" Nora asked. She asked the question as though
dreading to do it; but as though some compulsion forced her to speak.

"I shot him," Davis said cheerfully. "It was a favor, really. Here was this old man
staggering down the street with nothing but a lot of wasted years to show for his
efforts. He was no good alive, and he didn't have the courage to die." Davis stopped
and cocked his head brightly. "You know – I think that's what's been wrong with the
world. Too many people without the guts to die, and a law against killing them."

It had now dawned upon Jim Wilson that they were faced by a maniac. His eyes met
those of Frank Brooks and they were – on this point at least – in complete
agreement. A working procedure sprang up, unworded, between them. Jim Wilson
took a slow, casual step toward the homicidal maniac.

"You didn't see anyone else?" Frank asked.

Davis ignored the question. "Look at it this way," he said. "In the old days they had
Texas longhorns. Thin stringy cattle that gave up meat as tough as leather. Do we
have cattle like that today? No. Because we bred out the weak line."

Frank said, "There are some cigarettes on that table if you want one."

Jim Wilson took another slow step toward Davis.

Davis said, "We bred with intelligence, with a thought to what a steer was for and we
produced a walking chunk of meat as wide as it is long."

"Uh-huh," Frank said.

"Get the point? See what I'm driving at? Humans are more important than cattle, but
can we make them breed intelligently? Oh, no! That interferes with damn silly human
liberties. You can't tell a man he can only have two kids. It's his God-given right to
have twelve when the damn moron can't support three. Get what I mean?"



"Sure-sure, I get it."

"You better think it over, mister – and tell that fat bastard to quit sneaking up on me
or I'll blow his brains all over the carpet!"

If the situation hadn't been so grim it would have appeared ludicrous. Jim Wilson,
feeling success almost in his grasp, was balanced on tiptoe for a lunge. He teetered,
almost lost his balance and fell back against the wall.

"Take it easy," Frank said.

"I'll take it easy," Davis replied. "I'll kill every goddam one of you–" he pointed the
gun at Jim Wilson, "–starting with him."

"Now wait a minute," Frank said. "You're unreasonable. What right have you got to
do that? What about the law of survival? You're standing there with a gun on us.
You're going to kill us. Isn't it natural to try anything we can to save our own lives?"

A look of admiration brightened Davis' eyes. "Say! I like you. You're all right.
You're logical. A man can talk to you. If there's anything I like it's talking to a logical
man."

"Thanks."

"Too bad I'm going to have to kill you. We could sit down and have some nice long
talks together."

"Why do you want to kill us?" Minna asked. She had not spoken before. In fact, she
had spoken so seldom during the entire time they'd been together that her voice was
a novelty to Frank. He was inclined to discount her tirade on the floor with Wilson's
head in her lap. She had been a different person then. Now she had lapsed back into
her old shell.

Davis regarded thoughtfully. "Must you have a reason?"

"You should have a reason to kill people."

Davis said, "All right, if it will make you any happier. I told you about killing my
keeper when they tried to make me leave town. He got in the car, behind the wheel. I
got into the back seat and split his skull with a tire iron."

"What's that got to do with us?"

"Just this. Tommy was a better person than any one of you or all of you put
together. If he had to die, what right have you got to live? Is that enough of a reason
for you?"

"This is all too damn crazy," Jim Wilson roared. He was on the point of leaping at
Davis and his gun.



At that moment, from the north, came a sudden crescendo of the weird invader
wailings. It was louder than it had previously been but did not seem nearer.

The group froze, all ears trained upon the sound. "They're talking again," Nora
whispered.

"Uh-huh," Frank replied. "But it's different this time. As if–"

"–as if they were getting ready for something," Nora said. "Do you suppose they're
going to move south?"

Davis said, "I'm not going to kill you here. We're going down stairs."

XII.

 

The pivotal moment, hinged in Jim Wilson's mind, that could have changed the
situation had come and gone. The fine edge of additional madness that would make
a man hurl himself at a loaded gun was dulled. Leroy Davis motioned peremptorily
toward Minna.

"You first – then the other babe. You walk side by side down the hall with the men
behind you. Straight down to the lobby."

They complied without resistance. There was only Jim Wilson's scowl, Frank
Brooks' clouded eyes, and the white, taut look of Nora.

Nora's mind was not on the gun. It was filled with thoughts of the pale maniac who
held it. He was in command. Instinctively, she felt that maniacs in command have
one of but two motivations – sex and murder. Her reaction to possible murder was
secondary. But what if this man insisted upon laying his hands upon her. What if he
forced her into the age old thing she had done so often? Nora shuddered. But it was
also in her mind to question, and be surprised at the reason for her revulsion. She
visualized the hands upon her body – the old familiar things – and the taste in her
mouth was one of horror.

She had never experienced such shrinkings; before. Why now? Had she herself
changed? Had something happened during the night that made the past a time of
shame? Or was it the madman himself? She did not know.

Nora returned from her musings to find herself standing in the empty lobby. Leroy
Davis, speaking to Frank, was saying, "You look kind of tricky to me. Put your
bands on your head. Lock your fingers together over your head and keep your
hands there."

Jim Wilson was standing close to the mute Minna. She had followed all the orders
without any show of anger, with no outward expression. Always she had kept her



eyes on Jim Wilson. Obviously, whatever Jim ordered, she would have done without
question.

Wilson leaned his head down toward her. He said, "Listen, baby, there's something I
keep meaning to ask but I always forget it. What's your last name?"

"Trumble – Minna Trumble. I thought I told you."

"Maybe you did. Maybe I didn't get it."

Nora felt the hysteria welling again. "How long are you going to keep doing this?"
she asked.

Leroy Davis cocked his head as he looked at her. "Doing what?"

"Play cat and mouse like this. Holding us on a pin like flies in an exhibit."

Leroy Davis smiled brightly. "Like a butterfly in your case, honey. A big, beautiful
butterfly."

"What are you going to do?" Frank Brooks snapped. "Whatever it is, let's get it over
with."

"Can't you see what I'm doing?" Davis asked with genuine wonder. "Are you that
stupid? I'm being the boss. I'm in command and I like it. I hold life and death over
four people and I'm savoring the thrill of it. You're pretty stupid, mister, and if you
use that 'can't get away with it' line, I'll put a bullet into your left ear and watch it
come out your right one."

Jim Wilson's fists were doubled. He was again approaching the reckless point. And
again it was dulled by the gradually increasing sound of a motor – not in the air, but
from the street level to the south.

It was a sane, cheerful sound and was resented instantly by the insane mind of Leroy
Davis.

He tightened even to the point that his face grew more pale from the tension. He
backed to a window, looked out quickly, and turned back. "It's a jeep," he said.
"They're going by the hotel. If anybody makes a move, or yells, they'll find four
bodies in here and me gone. That's what I'm telling you and you know I'll do it."

They knew hewould do it and they stood silent, trying to dredge up the nerve to
make a move. The jeep's motor backfired a couple of times as it approached
Madison Street. Each time, Leroy Davis' nerves reacted sharply and the four people
kept their eyes trained on the gun in his hand.

The jeep came to the intersection and slowed down. There was a conference
between its two occupants – helmeted soldiers in dark brown battle dress. Then the
jeep moved on up Clark Street toward Lake.



A choked sigh escaped from Nora's throat. Frank Brooks turned toward her. "Take
it easy," he said. "We're not dead yet. I don't think he wants to kill us."

The reply came from Minna. She spoke quietly. "I don't care. I can't stand any more
of this. After all, we aren't animals. We're human beings and we have a right to live
and die as we please."

Minna walked toward Leroy Davis. "I'm not afraid of your gun any more. All you
can do with it is kill me. Go ahead and do it."

Minna walked up to Leroy Davis. He gaped at her and said, "You're crazy! Get back
there. You're a crazy dame!"

He fired the gun twice and Minna died appreciating the incongruity of his words. She
went out on a note of laughter and as she fell, Jim Wilson, with an echoing animal
roar, lunged at Leroy Davis. His great hand closed completely over that of Davis,
hiding the gun. There was a muffled explosion and the bullet cut unnoticed through
Wilson's palm. Wilson jerked the gun from Davis' weak grasp and hurled it away.
Then he killed Davis.

He did it slowly, a surprising thing for Wilson. He lifted Davis by his neck and held
him with his feet off the floor. He squeezed Davis' neck, seeming to do it with great
leisure as Davis made horrible noises and kicked his legs.

Nora turned her eyes away, buried them in Frank Brooks' shoulder, but she could
not keep the sounds from reaching her ears. Frank held her close. "Take it easy," he
said. "Take it easy." And he was probably not conscious of saying it.

"Tell him to hurry," Nora whispered. "Tell him to get it over with. It's like killing –
killing an animal."

"That's what he is – an animal."

Frank Brooks stared in fascination at Leroy Davis' distorted, darkening face. It was
beyond semblance of anything human now. The eyes bulged and the tongue came
from his mouth as though frantically seeking relief.

The animal sounds quieted and died away. Nora heard the sound of the body falling
to the floor – a limp, soft sound of finality. She turned and saw Jim Wilson with his
hands still extended and cupped. The terrible hands from which the stench of a
terrible life was drifting away into empty air.

Wilson looked down at his handiwork. "He's dead," Wilson said slowly. He turned
to face Frank and Nora. There was a great disappointment in his face. "That's all
there is to it," he said, dully. "He's just – dead." Without knowing it for what it was,
Jim Wilson was full of the futile aftertaste of revenge.

He bent down to pick up Minna's body. There was a small blue hole in the right
cheek and another one over the left eye. With a glance at Frank and Nora, Jim



Wilson covered the wounds with his hand as though they were not decent. He
picked her up in his arms and walked across the lobby and up the stairs with the
slow, quiet tread of a weary man.

The sound of the jeep welled up again, but it was further away now. Frank Brooks
took Nora's hand and they hurried out into the street. As they crossed the sidewalk,
the sound of the jeep was drowned by a sudden swelling of the wailings to the
northward.

On still a new note, they rose and fell on the still air. A note of panic, of new
knowledge, it seemed, but Frank and Nora were not paying close attention. The
sounds of the jeep motor had come from the west and they got within sight of the
Madison-Well intersection in time to see the jeep hurtle southward at its maximum
speed.

Frank yelled and waved his arms, but he knew he had been neither seen nor heard.
They were given little time for disappointment however, because a new center of
interest appeared to the northward. From around the corner of Washington Street,
into Clark, moved three strange figures.

There was a mixture of belligerence and distress in their actions. They carried odd
looking weapons and seemed interested in using them upon something or someone,
but they apparently lacked the energy to raise them although they appeared to be
rather light.

The creatures themselves were humanoid, Frank thought. He tightened his grip on
Nora's hand. "They've seen us."

"Let's not run," Nora said. "I'm tired of running. All it's gotten us is trouble. Let's
just stand here."

"Don't be foolish."

"I'm not running. You can if you want to."

Frank turned his attention back to the three strange creatures.

He allowed natural curiosity full rein. Thoughts of flight vanished from his mind.

"They're so thin – so fragile," Nora said.

"But their weapons aren't."

"It's hard to believe, even seeing them, that they're from another planet."

"How so? They certainly don't took much like us."

"I mean with the talk, for so long, about flying saucers and space flight and things
like that. Here they are, but it doesn't seem possible."



"There's something wrong with them."

This was true. Two of the strange beings had fallen to the sidewalk. The third came
doggedly on, dragging one foot after the other until he went to his hands and knees.
He remained motionless for a long time, his head hanging limply. Then he too, sank
to the cement and lay still.

The wailings from the north now took on a tone of intense agony – great
desperation. After that came a yawning silence.

XIII.

 

"They defeated themselves," the military man said. "Or rather, natural forces
defeated them. We certainly had little to do with it."

Nora, Frank, and Jim Wilson stood at the curb beside a motorcycle. The man on the
cycle supported it with a leg propped against the curb as he talked.

"We saw three of them die up the street," Frank said.

"Our scouting party saw the same thing happen. That's why we moved in. It's about
over now. We'll know a lot more about them and where they came from in
twenty-four hours."

They had nothing further to say. The military man regarded them thoughtfully. "I
don't know about you three. If you ignored the evacuation through no fault of your
own and can prove it – "

"There were four of us," Jim Wilson said. "Then we met another man. He's inside on
the floor. I killed him."

"Murder?" the military man said sharply.

"He killed a woman who was with us," Frank said. "He was a maniac. When he's
identified I'm pretty sure he'll have a past record."

"Where is the woman's body?"

"On a bed upstairs," Wilson said.

"I'll have to hold all of you. Martial law exists in this area. You're in the hands of the
army."

XIV.

 



The streets were full of people now, going about their business, pushing and jostling,
eating in the restaurants, making electricity for the lights, generating power for the
telephones.

Nora, Frank, and Jim Wilson sat in a restaurant on Clark Street. "We're all different
people now," Nora said. "No one could go through what we've been through and be
the same."

Jim Wilson took her statement listlessly. "Did they find out what it was about our
atmosphere that killed them?"

"They're still working on that, I think." Frank Brooks stirred his coffee, raised a
spoonful and let it drip back into the cup.

"I'm going up to the Chicago Avenue police station," Wilson said.

Frank and Nora looked up in surprise. Frank asked, "Why? The military court
missed it – the fact you escaped from jail."

"They didn't miss it I don't think, I don't think they cared much. I'm going back
anyway."

"It won't be much of a rap."

"No, a pretty small one. I want to get it over with."

He got up from his chair. "So long. Maybe I'll see you around."

"So long."

"Goodbye."

Frank said, "I think I'll beat it too. I've got a job in a factory up north. Maybe they're
operating again." He got to his feet and stood awkwardly by the table. "Besides –
I've got some pay coming."

Nora didn't say anything.

Frank said, "Well – so long. Maybe I'll see you around."

"Maybe. Goodbye."

XV.

 

Frank Brooks walked north on Clark Street. He was glad to get away from the
restaurant. Nora was a good kid but hell – you didn't take up with a hooker. A guy
played around, but you didn't stick with them.



But it made a guy think. He was past the kid stage. It was time for him to find a girl
and settle down. A guy didn't want to knock around all his life.

XVI.

 

Nora walked west on Madison Street. Then she remembered the Halstead Street
slums were in that direction and turned south on Wells. She had nine dollars in her
bag and that worried her. You couldn't get along on nine dollars in Chicago very
long.

There was a tavern on Jackson near Wells. Nora went inside. The barkeep didn't
frown at her. That was good. She went to the bar and ordered a beer and was
served.

After a while a man came in. A middle-aged man who might have just come into
Chicago-whose bags might still be at the LaSalle Street Station down the block. The
man looked at Nora, then away. After a while he looked at her again.

Nora smiled.
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