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Busby’s Rat

THIS was what made the memory of that summer

such a troubling thing: There was no moral to it.

Preachers searched for it and the whispering women

and the loafers on the long porch of the Brass House

pondered over it years after. Some laid all the blame

on old Busby and some on Jonas Tanner. But the

women laid it mostly on Busby's daughter, Eliza, because

she was beautiful and they could not forgive

her that. In the end there was no answer and no lesson.

Captain Gunn used to say that the river itself

was the real criminal. But you cannot hang a river.

  Old Busby was no fool. Once he had been the finest

pilot on the Ohio. Captain Gunn used to tell of the

time when he and Busby were partners on the Prairie

Belle. Even then Busby hated the river. He would

stand at the pilot wheel like a man with a whip lash-

ing a great and treacherous beast before him. And in

the end, what he feared most happened: The river

turned on him.

  This was 15 years after what Captain Gunn always

referred to as the "Trouble Between the States," and

he and Busby were now partners on the Phoenix out

of Louisville. A boiler exploded three miles below

Shawneetown, and Busby was pinned beneath a cotton

bale on the boiler deck with the live steam playing

steadily, mercilessly on his legs.

  Captain Gunn, by some miracle, had escaped without

a scratch and, all that night, had helped get the

wounded and dying to Shawneetown. Busby was left

for dead on the counter of a general store, and then at

midnight he had begun to scream again and the doctor

amputated both legs.

  In the spring Captain Gunn brought Busby and his

small daughter Eliza back to Cresap's Landing and

secured for him the position of wharfmaster. There

Busby sat day in and day out for 20 years on a little

calico pillow, glowering at the river. He and his

daughter lived in the two rooms at the fore of the little

wharf boat. The rest of it was storage room for freight;

aft there was a room with sleeping accommodations

for passengers who had to wait overnight for the

morning packet.

  Such a traffic of gamblers and whores and riverscum

came and went there that it was a wonder Eliza

had not actually grown up to be as wanton as the

women of the Landing said she was. She was a dark,

ripe girl with hair as rich and shining as a kettle of

blackberries. Legend had it that Busby had murdered

her Creole mother in Natchez when the girl was still

a baby, then had fled north with a price on his head

and gotten a pilafs berth in the Ohio trade. Yet the

women of Cresap's Landing never hated Busby so

much as they hated his daughter. And they whispered

darkly as they watched the girl ripen into womanhood

with the brooding beauty of a river willow.

  Still, the thing that made Busby the talk of every

riverman on the Ohio was not his temper nor his

twisted body nor his beautiful daughter. It was the

rats. Captain Gunn always said that Busby loved the

creatures because they were the only living things

that the river could never beat. From Pittsburgh to

New Orleans they thrived along the banks among the

mud and litter of Hood-borne trash, Hitting soundlessly

along the shores at dusk and dawn-huge and

grey and immortal.

  When the spring floods washed thousands of them

from their warrens, it would seem that the last of their

kind had been sucked into the yellow waters forever.

But when the river fell, and left the reeking, naked

bluffs studded with the wreckage of houses and trees

and the bloated bodies of livestock, the rats were always

there again, darting like nervous shadows under

the willows.

  The river had turned on Busby, broken him and left

him to rot out his destiny on the deck of a wharfboat.

But the river could not beat the rats. They were immortal.

Busby loved them for that. It had to be the

answer, though Captain Gunn did not like to think

about it often. . . .

  One night, many years after the tragedy on the

Phoenix, he went down to the wharfboat to pay Busby

a friendly call. It was a warm June night just after

sundown, and Captain Gunn could see Busby on his

little cushion on the deck, his huge shoulders towering

above his ruined body, his shaggy, dark head bent

a little in the half-light. Captain Gunn stopped on the

bricks at the head of the landing and stared, almost

unbelieving. Busby was speaking in a low voice to

someone. And yet there was no one there. Captain

Cunn could not make out the words but there was

something gentle and coaxing in the tone that was unlike

Busby's usually loud and profane speech. Then

Captain Cunn saw the rats.

  For an instant he was sure they were the shadowy

tricks that river dusk plays on men's eyes. He could

not bring his mind to believe what he saw. There

were a dozen of them-huge grey creatures, sitting

on their haunches in a semi-circle around Busby like

a litter of begging pups.

  Busby had a bread loaf between the stumps of his

legs and he was tearing off little bits of it and holding

them out for the rats to take. There was something almost

appealingly human in their aspect. Their little

paws were like hands, and their black eyes were twinkling

with an almost child-like pleasure. The most

awesome of them seemed to be their leader. Captain

Gunn said it was the largest rat he had ever laid eyes

on, and he had seen rats on the Memphis waterfront

that could kill a feisty dog. This rat was nearly two

feet from its whiskers to the tip of its tail, and it sat in

the very center of the semi-circle just a few inches

from Busby's calico cushion.

  Captain Gunn gave up all notions of paying Busby

a visit that night, and yet he could not tear himself

away from the horrible and yet, somehow fascinating,

spectacle. In a few moments the bread was all gone,

and then Busby dipped into the pocket of his old pilot's

coat and pulled out something shiny. It was a

mouth harp. Captain Gunn could barely see him now

as the fog reached up from the cattails along the

shore, but he could hear the music. And he was never

likely to forget the tune-"Old Dan Tucker." Nor

would he ever likely forget the sight, faint and blurred

but unmistakable, of old Busby reared back against

the wall of the cabin playing his mouth harp and

keeping time with his head while the rats pranced

and frolicked about him on the deck like dancers at a

cotillion.

  Captain Gunn left then. He hurried up to the bar

of the Brass House and had two stiff drinks of bourbon

as fast as he could get them down, saying not a

word to anyone that night about what he had just

witnessed. It was a long time before he could bring

himself to speak of it. After a while he tried not to

think of it at all.

  Nobody might ever have known about the rats if

Jonas Tanner hadn't met Eliza Busby that summer

and fallen in love with her. Jonas was Captain Cunn's

nephew, a man in his middle thirties, dark and earnest-

looking with the pale, sallow complexion of people

with heart disease. Captain Gunn had felt that the

pleasant river voyage from Wheeling to Cincinnati

might improve his nephew's health, so he had arranged

cabin passage for him.

  The evening the Noah Cunningham put into Cresap's

Landing Jonas caught sight of Eliza in the window

of the wharfboat and fell in love with her almost

instantly. The boat was not scheduled to leave again

till morning, so Captain Gunn had secured accommodations

for his partner, himself and his nephew at

the Brass House. That evening, as the three sat eating

their supper together in the hotel dining room, Captain

Gunn could see how deeply Jonas had been smitten

with the beauty of Busby's dark-eyed daughter.

But he said nothing, eating his meal in silence with an

occasional glance at Jonas' untouched plate, knowing

the young man would return to the landing that night

to see the girl again…

  Eliza was alone in the kitchen when Jonas came

back just after sundown. Busby was out on the deck

and did not hear him come aboard. At first Eliza was

too frightened to speak-not so much of Jonas as of

the awful rage his presence was certain to arouse in

Busby. Jonas introduced himself properly and Eliza,

scarcely knowing why, asked him to sit down. Neither

of them could keep his eyes off the other.

  "My name is Jonas Tanner," he said. "I'm the

nephew of Captain Gunn of the Noah Cunningham.

I hope you're not angry at my just coming up and introducing

myself like this. I saw you when we docked

today, and I thought maybe you might not mind my

coming down this evening. It's so quiet up in the

town. Not a bit like Cincinnati or Louisville. What's

your name?"

  "Eliza," she whispered.

  "Are you angry with me?"

  "No," she said. "It's very strange. But I'm not angry."

Then she blushed and fell silent for a moment, oblivious

to anything in the world but this pale, thin

stranger who looked at her with such a tender warmness.

Then she gasped and turned quickly at the dry

scuffling that marked Busby's progress in from the

deck. Jonas stared at the great torso and the shaggy

head upon it crouched there in the doorway, staring

with an animal malevolence first at the girl and then

at him.

  "Eliza," Busby said, "go into the bedroom."

  Jonas glanced quickly at the girl, saw her black

eyes blaze. She seemed more beautiful to him then

than anything he had ever seen. Then he felt the

blood rush angrily to his face.

  "Eliza!" roared Busby, smashing his fist on the floor

beside him. "Get into the bedroom!"

  Jonas suddenly grew wild with rage and opened his

mouth to answer the old man. Then he saw the rat. It

came up beside Busby as swiftly and silently as the

shadow of a gar. Jonas closed his mouth and felt the

sweat break on the back of his neck as Busby reached

over and gathered the huge creature into his arms,

stroking its grey ears as if it were a house cat. Eliza

seemed to wilt then, and the fire went out of her eyes.

She went into the bedroom.

  "There have been several," said Busby in a strong,

clear voice, "who have taken a fancy to my daughter,

sir. Everyone of them lived to regret it."

  Then, letting the rat loose, he turned suddenly on

his fists and went back out through the open doorway

onto the deck.

  Jonas stood for a moment, wondering whether to

have the thing out then or to wait. He could hear Eliza

in the bedroom sobbing softly. Jonas' heart was troubling

him so badly from the excitement that he decided

to put the business off till morning. He went

back to the Brass House then, wondering at what he

had seen-this wild, golden girl living with Busby.

And the rat. That seemed the darkest part of the

whole business.

  Jonas took his heart medicine and undressed silently

in his room. He decided to say nothing at all to

Captain Gunn but to have the matter out with Busby

when the Noah Cunningham returned from Cincinnati

at the end of the month.

  When the steamboat put into Cresap's Landing

again two weeks later, Captain Gunn suspected without

Jonas' telling him that the boy meant to marry

Eliza Busby and take her away. That night, when he

saw his nephew heading down Walter Street, he was

certain he'd been right.

  Busby was alone, as usual, on the forward deck of

the wharfboat. Eliza sat by the window of the bedroom

staring out at the snowy, filigreed elegance of

the Noah Cunningham towering in the dusk down the

shore. Then she heard Jonas' low whistle from the

willows up on the bank. Her heart was beating so fast

she almost shouted her joy.

  She bent to peer up through the twilight and gave

a low, answering whistle. Another whistle came back

to her after a few seconds, and then she heard Jonas

moving cautiously down through the tall grass. It was

almost completely dark now, except for the twinkling

lanterns on the Noah Cunningham and the soft yel-

low glow of the oil lamp on the kitchen table. Jonas

came quickly up the little gangplank and swept Eliza

into his arms.

  "I couldn't tell you," she whispered, hardly able to

breathe. "I couldn't tell you how much I wanted you

to come back that day. He said he'd kill you if you

ever come back. Cod in heavenl Sometimes I think

I'm losing my mind, too. Take me with you, Jonas I

I'll marry you or anything. Just take me-!"

  He kissed her, and there was no sound then but the

lapping of the river between the shore and the wharfboat.

  "There's nothing for you to be afraid of any more,"

Jonas murmured. "The Noah Cunningham leaves for

Cincinnati tomorrow noon and you're coming with

me. We'll be married--."

  They both heard it: the cocking of Busby's pistol

in the doorway. Jonas turned and shielded Eliza behind

him.

  "Captain Tanner," Busby said, "you have chosen--ill-

advisedly I should say--to ignore my warning to

you to stay away from my daughter. Now I am entirely

within my rights in shooting you down as a trespasser."

  Jonas threw Eliza to the floor and flattened himself

beside her as the orange flame and the flat roar of

Busby's pistol filled the room. In the void of silence

afterwards Jonas could hear Busby cursing to himself

and re-loading in the dark. Jonas felt about him frantically

for a weapon. His hand closed on a ten-foot

sounding-pole that rested against the wall. He raised

it and brought it down in the darkness with all his

might just as Busby shouted and raised the pistol to

fire again. Then he could hear Captain gunn come

running down the bricks of the landing onto the gangplank.

Lanterns were appearing on the decks of the

Noah Cunningham and voices were crying out in the

dark.

  Eliza lay sobbing in the comer, her head buried in

her arms, her dark hair spilling over her white hands

when Captain gunn came through the doorway holding

the lantern high. Jonas Tanner leaned against the

wall, breathing heavily, with the sounding-pole still

in his hands. Busby's massive torso lay sprawled grotesquely

in the doorway.

  "He's dead," said Captain Gunn, after a moment of

bending over Busby's body. "Don't worry, Jonas. This

man was hardly human. No river jury will ever convict

you."

  Jonas did not answer. For a moment Captain Gunn

thought he had not heard him. Then he followed Jonas'

gaze and saw the rat. It was sitting on its hind

legs in the doorway to the deck, staring at Busby's

body with an almost childish grief. Captain Gunn

swore and picked up a heavy china cup from the table

and threw it at the beast as hard as he could. It struck

it squarely and they all heard the angry squeal of

pain. In an instant, though, it was on its feet again

and , with one last vicious-almost human-look of

hate at Jonas, it darted into the night.

  "Now," said Captain Gunn. "I think we'd better

fetch the magistrate. . . ."

  In the next session Jonas was tried and, with the

testimony of Captain Gunn and Eliza Busby, was acquitted.

The people of Cresap's Landing felt a strong

sense of relief that Busby was gone. The older women,

it is true, experienced pangs of disappointment that

Eliza had not somehow shared in Busby's debacle,

but still there were enough of the young ones to make

the wedding a gay affair. Captain Gunn made arrangements

for Jonas to inherit the position of wharfmaster

of Cresap's Landing, and for a wedding present he

gave the young couple cabin passage to Mobile.

  After their return, Eliza went to work and fixed up

the two little rooms of the wharfboat. Every vestige of

Busby's memory was destroyed, and when Captain

Gunn came back in the fall he scarcely recognized

the place. In his honor, Eliza cooked a supper that

was the finest meal in the land. It was dusk and the

sun seemed to have set the river afire when Captain

Gunn left.

  Jonas went over to his wife and took her in his arms.

They stood together for a long moment with their

arms around each other, and then Jonas opened his

eyes and looked over Eliza's shoulder. Sitting on its

haunches in the doorway staring at them, its eyes

gleaming like tiny black beads, was the rat. Eliza felt

Jonas stiffen and almost instantly she sensed what it

was.

  "Don't move, my dear," Jonas whispered, feeling

inside his coat for the small revolver that was there.

  Eliza was trembling so that Jonas could hardly

hold the pistol steady. Then the shot rang out in the

close room and Eliza screamed. Jonas went over to

the body of the huge rat lying on the deck. It was

dead. He picked it up by the tail and threw it over

the railing into the green, moving water. Eliza was

crying almost hysterically.

  "There," he said, putting his arms around her,

"that's the last of it, Liza. The last thing in the world

to remind you of him. There now . . . there. . . .

You mustn't shake like that. He's gone. He's gone forever

and now his rat's gone."

  Presently Eliza stopped trembling and sobbing and

Jonas lifted her and laid her in her bunk and went back

into the kitchen. It was dark outside now. The green

frogs were setting up a racket in the cattails along the

shore. Jonas sat down at the kitchen table, thankful

for the warm yellow light of the oil lamp at his elbow.

He poured himself a glass of wine and sipped it

slowly.

  And then he heard the sound.

  At first it was a patternless whisper, scarcely audible

above the slapping of the water against the wharfboat.

Then Jonas knew there was a rhythm in it-a

strange, cadenced skittering like the march of tiny

feet. He dared not move his eyes from the lamp chimney

to the doorway with the towering river dark behind

it; knowing well in his heart what horror might

be there. Then he turned his head suddenly and saw

them--12 of them--huge grey rats sitting up in a row

outside the doorway, for all the world like a jury that

had come to pass a judgment on his soul. Their tiny

eyes never left his face, and by the time Jonas had

snatched the revolver out of the pocket of his alpaca

coat and lifted it to fire, they had dropped and melted

into the darkness again.

  Jonas sat perfectly still for a long time in the splitbottom

chair. He realized presently that he was

drenched with sweat and his heart was pounding

wildly. He went to the kitchen cupboard and fetched

down the little paper of powders and measured the

dose out in a tumbler. When he had drunk the mixture

the faintness passed away and he sat down again

at the table, wondering what to do.

  Through the doorway to the bedroom he could see

Eliza peacefully sleeping, her dark hair tangled over

the white bolster. Then Jonas went up the little gangplank

onto the landing and headed for the pharmacist's

to get the strychnine. It was the only way under

the sun to be rid of the last vestige of Busby. It wasn't

so much that the rats would do either him or Eliza

any real physical harm-though that was not beyond

reason. It was just the very thought of them. It was

the knowledge of them coming and sitting there-a

jury of them. It was perhaps the unspoken fear-insane

perhaps-that if they could be a jury they could

be executioners, too. . . .

  Within half an hour Jonas returned to the wharf

and hurried anxiously down the gangplank to the

cabin to see if Eliza were all right. He put the little

packet of poison away and hurried over to his wife's

side. He bent to kiss her. She stirred once in her sleep

and smiled. Jonas thought he saw her lips form his

name. He left her then, and fetching the lamp from

the kitchen table went outside to make sure the rats

had not returned.

  Satisfied, Jonas went inside and, blowing out the

lamp, began undressing in the dark. In the morning he

would put out the poisoned bait. The thing would be

over then; the rats would be dead.

  Jonas had not been asleep 15 minutes when he

heard them again outside on the deck. He started up

in his bed and stared wildly through the dark toward

the open door. Against the white morning fog they

were there on the deck-distinct and unmistakable.

There were 12 of them again, making no noise, not

moving, just sitting and staring in at Jonas like respectable

little men in grey frock coats. Jonas' heart

was pounding so hard now that he could hear nothing

but the terrible roar of his own blood.

  "Liza!" he called. "Liza!"

  He heard her bare feet padding quickly across the

floor to the lamp, heard the match scratch on the table

top and then the yellow glare moving toward him and

Eliza's blurred, pale face presently looming over his.

  "My medicine ... " Jonas gasped. "In ... the

. . . kitchen cabinet . . ."

  She was gone for an instant, and then he heard the

pump handle squeaking and the clink of the spoon in

his tumbler and then she was back, lifting his head

gently in her hands, her face frantic and twisted with

fear and love for him.

  He drank the liquid quickly and presently lay back

sweating in his pillow.

  "I saw them," he whispered. "They came and sat

out there ... just looking at me ... like a jury.

Liza, get me my pistol. In . . . my . . . coat. . . .

Like a jury . . ."

  The last thing he heard was Eliza's scream, and

then the darkness walked through the doorway from

the river and folded round him like a warm hand. . . .

  Captain Gunn was there within 15 minutes, and

old Doctor Bruce got out of bed and came down to

the landing in his rockaway and tried to quiet Eliza.

It was useless to try to help Jonas. He was dead within

an hour. Doctor Bruce put Liza to bed and gave her a

sedative. When she had fallen off into a troubled sleep

the two men went out and stood for a moment on the

deck.

  "His heart was always bad," Captain Gunn said,

steadying a match under the tip of his long black stogie.

  "He used to have these fits even when he was a

boy."

Doctor Bruce laid his hand on Captain Cunn's arm.

  "Gunn," he said. "It wasn't Jonas' heart that killed

him. It was strychnine. He's had a dose tonight that

would kill a team of mules. I'd never have thought she

would do such a thing--that girl. But I guess blood's

thicker than water ... :'

  Captain Gunn did not answer. He stood and listened

to it as long as he could stand it, the sound the

rats were making, squealing in the room behind him

like a pack of happy children.

The

Rabbit

Prince
TOM SPOON ate his good hot breakfast that morning

and stumped merrily off up Lafayette Avenue. It

was a fine blowing spring day with the wind snapping

smartly above the town and there was but one

thought that sang like a silver bird in Tom Spoon's

mind. Today was the last day of school. Today he was

through with the third grade forever. The tyranny

of Serena Tinkens was ended for him at last.

  It was an odd thing-the trouble with Miss Tinkens.

It was not that she was old--though it often

seemed that she was. Slim, pale, blue-veined, Serena

Tinkens lived alone in a house on Water Street that

appeared somehow to have been constructed of old

grey valentines pasted recklessly together. The parlor

of this house was like the breast of Serena Tmkens

itself: narrow, tall, inviolate. Magazines were stacked

neatly by the oil lamp; dainty lace doilies lay on the

spidery polished tables and a crocheted pillow on the

seat of the melodeon. On a drop-leaf table lay a crystal

paperweight-a scarlet dusty flower imprison~d

in a frozen timeless prism: the heart of Serena Tinkens,

bloodless, sorrowless and without joy. .

  The children were laughing and shouting merrily

as Tom Spoon, stamping his feet in happy defiance,

marched flamboyantly into the third-grade room. He

sat down just as Serena Tinkens rapped sharply for

silence.

  "Good morning, children!" she cried with the bright

dry voice of an August sparrow.

  "Good morning, Miss Tinkensl" the children chorused.

  "And a good morning it is!" cried Serena Tinkens,

pressing her pale lips together in a sarcastic smile. "A

very good morning for those of us who have done our

best work this past winter and are going on to the

fourth grade next fall! Today we're having a little

party here in our pleasant classroom to celebrate our

promotion! All of us except--"

  Tom Spoon saw then that the blue eyes of Serena

Tinkens had fastened upon him malevolently.

  "All of us," continued Miss Tinkens, "except for

onel And he--just like Ned in our third reader--has

chosen the slothful road and, as a result, will have to

remain in Three-A for another semester. Tom Spoon,

stand up!"

  Tom stood up, burning, depraved-his head bent

as Raleigh's must have been before the blade. Glancing

sideways at his schoolmates, who now stared

breathless at this monster in their midst, Tom essayed

a foolish frantic smirk.

  "Now, Tom Spoonl" cooed Miss Tinkens, her voice

soft with violence. "You may go home and play with

your toads and your white mice! We wouldn't want

to keep you. Good morning, Tom Spoon!"

  Tom swaggered laboriously from the room, the giggles

of the simple girls hanging like donkey tails on

his back. Down the steps, down the moldering mossy

bricks of the sidewalk, down the street walked Tom

Spoon into the shattered ruin of the once so perfect

season. Wandering at last out the end of Water Street

and into the green valley of the river, Tom Spoon sat

upon a stump, abandoning his spirit entirely to the

ravages of misery.

  It was a good long while before Tom Spoon was

aware that anything existed in the whole world but

himself and his shame. Then for no particular reason

he looked up and saw it there in the meadow: a monstrous

wooden wagon such as Tom Spoon imagined

only gypsies traveled in-a wagon violent with all the

colors of creation and with all elegant letters of scarlet

and gold emblazoned across its side. Hitched to the

wagon was the oldest horse that Tom Spoon had ever

seen, its poor bony back swayed nigh to the tops of

the buttercups. Gaping from the rear of the painted

wagon was a small stage upon which stood numerous

little pedestals, canisters and gilded chests and a small

table with a purple star-spangled cloth thrown over

it. Gazing upon all this, Tom Spoon felt his sadness

snatched from him like the puff of white steam from

a showboat whistle. He sat back on his stump, smiling

dreamily and nursing his knees, leisurely reading

the great gold and scarlet words: Professor Alexander

Galvani, the Great!! Prestidigitateur Extraordinaire!!!

  " 'Mornin'!" cried a harsh but not unpleasant voice.

Tom Spoon saw an amazing white-haired old man

walking briskly toward him, mopping his shiny forehead

with a scarlet silk handkerchief and mumbling

to himself.

  "Boy," cried the Great Galvani, getting right down

to business, "it's a sad world! Yes, it is! What's your

name?"

  "Tom Spoon," whispered Tom.

  "Tom," said the Great Galvani, looking about first

to be sure he was not being overheard, "got two bits?"

Tom remembered bitterly the twenty-five-cent

piece his mother had given him to pay his share of

the school party.

  "Yes," he said, "I have."

  "Good!" sniffed the Great Galvani. "I thought you

would. Let's have it. That's the admission to my

show."

  Tom Spoon pulled the coin out of his pocket and

blinked at the wondrous way it popped from his own

fingers into those of the Great Galvani without his

moving a hair.

  "It's a sad world! Yes, it is!" reiterated the professor

loudly. "Drove all night up the river from New Troy1

Beat off three gypsies with the strength of my two

hands in the bend just below Cresap's Landing! Got

to town just at daybreak-"

  Pausing here, he spit on the coin, rubbed it briskly

betwixt thumb and forefinger and then held it up to

shine like a lover's moon.

  "Hit town, as I say," he continued, "just as the sun

came up! Sheriff said I couldn't put my show on in

the town limits-the varlet! Pulled out of town again

and set up here. Have laid eyes on no mortal soul

since then-except you! It's a sad penny-ridden

world, I tell you. Folks just don't care for fun like they

did in the old daysl"

  And Tom Spoon ruefully agreed.

  "However!" cried the Great Calvani, glaring far

down the river road for the faintest cloud of dust and

then up Water Street for some harbinger of trade from

that direction. "However! If there is but one in this

whole town who has come to see my show, then-by

the shade of the great Houdini-one shall not be disappointed!

Come, Tom Spoon!"

  And grabbing Tom Spoon's hand, the Great Galvani

hustled him impatiently off to the rear of that

beauteous flaming palace on wheels. Tom plumped

down, rather breathless, in the grass and looked up

at the small stage.

  "La-a-adies--and gentlemen!" bawled the Great

Galvani, red-faced and magnificent. "You are about

to witness the most astounding performance of magic

and legerdemain ever to appear before the unbelieving

eye of mortal man!"

  And it was true. At least to Tom Spoon it was true.

Gold coins sprang like mushrooms from nowhere.

Rabbits popped, pink-eared and flopping, from the

Great Calvani's coat-tails. A purple billiard ball multiplied

miraculously into a dozen rainbow, globes between

the Great Galvani's fingers. Finally, leaping

from the stage to the knee-high grass, the professor

hurled a towrope high into the morning air and

climbed it. When he had reached the very top he

half-disappeared into the blue sky, his lower half remaining

within the bewitched vision of Tom Spoon

for an instant. Then, scrambling a little, as if his trousers

had caught on a sharp edge of sky, the Great Galvani

disappeared altogether.

  "Ho, Tom Spoonl" cried a voice from the blue-nothing

to small Tom far below in the grass. "Ho, Tom!

Can you see me?"

  And Tom gawked and stared until the sun motes

swarmed into his eyes like golden bees and then, to

his relief, a foot appeared presently and then a leg and

then both legs and quite suddenly and quite modestly

the Great Galvani slid down the rope to the ground

and, seating himself upon the wagon tongue, began

perfunctorily to peel an orange.

  "Tom," cried the Great Galvani presently. "I'm

grateful! Yes, I amI"

  "Grateful?" said Tom.

  "Yes, boy! " said the professor, spitting seeds neatly

into the air, "I'm grateful to find that in this misbegotten

village of skinflints there is still someone who

would come to see my show I And mind you, Tom

Spoon, I know how hard two bits is to come by!"

Tom flushed, pleased with the praise though not

understanding it, and watched as the Great Galvani

finished his orange and wiped each finger daintily on

a magic silk.

  "And so," said the professor, "it is nothing but equitable-

nay, even honest-that I return your kindness

with a favor. What do you desire most in this

disenchanted world?"

  "You mean--" said Tom, "you mean--what do I

want?"

  "Precisely I" cried the Great Galvani. "Speak out,

boy! But don't disappoint me. You're too good for

some kinds of wishes, so think well, boyl Think well!

This chance may never come down the pike again!"

  Tom Spoon shut his eye--the left one--and

scratched thoughtfully at the scab on his ankle. And

it crept like a wrath into his mind-the dark fairy

wish.

  "Anything?" Tom Spoon whispered.

  "Anything!" cried the Great Galvani.

  Then Tom Spoon stood up, frowning, his small fists

clenched.

  "Then I wish-I wish you'd change Miss Tinkens

into a rabbit!" he cried.

  "Miss Tinkens?" said the Great Galvani. "Now who

in the name of the Great Merlin might that be?"

  "My schoolteacher!" cried Tom Spoon. "The meanest,

most hatefulest, most darned--"

  "Say no more!" cried the Great Galvani, holding

up his hand for silence. "You shall have your wish,

Tom Spoon! Just tell me where this spinster can be

found."

  'Well," said Tom Spoon, shaking with excitement,

  "Miss Tinkens lives over there in the big grey house

on Water Street and she ought to be walking home

before long--"

  So the Great Galvani and Tom Spoon hid in the

snowball bush by Serena Tinkens' steps and waited.

A mocking bird cried rain down in the willows just as

Tom Spoon heard the footsteps on the bricks.

  "Listen!" Tom whispered fiercely, snatching the

Great Galvani's sleeve. "That's her!"

  "Are you sure, Tom Spoon?" whispered the profes-

sor. "We don't want to be making any mistakes!"

  "I'm positive!" whispered Tom Spoon hoarsely.

  "She wears high button shoes! Listen!"

  And, listening, they could hear the tap, tap of Serena

Tinkens' austere grey heels upon the stone. In a

matter of seconds she was right upon them-Tom

could have reached out and touched the hem of her

long sad skirt-and just as she lifted her foot to ascend

the steps the voice of the Great Galvani cried out

sharp and clear:

  "Serena Tinkens! Be a rabbit!"

  And Tom stared wildly out, sweating and shaking

till he was near tears. And in that moment Tom spied

it-the poor timid creature of pink and white,

hunched there on the bricks by the steps, its long

ears twitching and its pink nose a writhing button of

agitation.

  "Take it home, Tom Spoon!" cried the professor,

arising and dusting off his knees.

  "Wait!" cried Tom Spoon. "Professor Galvani!

  Wait! Take the rabbit with you. What will I do with

it? I didn't mean--"

  "Take it home! Feed it carrots!" cried the Great

Galvani, striding off down the sidewalk. "Good-by,

Tom Spoon! Good-byl"

  Tom Spoon stared miserably after the disappearing

figure of the old magician and then at the rabbit at

his feet. For it was mortal, Tom realized with horror,

in spite of its pink and white unimportance. The burden

of its safety was now clearly his own. So he took

it home and when his mother saw the creature hanging

by its ears from Tom Spoon's fist, there in the

kitchen door, she dropped a pan of hot cinnamon rolls

and screamed out loud.

  "Not another varmint!" Tom Spoon's mother cried.

  "Toads in the attic. White mice in the basement.

Goldfish in the parlor. Not another varmint, Tom

Spoon! Just take that creature right back where you

found itl"

  "1--!can't, Mom," Tom gasped. "You don't understand.

This is a very important rabbit! I have to take

very good care of it!"

  "No impudence, thank you!" cried his plump redfaced

mother. "Out with you and out with that varmint

too!"

  So, with a squeak of despair, Tom Spoon put the

white rabbit in an egg basket and set off for the river

meadow with the sudden wild hope that the Great

Galvani would still be there. But there was never a

trace of the professor, only the ruts of his bewitched

wagon there in the mud. So Tom Spoon ran off to the

house of Bob Miller in the hope that Bob would give

the poor creature a home. But Bob's mother stood

waiting at the back door to announce that she would

have no rabbits in her household, either. Nor would

the cruel mother of Benny Blankensop. It seemed that

all the mothers of the town stood together that after-

noon in a phalanx of resistance and the small boys

stood behind their skirts, ogling Tom Spoon and his

fine white pet with the wildest envy in the world.

It was late when Tom returned home, defeated and

weary, to sit down-a small dark figure of woe-beneath

the apple tree.

  "Tom Spoon!"

  "Yes, Pap:' Tom answered and the white beast

leaped nervously in its basket. Tom walked up and

stood by the porch-a sorry sodden sight.

  "Tom," said his father. "Your mother tells me

you've brought another animal home. Where did you

get it?"

  "A strange old man with a white mustache and a

horse and wagon--he gave it to me and told me it

was a very fine rabbit and--and for heaven's sakes

not to let anything happen to it and-and he's gone

away and I have to do what he said, Pap!" said Tom

Spoon, snatching the words from the thin evening air.

  Tom's father stroked his chin thoughtfully.

  "It would really be kindest," he said softly, "since

you cannot keep it, Tom, to fetch my squirrel gun and

let me--"

  Tom clutched the basket and staggered back, his

eyes round with horror. "No, Pap!" he whispered.

  "That would be-m-murder!"

  "Murder?" laughed Tom's father heartlessly. "Killing a rabbit, murder? Well, we won't kill her, then.

We'll just set her free. She'll find her way to the woods

all right. She looks like she's lean and fast enough in

case any dogs--"

  "Dogs!" Tom Spoon sobbed.

  "Tom," said his father, "I don't want to hear any

more about it! Get rid of the rabbit-I don't care how

--but get rid of it! Then come in and get washed for

supper."

The screen door slammed and Tom was left alone

there in the tangled moon-shadow of the old apple

tree. Knowing that there was no appeal, he lifted the

white rabbit gently from the basket and set it on the

grass.

"Go away!" Tom Spoon whispered. "Scat!"

  But the creature sat unmoving, perverse as Serena

Tinkens had always been, wiggling its nose and nibbling

the tender wet grass.

  "Go on!" sobbed Tom Spoon, picking up an apple

and backing slowly away.

  "Scoot!" cried Tom Spoon again and threw the apple.

With a bound like an arc of snow, the rabbit disappeared

into the shadows.

  "Supper, Tom!" his mother called from the kitchen.

  "Tom!"

  "I'm not hungry, Moml" Tom answered and plodded

slowly up the narrow staircase to his room, with

the ghastly footsteps of his guilt on the creaking

boards behind him. It was long after the big house

had grown silent that Tom Spoon slept at last with a

square of moonlight framing his tear-stained face.

  In the morning Tom awoke, not really believing

that it all had happened. Gulping down his prunes and

cereal, he ran off down Lafayette Avenue to peer with

horror through the shutters of Serena Tinkens' empty

house and watch the dusty sunlight stream through

the still and somehow affrighted air. The crystal

gleaming heart of Serena Tinkens winked hauntedly

from the dust of the drop-leaf table.

  And the days passed into weeks and the weeks into

tortured months and one night in August-his awful

secret burning like a stolen coin in the pocket of his

mind-Tom Spoon knew he could stand it no longer.

Rising, he stole silently out onto the dark porch roof,

down through the honeysuckle into the wet grass, and

slipped away to the river meadow. August, he thought

to himself, is the month before September. And August

is half over. On a day early in September the

school bell would ring. But Serena Tinkens would not

be there. During the summer no one had missed her

--but then no one ever had. Anonymous and friendless,

Serena Tinkens had faded into the shadows of

the springs of fifteen years, not to emerge till the

school bell rang. But now they would know. And the

children would run home and tell their mothers and

the sheriff would be called and they would search the

town for a certain guilty face (which would surely be

the square owlish one of Tom Spoon) and off to the

penitentiary he would go for his life or worse.

  Tom Spoon stumbled on through the moondust of

the meadow, thinking these awful thoughts. Then although

for a moment he thought it was some trick

of moonlight and cloud shadow--he saw the two rabbits.

He dropped to his haunches, squatting among

the flat trembling filigree of the Queen Anne's lace,

breathless as much with the beauty of the sight as

with his joy that he had found the lost Serena at last.

They leaped--the white Serena Tinkens and her

brown companion--wild free leaps high over the tops

of the meadow grass in a dance so full of freedom and

joy that for an instant Tom Spoon half wished he were

a rabbit himself. The white one, Tom knew unmistakably,

was Miss Tinkens; and the other--a little larger,

with a fine rich cinnamon coat--he had never seen

before. The moments passed and the mists crept up

in sweet pale patches between the willows as Tom

Spoon squatted silently watching them. And creeping

to his bed at last, he lay awake till nearly dawn.

She was still alive. And he had found out where she

was and there was still time.

  At ten the next morning Tom Spoon was in the public

library. Miss Leatherby, the librarian, could

scarcely believe her eyes, for she knew Tom Spoon

hated books. Yet there he sat, nevertheless, with a

great pile on the table before him, poring through

them until he found what he wanted: a way to capture

shy small creatures of the field without harming

so much as a hair of their tails.

  By supper time he had finished the trap-a wooden

box with the stick to prop it up--and he had fixed up

a little secret cage in the chicken house to hide the

rabbit from his father, once he had caught it. Late

that night he stole a sweet crisp carrot from the refrigerator

and slipped off once more to the river

meadow.

  Tom set the box carefully on a Hat clear space in

the meadow, propped it loosely with the stick, set

the carrot beneath it and crept off, trailing the string

behind him. He sat so long in the moonlight that he

nearly fell asleep. But just as his head was about to

drop, he saw them again: the wonderful white Serena

Tinkens leaping majestically through the grass and

behind her, in brown springing splendor, her companion.

Tom watched for what seemed hours as they

frolicked-leaping the length of the meadow and

springing high over the tops of the Queen Anne's lace.

Then, sure enough, as the Wise Woodsman had said

in the musty book that morning, Serena Tinkens

smelled the carrot, thumped over to where it lay,

sniffed, nibbled. Tom Spoon pulled the string, the

box fell and she was his again.

  It was a puzzling thing to Tom Spoon's mother and

Father--the sudden hunger for green vegetables that

seized upon him.

  "I don't understand it!" Tom's mother would exclaim.

  "That boy has turned up his nose at lettuce

and carrots since he was no bigger than a bug."

  "He's growing!" Tom Spoon's father would say

proudly. "That's why."

  And Tom would appear at the kitchen door at that

moment, like as not, asking for another carrot and

then he would wander off casually to sit beneath the

apple tree until they had gone into the parlor. Then

he would pop into the chicken house and poke Serena

Tinkens' lunch through the mesh of her secret cage.

And daily Tom visited the river road to stare wistfully

up the meadow for some sign of the Great Galvani's

return. As the black numbers on the kitchen

calendar inched fatefully forward to that terrible day

of discovery, Tom Spoon nearly gave up hope. He decided

that when they came to drag him off to prison

he would make one short grand speech in the parlor

so that his poor parents would remember his courage

at least.

  Nor was the Great Galvani's return one moment

too soon-a bare three days from the first day of

school. Tom Spoon, making his daily visit to the

meadow, uttered a shriek of joy when he saw the sunlight

Hash on the garish gold and scarlet letters of the

fabulous wagon. As quickly as his stumpy legs would

carry him he ran home, fetched Serena Tinkens and

pounded off toward the river again.

  " 'Mornin' " cried Professor Galvani. "Hit town at

daybreak again. Never seem to learn about this town.

A hamlet of skinflints. Come to town tired and hungry

but the sheriff said-"

  "Professor!" whispered Tom Spoon, trying to remember

how prayers went. "Professor--"

  Professor Galvani scooped a fried egg out of the

sizzling battered lid of a lard can which served as his

frying pan and popped it between two heels of bread.

He munched thoughtfully and neatly, regarding Tom

Spoon's square white face.

  "Tom Spoon!" said the Great Galvani softly. "Have

you grown tired so soon of your cruel and foolish

wish?"

  "Yes," whispered Tom Spoon, "yes!" And he handed

the professor the white kicking hare.

  "Then come along, Tom Spoon," said the Great Galvani

not unkindly and, taking Tom by the hand, led

him up the dusty August road to the house of Serena

Tinkens. Gently Professor Calvani set the white rabbit

on the mossy bricks by the front porch steps.

  "Rabbit, be Serena Tinkensl"

  And when Tom Spoon opened his eyes she was

there, blinking and staring about her in the same

bright nervous way she always had; for all the world

as if she had never stirred an inch from that moment

of her transformation. Then, with never so much as a

look at Tom Spoon or the Great Galvani, she walked

dreamily up the steps and into her house and softly

closed the door.

  Tom could scarcely believe that the nightmare was

over. Even on that morning not long after, when he

walked into the third-grade room, it did not seem

possible that she was back in the world of small boys

--solid and sound and free from the peril of farmers'

dogs and open seasons. Tom Spoon crept nervously

to his old desk and, folding his bands upon his worn

familiar third reader, looked up at her, wondering if

she remembered-if she knew. But if she did she

didn't show it. And if, remembering, Serena Tinkens

blamed Tom Spoon or anyone else she did not show

that either. Yet, strangely, she was changed. And

when she spoke her voice was softer, somehow-the

same voice, but . . .

  "Good morning, children!" she said.

  "Good morning, Miss Tinkens!" they cried.

  "It's a beautiful day for the first day of school!" said

Serena Tinkens. "So let's begin it pleasantly. Shall we

sing a song, children?"

  "Please," piped a tiny girl from the rear, "please,

  Miss Tinkens, tell us a story!"

  Miss Tinkens smiled, considering it.

  "Very well," she said presently and then for a time

she was silent as if remembering. She stood there, her

hands folded primly-yet at the same time girlishly

-staring out the window into the woods, smoldering

now with the lambent golden light of Indian summer.

  "Once upon a time," she began, a tender puzzled

sadness gleaming in her eyes, "once upon a time-in

the kingdom of the spring there lived a rabbit prince.

And the rabbit prince loved a rabbit princess--"

  But then, quite suddenly, she stopped. Tom Spoon

sat back in his seat and sighed. That, he supposed,

was really all of the story Miss Tinkens could possibly

remember.

Radio

WHEN Will came home from work that night he

found six bills and two advertisements in his mail box.

He pressed the button of his apartment and stood

thumbing through the irritating sheaf of envelopes as

he waited for the buzzer. The door growled and Will

pushed it open and wearily climbed the stairs.

  Hello, Anne, Will said, throwing the Daily News on

the card table by the radio. Is there any beer?

  Will's wife shoved back a strand of damp brown

hair from her perspiring face and shuffled off to the

kitchenette.

  God, it's been hot today, she said. Wait. I'll look.

  Will took off his collar and lay down on the worn

studio couch. He relaxed, feeling the loose spring

pressing into the small of his back but he was too tired

to move.

  There's half a quart of ale here, Will's wife called.

It's probably a little flat but it's cold.

  Anything, sighed Will. Anything will be fine.

  Anne brought the brown bottle in and filled the

glass for him. It was flat, all right. There wasn't even

a collar on it, but it was cold. Will took a good swallow

and lay back again.

  How's the refrigerator? he said.

  All right today, thank God, said Anne, sinking into

the morris chair by the card table. I've got a roast in

there for Sunday and lamb chops for tomorrow and

if it starts acting like it did yesterday I don't know

what I'll do! The way meat is these days!

  Will took another big drink of the ale and listened

to the blaring radio and the expiring refrigerator motor

in the kitchenette.

  Machines, he said.

  What, Will? said Anne.

  I was just thinking, Will said. I was just thinking

about machines. My God, we're at their mercy from

morning till night! We don't run them-they run usl

   Well, said Anne. You know we can't afford a new

refrigerator after that last cut you took.

  No, said Will. I know. I was just thinking about

machines.

He lay there feeling no cooler but somewhat relaxed

from the ale.

  Anne, Will said. That radio is awful loud, honey.

It gets irritating as hell listening to those damned

commercials all the time. I'd rather listen to the refrigerator.

Would you mind turning it down a little?

  Anne Sighed.

  I can't, she said.

  Will turned his head and looked at his wife.

  Are you kidding me? he said. What do you mean you

can't? Are you kidding me?

  It broke today, Anne said. The knob that runs the

volume is stuck. You can't make it any louder or any

softer. You can't even turn it off.

  Will stared at the big stain on the living room ceiling.

  Machines, he said.

  He thought about the August day just ending: his

job in the accounting department at the warehouse,

the rows of maddening, little numbers and the unpleasant

breath and growling voice of McFadden, the

chief accountant, forever at his shoulder. At lunch

time you grabbed a tasteless sandwich at the comer

News-Luncheon and read the paper while you drank

your coffee. The Bomb. The Jet Fighter. The Machine.

You lay awake at night in the hot little box you

shared with your wife and listened to the city beyond

the fire escape; the hollow, lonely rattle of the manhole

cover as the taxi sped north on Lexington, the

plane that droned across the night sky as you lay

there thinking about it and hoping it was full of mail

sacks and movie stars and salesmen from Detroit and

Los Angeles and Toledo. One of ours, you thought,

smiling securely when it was gone. One of our Machines.

  Good Lord! Will cried suddenly, sitting up on the

couch and staring at Anne. Can't you do anything

with that radio!

  I told you, she said quietly. It's not working properly.

The knob is stuck. It won't shut off. And you

can't make it any lower.

  Will went over to the ancient ten-tube console and

tried to turn the jammed volume control.

  Friends, said the radio. Have you looked ahead for

security? Do you think only of today's needs and of

the present? How about those kids and your little

wife?

  Will turned the selector knob and slapped the

scratched veneered cabinet sharply.

  Damn it, he whispered, almost sobbing.

  And now the news, said the voice. Members of

the Atomic Energy Commission met today to consider

new peace time applications of nuclear--.

  Will whirled the worn dial knob desperately till he

found a dance band playing from a hotel in Newark.

He lay down on the studio couch.

  You can't even turn it off, he whispered furiously.

All you can do is get something else.

  He and Anne ate supper in silence that evening.

They sat around most of the evening reading the

Daily News and some old copies of Life magazine

that the Rosens had given them. When the radio became

too maddening Will would go over wearily and

find another station. At eleven o'clock, after the late

news, Will turned the dial to what seemed a dead

frequency and he and Anne went to bed.

  That night was even more unbearably hot and airless

than the torpid, unstirring day had been. Will

finally managed to doze off and had slept for nearly

an hour before the radio awakened him. He lay there

listening to the faint throb of dance music in the living

room. Anne stirred and mumbled thickly as Will,

cursing softly to himself, got up and went into the

living room. He stared at the single, yellow, malevolent

eye of the radio. Then he squatted and groped

sleepily along the baseboard for the wall socket. Suddenly

a thousand lightnings snatched and gripped

Will's bare, perspiring arm.

  Damn it! he whispered, shaking his hand till the

tingling stopped.

  Then he gingerly grasped the wire and pulled it.

The plug would not come loose. Will gave it a hearty

yank. It had fused or rusted into the rotten fixture

and was as grimly unyielding as the tentacle of some

loathsome animal clinging for its life to the corrupted,

crumbling corpse of the old apartment house.

Will looked up at the evil, yellow eye and squatted

there, stupid and helpless, blinking back at it and

listening to the faint crossed sounds of two dance

bands somewhere behind the night. Will went back

to bed. He lay awake for nearly an hour thinking

about the radio. The Machine. He shivered lightly

and felt the nervous sweat cool on his bare chest. He

thought about the radio in there in the living room

looking into the dark with its yellow eye, thinking

how it had defied him. It was almost as if the thing

were alive. Will felt foolish about it and yet he knew

presently that it was something he had to do. He

arose stealthily, shut the bedroom door and locked it.

Then he lay back down again, sweating in the stuffiness,

and trying not to think about the machine in

the living room defying him. He listened as if he half

feared he would hear it, prowling insolently about

the empty rooms like some wired, insensate animal.

Will thought once he actually had heard it--stalking

woodenly into the hallway--sniffing at the locked

door.

  Machines, Will whispered to himself again before

he fell asleep.

  The next day being Saturday Will slept till after

ten. The day was hotter than Friday had been. Heat

seemed to rise like glowing, gold wires from the asphalt

of Twenty-third Street and clutch the apartment

like the mesh of a cage. Will went next door to

Fred Rosen's and played pinochle till past noon. He

spent the remainder of the afternoon on the studio

couch looking at the Sunday Supplement of the Journal

American. Anne had gone next door to Rosen's

for a cake recipe. Suddenly Will realized that he

could endure the radio no longer.

  Friends, it was saying. When you think of beer

think of mellow, co-o-o-ol Krausmeier's Beer! The

hops are tops!

  Will leaped from the couch and ran over to the

radio. He tried again to twist the stuck knob but it

was useless. He turned all the other dials and beat

furiously on the top and sides of the cabinet with

both fists. He felt the nervous sweat break out on his

body.

  Take a tip from your friendly, neighborhood druggist!

Don't let sluggish intestines rob you of summer

fun! Take Snyder's gentle, e-a-s-y laxative in the big

economy size bottle!

  Will sat back down on the couch and put his head

in his hands. He listened to the faint, friendly voice

of Anne gossiping with Mrs. Rosen in the next apartment.

She would be upset, he realized. It would really

be a cruel thing to do. The radio meant a lot to her

during the dull round of days that was her life. The

soap operas-the heart throbs without heart or vein

or pulse. The impossible thrills of the impossible

Brendas and Rodericks with their sorrowless sorrows

and joyless victories-a world that never was. Still

there was no choice left to Will. He went out to his

tool box beside the wheezing refrigerator and got the

ball peen hammer.

  The following, said the radio. Is transcribed.

  Will walked over to the radio and began, systematically,

and with a kind of furious joy, to smash it to

pieces. When the veneer cabinet was in splinters Will

delightedly went to work on the delicate little silver

tubes. The radio was stilled. The evil, yellow eye was

out and the room was drenched in a rich and beautiful

quiet. Will lay down on the studio couch and listened

to the pleasant, far off horns of taxis on Lexington

Avenue and the children playing under the EI and

the low voices of his wife and Mrs. Rosen talking

about cakes and the drunken news vendor in the

ground apartment.

  Anne didn't say anything when she came back half

an hour later and saw the ruined radio and her husband

sleeping peacefully on the studio couch. Even

at supper she had said nothing till Will mentioned it

himself.

  Anne, I tell you I just couldn't take it any more, he

said suddenly, putting his fork down. Those damned

singing commercials and the-the constant yapping!

Those girls that sing the song about the cold tablets!

My God, you don't sing about cold tablets! You sing

about birds and love and children! What kind of a

world, Anne! This-this morning, for example! I

swear to God they were singing a tune about ingrown

toenails!

  It's all right, said Anne. I don't blame you, Will.

  She went to the stove and picked up a saucepan of

vanilla sauce she had made for the dried up layer cake

left over from last Sunday.

Of course, she said, as she served Will the dessert,

it does get pretty lonely all day. You'll have to admit

that. You're at the office all day. I mean--I listen to

all my programs while I work and the time just seems

to fly. I don't even mind the commercials.

  Will stared sickly at his dessert, feeling suddenly

wretched.

  Maybe, he said lamely, if I get that raise in August

we can afford an inexpensive table set.

  I don't really mind them at all, Anne continued, as

if she had not heard him. I've gotten used to them. I

--I even like some of them. Even the ones they sing.

There's one that's really sort of pretty, Will. The one

about Softy Tissues. Do you want to hear me sing it,

Will?

  No, said Will, sipping his coffee. I heard it.

  I remember it by heart, said Anne, strangely. Every

word.

  She left the kitchenette and went into the parlor.

When Will finished his coffee he went to the door

and saw her. Anne was sitting in the morris chair by

the radio with tears streaming down her face. She

looked old. For a moment Will really hated her.

  I wish you hadn't done it, Will, she said dully. My

God, I wish you hadn't.

   Will's lips went white and he sat down on the studio

couch looking at his wife.

  All right! he shouted. I'm sorry! What can I say but

that! We'll get it fixed on pay dayl If I get a raise I'll

buy you a table model. I told you that already, Annel

What more do you want

  He walked stiffly into the kitchenette and sat down

again. Will stared at the Daily News not seeing the

words at all. He heard the squeal of a prowl car on

Twenty-third Street and felt the heat rise and shimmer

in the city. Then Will heard the voice speaking

in the parlor. For a minute Will thought Anne was

asking him a question and he strained his ears to hear

what it was.

  Friends, do you find baking the hot, tiresome chore

that it was in Grandma's day? We-ell it needn't be!

With Aunt Sophie's New Jiffy Cake Mix you can bake

pastries in nothing flat!

  Will stood up, trickling sweat and sick. He crept

to the door to see. It was Anne. But it was not Anne's

voice. Anne was sitting there forlornly by the ruins

of the radio and her lips were moving. But the voice

was not Anne's. It was the voice of the radio.

  Once you've tried a Sultan Cigarette you'll never

smoke another brand! Eminent psychiatrists say it

actually soothes tired, tense nerves!

  Will staggered back to his chair and shut his eyes

and pressed his hands to his ears. He began to tremble

violently and the perspiration began trickling

down his back under his shirt. After a bit he cautiously

opened his fingers and listened. Was it Anne

he heard clearing her throat-or was it static?

  No need to suffer from nagging backaches! The

sharp pain of neuralgia I Muscular aches and pains!

  Will got up carefully from his chair thinking calmly

to himself: I will now go into the living room and talk

to Anne. She is not well. My wife Anne is tired from

overwork and broken refrigerators and the high prices

of meat. I must talk to her.

  It seemed hours later--years later. Will was very

tired. He stood in the doorway of the Rosens' apartment

looking at his neighbor Fred and wanting nothing

so much as to be asked in for a bottle of cold beer

and a pastrami sandwich. Then, even before he was

aware of the expression on Fred Rosen's face, Will

felt his lips moving and heard the voice speaking

quite independently of himself. He sighed, realizing

that there was really nothing in the world he could do

about it.

  And now the news, said the voice. Police this evening

are investigating the brutal slaying of a young

woman on East Twenty-third Street. A few moments

ago the body was discovered on the pavement, apparently

hurled from the window of an apartment

shortly after the slaying took place--.

  And even as Will stood there smiling helplessly

with the hammer in his hand he heard the buzzer at

the door.

One Foot in the Grave

IT was all over. And now Henry was lying, comfortable

and easy, between the cool sheets in the room

off Doc Sandy's office. It was really amazing. There

was scarcely any pain to it at all. As a matter of fact,

Henry, staring at the pale, yellow ceiling of the bedroom

in the doctor's house, felt actually more rested

and quiet than he had felt in years. He smiled. All

those months of talking safety to his men in the sawmill-

it was ironic. And then it came to him: how it

had happened--his walking through the big, pine fragrant

lumber room with Ed Smiley, his foreman his

foot catching suddenly in a crack-the sudden,

wild fear as he pitched forward headlong toward the
great, whirring blade of the rip-saw--Ed's big hands

grabbing his shoulder, throwing him, saving his life.

Then the numbness in his foot and the sickness and

that was all there was to it until now: Henry lying

comfortably and quietly between the sheets.

  Doc Sandy's face between him and the ceiling now.

  How's it feel, Henry?

  I'm all right, he could hear his voice saying, far

away. I'm really all right. But you know something,

John? It's a funny thing-. I really can't understand

how it could be.

  What's that, Henry?

  My foot, he said. The one that's gone. I can't understand

how it could be. It-itches.

  And it sounded so ridiculous that he laughed in

spite of himself.

  It not only itches, he said, but it feels cold. Especially

the big toe.

  That's not strange, said Doc Sandy. That often happens,

Henry. You see-the foot's still there in a way.

And in a way it isn't. The part that's still there is in

your brain. Or in your soul--it's a hard thing to explain--.

  Henry shut his eyes then and began to shake weakly

with laughter.

  What's funny, Henry?

  I win that bet, John, Henry said. It's a technicality,

I'll admit, but I win it. You can't deny that.

  And he could hear Doc Sandy laughing and curs-

ing and saying yes Henry was right, he had Won the

bet, and Henry shut his eyes, remembering the night

the bet was made-the cold winter night-Henry and

Doc Sandy playing three-cushion billiards in the Recreation

Pool Room and drinking beer and talking

about death. Doc Sandy had bet Henry that he would

be under the ground before Henry would and Henry

had bet him that it would be the other way around

and they put down their cues and shook hands on it

and agreed that whoever survived was to pay for the

other one's funeral.

  Yes, Henry kept saying. I win. I win by a foot, John.

And I intend to see you give that foot the best funeral

that money can buy.

  Then the doctor's nurse was giving him a drink; the

glass straw was between his lips and the good, cold

water was soothing to his parched throat. He could

hear Doc Sandy lighting his old pipe and then he

could smell the sweet, dry fragrance of the burning

tobacco.

  John, he said.

  Yes, Henry.

  John, I keep wondering a funny thing. I keep wondering

which-which place my foot went to. It was

part of me--so it must be part of my soul. It's a funny

thing to wonder but I just can't help it. I mean--

when the rest of me goes over--will my foot be waiting

there to join me again? John, it gives you the funniest

feeling in the world to think of a fact-a single,

solitary foot wandering around eternity-waiting-.

I can't help wondering where it's gone and where it's

waiting--in the Good Place or--.

  Henry shut his eyes and began to laugh again.

  What's funny, Henry?

  My foot! Henry laughed. I swear it, John. When I

said that a second ago--when I said I wondered

where it had gone--so help me, John!--it felt hot!

Nobody could have been nicer to Henry than his

secretary Margaret and his foreman Ed Smiley were

those next couple of weeks. Henry stayed in the cot

at Doc Sandy's office until he was able to get around

on crutches and there wasn't a single night that Ed

and Margaret missed coming to see him and almost

always they brought something-ice cream from

Beam's Confectionary or maybe a big spray of sweet

shrubs from Judge Bruce's backyard.

  Margaret was a queer little person in her early thirties--

blonde and pretty in a way that nobody ever

noticed particularly--living alone in the Bruce's

boarding house on Lafayette Avenue-going to the

movies every Saturday with Ed Smiley and then afterwards

having an ice-cream soda with him at Beam's.

Henry, like many bachelors, often fancied himself

quite a match-maker and he was fond of reflecting

that, had it not been for him, Ed and Margaret would

never have met. He was continually asking the girl

when she was going to get married and Margaret, at

this, would blush warmly and busy herself in the pa-

pers on the desk. Henry never teased Ed about it knowing,

as a man, that Ed had his own good reasons

for waiting. But it was something he thought about

a lot during those two weeks in bed. And it was a

pleasant relief-to think about this-nights when

his foot would not let him sleep-nights when the

plagued, absent thing felt so cold that he could have

sworn that it wandered alone among the mountains

of the moon-nights when the rain hurled itself

against the windows of the doctor's house and Henry,

shivering in the warm cot off the doctor's office, could

feel the cold, dreadful wet of the March night between

his toes. One night he could stand it no longer.

It was late--past midnight--and Doc Sandy had gone

to bed long hours before. Just the same Henry had to

know. He had to talk. He called for a long time before

he heard the doctor's slippers whispering down the

kitchen stairs.

  John, he said. I know it's silly. You'll swear I've

gone loco or something-.

  Want a sleeping pill, Henry?

  No, he said. It's not that, John. I swear you'll think

I've gone loco--.

  What, Henry?

  It's just this, Henry said. I've got to know for sure.

Did you bury it, John? I know it was just a joke at

first and we kidded about the bet and all that and you

said you'd had a little coffin made and buried the fool

thing in back of the saw-mill under the puzzle-tree.

You think I'm loco but--.

  I did bury it, Henry, said the doctor. I swear I did.

  You swear it?

  I swear it, said the doctor. Look here, Henry. Get a

grip on yourself! You're going to be up and around in

a day or so-on crutches for a while-then we'll get

you a foot that'll be as good as new! You'll never miss

it!

  Henry shut his eyes and pressed the back of his

head hard into the pillow. His hands were wet with

perspiration.

  It's funny your saying that, John. It's very funny.

  What's funny, Henry?

  That I'll never miss it. It's very funny--your putting

it like that. It's what's been going through my

head all night. The feeling that-that somehow--it

misses me.

  There wasn't much trick to the crutches after a few

days. It was a little hard getting the knack of them at

first but, within a week, Henry was getting around almost

as easily as before. And within two weeks he was

able to get up- and downstairs to his room over the

mill office without any help at all. In a month the

place was healed enough so that Doc Sandy was able

to fix him up with an artificial foot. Henry felt a little

better about it and began to get his sleep at night

now that he knew the doctor had really buried the

thing. Then one day he began to worry again and

asked the doctor to take him down back of the sawmill

and show him the little grave.

  You're the damnedest fool I ever did see, Henry!

  Doc Sandy said, laughing. Getting all upset over a

fool joke.

  Did you put a shoe on it? Henry said, staring solemnly

at the little mound under the puzzle-tree.

  Certainly, said the doctor. And a brand new shoe

at that-the pair you bought at Jim Purdy's sale the

week before the accident. Never been worn.

  Is there a sock on it, too? whispered Henry.

  Damn it all, man--I

  Is there? he said.

  Yes! cried the doctor. Yes, damn it, there's a sock

on it!

  You didn't put it on straight, Henry said, shaking

his head a little sorrowfully. You put it on crooked,

John. It pinches my toe!

  That night it began. Night was the time when it always

happened. Henry would go to bed, knowing

that he was perfectly sane, knowing that the thing

could not be true. Yet it was true. It was happening.

It was as real as life itself. Sometimes it would be just

a pressure on the sole--as if he were standing somewhere,

waiting for a train perhaps. And then it would

begin-the gentle, pulsing padding--the lift and fall

of walking-the easy thud of brick pavement beneath

the foot-the soft crush of leaves or grass. And Henry

would lie quaking and sweating beneath the quilt and

stare with wild sorrow and horror into the shuddering

dark. The foot--his foot-apart from him--was

walking somewhere--going someplace-living its

own life without any help from him. Then he made

another discovery that seemed more incredible and

awful than any of the rest of it. It was that the foot

always seemed to be going the same distance-walking

along the same ways-the same street. Henry got

so that he could count the number of steps on the

brick pavement and then, after a pause, steps soft and

yielding beneath the heel, then another pause and

something different again-wooden floor perhaps then

the slower, measured climbing of a stairway.

  One night after it had stopped Henry sprang from

his bed in a frenzy of fear. Snatching his clothes from

the back of the chair by his bed he dressed quickly,

lighted the oil lamp and went out back to the puzzletree.

Fetching a shovel from the tool-shed behind the

saw-mill he began to dig. When the spade scraped

on the wooden box Henry's heart flew to his mouth.

Digging, clawing with his hands, panting and perspiring

like a man in a fever, he dragged the little box

into the lantern light, pried off the lid with the tip of

the spade and stared within. For a moment he was

sure he had lost his mind. He lifted it out and looked

closely to be sure. The sole. The sole of the brand new

shoe from Jim Purdy's store. He remembered the

day he had bought those shoes. He had never worn

them. But the sole. It was scuffed and scratched.

Worn.

  They were shooting pool that afternoon in the Recreation--

Henry and Doc Sandy.

  Henry, said the doctor, chalking his cue-stick and

squinting low alone the cushions for a masse shot. Ed

Smiley was in to see me this morning.

  Ed? said Henry. Doesn't look like there's anything

wrong with him. He's the perfect picture of health!

Doc Sandy shot and missed.

  It wasn't about himself that he came to see me,

Henry, he said. It was about Margaret. Your Margaret.

She's not well, Henry. I'll tell you frankly--I prescribed

a couple of weeks' vacation. She's run down

--nervous. Ed said he didn't want to ask you and you

know Margaret. She'd never ask you.

  I hadn't noticed her, Henry said. I really never pay

any attention to her, John. You know how it is. You

just take somebody like Margaret for granted--year

after year. Sure! Sure, I'll give her two weeks off--a

month if she needs it! Thanks for telling me, John.

  Supper time. Walking home down Lafayette Avenue.

Poor little Margaret. Henry felt like a slavedriver.

Never realizing what a drab little world it

must have been for her all those years-day after day

in that glum, dingy office, laboring over the books in

that proper, lace-like little hand of hers, keeping his

office neat and dusted. When Henry opened the office

door he heard her. She was crying. Then he saw her:

slumped among the papers on the desk, her hands

over her face, her shoulders shaking with sobs.

  Henry stood there wondering what to do, feeling

terrible about it. He cleared his throat.

  Margaret, he said. Margaret.

  She stood up slowly and turned, facing him. Her

face was streaked and wet with tears-plainer and

more homely than he had ever seen her--the face under

the washed blonde hair tired and old.

  Don't touch me, she whispered. She was shuddering

violently and clutching her handkerchief into a

tight wet ball. Don't come near me! Let me alone! Oh

when will you let me alone!

  Henry felt behind him for a chair and sat down

with a thump.

  I--I don't understand, he began. What do you

mean, Margaret?--Let you alone--.

  What do I mean! she whispered. What do I meant

  You ask me that! You dare to ask me that!

  I--I don't--. I don't understand, he said. He

reached in the pocket of his alpaca coat for a handkerchief

to mop the perspiration from his upper lip.

  She seemed almost crouching, ready to spring on

him.

  Last night, she whispered fiercely, the knuckles of

her thin, red hands shining white with rage. Last

night!--the night before last! How many nights! Lying

there listening for your footsteps on the pavement--

the creaking of the gate--your footsteps on

the tanbark walk--then lying there waiting for your

footsteps on the stairs. Those nights! My God! The

things you told me--the things you promised me! You

said we'd be married! You said-you said you'd kill

me if you ever lost me! You ask me what I mean!

Those nights! In my room! In my arms!

  She sprang forward and struck him across the face

with the flat of her hand. Henry didn't feel the blow.

He sat staring through the girl--beyond her.

  My--footsteps? he whispered.

  She was on the floor now, at his feet, covering his

hands with kisses.

  I'm sorry, she wailed. Oh I'm sorry. I didn't mean

to do that! Oh I didn't. Forgive me, dearest! It's just

that-I couldn't stand it! I couldn't! At first--the first

night-I thought it was a dream when I heard your

footsteps and then the door opened and I saw it was

you-. It was like seeing a ghost. I couldn't believe it.

Those nights--they've seemed like a dream--unreal,

wonderful!

  My footsteps? he whispered again, rising, pushing

her away from him, stepping over her sobbing, shaking

shoulders and walking like a sleeper out the door

and up the steps to his room. He lay down with his

clothes on and stared unseeing at the ceiling, moving

over the yellow, guttering light of the gas flame by

the bedroom door.

  A soul within him--a hidden, secret other him-a

tenant of his heart that the foot had claimed for its

own and taken with it to the grave! Margaret. He had

never so much as looked at her. He had never seen

her. She was a piece of furniture. A desk. A chair. A

ledger with the lacy, sorrowful love letter of commerce

on its pages.

  My footstep, he said aloud to the walls.

  Footsteps. Down the pavement of the shady street

in the secret moment of the night-footsteps up the

tanbark walk of the Bruce's boarding house-footsteps

up the stairs-the hesitation and then the open

door.

  Then he was hearing her flat, tired voice--still and

composed now. He turned his head on the pillow. She

was standing in the bedroom door--looking at him.

She had on her cheap little flowered hat and the coat

with the touching curl of dusty fur about the collar.

  I'm sorry to bother you again, she said. I won't

bother you any more. You won't ever have to bother

with me again. The books are in order. I'm leaving

town with Ed Smiley tonight. He's going to marry

me.

  Then she was gone. Henry listened to her quick

footsteps going down the stairs. The street door

slammed and the clock in the town hall struck six

times. He lay back-sad, regretful, but at the same

time relieved. It was all over now. Perhaps tonight he

could sleep. Sleep! That El Dorado of peace that he

had longed ceased hoping for. Henry shut his eyes.

He had stopped trembling. It was dark outside the

Window--the heavy wine dark of early April. Then

in a moment it began again.

  Footsteps. The foot. Fast now. Faster than it had

ever been. Along the damp pavements of the small

town night. Running. The thud was almost painful on

his sole. Then a pause. Then the running again--up

the springy, yielding softness of tanbark-under the

trees bursting with dark greenness in the moonless

April night. Up the wooden steps-two-four-six-eight.

Henry shut his eyes and clenched his teeth

against the scream that struggled in his throat. Ten-twelve-.

The landing now. Up the hall--. His fingers

tore through the linen sheet beneath him. The

door--the open door. He felt he was fainting-his

eyes started from his head. Then it began--not on the

sale now but on the toe--a smashing violent rhythm

on the toe of his foot-a remorseless, brutal thudding

that made his leg ache to the very hip. Then it

stopped. The padding, running thud again--down

the steps--through the tanbark--through the dark the

mossy pavements of the April night-then, at last,

like a benediction it was still.

  He lay on the bed for a long while before getting

up. Then he went slowly down the stairs, down the

path to the shed, down to the puzzle-tree with the

spade in his shaking fingers. Like a madman he dug.

His fingers ached and the nails broke as he clawed the

box from the earth, ripped the wooden lid loose and

stared at the thing within. He was standing there at

dawn when Doc Sandy and the sheriff came down

the path. Not moving. Just standing looking at the

foot in his hand and the shoe--its toe all dark with

something sticky and some wisps of washed blonde

hair.

Moonshine

FIVE years in jail ain't so long, old Darleen snickered,

rocking to and fro with folded arms, and

watched the sheriff's car turn up the dirt road onto

the highway. It's a marvel Denver couldn't wait.

  Bonny sat looking at them: Denver's mother and the

big man in the straight-backed chair by the window.

  Not long enough, said the man. A God-fearing

judge would have give him twenty years. Or life.

Spreading the brew of hell-fire and damnation in Tygarts

County to shipwreck the souls of innocent folks

and sending them to Satan headlong! Better if he was

dead!

  But he ain't! whispered the girl fiercely, her pale,

long face alight. And now he's broke out of prison

and he's coming home! Home to take me off to Mexico

with him and it will be like it was at first!

  Better maybe if you was the both of you dead, said

the man again, sitting straight as an elder with the

big, soft hands folded almost primly in his lap. Instead of being eat up with the fires of a lust that neither

God nor Devil wants any parts of because it is a

sin an abomination before both!

  You'll see! whispered the girl, rising and slamming

her small, clenched fists on the table. He'll take me

away with him and then I won't have to stare at your

silly, fat storekeeper's face every day! Coming here

and preaching to me about Death and Sin and then

coaxing me to run off with you like I was already a

widow! Saying things that Denver would kill you for

if he was to hear!

  Mister Fogg, said the old woman, straining up from

her rocker and fetching the big glass mason jar of

moonshine and the cracked white cup from the cupboard

shelf. It's no business of mine if you let your

store run to seed and leave your ailing sister to run

her legs off at the counter while you're up here pestering

another man's wife. But if you've got the good

sense you was born with you'll be gone afore Denver

gets here.

  He'll not get here, said Darrell Fogg without moving.

Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord. You heard

the sheriff just now tell how Denver shot them two

guards on his way out. They'll be hunting him in

every holler and hayloft in West Virginia tonight.

With guns--.

  They'll never catch him! cried the wild, dark girl.

Never! Never! Never!

--and dogs, the voice went on, the white eyes fixed

as if in a vision. Because even dogs hates the corruption

and abomination of such as him. They'll track

him to yonder doorway like as not. And he'll die yonder

on the stoop.

  Bonny was on him in a flash, her arm darting snakelike

as she struck the wide, soft face with the flat of

her hand .

  It was you in the beginning! she screamed. Running

to the Law that spring and telling where his

moonshine was hidl And you talk to me about Sin!

Turning a man over to the sheriff so's you can chase

his woman!

  The old woman cooned and chuckled throughout

it all, musing into the moonclear whiteness of the cup

and sipping the liquor with grey, pursed lips.

  It is the Lord's will, Darrell Fogg droned. That I

save you from your own willfulness. Though you are

ungrateful and fight against His disposing. But I will

not be moved. In a dream last night you come to me

naked and I clothed you in His grace. Run away with

me now, Bonny girl, before it's too late! The wages of

sin is death and payday is nigh!

  Hush your mouth! she raged. Get away from me!

You make me sick to my stomach with your slobbering

preaching and your Sin! Ever since Denver went

away--always hanging around and talking that way!

He'll kill you when I tell him!

  Then in the yellow lamplight they suddenly fell silent

and Bonny listened to the painful thudding of

her pulses and to the dry wheeze of Darleen's breathing

and the doomlike rhythm of the rocker. The old

woman chuckled and, bending forward, crowed and

struck her stick smartly on the floor.

  Shut up! cried Bonny.

  Then she scowled and her black eyes narrowed.

  What are you laughing at!

  At what I know! wheezed old Darleen, her eyes

a-gleam like those of some evil, wrinkled child.

What do you know! cried Bonny, springing

up.

  Never mind what I know! cackled the old woman.

Ask me no questions and I'll tell you no lies. I know

what you done that night, Bonny! For I seen you do

it! In this very room! And I know why my boy has

broke out of the penitentiary tonight!

  You spied! cried the girl, clutching the cloth of her

thin blouse till the small, pointed breasts pressed

through. You're always spying! You always was! But

it don't matter! Denver's coming back to take me

away-!

  Or to kill you, said the old one. Only God knows

ever which one. And maybe that's the best way for it

to end. Maybe Mister Fogg yonder is right.

  Sneaking! Watching! cried the girl. You're worse

than him!

  Eyes, said Darleen, was meant to use. And I know

what was done that night. And I know why Denver's

coming back. Yes, maybe I'd have done it, too.

Women has their ways of getting things. And it's generally

the right way. Because it's the only way they

know.

  Bonny cursed and her great, dark hair tumbled

over the scrubbed white wood of the table as she

dropped her face into her arms and lay exhausted

with fury. Darleen lit a cigarette, cupping the small

flame like a man does against the moving air. In the

shacks along the river yellow kitchen lamps bloomed

one by one and abruptly the cheap, rusty voice of a

phonograph threaded thinly into the stillness. Bonny

stood up presently and dried her perspiring face with

her hair. Then she went to the door and stood staring

out into the evening where moonlight now shone

amongst the pale blossoms of the redbud.

  He's coming back, she said, almost gently now, her

figure slender and strong against the bright moonshine.

And when I tell him how it all was he'll believe

me because I am his own true love.

  Darleen rocked in shadow beyond the circle of

the lamplight, a pale, orange coal that glowed and

dimmed as she sucked the cigarette.

  Believe you? she chuckled. About Mister Fogg yonder?

Are you fool enough to expect Denver to tuck

his pistol away while you explain that? And him sitting

there all the while?

  But the girl did not hear. Her thin back arched sud-

denly and she crouched, cocking her head against the

stirring curtains.

  Listen! she whispered, harking to the night whispers.

Be still!

  It was likely just dogs, said Darleen presently. Rooting

amongst the tin cans down on the bank.

  It wasn't dogs, whispered Bonny, framed dark

against the pearly light. It was someone a-running

and stumbling. Someone a-scrambling down there

amongst the weeds!

  Then it's him, said Darrell Fogg suddenly, his

moon--like face flat and immobile in the gloom. The

fool returneth to his folly like a dog to its vomit. Come

away with me, Bonny girl! There is still time! Let me

wash you clean of this sin and abomination!

  Hush! she whispered, her face radiant with love

and moonlight mingled. It's him a-comingl It's Denver!

  The way of the transgressor, he began again, is--!

  Shut up! Shut up!

  Darleen ceased for one instant in her rocking and

heeded whatever faint mischiefs were astir in the stillness.

Then with a grunt she shoved her swollen feet

impatiently and launched the chair again. Because it

was silent once more and whatever living thing

moved up the barren, ravaged river shore toward

them now came so soundlessly that in its very hush

there was as much alarm as in the cadenced measure

of the rocker's sentry-like tread itself.

  Come and set, groaned Darleen. Rest your feet,

Bonny. If it's Denver he'll know well and good where

to find you at.

  But she did not even seem to hear, standing tense

and motionless while the night unwound the pale,

blue ribbon of its equinox before her wild eyes and

the night wind stirred the dark locks against her

throat. Darleen was silent, too, until presently she

rose and fetched another cupful of Denver's fiery,

white whiskey from the fruit jar and settled back

again. Bonny sank all at once into the broken chair

by the doorway. She stared at the face of Darrell Fogg

with mad, shining eyes.

  Denver's coming! she whispered, baring her white

teeth. You know that, don't you! Can't you feel it, too!

Ain't you scared!

  But Darrell Fogg did not answer, did not even stir

--sitting on in silence with his big hands, like those

of some monstrous infant, resting in idiot tranquility

on the knees of his shiny serge trousers.

  He's coming! she whispered again, speaking to herself

now and not to them. I could feel every step he

took all the way up from the river to the fence. I could

feel the water wet on his legs and I could feel it when

he took hold of the fence post and stopped just now

and just stared at me!

  Could you feel the gun butt, chuckled Darleen,

that's in his hand?

  Just like I could see him! whispered Bonny, wound

in a trance. Like it was plain, bright day! Every step

of the way I could feel him! Why don't he come in?

  He will, said Darleen, cupping the white china and

fathoming its magic depths. With the mist a-rising it's

right risky to chance a shot so far away.

  Why don't Denver come running up the yard like

he used to do when he come home from work? the

wild girl whispered. Why don't he come take me in

his arms I

  It was long and lonesome at Moundsville, said Darleen.

With nothing but a little stone room to sit and

think in for four long years. And him a-knowing what

he knows. With that letter in his shirt-.

  Bonny whirled and stood facing the night again,

trembling like a well-diviner's wand.

  The frogs have stopped! she whispered. He's moving

again now! Coming up the yard from the fence under

the redbud--!

  And then so suddenly that Darleen's old eyes could

not follow the motion she was gone out the door crying

his name and Darrell Fogg, almost in the same

movement, rushed forward like some hurtling behemoth

and followed with the noiseless grace of all

large people, his shapeless white lips mouthing God's

name and hers all at the same time. Even this happened

so swiftly that it seemed to Darleen that the

flat, chopping pattern of the pistol shots was part of

the same scheme and sound. The old woman stopped

one split second in her headless motion and shivered

before she resumed it. And then she waited until Denver

came and stood looking at her in the doorway, the

blue automatic in his bird-like hand seeming bigger

than him somehow, a curl of smoke lingering even

yet in the steel ring of the snubbed factual muzzle.

Darleen lifted her eyes and stared at him unblinking

over the white cup's rim.

  So you killed them both, she said. And I reckon

that's just as well. And now I'll be thankful when

you've done the same to yourself and gone to whatever

heaven or hell or tent meeting he's taken her to

and I'll be shut of the three of you. Because--.

  She cheated on me, he gasped. With Darren

Fogg--.

  --Because you was poison together, Darleen went

on, as inexorably as the voice of the moving wood beneath

her. Poison to everybody and to your ownselves

and to that poor fat fool of a storekeeper. Because

just seeing the two of you holding hands was all it

ever took to get him hot with notions he'd only read

in the Book or on the walls of privies and couldn't

really figure out and untangle one from the other.

  He stood staring at her with the one, somehow pathetic

look of childish blond hair falling across his

ravaged, sallow face; his mouth set in a parody of

rage and retribution like a small boy playing robber.

  It came last week, he whispered. And I sat reading

it over and over till the note paper was so wet in my

hands that the words was gone. In the morning I

dried it out again and that time I read it and believed

it-how she'd gone tomcatting with him and about

them scheming to run off to Baltimore together. Her

that swore by the Word of God that she would wait-.

  Then you believed it, said Darleen. When anyone

in Tygarts County could have told you that she would

spit in Mister Fogg's face if he was so much as to lay

a hand on her arm. You believed a letter from this

river bank of trash where you was born and where

you know well and good neither Mister Fogg nor me

nor none of the rest of us can even scratch our Christian

names on a relief check-let alone write a whole

note page of script!

  But it was there as plain as God's gospel word!

cried Denver. With his name where he'd wrote it on

the bottom! Bragging to me how him and her would

sneak down to Mope Starcher's orchard of an evening

after the sun went down. Bragging how hot she was!

And naming secrets about her only I could know!

Only me that's loved her!

  God damned fool men, crowed the old woman 

squinting wrily into the near empty cup. Is it any

wonder women goes bad in this world with nothing

but such fools to tum their skirts up for! God damned

fool men!

  Fool? he whispered. Then what was I supposed to

think?

  Do you reckon anything would have made me that

crazy mad? Mad enough to--.

  To break out, Darleen said, beginning again without

variance of pace or inflection, like a phonograph

record when the needle is dropped suddenly into the

midst of a phrase. Which is why she done it, you poor,

pitiful God damned fooll Made it all up!

  She--!

--wrote the letter herself, droned Darleen. You

might have known that much if your brains was in

your head instead of in your pants! Because she was

the only one of us who had been to school and learned

to write. I seen her write it--yonder there at the table

--under that very lamp! Spelling out the words hard

on slow because school-learning hadn't come to her

as easy as the old woman-wisdom she was born with.

And signing his name to it-knowing that was the

one thing that would bring you back to her-or get

you killed a-trying. Not much hoping, I reckon, that

she could ever get it through your head that it was all

made up. Not caring, no more I guess--.

  I read it over and over, he said dully. Till the words

was clear wore away.

  Not even caring if you killed her for it so long as

she knowed she'd won out in the end, Darleen went

on. Maybe not wanting nothing more than just knowing

she had made you love enough to kill-even her.

Now shoot me, too, if you're of a mind to. Or go shoot

it out with the hounds and the deputies, you fool.

You poor God damned fool. I'm old and I'm tired. All

I want is to be shed of the pack of you.

  He had dropped the automatic on the floor by her

gently treading feet. She watched until he had vanished

from the fall of lamplight outside the doorway

and once when a car rounded the bend of the highway

she glimpsed him in the headlights, walking

fast to town. Presently she went to the shelf and

fetched back another brimming cupful as provender

against the long wake, cradling the cup in her hands

and settling back in her rocker with lidless, fetal complacency.

  Women ! Darleen chuckled bitterly to herself, shaking

her head in indefatigable irony. If it ain't a wonder

we ever get by at all! But we do!! We do!

  The cadence of her rocking quickened. For there

wasn't anything in the wide world better for chasing

away the blues than Denver's com whiskey. Unless it

was a good hard cry. And Darleen knew that after

another cup of moonshine there'd be time enough

for that.

The Man

Who Stole

the Moon

No one was a bit the wiser so it really didn't matter.

Nobody hailed the poor boy off to the county jail because

of it. And this, for the very simple reason that

the night Dode Hornbrook stole the moon from the

trout pond in Dan Puney's meadow no one knew anything

about it. It is true that Dan Puney tore up his

Hagerstown Almanac that night when his rheumatism

went to kicking like a jack rabbit. And the tides

of several seas were stilled for a spell. Still no one was

really harmed, except perhaps for the discomfort of

a few cold oysters and a cod or two.

  To the people of Clay County, Dode Hornbrook's

muteness was a simple matter of his having been born

that way, God's providence having seen fit to still his

tongue. No one in the county thought much about it

and, certainly, none mocked him for it. Dode's mother

and father lived in the fine, white house a quarter of

a mile up the road from Flinderation. They had long

ago taught the boy to shape words with his fingers in

the vacant air and when he rode to Stathers' General

Store on Saturdays he was always obligingly provided

with a bit of paper and a stub of pencil. Yet

Dode Hornbrook's life was a lorn and lonely one.

Who, he would often reflect as he followed his father's

plough in the sweet gold of the morning, would

ever marry a man who was dumb? Who, indeed? It

was really because of this that Dode Hornbrook stole

the moon from Dan Puney's pond that night.

  Dode! his mother would cry. Why don't you take

the buggy and go to town tonight? All you do of an

evening is sit around the kitchen and twiddle your

thumbs! That's no life for a strong, healthy boy of

eighteen! You'll be wanting a wife and a home of your

own before long, Dode, and it's time you looked

around a bit! Why don't you call on Tess Murdock or

Amy Stringer and take her to the nickelodeon tonight?

  Sometimes Dode would answer her, his nimble,

strong fingers plucking the evasive words from the

air. But more often than not he would tum his head

away and stare out the kitchen window into the hungering,

dark night.

  It was toward the end of October that the new family

moved into the old Randolph place by the covered

bridge. Dode's father, commenting on it at supper

that night, had said that he knew nothing about them

except that Green Stathers had told him at the store

that they came from Arkansas. And Dode had thought

nothing of it whatsoever until that night a month later

when he had gone up the hollow for pawpaws

and seen Daisy. He had found only a few and the

frost had not yet come to bring black ripeness to their

saffron hides so he had let them lie. And it was not

till he had crossed the fence by the covered bridge

that he saw her. Daisy. Dode was not surprised when

he heard the name later. He had known from that

moment it would be that. Slender she was and black

eyed, with flesh as white as buttermilk with freckles

floating in it like bits of sweet country butter. She was

sitting on a split-bottom chair on the porch, with one

slender hand resting tranquilly in her lap, her face

turned to the smokey dusk on the evening hills. Dode

stopped stock-still in the tall grass by the roadside

and looked. Till the day he died he knew he would

remember that vision of her there, like a quaint tintype,

and he carried it home with him that night, a

wild, mingled glory stirring in his throat, a fury that

shook him in his dreams.

  Dode! his mother had said next noon at lunch.

That's your favorite! Peach cobbler! And you've

hardly touched it! Dode, I do believe you've spied a

girl!

  Dode lifted his head in terror and shook it quickly I

  Well then why don't you, Dode? she pleaded, gently.

Your dad and I are getting old and you must start

thinking of yourself I Why not find yourself some

sweet young girl? You think no one wants you because

of your affliction! Believe me, Dode! Love is

not like thatl Why, when your own dad there came

to ask my hand-his tongue was as useless as yours!

 But it was futile. And that evening Dode went

again to the woods where the pawpaws grew and the

raincrow cried. And then he had looked with horror

at the rockaway buggy in the yard and seen Pud

Stathers, the storekeeper's son, helping the lovely

Daisy into the seat. Dode stumped dumbly down the

road for home, his big hands shoved dourly into his

jeans, his wits a-whirl with sorrow and wonder. And

when he spied his parents sitting in the kitchen by

the oil lamp, Dade knew that he had no stomach to

face them just then. And so he walked on-far up the

yellow, dusty road and over the fence stile by the

school house and up toward the little orchard by the

trout pond in Dan Puney's meadow. At last, he

plumped down wearily on a stump by the pool and

buried his face in his hands. A bird sang in the night

like a trembling gold wire. Dade closed his eyes and

they were filled with her, the slim, white face and the

tiny, unaccountably enchanting mole beside her gentle

mouth. It was nearly half an hour later when he

heard the buggy and their laughter and the frothy

snort of the roan. Swiftly, Dade Hornbrook crouched

behind a little apple tree and waited. Pud Stathers

and the young girl sat side by side in the rockaway.

They stopped by the stone fence at the orchard's edge

and fell silent, feeling the autumn keenness and smelling

winter hints in the lingering sweetness of burning.

  Lordamightyl thought Dode Hornbrook mournfully.

Small birds will snuggle in trees and rufHe their

feathers against the cold rain of March while my

heart will lie this winter like a cold cobblestone in

Dan Puney's meadow. In agony, he watched them

there, fingers interlaced, their faces lifted happily to

the pale, bright night. Dode felt the heart in his breast

gutter out like a spent candle. He listened to their

quiet talk and stared glumly at the moon in the bottom

of Dan Puney's trout pond .

  She loves him, Dode said, over and over again that

night, his fingers numbly shaping the words on the

patch-work quilt. She loves him. They sat side by side

in Pud Stathers' rockaway in the light of the moon

and she loves him. And then Dode knew that, indeed,

it was the moon that had been the magic of it all. The

moon in Dan Puney's trout pond. Would such a girl

as Daisy have sat alone with Pud Stathers in Dan

Puney's meadow were it not for some such witchery?

Was it not always so and had it not ever been, the

stark moon enchanting lovers, since the earth's creaking

axle first turned? Dode Hornbrook pondered it

fiercely till nearly sunrise and by then he knew that

there was really but one thing to do.

  It's true! his mother cried at supper next night. I

thought so then and now I know, Dode Hornbrook!

There's a girl who's bewitched you! And like as not

it's that new, young beauty from Arkansasl Now, why

don't you ask her to Tucker's Confectionary for a dish

of ice cream some night?

  And suddenly he began speaking to his mother

wildly, his hands Hying like wild birds, shaping all the

words that he had kept locked up for longer than sorrow

or longing could recall. Who would want to live

with a man without a tongue? What girl would choose

a lover who could not shape the plaint of yearning?

And besides, he had seen her sitting with Pud Stathers

in the light of the moon and it had bewitched her

heart and it was Pud she loved that night.

  Dode! Dode! It wasn't the moon! cried his mother.

You've as good a chance as that foolish Stathers boy!

Your affliction wouldn't matter! Don't you know, boy!

The heart of woman!

  But Dode Hornbrook, it seemed, was deaf as well

as dumb that night. And shortly after candle-light

time he went to the barn and fetched a stout burlap

bag. Then he hurried off to Dan Puney's meadow and

the trout pond where the wild moon lived. It was

there, staring, cold and wrinkled with mountains, far

beneath the lucid, black water. Every now and then

Dode spied a fat trout passing over it and when he

waded up to his belt into the cold water he could feel

them slip against his bare ankles and start off into the

inky stillness of their world.

  How else may a mute speak of love? he thought

with a wild, lorn pang in his breast. She would be

scared if he went to her as he was, fingers dumbly

shaping the passion of his heart. But if those hands

held a gift-something to speak a whole world of

words. The bright cold moon itself! Was there a better

way to say such things?

  Stooping, Dode thrust his arms into the black water

and caught it firmly in his two strong hands. And

when he held it up, it shone its cold, autumnal light,

pale as a glow worm's candle, lighting his face and

throbbing palely in his dripping fingers. He was

purely surprised. It was not nearly as heavy as he had

thought it would have been. And it was strange to the

touch, smooth and slick, like a great round melon

snowy with morning hoar. Dode dropped it quickly

in the bag, tossed it over his shoulder and made off

down the meadow toward the road. The night was

black as a parson's coat and Dode went a little faster,

for a little of the pale glow shone through the cloth's

wide weave. Undeniably he had begun to feel guilty

about his theft, and not a little concerned that it

might not wreak some havoc upon his father's gout,

not to mention the tides of the world's wide seas. Still

it was done and now there was nothing but to see it

to the end. And as he walked he could hear his

mother's kind words.

  Do you really think she would care so much? she

had cried at supper that night. Do you think a girl

would mind your muteness if she knew you really

loved her? Dode, don't you know there are women

in the world who are married to men whose mouths

speak only hate and orneriness! Dode! Dode! A woman's

heart!

  But Dode's mind was stubborn that night. He

would hand it to her as a gift and it would enchant

her eyes as it had that night in Pud Stathers' rockaway.

There was nothing else to do. And as Dode

hurried up the road, the countryside lay stark and

black beneath the lidded sky and, through his shirt,

he could feel the moon's coldness on his shoulder. She

was alone on the porch in the split bottom chair,

dreaming wistfully in the darkness. Her parents, as

well as Dode's, were off to prayer meeting at Flinderation

that night so she was alone. Once he had

reached the gate Dode was certain that he would

faint with excitement and fear. Yet it was too late for

turning. Bravely he lay the bag on the porch and

dumped it out for her to see. He picked it up and held

it high.

  Who is there? the girl cried out.

  The cold moon gleamed in Dode Hornbrook's

trembling hands and lit her pallid, lovely face and

frightened, parted lips. And then Dode saw the

smokey, lightless eyes. She was blind.

  Who is there? she cried again, starting up and

trembling in her chair.

  Aghast, Dode tucked the great moon into the

burlap bag again and hurried off to Dan Puney's

meadow. His heart spun and sang and wept all at

once as he lowered it at last into the cold, black pond.

And then the great, frosty light was everywhere again,

filling the gnarled branches of Dan Puney's orchard,

shimmering on the wet meadow grass, flashing on the

ripples in the black water where the quick trout ran.

Then, hurrying about among the little trees, Dode began

filling the bag with Dan Puney's sweet, prize

Winesaps. He would take them to her and she would

eat one and be comforted and then he would take

her hand and touch his still mouth with it and he

would lay his fingers on her stricken eyes and they

would find a way to things. In many ways, thought

Dode Hornbrook on his way up the road that night,

an apple is bigger than a moon.

  Dan Puney never did understand about his rheumatism

that night. Furious, he tore up his Hagerstown

Almanac and cursed the white moon for its lie.

And, though nobody in Clay County took much notice

of it at the time, it was the same moon that shone

bright in Dan Puney's trout pond that night a year

later when Daisy Hornbrook's first, fat, chuckling boy

was born,

Noboby's

Watching!

LET me be quite clear about one thing. I do not share

the view of those who regard television's intellectual

level of amusement as that of a corrupt and willful

eight-year-old. This may, of course, be quite true but

still it is not the reason I won't permit my wife Anne

and the two children to cajole me into buying a television

set for the home. The reason is Jennings. Because,

you see, Jennings has created a possibility

almost too unpleasant for human imagination to endure.

  Working at the Los Angeles advertising agency

that handled the Toby Burns Show I first came to

know Jennings the winter more than ten years ago

when Toby Bums made his brief rise on the horizon

as television's brightest young comedy discovery. I

would see Jennings nearly every day at the studios of

KLTV and, like everyone else connected with the

show, I knew about Toby Bums and Jennings' blonde

wife Sandy long before it hit the columns of the L. A.

papers. It was, I'm afraid, the usual Hollywood sort

of thing. Toby Bums with his crass and flashy charm.

Sandra-the young and beautiful wife. And Jennings

-a plodding, paunchy little television engineer with

watery eyes, a touch of a stammer, and dandruff on

the shoulders of his seedy blue suit.

  I don't blame Sandra! he would say to me in the

control room of studio twelve while we'd be setting

things up for the night's show. He's young and good looking!

I g'guess I'm no bargain for a girl like Sandra!

  He had selected me, it seemed, as confidant of all

his misery and disgrace and it was a role which, however

I tried, I seemed unable to escape. Still it was

in some way strangely indecent--the way he wallowed

in it and called upon me to witness the wallowing.

Although I listened patiently. Because he was

brilliant and even curiously engaging in a self-absorbed

way and he could make the most complex

miracle of electronics seem as simple, when he told

it, as the computations on a child's abacus.

  Fuller, he said to me one evening. It almost staggers

the imagination to consider the potentialities of

this medium.

  This was what everyone was saying about television

those days so I let it pass as a pleasantry and went

on penciling in some changes in the script.

  First it was sound, he said. Transmitted through

the atmosphere! Then sound and light! Yet--. And yet

--should the miracle end there, Fuller?

  I grunted again and looked up. Outside the control

room window the propmen lugged the chairs and

scenery flats around the studio, arranging Toby

Burns' familiar cafe set. Toby and Marvin Sykes, the

producer, were going over a piece of business in the

opening commercial while Jennings' wife stood fondly

by, one hand resting languidly on the young comedian's

shoulder. Jennings squinted quizzically at me

through his horn-rimmed spectacles and smiled as he

bent a little closer.

  Should it? he repeated.

  Why, no, I said. Color television is everywhere. 1£-

  No no! he said. You misunderstand me! Beyond

even that!

  I stared back stupidly, trying to grasp what the

devil was in his mind.

  Not just light, he said. Not just sound-.

  What's left?

  Matter, he exclaimed, like a jolly schoolmaster.

  You're joking, Jennings!

  But I'm not, Fuller! he cried, his eyes watering with

excitement. Solid matter televised through space!

  Absurd!

  That, Fuller, he chuckled, is what your Sensible

Man of eighteen-hundred would have said of radio I

And as for television-I Besides, consider it for a moment,

Fuller! Matter is energy in a particular arrangement and we already know that we can send energy

through the atmosphere I Now if one might devise a

technique by which-.

  Jennings, either you've been working too hard or

you're pulling my leg!

  I'm in dead earnest! he exclaimed. Television scans

a flat surface and transmits it! Why not scan all the

parts-inside and out-of solid matter as well!

   Nonsensel I cried. Television doesn't actually transmit

the flat surface at all. It's the image that's transmitted!

What you describe could never happen, Jennings!

  It has happened, Fuller! he said shyly like a child

who has done a naughty thing and has found someone

to confess it to. I have already done it!

  My pencil scratched on for a few seconds before I

realized what he had said. Then slowly I looked up

into his face.

  You what?

  I have done it! he whispered, and sniffed self-effacingly.

Nothing much to begin with, mind you! Just

a dinky studio prop--a chair!--but nevertheless I

sent it whizzing out of this building as slick as a whistle

and a few moments later a housewife in Alhambra

was calling the studio all of a-flutter to know how

it came to be in her dining room-in front of the television

set, of course! Thought perhaps she'd won a

contest or something! Knew it was ours because of

the KLTV stenciled on the bottom. We sent a truck

out to pick it up this afternoon and Production has

the devil all day to find out how the

dickens--.

  I don't believe you, I said quietly, and I was truthful

enough in that for I was certain that poor Jennings'

brilliant mind had snapped under the strain of his humiliation.

  No, he said, sensing my thoughts. I'm not an idiot,

Fuller! Although, on the other hand, I'm not the genius

you might suppose! You see I discovered the trick

quite by accident one morning while I was adjusting

Camera Eight. It was partly a matter of re-arranging

the speed of the scanning mechanism! Still, since it's

fairly complicated let me put it this way.

  And off he went into something about something or-

other Heaviside layer and ionization and scanning

beams and carbon atoms and the Lord knows what all

and even then I didn't believe.

  The Boss called me into his office that afternoon

and said he was having a few people out to his home

in the valley that evening to watch the Toby Burns

Show and would Anne and I please arrange to be

there. Anne got a sitter and we arrived promptly at

nine. The big ranch-type living room with its Orozco type

murals was full of the usual agency crowd-people

with whom Anne and I found little in common so

we screwed our party smiles on our faces and squatted

on leather stools nursing our liquor until the butler

turned off the lights and switched on the i big

nineteen-inch television screen. Toby Burnss  in

his customary form and the Boss's heavy laughter was

the cue for the rest of us to follow. The show bounded

along with a spritely, slick energy from skit to skit each

featuring the ubiquitous and almost immediately

wearying Toby Burns--and then, suddenly,

after a magnificent ballet sequence, exploded into the

Commercial. The Client was among the guests so, naturally,

during that hallowed mercantile devotional, a

deathly silence fell across the room-the silence of

Mexican cathedrals and the abodes of the hopelessly

sick.

  Sensational! someone murmured with obvious ,

choked emotion as the Commercial dissolved politely

into the grinning face of Toby Burns again.

  By God, a winner! A winner! someone else gasped

elaborately and glanced anxiously through the darkness

for the Client's silhouette. Toby Burns meanwhile

had launched into another skit--in very bad

taste, everybody remarked in the trades next day based

on the timeless humor of cuckoldry. Yet it was

done with a subtlety surprising to the Burns' technique--

so subtly, indeed, as to be all the more profoundly

vulgar-and the face of poor Jennings flashed

instantly into my mind: that quiet, enduring face

with the watery eyes and the mind behind them that

knew all about the errant wife and of the comedian

who knew the trick of hurting as well as the trick of

laughter. Oh, that son of a bitch! I thought to myself.

With all of Hollywood in on the shabby secret and

even the columnists of Broadway already dressing it

up for their pages!

  And then I heard the Boss's bellowing voice.

  Who is standing in front of the set! Dammit, Jenkins,

is that you! Can't you serve the drinks without!!

  I glanced up from my melancholy speculations,

searching over the shoulders for the square of livid,

flickering screen and then I saw the figure obscuring

it.

   Dammit, man, will you kindly-! DAMMIT, MAN,

WILL YOU MOVE AWAYI

  Lights were switched on, eyes blinked, a couple in

the comer withdrew from one another with a gasp of

surprise, and the Boss, purple-faced, with highball

glass in hand, stood staring at the dazed figure of

Toby Bums, swaying a little and pale as doom, on the

carpet before the set.

  I don't know whose idea this was, said the Boss

presently, turning upon us. But I think, under the circumstances,

the humor of it falls rather flat! Now if

someone will get this drunken impersonator out of

my house we'll continue to watch the shawl

  He was quaking with rage. And the remaining five

minutes of the Toby Burns Show-minus Toby Bums

and quite contrary to script-did little to quiet him.

Never before in the short story of the medium had

there been such a hodgepodge of impromptu, emergency

entertainment.

  He shouldn't have done that, Jennings said quietly

next day when we had gone to work on the next

week's script. There are limits to decency you know,

Fuller!

  I--I only saw part of it, I murmured, as embarrassed,

curiously, as poor Jennings must have been

himself.

 -A fellow just doesn't do things like that, Fuller, he

said, his eyes watering up with emotion. You just

don't rub a fellow's nose in the dirt like thatl-not in

public that way!

  He looked away from me and cleared his throat,

sucking solemnly on one of the little peppermints he

always carried about with him.

  You don't blame me do you, Fuller? For what I

Did--?

  No, I said. I suppose not. Still it was a pretty corny

gag, Jennings! Hiring that drunken extra to make up

like Toby Bums and crash the Boss's party! The Client

was there, you know, and he wasn't a bit happy about

it! On the other hand, you certainly can't be held at

fault for Toby's turning up drunk on the show like

that and disappearing five minutes before it was over!

  Jennings smiled at me and shook his head.

  Still don't believe it, eh? he chuckled.

  I felt the skin on the back of my neck tighten and

the hairs rise.

  I--I don't think I understand, Jennings.

  That I switched on Camera Eight when I lost my

temper last night, he said. That was Toby Burns that

turned up at the party last night, Fuller! A little bilious

perhaps but none the worse for his experience in

time and space! I've got the thing down pat now, Fuller!

Got it so that I can select any receiver in the Los

Angeles area and--.

  Stop it, Jennings! I said. Stop it, man! Good heavens,

take a few weeks off! Take Sandy off for a month

in Mexico or South America! A second honeymoon-!

  I'm all right, Fuller, he said. Believe me, I am! Although

I'll admit I was wrong last night-losing my

head that way! But, Fuller, I tell you when that big

loud mouth started making fun of what he was doing

to me and--and Sandra--! It wasn't fair, Fuller, it

wasn't fair! It wasn't even in the scripts! He ad-libbed

it all on the spur of the moment out of sheer meannessl

I do hope I've taught him a lesson I

  I said nothing. I sat back, staring at Jennings with

a stunned fascination. He smiled sadly and looked

around him at the knobs and dials and the little winking

screens of the monitors and all the paraphernalia

of his strange little electronic world.

  The greatness of man, you know, Fuller, he said,

shows not so much in his inventions as in his strength

to endure the results of them.

  And with that he shuffled miserably out of the control

room to attend to some camera arrangement in

the studio. That, you may recall, was the night Toby

Bums was thrown out of the Crescendo for tossing

avocados at the waitresses and shouting drunkenly

that he and Sandy (who, unfortunately for Jennings,

was with him) were going to fly to Mexico in a

month for a quick divorce from "that creepy square"

she was married to. I read about it next morning in

Louella and spent the remainder of the forenoon

wondering how Jennings would survive it. On top of

this minor bombshell the studio was thrown into

further uproar that afternoon when a highly respected

Pasadena minister disappeared suddenly in

the middle of the Corny Caper Quiz-an Audience

participation show and turned up almost simultaneously

in a weltering cascade of whiskey bottles behind

the bar of a rather racy little cocktail lounge in

Santa Monica. Several fifths of scotch were broken

the bartender was removed by the police in a state of

apoplectic fury (thinking it was some sort of publicity

stunt by some far-out church group) and word

went round that a young and alcoholic starlet who

was present at the bar flew to Camarillo that night

to take the "cure." Somehow I found it difficult to

associate this promiscuous kind of cruelty with Jennings

and all that afternoon I was full of an itching

concern for him. After work I stopped in at a little

bar on the Strip to have some drinks before going

home. When I felt the hand on my arm I turned and

saw Jennings standing by me. He'd been crying. The

eyes under his spectacles were puffed and red, and

he snuffled unhappily as he breathed. If he had been

drinking I was not aware of it and, thinking back, I

am sure now he hadn't been. It would not be Jennings'

way to drown a grief.

  Tears would be his kind of whiskey.

  Did you hear? he sniffed. I don't suppose you

could have missed it.

  I nodded and offered to buy him a drink. He shook

his head bitterly and rested his elbows on the bar in

the stiff, uneasy manner of non-drinking men who

regard saloons as strange inner sancta to which they

do not know the password.

  I don't understand this, Jennings, I said a little

coldly. Why should you pull such a trick on a completely

innocent preacher? The guy will probably lose

his pulpit over it.

  I don't mean that, he exclaimed with an impatient

wave of his hand. That was an accident! One of

those fools on the early shift used Camera Eight on

the Corny Caper Quiz by mistake! I refer to my wife

Sandra and Toby Bums at the Crescendo last night!

  Yes, I said. I know about that.

  It is really too much, Fuller. Now everyone knows!

  If you want my opinion I think you should sue for

divorce, Jennings, I said. There's no reason for a

man to put up with this sort of thing forever! Maybe

a good beating up would help her.

  Oh no! he sighed with a smile. Oh, good Lord no!

Sandra gets awful yellow and purple bruises just

from playing ball at the beach    She showed them to

me once!

  I shrugged and stared hard into my ice-cubes.

  I'm sorry, Jennings, I said. About the whole thing.

I know how you must feel!

  No, he said, after a moment's reflection. You are a

kind man, Fuller! A kind man! An understanding

friend! Otherwise I would never confide in you this

way I But you don't know how I feel! No, you really

don't!

  And after a moment's further thought he shuffled

glumly out to the comer and caught the Sunset bus.

He had hardly gone when Toby Bums appeared,

spotted me at the bar, and made his way over to my

side. He was drinking and in a nasty humor .

  'Lo, Fuller.

  Hullo, Toby, I said.

  I didn't offer to buy him a drink but I guess he

read my thinking how I wasn't going to.

  Had a drink, he said. Have another, Toby! Sure!

Have two more! Passed out th' other night, Fuller!

S'pose you heard all 'bout it! Pass' out on the

show! Big blackout! Nes' thing I know s'two days

later! Get bounced out '0 some sof'bitch's party! Client's

sore, Fuller! Awful swee' guy, the Client! One

awful big Sweetie!

  I kept on staring into my ice-cubes, saying nothing

more.

  Sandy's mad, too, Fuller! Awful dam' mad, Fuller!

Says I drink too much! Says all my writers drink too

much, too, Fuller! But you know one damn thing,

Fuller? Never had a drop that night I Fuller, someone

slip' of Toby a mickey!

  Who do you think would do that, Toby? I said.

  Got it figgered, Fuller! he hissed, closing one eye

with whispering confidence. Tha'li'l tricky square

is who! Tha' li'l 01' husband's whol Sayl Didja catch

the show, Fuller! Tha' routine jus' 'fore I blacked out!

Stoned the people, Fuller! Bombed' eml

  I whirled on him.

  All right then, Toby. Get this and get it straight! I

think the routine stank pretty goodl Jennings thinks

it stank, tool And if I were you I'd just layoff that

little guy for a while! Don't push your luck too far!

And let me add that I'm not speaking for the agency!

The advice is a present from me!

  He swayed and glared at me for a moment, startled

more than anything else, and then he laughed.

  Him! he roared. Di'n' like it, ehl Well tha's wonderful!

Glad tuh hear it, Fuller! S'jus' fine with me!

Snivelin' li'l snivelin' freakl Li'l square!

  I walked out on him. After supper that night I drove

back to the office. The agency was working up a presentation

for a new cigarette account and the Boss

wanted a rough draft ready by nine next morning. It

was a little after four A.M. when he buzzed me on the

inter-com and shouted something about Jennings on

the phone, calling from the studio.

  He's hystericall roared the Boss. Says Toby Burns

is up there with his writers and they're loaded! Fuller,

someone around this outfit is back of these practical

jokes and I mean to find out who!

  I know nothing about it, I said.

  Well then find out something about it! Toby Burns

is our property and if the Client gets wind of this sort

of thing we're finished I Jennings says Burns is threatening

to beat him up unless he puts him on the air!

It's a skit from his last showl He says he wants to repeat

it, by popular request I

  Meet me downstairs in three minutes, I said. I'll

get my car and we'll drive up.

  The nightwatchman at the studios was asleep and

when he let us in we could hear Toby Burns shouting

and singing far up somewhere in the dark building

above us. There was no elevator service that late so

we climbed the stairs. The shouting seemed to come

from studio twelve and even as we hurried down the

hallway toward the voice it was suddenly stilled.

We saw Jennings in the control-room as we swung

through the heavy, sound-proof doors. He was

slumped over the control board, his shoulders heaving

and shaking. When we came in he looked up and

wiped his cheek on the sleeve of his shirt.

  Jennings! roared the Boss. Do you know who's back

of this joke! Where's Toby Burns and those damned

comedy writers!

  But Jennings was not looking at me nor at the Boss

nor at anything.

  Nobody's watching! he said.

  Where is he! shouted the Boss.

  Jennings seemed to get hold of himself a little then.

  Fuller will explain, he said wearily. He will tell you

where Toby Bums is.

  Three red-faced men in identical orange sports

shirts lay slumped over various chairs around the

dimly lit studio where they had passed out. The writers.

  Fuller, you do know something about this! cried

the Boss. Are you behind these cheap gags!

  So I told him about Jennings' discovery and about

Camera Eight and the vanishing prop chair and the

Lying pastor of Pasadena and how it really had been

Toby Burns in the parlor that night, and after the Boss

had fired me he stormed out into the studio.

  Burns! God dammit, where are you, Burns!

  Except for the snoring gag-writers the television

studio was empty. A single baby spot lit up Toby

Bums' old cafe set and one of his funny hats lay collapsed

and curiously forlorn on an empty chair. The

orange light of Camera Eight burned like the sullen

eye of a stainless-steel cyclops.

  What kind of fool do you take me for! roared the

Boss, rushing around the studio, overturning prop

chairs and tables and poking his head angrily behind

scenery flats. He picked up a still burning cigarette

from the table and ground it out under his shoe. Then

he stalked over to me and glared in the great manner

that had gotten him where he was in the world.

  You're drunk, Fuller! As lousy drunk as those bums

over there! You expect me to swallow this insane science

fiction story? That Arthur Jennings televised a

grown man out of this studio tonight?

  I find it as hard to believe as you do, I said weakly,

but with honesty.

  --And that he'll turn up presently in some housewife's

parlor in Brentwood? Or in a-in a Flower

Street tavern?

  No, Jennings said quietly. Oh, no. He won't turn up.

  The Boss's face was now a characteristic eggplant

purple.

  Nobody's watching, Jennings said again. At three

minutes past one in the morning we go off the air. Not

even a test-pattern. Where could he turn up? He's

like a ball that's been thrown-and nobody's there to

catch it.

  By now, he added, and rather modestly I thought.

By now he should be halfway to the moon!

  He snuffled and looked sidelong at me with a glaze

of guilt in his eye.

  I wouldn't have done it! he exclaimed. I really

didn't want to, Fuller! He made me do it, you know!

He wanted them all to see it over again--that mean

little skit of his about unfaithfulness! He wanted to

shame me once more! Thought it would be a wonderful

gag! Good for another mention in Miss Parsons'

column tomorrow morning! That was really too much,

Fuller! Don't you agree he went a little too far?

  Jennings was quizzed by the police, of course, and

released and the mystery of the Toby Bums disappearance

ten years ago is too familiar for me to recount

the subsequent publicity here. Jennings was

fired from his studio job for "drunkenness" and for

smashing the tube in Camera Eight that night and

his wife ran off last April with a stunt man from Desilu.

I was sacked, too, and I'm now working as an accountant

for an Encino Escrow firm. I'm frankly glad

to be in another business. Because I know what happened

to Toby Burns that night. And there'll be no

television set in my home while I have anything to

say about it. Because, you see, Jennings told me something

else one rainy morning several months later

when we met by chance in a supermarket in Glendale.

He said there was always a possibility of a sort

of echo in a case like this-like radar. Indeed, it is

more than likely that Toby Bums may strike something

out there and come ricocheting back to earth

some night. Part of him, I mean. Because, Jennings

says, if it survived at all, the signal would be really

broken up. Perhaps an ear. A solitary thumb. A bit of

scalp. Maybe only a disembodied bad joke. Still,

hardly a something you'd want your children to

chance upon in the middle of the parlor rug some evening

at dusk-do you think?

The

Horsehair

Trunk

To Marius the fever was like a cloud of warm river

fog around him. Or like the blissful vacuum that he

had always imagined death would be. He had lain

for nearly a week like this in the big comer room

while the typhoid raged and boiled inside him. Mary

Ann was a dutiful wife. She came and fed him his

medicine and stood at the foot of the brass bed when

the doctor was there, clasping and unclasping her

thin hands; and sometimes from between hot, heavy

lids Marius could glimpse her face, dimly pale and

working slowly in prayer. Such a fool she was, a praying,

stupid fool that he had married five years ago.

He could remember thinking that even in the deep,

troubled delirium of the fever.

  "You want me to die," he said to her one morning

when she came with his medicine. "You want me to

die, don't you?"

  "Marius! Don't say such a thing! Don't ever-"

  "It's true, though," he went on, hearing his voice

miles above him at the edge of the quilt. "You want

me to die. But I'm not going to. I'm going to get well,

Mary Ann. I'm not going to die. Aren't you disappointed?"

  "No! No! It's not true! It's not!"

  Now, though he could not see her face through the

hot blur of fever, he could hear her crying; sobbing

and shaking with her fist pressed tight against her

teeth. Such a fool.

  On the eighth morning Mariuss woke full of a

strange, fiery brilliance as if all his flesh were glass

not vet cool from the furnace. He knew the fever was ;

worse, close to its crisis, and yet it no longer had the

quality of darkness and mists. Everything was sharp

and clear. The red of his necktie hanging in the comer

of the bureau mirror was a flame. And he could hear

the minutest stirrings down in the kitchen, the breaking

of a match stick in Mary Ann's fingers as clear as

pistol shots outside his bedroom window. It was a

joy.

  Marius wondered for a moment if he might have

died. But if it was death it was certainly more pleasant

than he had ever imagined death would be. He

could rise from the bed without any sense of weak-

ness and he could stretch his arms and he could even

walk out through the solid door into the upstairs hall.

He thought it might be fun to tiptoe downstairs and

give Mary Ann a fright, but when he was in the parlor

he remembered suddenly that she would be unable

to see him. Then when he heard her coming from

the kitchen with his medicine he thought of an even

better joke. With the speed of thought Marius was

back in his body under the quilt again, and Mary Ann

was coming into the bedroom with her large eyes

wide and worried.

  "Marius,' she whispered, leaning over him and

stroking his hot forehead with her cold, thin fingers.

  "Marius, are you better?"

  He opened his eyes as if he had been asleep.

  "I see," he said, "that you've moved the pianola

over to the north end of the parlor."

  Mary Ann's eyes widened and the glass of amber

liquid rattled against the dish.

  "Mariusl" she whispered. "You haven't been out of

bed! You'll kill yourself I With a fever like--"

  "No," said Marius faintly, listening to his own voice

as if it were in another room. "1 haven't been out of

bed, Mary Ann,"

  His eyelids flickered weakly up at her face, round

and ghost-like, incredulous. She quickly set the tinkling

glass of medicine on the little table.

  "Then how--?" she said. "Marins, how could you

know?"

  Marius smiled weakly up at her and closed his eyes,

saying nothing, leaving the terrible question unanswered,

leaving her to tremble and ponder over it forever

if need be. She was such a fool.

  It had begun that way, and it had been so easy he

wondered why he had never discovered it before.

Within a few hours the fever broke in great rivers of

sweat, and by Wednesday, Marius was able to sit up

in the chair by the window and watch the starlings

hopping on the front lawn. By the end of the month

he was back at work as editor of the Daily Argus. But

even those who knew him least were able to detect

in the manner of Marius Lindsay that he was a

changed man-and a worse one. And those who knew

him best wondered how so malignant a citizen, such

a confirmed and studied misanthrope as Marius could

possibly change into anything worse than he was.

Some said that typhoid always burned the temper

from the toughest steel and that Marius' mind had

been left a dark and twisted thing. At prayer meeting

on Wednesday nights the wives used to watch Marius'

young wife and wonder how she endured her

cross. She was such a pretty thing.

  One afternoon in September, as he dozed on the

bulging leather couch of his office, Marius decided to

try it again. The secret, he knew, lay somewhere on

the brink of sleep. If a man knew that-any man-he

would know what Marius did. It wasn't more than a

minute later that Marius knew that all he would have

to do to leave his body was to get up from the couch.

Presently he was standing there, staring down at his

heavy, middle-aged figure sunk deep into the cracked

leather of the couch, the jowls of the face under the

close-cropped mustache sagging deep in sleep, the

heart above his heavy gold watch chain beating solidly

in its breast.

  I'm not dead, he thought, delighted. But here is

my soul--my damned, immortal soul standing looking

at its body I

  It was as simple as shedding a shoe. Marius smiled

to himself, remembering his old partner Charlie Cunningham

and how they had used to spend long hours

in the office, in this very room, arguing about death

and atheism and the whither of the soul If Charlie

were still alive, Marius thought, I would win from

him a quart of the best Kentucky bourbon in the

county. As it was, no one would ever know. He would

keep his secret even from Mary Ann, especially from

Mary Ann, who would go to her grave with the superstitious

belief that Marius had died for a moment that

for an instant fate had favored her; that she had 'been

so close to happiness, to freedom from him forever.

She would never know. Still, it would be fun to use as

a trick, a practical joke to set fools like his wife at their

wits' edge. If only he could move things. If only the

filmy substance of his soul could grasp a tumbler and

send it shattering at Mary Ann's feet on the kitchen

floor some morning. Or tweak a copy boy's nose. Or

snatch a cigar from the teeth of Judge John Robert

Gants as he strolled home some quiet evening from

the fall session of the district court.

  Well, it was, after all, a matter of will, Marius decided.

It was his own powerful and indomitable will

that had made the trick possible in the first place. He

walked to the edge of his desk and grasped at the letter

opener on the dirty, ancient blotter. His fingers

were like wisps of fog that blew through a screen

door. He tried again, willing it with all his power,

grasping again and again at the small brass dagger

until at last it moved a fraction of an inch. A little

more. On the next try it lifted four inches in the air

and hung for a second on its point before it dropped.

Marius spent the rest of the afternoon practicing until

at last he could lift the letter opener in his fist, fingers

tight around the haft, the thumb pressing the cold

blade tightly, and drive it through the blotter so

deeply that it bit into the wood of the desk beneath.

  Marius giggled in spite of himself and hurried

around the office picking things up like a pleased

child. He lifted a tumbler off the dusty water cooler

and stared laughing at it, hanging there in the middle

of nothing. At that moment he heard the copy boy

coming for the proofs of the morning editorials and

Marius flitted quickly back into the cloak of his flesh.

Nor was he a moment too soon. Just as he opened

his eyes, the door opened and he heard the glass shatter

on the floor.

  "I'm going to take a nap before supper, Mary Ann,"

Marius said that evening, hanging his black hat carefully

on the elk-horn hatrack.

  "Very well," said Mary Ann. He watched her

young, unhappy figure disappearing into the gloom

of the kitchen and he smiled to himself again, thinking

what a fool she was, his wife. He could scarcely wait

to get to the davenport and stretch out in the cool,

dark parlor with his head on the beaded pillow.

  Now, thought Marius. Now.

  And in a moment he had risen from his body and

hurried out into the hallway, struggling to suppress

the laughter that would tell her he was coming. He

could already anticipate her white, stricken face when

the pepper pot pulled firmly from between her fingers

cut a clean figure eight in the air before it crashed

against the ceiling.

  He heard her voice and was puzzled.

  "You must go," she was murmuring. "You mustn't

ever come here when he's home. I've told you that before,

Jim. What would you do if he woke up and

found you here!"

  Then Marius, as he rushed into the kitchen, saw

her bending through the doorway into the dusk with

the saucepan of greens clutched in her white knuckles.

  "What would you do? You must gol"

  Marius rushed to her side, careful not to touch her ,

careful not to let either of them know he was there ,

listening, looking, flaming hatred growing slowly inside

him.

  The man was young and dark and well built and

clean-looking. He leaned against the half-open screen

door, holding Mary Ann's free hand between his own.

His round, dark face bent to hers, and she smiled with

a tenderness and passion that Marius had never seen

before.

  "I know," the man said. "I know all that. But I just

can't stand it no more, Mary Ann. I just can't stand it

thinking about him beating you up that time. He

might do it again, Mary Ann. He might! He's worse,

they say, since he had the fever. Crazy, I think. I've

heard them say he's crazy."

  "Yes. Yes. You must go away now, though," she

was whispering frantically, looking back over her

shoulder through Marins' dark face. "We'll have time

to talk it all over again, Jim. I--I know I'm going to

leave him but-- Don't rush me into things, Jim dear.

Don't make me do it till I'm clear with myself."

  "Why not now?" came the whisper. "Why not tonight?

We can take a steamboat to Lou'ville and you'll

never have to put up with him again. You'll be shed

of him forever, honey. Look! I've got two tickets for

Lou'ville right here in my pocket on the Nancy B.

Turner. My God, Mary Ann, don't make me suffer

like this-Iyin' abed nights dreaming about him

comin' at you with his cane and beatin' you--maybe

killin' youl"

  The woman grew silent and her face softened as

she watched the fireflies dart their zigzags of cold

light under the low trees along the street. She opened

her mouth, closed it, and stood biting her lip hard.

Then she reached up and pulled his face down to hers,

seeking his mouth.

  "All right," she whispered then. "All right. I'll do

it! Now go! Quick!"

  "Meet me at the wharf at nine," he said. "Tell him

that you're going to prayer meeting. He'll never suspicion

anything. Then we can be together without all

this sneakin' around. Oh, honey, if you ever knew

how much 1-"

  The words were smeared in her kiss as he pulled

her down through the half-open door and held her.

  "All right. All right," she gasped. "Now go! Please!"

  And he walked away, his heels ringing boldly on

the bricks, lighting a cigarette, the match arching like

a shooting star into the darkness of the shrubs. Mary

Ann stood stiff for a moment in the shadow of the

porch vines, her large eyes full of tears, and the saucepan

of greens grown cold in her hands. Marius drew

back to let her pass. He stood then and watched her

for a moment before he hurried back into the parlor

and lay down again within his flesh and bone in time

to be called for supper.

  Captain Joe Alexander of the Nancy B. Turner was

not curious that Marius should want a ticket for

Louisville. He remembered years later that he had

thought nothing strange about it at the time. It was

less than two months till the elections and there was

a big Democratic convention there.

  Everyone had heard of Marius Lindsay and the

power he and his Daily Argus held over the choices

of the people. But Captain Alexander did remember

thinking it strange that Marius should insist on seeing

the passenger list of the Nancy B. that night and that

he should ask particularly after a man named Jim.

Smith, Marius had said, but there was no Smith.

There was a Jim though, a furniture salesman from

Wheeling: Jim O'Toole, who had reserved two staterooms,

No.3 and No.4.

  "What do you think of the Presidential chances this

term, Mr. Lindsay?" Captain Alexander had said. And

Marius had looked absent for a moment (the captain

had never failed to recount that detail) and then said

that it would be Cleveland, that the Republicans

were done forever.

  Captain Alexander had remembered that conversation

and the manner of its delivery years later and

it had become part of the tale that rivermen told in

wharf boats and water-street saloons from Pittsburgh

to Cairo long after that night had woven itself into

legend.

  Then Marius had asked for stateroom No.5, and

that had been part of the legend, too, for it was next

to the room that was to be occupied by Jim O'Toole,

the furniture salesman from Wheeling.

  "Say nothing," said Marius, before he disappeared

down the stairway from the captain's cabin, "to anyone

about my being aboard this boat tonight. My trip

to Louisville is connected with the approaching election

and is, of necessity, confidential."

  "Certainly, sir," said the captain, and he listened

as Marius made his way awkwardly down the gilded

staircase, lugging his small horsehair trunk under his

arm. Presently the door to Marins' stateroom snapped

shut and the bolt fell to.

  At nine o'clock sharp, two rockaway buggies rattled

down the brick pavement of Water Street and

met at the wharf. A man jumped from one, and a

woman from the other.

  "You say he wasn't home when you left," the man

was whispering as he helped the woman down the

rocky cobbles, the two carpetbags tucked under his

arms.

  "No. But it's all right," Mary Ann said. "He always

goes down to the office this time of night to help set

up the morning edition."

  "You reckon he suspicions anything?"

  The woman laughed, a low, sad laugh.

  "He always suspicions everybody," she said. "Marius

has the kind of a mind that always suspicions; and

the kind of life he leads, I guess he has to. But I don't

think he knows about us-tonight. I don't think he

ever knew about us-ever."

  They hurried up the gangplank together. The water

lapped and gurgled against the wharf, and off

over the river, lightning scratched the dark rim

of mountains like the sudden flare of a kitchen

match.

  “I'm Jim O' Toole," Jim said to Captain Alexander,

handing him the tickets. "This is my wife-"

Mary Ann bit her lip and clutched the strap of her

carpetbag till her knuckles showed through the flesh.

“--she has the stateroom next to mine. Is everything

in order?"

  “Right, sir," said Captain Alexander, wondering in

what strange ways the destinies of this furniture salesman

and his wife were meshed with the life of Marius

Lindsay.

  They tiptoed down the worn carpet of the narrow,

white hallway, counting the numbers on the long,

monotonous row of doors to either side.

  “Good night, dear," said Jim, glancing unhappily

at the Negro porter dozing on the split-bottom chair

under the swinging oil lantern by the door. "Good

night, Mary Ann. Tomorrow we'll be on our way.

Tomorrow you'll be shed of Marius forever."

  Marius lay in his bunk, listening as the deepthroated

whistle shook the quiet valley three times.

Then he lay smiling and relaxed as the great drive

shafts tensed and plunged once forward and back-

ward, gathering into their dark, heavy rhythm as the

paddles bit the black water. The Nancy B. Turner

moved heavily away into the thick current and

headed downstream for the Devil's Elbow and the

open river. Marius was stiff. He had lain for nearly

four hours waiting to hear the voices. Every sound

had been as clear to him as the tick of his heavy

watch in his vest pocket. He had heard the dry, rasping

racket of the green frogs along the shore and the

low, occasional words of boys fishing in their skiffs

down the shore under the willows.

  Then he had stiffened as he heard Mary Ann's excited

murmur suddenly just outside his stateroom

door and the voice of the man answering her, comforting

her. Lightning flashed and flickered out again

over the Ohio hills and lit the river for one clear moment.

Marius saw all of his stateroom etched suddenly

in silver from the open porthole. The mirror,

washstand, bowl and pitcher. The horsehair trunk beside

him on the floor. Thunder rumbled in the dark

and Marius smiled to himself, secure again in the secret

darkness, thinking how easy it would be, wondering

why no one had thought of such a thing before.

Except for the heavy pounding rhythm of the drive

shafts and the chatter of the drinking glass against

the washbowl as the boat shuddered through the water,

everything was still. The Negro porter dozed in

his chair under the lantern by the stateroom door.

Once Marius thought he heard the lovers' voices in

the next room, but he knew then that it was the laughter

of the cooks down in the galley.

  Softly he rose and slipped past the sleeping porter,

making his way for the white-painted handrail at the

head of the stairway. Once Marius laughed aloud to

himself as he realized that there was no need to tiptoe

with no earthly substance there to make a sound.

He crept down the narrow stairway to the galley. The

Negro cooks bent around the long wooden table eating

their supper. Marius slid his long shadow along

the wall toward the row of kitchen knives lying,

freshly washed and honed, on the zinc table by the

pump. For a moment, he hovered over them, dallying,

with his finger in his mouth, like a child before

an assortment of equally tempting sweets, before he

chose the longest of them all, and the sharpest, a

knife that would sheer the ham clean from a hog with

one quick upward sweep. There was, he realized suddenly,

the problem of getting the knife past human

eyes even if he himself was invisible. The cooks

laughed then at some joke one of them had made and

all of them bent forward, their heads in a dark circle

of merriment over their plates.

  In that instant Marius swept the knife soundlessly

from the zinc table and darted into the gloomy companionway.

The Negro porter was asleep still, and

Marius laughed to himself to imagine the man's horror

at seeing the butcher knife, its razor edge flashing

bright in the dull light, inching itself along the wall.

But it was a joke he could not afford. He bent at last

and slipped the knife cautiously along the threadbare

rug under the little ventilation space beneath the

stateroom door; and then, rising, so full of hate that

he was half afraid he might shine forth in the darkness,

Marius passed through the door and picked the

knife up quickly again in his hand.

  Off down the Ohio the thunder throbbed again.

Marius stepped carefully across the worn rug toward

the sleeping body on the bunk. He felt so gay and

light he almost laughed aloud. In a moment it would

be over and there would be one full-throated cry, and

Mary Ann would come beating on the locked door.

And when she saw her lover . . .

   With an impatient gesture, Marius lifted the knife

and felt quickly for the sleeping, pulsing throat. The

flesh was warm and living under his fingers as he held

it taut for the one quick stroke. His arm flashed. It

was done. Marius, fainting with excitement, leaned

in the darkness to brace himself. His hand came to

rest on the harsh, rough surface of the horsehair trunk.

  "My God!" screamed Marius. "My God!"

  And at his cry the laughing murmur in the galley

grew still and there was a sharp scrape of a chair outside

the stateroom door.

  "The wrong room!" screamed Marius. "The wrong

room!" And he clawed with fingers of smoke at the

jetting fountain of his own blood.

The Blue

Glass

Bottle

MURDER. It was a word. You heard it whispered autumn

nights when Uncle Jonah and Jason Beam and

the rest thumbed over county legends by the black

wood stove at Passy Reeder's Store. Murder. It was

black letters you came to know by sight when you

were eight and could read the movie posters on the

front of Moore's Opera House in town. But murder

was not a thing that happened to anyone you knew.

It was not something that happened in your own family-

to your own Uncle Jonah.

  My sister India and I sat together on the back

porch that night watching the fireflies and listening

to a tree frog far off in Mister Turley's apple orchard

Uncle Doc Lindsay and Jess Showacre had taken

Aunt Corinne back to Cresap's Landing in the rockaway

buggy. I bit my lip and squeezed my eyes tight

shut, trying to keep from saying or even thinking it:

that I was glad it had happened if it meant that they'd

lock Corinne up in the county jail and keep her there

forever-even if it did mean that poor drunken Uncle

Jonah lay upstairs dead in his great oak bed. Even if

it meant that India and I might have to live alone together

in the big house till the end of time itself.

  Poison, Uncle Doc Lindsay had said when he came

downstairs to the kitchen that evening. Prussic acid.

Enough to kill a team of horses.

  And then he stood staring at each of us with his

black eyes glittering under the shock of frost-white

hair until I had to sit down quick on the carpet stool

by the stove to catch my breath. I hugged my knees,

trembling, and remembered how it had begun. Uncle

Jonah had finished supper that night, complained of

feeling poorly, and had gone upstairs to his bed. After

a spell he had called to Aunt Corinne that she had

better telephone to town for Uncle Doc Lindsay and

Corinne had said she wouldn't ask any doctor to ride

all the seven miles down river from Cresap's Landing

just to tend a drunken old sot and that she hoped he

would die anyway so she could be shut of him forever.

I remembered waiting a spell till I could bear

Jonah's moans of pain no longer and went and

cranked the telephone and waited, shivering, till I

heard Uncle Doc Lindsay's kindly, deep voice. And

now, later, in the kitchen, I was hearing it again. I

opened my eyes and he was looking square at Corinne.

  One of you present in this room, he was saying,

quietly folding his stethoscope into the. squashed

brown bag, is a murderer. And I misdoubt it is either

of the children.

  It warn't me! Corinne squalled, her wrinkled little

face curling with hatred like a scarlet leaf. It was the

gal-India! It's common knowledge that she's queer!

Locky now! She ain't even here--running for her life

through Noah Turley's meadow at this instant most

likely! Oh, what a cunning one that little misses and

don't you forgit it! Why, many's the time she's threatened

me with the butcher knife, Aaron Lindsay! And

Jonah, too! I've heard her--in the hhall 0' nights, or

squattin' in the moonlight by her window plottin’ It

all out-how she'd murder us all!

  And then, like magic, India was there-or maybe

she had been there all along, hearing what they were

saying-standing at the top of the little staircase that

mounted from the white-washed pantry to the first

landing. She stared at us gravely, her moon face pallid,

hands laced shyly behind her back. Uncle Doc

Lindsay went to the pump, rinsed a china cup h~ had

brought downstairs with him and had a long dnnk of

the cold, rusty water. He looked at Corinne again.

  Then you'd blame the murder of my step-brother

on two orphaned children, he said coldly. A nine-year-old

boy and a seven-year-old girl. Even when the

whole of Marshall County knows the truth about you,

Corinne! How you took them in only under threat of

law when our sister Bess died and have since that day

been a scourge and a sorrow to them and my stepbrother

as well. No, woman! It's not the girl yonder

that's queer! Come along, Jess. It's a long ride back

to town and I want to get this woman into the sheriff's

custody as quickly as I can!

  And now they were gone and it was dark as a crow's

feather and my sister India and I squatted together

on the porch steps under the thousand eyes of the

night. Down river a steamboat blew in the blackness

and hounds in the farms along the bottoms filled their

throats in answer. I held India's hand and it was warm

and a comfort. She was all I had in the world. Ever

since our mother had died and we had come up the

Ohio on the white packet boat, with all our earthly

possessions in a single Kanawha salt box and a brown

grocery poke, to live with poor Uncle Jonah and crazy

Corinne, we had clung together in a kind of breathless

desperation. Nights when Jonah was off drunk at

Passy Reeder's Store and Corinne raged the house in

headlong fury, cursing all of us and challenging the

nameless enemies she would spy about her in the patterns of the mouldering wallpaper and in the guttering

of the oil lamps-it was then that a body would

know that it was Corinne who was the queer one and

not my sister. And even if, as the folks of the bottom

lands whispered it about, she was simple, it was in a

good way-a way that was innocent and charming:

hoarding her little box of treasures under the bed in

the attic room where we slept-the scarlet-stained

berry basket of pretty things that she had found in

the fields or in the trash bin where Corinne had

thrown them, or in the woods by the river below

Mister Turley's place: bright-colored nothings that

she would finger and stare at endlessly and with unspeakable

delight in the moonlight of the quartered

window of our room; streaked creek pebbles and

stones that held the moon, tin jar lids to see one's

own face in and pretty bits of colored glass. It was

like the nest of an enchanted magpie-like the heart

of India herself.

  In the dark that night she pressed my fingers shyly

with one warm hand while the slender white fingers

of the other squeezed my shoulder.

  Has she gone away, Ben? India whispered. Forever?

  The lamp in the kitchen cast a beam through the

window that touched the tears on her eyelashes with

gold. I nodded quickly and squeezed her hand, hoping

with all my soul that it was so. India shivered and

turned her face away.

  Something bad, she whispered, happened here tonight!

Uncle Jonah is sick. I don't understand, Ben!

I think they are angry-at me!

  An owl screamed in the butternut tree and suddenly

the night seemed to close upon us like the black

word. Fear rose in my throat till I could scarcely

breathe. Something bad had indeed happened. Something

that I did not not understand myself. Murder

was the word. But even to me it was no more than

that. And yet I was not so frightened that I could not

hold the oil lamp above our heads as steady as a little

sun while we made our way up the musty pantry

staircase, past the room where Jonah lay dead and

staring, and up the last short passage to our beds.

Morning came over the window sill like friendly

eyes and when. I awoke India was crying out and tugging

at the quilt. She pointed to the window. I raced

across the bare floor, breathless, and pressed my nose

to the dusty pane. Jess Showacre was standing under

the crab apple tree with Uncle Doc Lindsay's rockaway

and the blue roan. He waved his yellow leghorn

hat when I threw open the window.

  Ben boy! he yelled. How would you and India like

to take a ride to town!

  We would! I cried and the sweet of the morning

blew cool, brushing away all the night's terrors. Oh

yes! Thank you, Mister Showacre!

  Then shake a leg! answered Jess Showacre. We're

due at the courthouse in half an hour, boy!

  I whirled and grabbed India's shoulders. It would

be the first time we had been to Cresap's Landing

since spring a year ago when Uncle Jonah had gone

to Passy Reeder's Store for seed and taken us along.

But when I saw my sister's face my heart grew thick

and cold. India's eyes were dull and dry with fear.

  India! I whispered. What's wrong? You're always

saying how you love to go to town I Why, you used to

plead with Uncle Jonah--!

  No! she gasped, shrinking back. No, Ben! No! 

  And with that she turned and fled into the dark

house, racing down the pantry staircase in her nightgown

and off somewhere into the still rooms until

presently I could hear her bare footsteps no more. I

dressed quickly, wild with my own eagerness to go

to Cresap's Landing, and ran to the yard where Jess

Showacre waited. I tried to imagine if everything

would be the same as I remembered it.

  Where's your sister, Ben? Jess exclaimed, when I

scrambled into the buggy seat beside him.

  She--she's very shy, Mister Showacre, I said, full

of strange terror that he should ask. She said she'd

rather wait here till we get back.

  All by herself? scowled Jess Showacre. Well now

that's a strange onel I thought women folks was always

scared to be alone! And they're always clamoring

to go to town!

  She'll be all right, I said. We're used to being alone.

  All right, Jess Showacre grunted, grasping the

buggy whip. I wouldn't hear to her staying there

alone in the house with the dead but they came from

town long before you children were awake this morn-

ing and fetched Jonah's body back to Marsh Kreglow's

funeral parlor.

  Don't worry about India, I said. She'll be all right.

  I don't reckon Judge Beam will mind, said Jess

Showacre, snapping the blue roan's flanks. I reckon

you'll be able to speak for both yourself and your sister,

boy!

  As we spun off into the yellow dust of the river road

I wondered whether it was a trick of morning sun

against one wrinkled pane of the parlor window or if

I had really glimpsed the shape of India's stricken,

livid face behind it in that split second before the rockaway

sprang through the gate into the open road.

  It's terriblel Terrible! I gasped presently, feeling

as if the motion of the rockaway were going to make

me sick.

  Tut, boy! Tut! cried Jess Showacre cheerfully, and

gave my cold hand a stout squeeze. The ugly part's

nearly past now! You're through with Corinne forever!

They're going to put her away and you're coming

to live with Ella and me! I talked to Judge Beam

about it this very morning and we'll draw up the papers

tomorrow!

  I wanted to ask him if he meant my sister India,

too, but somehow I dared not mention her name with

the specter of that last vision of her still fresh in me.

And then in my ears I heard the word again: the black

word that was still, even to me, no more than a vague

hieroglyphic of all dreadfulness. Murder. The word.

  And for some reason I remembered the owl that had

screamed in the butternut tree.

  The courthouse was quiet in the early morning. The

back-country loafers squatted on the steps whittling

and spitting brown arcs into the sun. The little room

where Jess Showacre took me smelled like leather and

snuff and old men. Judge Jason Beam sat at one end

of the long oak table and Uncle Doc Lindsay at the

other and I caught a glimpse of Corinne's obsessed

and furious face and the stoney, browed foreheads of

Sheriff Moore and Squire Abijah Taney and Jake

Wherry, the county coroner. Jess Showacre fetched

a chair and pushed it over with a hoarse scrape. I

scrambled into it, trying to keep from meeting the

eyes of Corinne.

  Ben, my boy, said Jason Beam, narrowing his eyes

at me, one fat thumb worrying the crumbling leather

spine of a statutes book. We've brought you here this

morning to find out if you can tell us anything that

will shed any light on the unfortunate death of your

Uncle Jonah yesterday evening.

  Yes sir, I whispered.

  And can you, boy? he said, sticking out his fat underlip

and folding it neatly between thick thumb and

forefinger.

  I--I don't know, sir, I mumbled.

  My eyes were drawn then like magnets to those of

Corinne and suddenly, without reason, I thought of

the harsh, crackling winter morning when India and

I had gone down the frosty yard for the eggs and

found thirty of Jonah's prize leghorns beheaded and

piled in a bloody, vengeful heap in the middle of the

henyard.

  In that case, boomed Jason Beam, we will continue

 with this hearing where we left off. Aaron, you

claim you arnved at Jonah Cresap's farm in the neigh.

borhood of three quarters of an hour after the boy

here telephoned you?

  I did, said Uncle Doc Lindsay. Jess yonder went

with me. I found the deceased in his bed in a comatose

condition. I administered what antidote I could

but it was too late. By that time there was nothing I

could do for him and presently he died.

  Jason Beam scowled over his square steel spectacles

at a paper at his elbow.

  Your diagnosis of poisoning due to prussic acid has

been verified by Coroner Jake Wherry since that

time, he grunted, and then sat back, scratching briskly

at a stain on the harsh cloth of his vest with a cracked

yellow fingernail. '

  There is some aspects of this case, Jason Beam said,

scowling darkly again, that ain't at all plain to me.

But the one thing that's got me up a stump worst of

all is this, Aaron--why would anybody go to the trouble

to murder a man who was due to die of heart trouble

in six months or so anyway?

  There was a pause and a stillness and it seemed we

all were listening to the cadenced, wooden ticking of

the great clock in the judge's chambers across the

hall.

  You surely mind that day last March, said Jason

Beam, when I was in your office and heared you

make the diagnosis yourself?

  I disremembered it, said Uncle Doc Lindsay. But

now that you mention it the recollection comes back

to me. As you say-it's strange.

  I mind it like it was yesterday, said Jason Beam,

scowling at his fat paunch. Jonah was drunk as usual

and he didn't seem much took aback by it. He come

stumbling past me out of your office and when he

seen me he turned and told me what you'd said and

then he said-and these was his very words: Jason,

there's a pill for every ill but the last one. And with

that he headed on down Lafayette Street to Passy

Reeder's Store.

  Then he paused. I could hear the men at the end of

the street hammering the circus posters to the boards

of Moorhead's Livery Stable.

  Now then, Jason Beam went on. I would like to get

my hands on the answer to this-and I've an idee I

do. Who-other than the demented woman yonder

or parties as yet unknown to the officers at this hearing-

who, I say, would stand to get the most out of

Jonah Cresap's demise?

  He paused again and for a moment it seemed almost

as if he had fallen asleep. But then he roused

and continued.

  It's mighty likely that Jonah Cresap's last will and

testament is the hinge to this gate, gentlemen, said

Jason Beam. I was with him when he drawed it up

in this very chamber-on this very table-fifteen year

ago this October. Land, gentlemen!-four hundred

acres of rich bottom land where a man can make

a broomstick sprout leaves if it's planted right! And

silver! Thirty thousand dollars of the union waiting

in a little steel box down at the Mercantile Bank!

There's one hinge to the gate, gentlemen I But here's

the other!-lately he'd been talking of changing that

will!

  I listened to the droning voice and shut my eyes

against Corinne's baleful black look and to my vision

then there sprang the even more haunting face of my

sister India and in my ears again I heard the word.

Murder, the face of India whispered and I felt sick

and lost.

  --Because for all her devilishness to him it was

Corinne Cresap yonder that was preying on old Jonah's

soul, said Jason Beam. Poor Cory, I heard him

whimper that night. When I'm gone there'll be nary

neighbor to bring her so much as a stick of cold com

bread for comfort. I used to hate her and I swore

she'd never have so much as a clod of my land nor a

penny of my silver after I'd crossed over into Glory.

But that's all gone and past now. Because when I'm

dead and gone there'll be nothing left for poor Cory

but the crazy house if I don't change my will. Them

was his words! You mind it, Jess--and you, Aaron!

You was the both of you there that night at Passy

Reeder's Store when he come in all drunk and slobbering

and whimpering about his poor Cory. So it

appears to me--.

  None of us heard her and yet suddenly we knew

she was there-standing behind us in the door of the

chamber room with the dust motes swarming in the

sun about her, waiting shyly and without breath until

we should notice she had come. Her skirt was soiled

and her bare legs were rubbed raw from the saddle

and through the courthouse doorway I saw Jonah's

work horse Belle hitched and slobbering at the iron

post by the town trough. My tongue was stone. I

clenched my hands tight and waited.

  India!  cried Jess Showacre, leaping to his feet.

Child, you followed us! You rode all the way to town

alone! Why, child-!

  She walked softly to the long table and stood unflinching

before our stares with the terrible guilt burning

in her dark eyes. Judge Beam reached out his

great arm and pulled her to him.

  Child, he said softly. There's nothing in God's

world for you to be scared of here. All we're searching

for is the Lord's unvarnished truth. Now I want to

ask you a question-.

  He stopped for a moment and stared at her gently,

till her racing heart could ease its pace a bit.

  Do you know the meaning of the word murder?

  His voice was a shadow of sound.

  My sister India's round face stared back for a moment

and then she shook her head.

  And you, Ben, said Jason Beam, squinting at me

with one eye sharp and inquiring. Do you?

  Murder. It was a word. You heard the men say it at

Passy Reeder's Store. Murder. It was black marks on

the colored poster at the picture show house where

the man clutched the red-haired girl by the throat. I

shook my head. But it was a lie. I knew it meant something

else now-Uncle Jonah stiff in the big oak bed

because someone had made him dead.

  I believe you, said Jason Beam, sniffing. Because

you are children and therefore Iambs of God. But

tell me this, girl-. Why did you ride all the way to

Cresap's Landing-to this room?

  My fingers stole to the edge of the hard oak chair

and gripped it till I heard the knuckles crack.

  Because I did wrong, whispered India. And I come

to tell them so. I did a bad thing.

  What do you mean, child? said Jason Beam, stroking

a damp lock of hair back from her feverish, livid

forehead. What bad thing did you do?

  I didn't know, said my sister in the soft, cold voice

that seemed as if it would never break, as if grief and

terror had frozen it to that shape for all time. I never

guessed it was worth so much! I didn't think it would

mean such trouble for everybody-with constables

and the law and all! It was just so pretty! I--I took it!

  Took what, child? whispered Jason Beam, so that

now his voice was nigh a breath.

  And then she sighed and reached into the dirty

pocket of her little calico apron and handed it to him,

wrapped carefully in a clean rag so that it would not

break before she could bring it back to them to whom

it belonged.

  It was empty, she whispered. I thought nobody

would want it any more. So I stole it. But I never

knew!

  Who? Jason Beam said. Who did you steal the blue

glass bottle from?

  High among the immemorial oaks of the courthouse

yard a woodpecker scolded once and screamed

off into the rising noon.

  I stole it from him, she went on, as if she had not

even heard Jason Beam's question. When he went upstairs

to make Uncle Jonah get well last night. I hid in

the clothes press and when he poured the medicine

in the china cup and gave it to Uncle Jonah I crept out

and stole the little blue bottle from the bedstand while

his back was turned. I wanted it for my box of pretty

things! I--. But I never knew-!

  Her hands flew to her face and the whole of her

grief swept through her then in a sudden torrent. Jason

Beam stared for a gentle moment longer before

he turned his head to the table and when he spoke

now it was still soft, but with a different softness and

we all knew for whom the words were meant.

   So we see it now, he said. We had the hinges to the

gate but now we've got the latch as well! You waited

till he had the heart attack you knowed would come

within a matter of weeks. Because you was sole heir

to the stretch of bottom lands and the money as well

and you'd heared him that night in Passy Reeder's

Store talking of changing his will to Corinne's name.

And you bided your time till the seizure come and

went to the farm with this bottle of prussic acidnow

empty of its death and corruption, thank Godland

made them wait in the kitchen and went to Jonah's

room alone and called his sickness poison-and

made it poison I-so that in the end they'd both be

out of the way! Knowing that-I Bailiff, grab that

manl

  They might have stopped him in time. But I have

wondered since if it would have mattered after all.

The door to the deed records room slammed shut almost

simultaneously with the blast of Uncle Doc

Lindsay's pistol and we knew that a sort of justice

had been done.

  But the quiet mind of my sister India never understood

any of it. Late that night I awoke to the grieving

of a raincrow in the butternut tree and saw her in

her nightgown, on her knees, by the moonstreaming

window. She had fetched her little box of treasures

from beneath the bed. Downstairs in Jonah's old bed,

Jess and Ella Showacre slept soundly and we knew

that in the morning they were going to take us away

to live with them forever. When India saw that I had

wakened she beckoned to me and it was then that I

saw its pale glitter in her fingers as she held her hand

up to the light.

  They threw it away! she whispered, with a puzzled

pursing of her lips. After all that awful fuss about

my taking it they threw it in the waste basket after

all! So I took it before we came home. Isn't it beautiful,

Ben?

  I crept over, full of fear and awe, and took it in my

fingers and stared up at the mad moon through it:

the azure magic of the blue glass bottle pressed close

against my eye.

Wynken,

Blynken,

and Nod
THERE they are! whispered Elaine, her fingers grabbing

my sleeve so roughly that I spilled half the caramel

popcorn. Over by the children's carousel! Now

do you see what I mean-how strange they are?

  I suppose you'll accuse me of being snide, I

laughed, if I point out, darling wife, that when you

choose the end of the season to come to the seashore

you naturally run into all kinds of eccentric tourists.

  Now they moved on down the boardwalk, out of

sight: the two grim-faced women and the three grotesque

little boys that followed behind. Elaine expecting

her first born in the winter-now grew

quite sentimental as she watched a mother help her

bawling, red-faced three-year-old from a blue-painted

dolphin on the wheezing carousel.

  You're very sweet, my dear, I said. But I think

you tend to imagine just now that every child in

the world is abused.

  The soft drink stand a few yards away suddenly

cleared its throat and a ragged loudspeaker began

cranking out a mournful hillbilly tune.

  Not every child, Henry! my wife exclaimed. Just

those three. Can't you feel it? There's something

really quite dreadful going on in that family.

  It was the end of the season. Elaine and I had

waited all through the hot months until late September

when the resort rates were cheap. At last we had

found a really perfect little place on the coast of

Delaware and a splendid little cabin in the pines that

was a steal at thirty a week: a solid, neat cottage

with one large room and fireplace, a fine little kitchen

and a screen-in sleeping porch. It was our immediate

neighbor who had upset my wife those first few days

we had been there.

  Of course, she said, when we had bought taffy

apples and wandered down the boardwalk into the

sea wind, you think I'm imagining things when I

suggest that something dreadful is going on in that

little green cottage across the road!

  Very well, Elaine! Assuming for a moment that I

am unfair. Suppose you tell me once more what hap.

pened this morning while I was gone to town for ice.

  Well, she said, I had just finished the dishes. And

I could distinctly hear them all the way across the

road.

  Hear what? Voices, you said?

  Yes, said Elaine. The awful, shrill voice of one of

those women! Dreadful, angry, vicious! And then--.

  --Then you heard a sound as of someone being

thrashed, I said.

  Please, dear! You said I might tell it!

  All right. Go on. You heard sounds of someone

being severely punished--.

  One of the children! she said. Perhaps all three of

them! It was quite hard to tell. The wind was blowing

off-and-on so that the voices would float across

the road one minute and die away the next.

  But presently, I said, it stopped.

  Yes! And then-then there was nothing but this sound-.

  Weeping, I said. The quiet weeping?

  Yes! Just like we heard last night! You certainly

aren't going to stand there and deny that you heard

it last night when I woke you!

  No, I said. I heard it.

  I heard voices, I admitted. Or at least a voice. Although

I'm not as sure as you seem to be that it was

someone crying. It might have been laughter.

  Laughter! Really, Henry! It was a child's voice I

Weeping like its heart would break. You admitted

that at the time.

  I shrugged and fastened my eyes on the solid,

azure sea line melting slowly into dusk.

  And then what else happened, I said, this morning

while I was away?

  Well, Elaine continued, I went out in the yard

after I'd finished the dishes to get my bathing suit

from the line so I'd be ready when you got back with

the ice. And suddenly I saw this child-standing behind

that enormous fir tree at the edge of the road.

  Certainly, Elaine, it's not unnatural for children

at summer resorts to come calling.

  Wait! Let me tell you though. There was something

about this child-something-

  Something what? I said.

  Oh, what's the use!!  I-I can't describe it! exclaimed

Elaine. There was something about it something

dreadful and-and old!

  I know what you mean, I chuckled. I've seen children

with that look. Owlish. Ah! Here they come

again. Now really, Elaine, they're not such bad looking

little chaps.

  Oh please! Don't let them see we're staring.

Elaine!

  She thrust herself around in front of me, standing

with her face obstructing my frankly curious stare

so that they would not notice.

  Elaine, what possible difference-.

  She was shivering as if from a chill and her lip had

begun to tremble.

  I don't care, Henry, she whispered in a low voice.

They frighten me! They're like-like sisters out of

some evil Henry James mansion.

  Really, darling, you're letting this spoil our whole

trip.

  I'm sorry, Henry.

  Over her shoulder I watched them glide stiffly past

under the golden wire neon of the bowling alley

sign. I suddenly found myself thinking of them as the

kind of sisters whose pictures appear perennially in

the tabloids: the spinsters who die of neglect and

leave a fortune in the soiled mattress. And yet these

two were immaculate in their linen dusters with

their nails trimmed and chalky white, and expensive

summer shoes neatly whited and laced. Behind them

followed the three odd little boys in their equally

archaic Buster Brown hats and short pants. I

snickered and tweaked Elaine's nose with thumb

and finger.

  Wynken-Blynken-and Nod! I said and she

laughed at that and colored up again. Come on,

sweetheart, let's go for a drink at that little place

up at the end of the boardwalk and then head for

home.

  We drove back to the cottage at half past one and

went to bed. The sea wind ebbed and rose and ebbed

again in the topmost branches of the forest firs like

the movements of some vast autumnal symphony.

Now and again one could catch the small, drifting

laughter of girls or the distant whine of a portable

radio at a beach party far off to seaward beyond the

forest edge. I lay with my arm across Elaine's warm

shoulder, hearing the other sound, the weeping of

the child voice and hoping against hope that she,

too, would not awaken and hear.

  Now, Elaine said in a low voice, her lips against

the pillow. Now do you doubt me?

  I said nothing, pretending to be sleeping. Elaine

rose. I listened as she rattled open a box of kitchen

matches, scratched one to flame and lit the copper

kerosene lamp that swung from our ceiling.

  Please. No lights, dear. You'll have the place

swarming with mosquitoesI

  I don't care, she said. I really can't stand it-just

lying there in the dark-listening to it and not doing

anything to stop it.

  I sat up, fetched my cigarettes from the wicker

chair by the bed and lighted one for each of us. I

said nothing.

  Well, don't you hear it? she said. Tomorrow you

won't be able to say it was just my neurotic fancy!

  Yes, I said, I hear it.

  It's one of those children, she said, shivering. That's

plain enough-

  Children have nightmares, I said.

  But now we both grew quite still. For through

the hushed darkness, in the hollow of silence left by

the wane of the wind, we heard the sharp, nasal curse

of another voice and, after a moment, the quaking,

thin lash of a leather thong. The weeping stopped

short in a catch of breath. Elaine slid miserably into

bed beside me and wept herself to sleep. It was

nearly an hour later that I fell asleep myself and in

that time no further sound had stirred in the green

cottage across the road.

  At nine next morning we both awoke with the

taste of the night still thick on our tongues. Elaine

made breakfast and fixed our luncheon basket-it

was my turn to do dishes-and then I made the beds

while she was loading the car with the basket and

our swim suits and the three crab pots we'd planned

to set out.

  The drive to the fishing docks below the line of

crumbling government breakwaters was only a few

minutes' ride and by noon we were six or seven miles

up the coast, with our crab pots set and marked in

the shoals, and our boat riding a fine morning swell.

When the noon sun stood high we enjoyed the fine

lunch of sandwiches and the thermos of Martinis

that Elaine had fixed that morning. It was a wonderful,

happy day-the crest of our entire vacation

-and as if the fine weather had not been enough

we caught two fine seabass and came back to find

our crab pots crawling with fine hardshells. By nightfall

we were both hungry as sea-wolves and when we

returned to the cottage Elaine went straight to work

at the gasoline stove without so much as a glance at

the little green cabin across the road. When supper

was over Elaine put on her nicest party dress-the

one she'd been saving for a special night-and we

drove in to the little resort town to make a real mardi

gras of our last night at the shore.

  The boardwalk was unusually alive and gay with

tourists. All along its half-mile length the colored

bulbs of the midway glittered like a cheap glass

necklace. The barkers' voices were sharper than ever

and the squawk of loudspeaker music seemed rollicking

with carnival gaiety. We took in everything that

was still open that late in the season. The House of

Mirrors that made us scream in mock horror and the

plump gypsy fortune-teller who predicted that our

child would be a boy who would grow up to be wise

and rich and handsome.

  Oh, can we go there! cried Elaine, pointing happily

up at the peeling proscenium of an ancient burlesque

house.

  No, I said. See, it's boarded over. Mter all, it's late

in the season, Elaine. Most of these places along the

boardwalk are open all summer and then they close

after Labor Day.

  Close? Why, of course. But darling--where ever

do they go?

  One might well wonder that: where they went the

sagging runway queens, the leering comics.

  We wandered away, up the boardwalk.

  We had only the briefest glimpse of the two sisters

and their charges. It was by the raucous, steaming

exit of a beer joint known as Saturn's Grotto and we

saw them only for an instant as we were making our

way to the car: the mask-like faces of the Henry

James women in their rustling, summer silks and

high-laced summer shoes and behind them the trio

of pathetic, humorless little boys. We drove to the

fashionable resort hotel a half mile up the beach in

the more exclusive section of the colony and spent an

hour dancing to a famous orchestra and drinking the

kind of foolish seashore drinks one never buys anywhere

else in the world. By three we were worn out

and a little high from Brighton Punch and anxious

to be home again. And so we went and all the way

back, along the sea road through the cool pines, we

sang the songs we had danced to on that last magic

eve of summer's ending.

  The moment her head touched the pillow Elaine

fell asleep: a smile on her lips and the blossom that

I had bought her in front of the hotel still glowing

and fragrant in her hair. And yet-in that curious

half-world between sleep and waking-I found that,

for my own part, I was thinking not of our wonderful

night but of the strange little children in the green

cottage across the road. Wynken-Blynken-and

Nod, I chanted softly to myself.

  It was the weeping that awoke me. Elaine had not

heard and was still sleeping. And, I suppose, I would

have fallen off again myself had not it been more

than a little apparent that the weeping tonight was

louder-closer-more urgent. We live the most astonishingly

calloused lives. Not calloused, really frightened.

Each of us dreads to become involved in

the mischances of others. It is fear that holds us back

from helping the fallen man in the subway exit the

wrecked car beyond the broken guard rail. I-as

much as Elaine-was aware that there was something

dreadfully amiss behind the shutters of the little

green cottage. And yet my mind wanted only to

hurry on, to grab this last precious moment of our

sole oasis in the dry year: the week at the shore. But

now the sobs had become so loud and distinct that I

knew in another instant they would surely awaken

Elaine. I got out of bed in the darkness, fetched a

flashlight from the chair and tiptoed barefoot into the

screened porch. The weeping-choked and hysterical

-seemed directly outside in the rhododendron

thicket that bordered the porch. The idea of physical

danger, strangely, had never occurred to me. What

was there really in the entire situation that could remotely

suggest danger to anyone but a woman in

Elaine's sensitive condition? Who lived in the little

green cottage after all? Two fragile spinsters and

three curious children. The thin, gasping, childish

sobs grew louder as I threw open the screen door

and flicked on the flashlight beam. I saw the woman.

She huddled by the steps among the shining rhododendron

leaves. She wore a full length, ancient night-

dress, drawn tight with a pucker of lace ruffles at her

throat. Her hair hung disheveled about her puffed

and livid face.

  What is it? I said. What do you want?

  Help, she breathed. Help-us! Please!

  What is it? I said again, stupidly, as if somehow it

was necessary to place her: to discover something

about this stranger that was not at all like the cool,

sedate lady whom I had seen marching stiffly by her

sister in the pale, coastal twilight.

  You-must-help-us! she rasped. You really must-

you know! No one else--can help--us!

  The vision of the three pathetic little boys flashed

through my mind

  What have you done to them! I snapped.

  She was silent. She had fainted dead away in the

mint bed. I stood for a moment. Then I hunted out

my tennis shoes among the crab pots in the grass,

slipped them on, and crept noiselessly across the

dusty road. The weeping of another voice grew more

distinct as I approached cautiously through the rank

iron weed: a voice thickly muffled. There was a

square of light on the ground to the rear of the green

cottage-where the kitchen must be-and so I stole

softly around to the back. Through the screened

window I could see quite clearly into the kitchen.

There is a moment-perhaps two--in the lifetime

of each of us when the eye sees, the mind recoils,

and all of conscious thinking rejects what the eyes

have seen. Now as I stared through the screened

window into the scene in that fantastic yellow lamplight

of the little kitchen, my mind refused, for such

a moment, to believe what I saw. They sat around

the kitchen table-the three of them-the little boys.

Two of them were smoking enormous cigars and the

third, a dirty bowler hat shoved impudently back

on his bald head, was pouring liquor from a pint

bottle he had chosen from among several others on

the garbage-strewn sink. The amber glare of the kerosene

lamp fixed the evil little faces like masks in some

preposterous Grand Guignol. It shone on their

pinched, intent faces as they bent over the fanned

hands of poker and cursed softly to one another and

joked together in the rasping voices of angry, worldweary

little men. The air stank with liquor and cheap

cigars.

  I crept shivering back to the cottage. I could see

the light in our sleeping room now. Elaine was up,

helping the hysterical old woman into the porch

doorway.

  What is it? Elaine murmured, far more self-possessed

than 1. Did you find out-?

  Yes, I said. Don't ask me now. Get some clothes

on. We're going for the police.

  My God! said Elaine softly. The children! Is it-?

  No, I said stupidly. There are no children. Do as I

tell you, Elaine. Get dressed and take her out to the

car. It's a matter for the police.

  Take her?

  Yes! Do as I say. We can't leave her-

  Elaine did as I told her and we began the nightmare

drive to the resort town and beyond-to Lewes

where there was law to help us. I could be only half

aware of Elaine's calm, soothing voice in the back

seat: struggling through the hysterical whimpers of

the old woman. Miss Clara was her name. The sister

was Miss Ella. They were from Newcastle. Wealthy,

old, alone, frightened. They had been coming here to

the shore every summer for forty years. Old children

playing on the beach-gathering seashells in the sun.

  What did you find? whispered Elaine presently

when Miss Clara had quieted down a bit.

  You won't believe-

  Tell mel I know now there are no children. Miss

Clara says that goblins have captured her sister and

her. She says that they have held them both prisoner

for nearly two weeks-made them both buy whiskey

for them and cigars-whipped them when they cried

-did dreadful, dreadful things to them-.

   Not goblins, I said. Midgets.

  Elaine giggled hysterically.

  The poor, poor thing! she said. Miss Clara called

them Wynken, Blynken and Nod-just like you did.

  Midgets, I said again. God, I should have known

when I first saw them. Midgets out of work when the

shows along the boardwalk were nailed up for the

season. Remember, Elaine? --You asked me where

the strange people went when winter came? Now

you know. Don't you see! They just moved in on

these two old--old children.

  The motorcycle officer at Lewes listened to our

story for the second time before he decided to investigate.

He roared off ahead of us down the road

already pearl-grey with morning.

  The green cottage was, of course, quite empty except

for the hysterical Miss Ella. Elaine and the

officer led her forth from the filthy bedroom the

midgets had forced the sisters to share. The kitchen

was deserted. The cigar butts still smoked and glasses

of whiskey shone red in the yellow oil light. The

midgets had fled.

  They had a trunk, said Miss Clara, like a child,

hardly daring to believe that it was all finished. A

trunk full of paints and greases and old dirty costumes.

They put on children's clothes and then they

made us walk with them on the promenade every

evening-on the boardwalk where our father used to

take us in the mornings-made us pretend they were

our children! Why, Miss Ella and I are not even

married!

  Did you give them money? said the police officer.

  Oh indeed yes! said Clara.

  They would have killed us, said Miss Ella, if we

hadn't. They all came to our cottage one afternoon

when Miss Clara and I were in town shopping. And

that night-when we came home-there they were.

Nonsense! I exclaimed. They wouldn't have killed

you! They were only midgets!

  Indeed no, sir! said Miss Ella. They were Wynken

-Blynken-and Nod!

  He may be right, of course, said Miss Clara, after

a moment. He may be quite right, Ella. They may

have been midgets.

  Although we did not learn of it until the following

afternoon, the midgets, on hearing us leave for help

that night, had fled helter skelter to the beach and

stolen my rented boat. Then, drunken and riotous,

they had made off into the choppy morning sea.

Miss Ella and her sister, under insistence from

Elaine, were sharing an early supper with us next

afternoon on the screened porch when the motorcycle

officer rode out with the news that the overturned

boat had washed ashore a few miles above

Rehoboth.

  Did you hear that? I exclaimed, almost cheerfully,

shouting a little to Miss Ella who seemed rather deaf.

The midgets-they're gone!

  Oh, is it true? smiled Miss Clara, throwing up her

hands. Have they really gone!

  But Miss Ella, who had begun softly to sing to herself

like a child in reverie, seemed not to have heard

me. Bending a little closer, I could make it out quite

distinctly: the child's voice of Miss Ella as she walked

again with her sister and proud father on the boardwalk

of another, older summer morning:

  Wynken Blynken and Nod one night--sailed off

in a wooden shoe!

  Sailed on a river of crystal light--into a sea of dew!

  But Miss Clara, if she heard, made no sign. She

was busy helping Elaine fetch water for the tea.

Return of

Verge

Likens

AND the funny part was that not even Riley Me-

Grath's own friends blamed Verge Likens for killing

him. Some even found a kind of wry, burlesque justice

in the ponderous, infallible way that Verge went

about bringing Riley's death to pass. Because whatever

fear or awe or envy the people of Tygarts County

felt for Riley McGrath, self-elected emperor of our

state, they knew that he'd had no right to shoot down

Verge's father, old Stoney Likens, that night at the

Airport Inn. The two boys, Verge and Wilford, came

when Sheriff Reynolds sent for them, and they viewed

the body of the old man with bleak, hill-born muteness.

  "It was Mister McGrath that done it," explained

Fred Starcher, who ran the roadhouse. "But Stoney

taken and swung at him with a beer bottle. So it was

self-defense."

  Verge looked at Fred and Sheriff Reynolds with

flat, dead eyes. "Daddy didn't have no gun on him,"

he said patiently, "so I can't see no fair reason for

Mister McGrath shooting him."

  And the brother Wilford stood by, dumbly heeding

the exchange. He was slack-mouthed with fascination,

his eyes darting from one man to the other

in tum, his moonface bland with an idiot and almost

blasphemous innocence.

  "If Daddy had had a gun," Verge went on, "it would

have been different. But it isn't self-defense when a

man with a gun shoots down a man that don't have

none."

  Fred Starcher opened his mouth to explain again

how it all had been and then he saw the eyes, cold

and flat as creek stones.

  "Well," he said, looking away, "it seemed to me

like it was self-defense."

  Although it wouldn't have mattered much one way

or the other whether it had been self-defense or premeditated

murder or just plain target practice. Because

there wasn't a man in the state of West Virginia

who could stand up against Riley McGrath for very

long without losing his job, his bank account or some

of his blood. But there was no more argument. For

suddenly, like wraiths, Verge and Wilford were gone

out of the place into the March dark, roaring up the

highway for home in Stoney's old fruit truck.

  "Bud, don't take it so hard," Wilford said. "Like as

not Mister McGrath was drunk."

  The flat eyes, turning from the highway to Wilford,

shone with loathing in the dark. "He was your

daddy, too," Verge said. "Your blood kin. You gutless

rat."

  "Don't talk like that, Bud!" Wilford whined. "If

there was something to be done I'd be all for it. But

there ain't!"

  "Yes there is," said Verge, his eyes fixed on the traffic

stripe. "There is something to be done and I am

fixing to do it."

  "What?"

  "Kill Mister McGrath," Verge said.

  "Kill Mi-! Bud, you must be crazyl" Wilford cried

out. "Mister McGrath's the biggest man in the whole

state of West Virginia! Why, don't Senator Marcheson

hisself sit and drink seven-dollar whiskey with

Mister McGrath in the Stonewall Jackson lobby every

time he comes to town? Don't every policeman in

town tip his cap when Mister McGrath walks by?"

  "That don't matter a bit," said Verge. "I'll find a

way. It may take me a little time, but I'll find a way

to do it."

  And that was all Verge Likens ate or drank or

breathed or dreamed about from that night on.

  One night after supper, months later when the

brothers were alone and neither had spoken for nearly

an hour, Wilford felt suddenly as if the impalpable

violence of Verge's obsession had secretly turned on

him.

  "Then dammit!" he shrilled to the pale, quiet profile

of his brother, who sat in the shadow of the trumpet

vines along the porch, "why don't you get it over

with? Why don't you hide out along the fence by the

Airport Inn some night and shoot him in the back?

He comes there all the time with that black-haired

Mary from Baltimore Streetl Why don't you--"

  "No, Wilford," Verge said quietly, with neither

surprise nor anger at his brother's outburst. "I want

Mister McGrath to see my face when I kill him. If I

taken and shot him in the dark, that way he wouldn't

never know it was me that done it. When I do it, I

want Mister McGrath to look at my face a good long

while and know who it is. And I want to be sure the

killing takes a slow, long while."

  Rush Sigafoose was shaving Riley McGrath in his

number one chair when Wilford found him next

morning. Wilford was shaking so badly that he was

afraid he would not be able to make the speech he

had lain awake all night considering.

  He sat down in one of the straight-backed chairs

under the shelf of lettered shaving mugs to wait until

the morning ritual was finished. At last Riley Me-

Grath labored down from the chair and stripped a

greenback from his expensive billfold. Wilford stood

up, quaking.

  "Mister McGrath," he said, wringing his cotton cap.

  "Yes, son?"

  "Mister McGrath," Wilford said, feeling a little

courage coming back, "I sure would be glad if I could

talk to you for a little while."

  "Certainly, my boy," said the great man. "Come

along across the street to my office. I have an appointment

in half an hour with Judge Beam but I can give

you a moment of my time. A man should never grow

too important to keep in touch with the people of his

home town."

  The office, musty, small, cluttered as a pack rat's

nest, was deathly still as the two seated themselves:

Wilford in the stiff split-bottom chair by the window

and Riley McGrath in the creaking swivel chair behind

the old, scratched desk upon which he had parlayed

the fortunes of a state. Wilford watched while

Riley licked the tip of an expensive Havana and

clipped it thoughtfully.

  "It's about my brother Verge," said Wilford, wetting

his lips and staring at Riley McGrath's sober blue

tie. "Our daddy was Stoney Likens."

  Riley McGrath cracked a kitchen match into Harne

with his thumbnail. He puffed silently for a moment

and though Wilford could not see them, he could feel

the grey eyes appraising him, weighing the situation,

seeing it simultaneously from every possible angle.

  "That matter was settled during the last term of

 Judge Beam's court," Riley McGrath said presently.

  "Your father attacked me, son. I shot him in self-defense

that night. Nobody regretted the incident more

than I did."

  "It's my brother Verge," Wilford reiterated, as if he

had not been listening at all. "I just don't want nothing

to happen to my brother, Mister McGrath. He's

all I got left now."

  "Nothing need happen to your brother, son,"

grunted Riley McGrath. He leafed through some papers

on his desk, already finished with the interview.

  "Something might," Wilford said. He cleared his

throat and listened for a moment to the coaxing,

pointless shrilling of a wren outside.

  "Verge claims he is fixing to kill you, Mister Me-

Grath," Wilford said.

  Riley McGrath leaned back in his chair and blew

a cloud of smoke toward the dusty, yellow window

"That's a very foolish idea for your brother to entertain,"

he said. "Very foolish, son."

  "I thought-" gasped Wilford, and then swallowed.

"If maybe you was to send for him, Mister McGrath.

Talk to him. If maybe you was to explain to Verge

how it was self-defense after all. It might help, Mister

McGrath. 'Deed to God, I don't want nothing happening

to Verge."

  "Nothing will happen to your brother," Riley Me-

Grath said, "so long as he behaves himself in this

town."

  Wilford sighed despairingly and stared at his hands,

twisting the cap on his knees.

  Riley McGrath's eyes were as cold as gun metal

now.

  "I understand, however," he continued, "that the

death of your father may have brought about certain

-expenses. I've thought about it often. And now I'm

going to do something-though I don't feel I'm actually

obliged to do it-that may spread oil on troubled

waters."

  Wilford watched as Riley McGrath opened the alligator

billfold and counted out five one-hundred dollar

bills; he watched him slip them into an envelope

and toss it across the desk.

  Verge didn't say anything right away when Wilford

finally got around to confessing what he had done

that day in town. It was after supper and Verge was

squatting on the porch steps, cleaning his rifle and

listening silently as Wilford babbled on apologetically.

  "That sure was a fool trick, Wilford," Verge said

after a bit. "But it don't change nothing. There's nothing

you can do about Mister McGrath getting killed

and there is nothing he can do about it either. There's

nothing any mortal in Tygarts County or in the whole

state of West Virginia can do about it."

  Then Wilford was still for a while before he pulled

out the manila envelope and told his brother about

the five one-hundred-dollar bills. Verge laid down the

rifle and came up on the porch to the rocker where

Wilford sat and took the envelope out of his hand.

He looked at it and then at Wilford, not laughing, not

angry, not glad, not seeming to think or feel anything

at all.

  "This will make things a sight easier," Verge said.

  "It will save a lot of time and fuss, I reckon. It will

bring the day that much closer. I hope you thanked

Mister McGrath, Wilford."

  "Bud," Wilford stammered. "I--I don't recollect if

I--I"

  "I hope you did," Verge said again, folding the

envelope carefully and slipping it into his shirt

pocket. "That certainly was real nice of Mister

McGrath to do that, Wilford."

  All that night Wilford listened to Verge moving

restlessly about the house and when dawn stood

suddenly white against the windows he started from

a brief, troubled slumber and saw his brother by the

bed, dressed in the single cheap mail-order suit he

possessed, his good white shirt a vivid wedge in

the shadow, his square, small face as mute and

baffling as ever.

"  Why, where you going to, Bud?" gasped Wilford,

struggling up under the old Army blanket.

  "I'm catching the morning bus to Charleston,"

  Verge said. "I’ll be gone a good long while, I reckon.

Good-by, Wilford."

  "Where?"

  "To Charleston," said Verge. "I told you that once.

I'm going to school with that money."

  "School!" whispered Wilford. "Why, that's real

fine, Bud! A body can't do with too much learning

and that's for certain. What kind of a school?"

  "The kind of school," said Verge (and even in

the dim light Wilford could feel that the flat eyes

were not looking at him nor at anything) "where

I can learn to kill Mister McGrath the right way.

Slow. So he'll have to look at my face a good long

while and know it's coming and there'll not be any

way for him to get at that big blue pistol of his.

I don't know when I'll be back. Be sure and take

good care of the place, Wilford."

  And that was all there was to it. Wilford had crept

naked and shivering to the dusty window and

watched his brother's thin, unforgiving shape fade

into the mist, moving as inexorably as the piston of

some machine.

  Wilford worked on alone at his job at the box

factory in town during the next lonely months,

moving about uneasily, needing the companionship

of his brother and yet dreading the day when Verge

should return. Often at night he would start up in

the dark, sweating and a-crawl with panic, feeling

suddenly that he should run to Riley McGrath and

try again to warn him somehow of the awful, unremitting

purpose of which Riley McGrath could

not be aware inasmuch as he had never laid eyes

on Verge Likens' person. Until at last it seemed

to Wilford that neither Verge nor the murder nor

Riley McGrath himself had ever even existed.

  In all the sixteen months Verge was away, Wilford

had received only a penny post card from him, two

weeks after the morning he had left. There was no

message on it at all. A penny post card from a drugstore

with a picture of the Kanawha County Courthouse,

colored with the cheap, naive innocence of

flowers at a country funeral and yet somehow in

itself as obsessed and malevolent as Verge himself.

No message at all. This would be Verge's way of

saying that he had arrived.

  Of course, Riley McGrath himself had dismissed

the whole business from his mind months before.

Because, naturally enough, he had never really been

frightened in the beginning. Yet, for some reason,

the whole affair came into his mind that last morning

in Rush Sigafoose's barbershop as he watched

Wilford drive down Beech Street in the old fruit

truck on his way to the box factory. Riley McGrath

lay back, smothered and wallowing in Roman comfort

beneath the steaming towels. He was chuckling

at the memory of the whole absurd encounter as

Rush Sigafoose's new barber stropped the razor and

whistled softly to himself.

  "Rush," Riley had murmured from beneath the

steaming cloths, "how's Nevada and the kids?"

  Rush Sigafoose remembered that part of it well

because those were the last words Riley ever said

to him. Yet it was a long time before Rush knew

anything was wrong. He had gone back into the

storeroom for some fresh linen and a bottle of bay

rum and even then, after he had been puttering

around the marble shelves for nearly five minutes,

he wasn't on to what was going on in the chair. And

then he saw them in the mirror like figures in some

monstrous waxworks pantomime: Riley McGrath, his

head strained back in the head rest as far as it would

go, his face purple and livid by turns and his mouth

shaping idiot sounds that Rush could not hear and

didn't much want to. Rush dropped the comb he had

been cleaning and started quickly toward them.

  "Don't come a foot closer, Mister Sigafoose,"

Verge Likens said softly, the bright, hollow-ground

razor light as a hair on Riley McGrath's pulsing

throat. "For if you do--I'll cut Mister McGrath clean

to the neckbone."

  So Rush sat down, shaking and sick to his stomach,

and watched them there for maybe half an

hour, listening and trying to make out what it was

that Verge Likens was saying to Riley McGrath.

  Because that was the worst part of all: Verge taking

the pains to shave Riley and then telling him who

he was and talking to him all that terrible time with

the cold, honed Sheffield blade pressed taut against

the fat folds of Riley's throat; taking all that time to

kill a man and all the while talking to him in that Hat,

crooning whisper.

  Rush Sigafoose used to tell that part of the story

next to last and then he would always wind up the

telling in the same way. He'd tell about Verge going

to barber college down in the capital city for a year

and a half on that five hundred dollars just to learn

how to kill a man slow. And how he came back to

Tygarts County at last and took a cheap room in the

hotel by the depot and dropped by to pester Rush

Sigafoose about a job every morning for nearly a

month.

  Rush had finally hired him the morning before--not

knowing him from Adam himself--and that was

the holy irony of it. Rush always said that Verge

Likens was the darnedest natural-born barber he'd

ever seen. He swore to that. Because when Doc

Brake came down from the courthouse that morning

and looked at Riley McGrath's body he said

there wasn't so much as a mark on his throat. Not

so much as a single scratch.

Where

the Woodbine

Twineth
IT was not that Nell hadn't done everything she

could. Many's the windy, winter afternoon she had

spent reading to the child from Pilgrim's Progress

and Hadley's Comportment for Young Ladies and

from the gilded, flowery leaves of A Spring Garland

of Noble Thoughts. And she had countless times

reminded the little girl that we must all strive to

make ourselves useful in this Life and that five

years old wasn't too young to begin to learn. Though

none of it had helped. And there were times when

Nell actually regretted ever taking in the curious,

gold-haired child that tragic winter when Nell's

Brother Amos and his foolish wife had been killed.

Eva stubbornly spent her days dreaming under the

puzzle-tree or sitting on the stone steps of the icehouse

making up tunes or squatting on the little

square carpet stool in the dark parlor whispering

softly to herself.

  Eva! cried Nell one day, surprising her there.

Who are you talking to?

  To my friends, said Eva quietly, Mister Peppercorn

and Sam and-.

  Eva! cried Nell. I will not have this nonsense any

longer! You know perfectly well there's no one in

this parlor but you!

  They live under the davenport, explained Eva

patiently. And behind the Pianola. They're very

small so it's easy.

 Eva! Hush that talk this instant! cried Nell.

  You never believe me, sighed the child, when I

tell you things are real.

  They aren't real! said Nell. And I forbid you to

make up such tales any longer! When I was a little

girl I never had time for such mischievous nonsense.

I was far too busy doing the bidding of my fine God-fearing

parents and learning to be useful in this

world!

  Dusk was settling like a golden smoke over the

willows down by the river shore when Nell finished

pruning her roses that afternoon. And she was stripping

off her white linen garden gloves on her way

to the kitchen to see if Suse and Jessie had finished

their Friday baking. Then she heard Eva speaking

again, far off in the dark parlor, the voice quiet at

first and then rising curiously, edged with terror.

  Eva! cried Nell, hurrying down the hall, determined

to put an end to the foolishness once and for

all. Eva! Come out of that parlor this very instant!

  Eva appeared in the doorway, her round face

streaming and broken with grief, her fat, dimpled

fist pressed to her mouth in grief.

  You did itl the child shrieked. You did it!

  Nell stood frozen, wondering how she could meet

this.

  They heard you! Eva cried, stamping her fat shoe

on the bare, thin carpet. They heard you say you

didn't want them to stay here! And now they've all

gone away!  All of them--Mister Peppercorn and

Mingo and Sam and Papal

  Nell grabbed the child by the shoulders and

began shaking her, not hard but with a mute, hysterical

compulsion.

  Hush up! cried Nell, thickly. Hush, Eva! Stop it

this very instant!

  You did it! wailed the golden child, her head

lolling back in a passion of grief and bereavement.

My friends! You made them all go away!

  All that evening Nell sat alone in her bedroom

trembling with curious satisfaction. For punishment

  Eva had been sent to her room without supper and

Nell sat listening now to the even, steady sobs far

off down the hall. It was dark and on the river shore

a night bird tried its note cautiously against the

silence. Down in the pantry, the dishes done, Suse

and Jessie, dark as night itself, drank coffee by the

great stove and mumbled over stories of the old

times before the War. Nell fetched her smelling

salts and sniffed the frosted stopper of the flowered

bottle till the trembling stopped.

  Then, before the summer seemed half begun, it

was late August. And one fine, sharp morning, blue

with the smoke of burning leaves, the steamboat

Samantha Collins docked at Cresap's Landing. Eva

sat, as she had been sitting most of that summer,

alone on the cool, worn steps of the ice-house, staring

moodily at the daisies bobbing gently under

the burden of droning, golden bees.

  Eva! Nell called cheerfully from the kitchen window.

Someone's coming today!

  Eva sighed and said nothing, glowering mournfully

at the puzzle-tree and remembering the wonderful

stories that Mingo used to tell.

  Grandfather's boat landed this morning, Eva!

cried Nell. He's been all the way to New Orleans

and I wouldn't be at all surprised if he brought his

little girl a present!

  Eva smelled suddenly the wave of honeysuckle

that wafted sweet and evanescent from the tangled

blooms on the stone wall and sighed, recalling the

high, gay lilt to the voice of Mister Peppercorn when

he used to sing her his enchanting songs.

  Eva! called Nell again. Did you hear what Aunt

Nell said? Your grandpa's coming home this afternoonl

  Yes'm, said Eva lightly, hugging her fat knees and

tucking her plain little skirt primly under her bottom.

  And supper that night had been quite pleasant.

Jessie made raspberry cobblers for the Captain and

fetched in a prize ham from the meat-house, frosted

and feathery with mould, and Suse had baked fresh

that forenoon till the ripe, yeasty smell of hot bread

seemed everywhere in the world. Nobody said a

word while the Captain told of his trip to New

Orleans and Eva listened to his stern old voice

and remembered Nell's warnings never to interrupt

when he was speaking and only to speak herself

when spoken to. When supper was over the Captain

sat back and sucked the coffee briskly from his white

moustache. Then rising without a word he went to

the chair by the crystal umbrella stand in the hallway

and fetched back a long box wrapped in brown

paper.

  Eva's eyes rose slowly and shone over the rim of

her cup.

  I reckon this might be something to please a little

girl, said the old man gruilly, thrusting the box into

Eva's hands.

  For me? whispered Eva.

  Well now! grunted the Captain. I didn't fetch

this all the way up the river from N'Orleans for any

other girl in Cresap's Landing!

  And presently string snapped and paper rustled

expectantly and the cardboard box lay open at last

and Eva stared at the creature which lay within, her

eyes shining and wide with sheerest disbelief.

  Numa! she whispered.

  What did you say, Eva? said Nell. Don't mumble

your words I

  It's Numa! cried the child, searching both their

faces for the wonder that was hers. They told me

she'd be coming but I didn't know Grandpa was

going to bring her! Mister Peppercorn said-.

  Eva! whispered Nell.

  Eva looked gravely at her grandfather, hoping

not to seem too much of a tattle-tale, hoping that

he would not deal too harshly with Nell for the

fearful thing she had done that summer day.

  Aunt Nell made them all go away, she began.

  Nell leaned across the table clutching her linen

napkin tight in her white knuckles.

  Father! she whispered. Please don't discuss it

with her! She's made up all this nonsense and I've

been half out of my mind all this summer! First it

was some foolishness about people who live under

the davenport in the parlor--.

  Eva sighed and stared at the gas-light winking

brightly on her grandfather's watch chain and felt

somewhere the start of tears.

  It's really true, she said boldly. She never believes

me when I tell her things are real. She made them

all go away. But one day Mister Peppercorn came

back. It was just for a minute. And he told me they

were sending me Numa instead!

  And then she fell silent and simply sat, heedless

of Nell's shrill voice trying to explain. Eva sat staring

with love and wonder at the Creole doll with the

black, straight tresses and the lovely coffee skin.

  Whatever the summer had been, the autumn, at

least, had seemed the most wonderful season of

Eva's life. In the fading afternoons of that dying

Indian Summer she would sit by the hour, not

brooding now, but holding the dark doll in her arms

and weaving a shimmering spell of fancy all their

own. And when September winds stirred, sharp and

prescient with new seasons, Eva, clutching her dark

new friend would tiptoe down the hallway to the

warm, dark parlor and sit by the Pianola to talk

some more.

  Nell came down early from her afternoon nap

one day and heard Eva's excited voice far off in

the quiet house. She paused with her hand on the

newel post, listening, half-wondering what the other

sound might be, half-thinking it was the wind

nudging itself wearily against the old white house.

Then she peered in the parlor door.

  Eva! said Nell. What are you doing?

  It was so dark that Nell could not be certain of

what she saw.

  She went quickly to the window and threw up

the shade.

  Eva sat on the square carpet stool by the Pianola,

her blue eyes blinking innocently at Nell and the

dark doll staring vacuously up from the cardboard

box beside her.

  Who was here with you? said Nell. I distinctly

heard two voices.

  Eva sat silent, staring at Nell's stiff high shoes.

Then her great eyes slowly rose.

  You never believe me, the child whispered, when

I tell you things are real.

  Old Suse, at least, understood things perfectly.

  How's the scampy baby doll your grandpappy

brought you, lamb? the old Negro woman said that

afternoon as she perched on the high stool by the

pump, paring apples for a pie. Eva squatted comfortably

on the floor with Numa and watched the

red and white rind curl neatly from Suse's quick,

dark fingers.

  Life is hard! Eva sighed philosophically. Yes oh

yes! Life is hard! That's what Numa says!

  Such talk for a youngster! Suse grunted, plopping

another white quarter of fruit into the pan of spring

water. What you studyin' about Life for! And you

only five!

  Numa tells me, sighed Eva, her great blue eyes

far away. Oh yes! She really does! She says if Aunt

Nell ever makes her go away she'll take me with

her!

  Take you! chuckled Suse, brushing a blue-bottle

from her arm. Take you where?

  Where the woodbine twineth, sighed Eva.

  Which place? said Suse, cocking her head.

  Where the woodbine twineth, Eva repeated patiently.

  I declare!  Suse chuckled. I never done heard tell

of that place!

  Eva cupped her chin in her hand and sighed reflectively.

Sometimes, she said presently. We just talk. And

sometimes we play.

  What y'all play? asked Suse, obligingly.

  Doll, said Eva. Oh yes, we play doll. Sometimes

Numa gets tired of being doll and I'm the doll and

she puts me in the box and plays with me!

  She waved her hand casually to show Suse how

really simple it all was.

  Suse eyed her sideways with twinkling understanding,

the laughter struggling behind her lips.

  She puts you in that little bitty box? said Suse.

And you's a doll?

  Yes oh yes! said Eva. She really does! May I have

an apple please, Suse?

  When she had peeled and rinsed it, Suse handed

Eva a whole, firm Northern Spy.

  Don't you go and spoil your supper now, lamb!

she warned.

  Oh! cried Eva. It's not for me. It's for Numa!

  And she put the dark doll in the box and stumped

off out the back door to the puzzle-tree.

  Nell came home from choir practice at five that

afternoon and found the house so silent that she

wondered for a moment if Suse or Jessie had taken

Eva down to the landing to watch the evening

Packet pass. The kitchen was empty and silent except

for the thumping of a pot on the stove and

Nell went out into the yard and stood listening by

the rose arbor. Then she heard Eva's voice. And

through the failing light she saw them then, beneath

the puzzle-tree.

  Eva! cried Nell. Who is that with you!

  Eva was silent as Nell's eyes strained to piece

together the shadow and substance of the dusk. She

ran quickly down the lawn to the puzzle-tree. But

only Eva was there. Off in the river the evening

Packet blew dully for the bend. Nell felt the wind

laced with Autumn, stir the silence round her like

a web.

  Eva! said Nell. I distinctly saw another child with

you! Who was it?

  Eva sighed and sat cross-legged in the grass with

the long box and the dark doll beside her.

  You never believe me-, she began softly, staring

guiltily at the apple core in the grass.

  Eva! cried Nell, brushing a firefly roughly from

her arm so that it left a smear of dying gold. I'm

going to have an end to this nonsense right now!

  And she picked up the doll in the cardboard box

and started towards the house. Eva screamed in

terror.

  Numa! she wailed.

  You may cry all you please, Eva! said Nell. But

you may not have your doll back until you come

to me and admit that you don't really believe all

this nonsense about fairies and imaginary people!

  Numa! screamed Eva, jumping up and down in

the grass and beating her fists against her bare,

grass-stained knees, Numa!

  I'm putting this box on top of the Pianola, Eva,

said Nell. And I'll fetch it down again when you

confess to me that there was another child playing

with you this afternoon. I cannot countenance falsehoods!

  Numa said, screamed Eva, that if you made her

go away--!

  I don't care to hear another word! said Nell,

walking ahead of the wailing child up the dark lawn

towards the house.

  But the words sprang forth like Eva's very tears.

--she'd take me away with her! she screamed.

  Not another word! said Nell. Stop your crying

and go up to your room and get undressed for bed!

  And she went into the parlor and placed the doll

box on top of the Pianola next to the music rolls.

  A week later the thing ended. And years after

that Autumn night Nell, mad and simpering, would

tell the tale again and stare at the pitying, doubting

faces in the room around her and she would whimper

to them in a parody of the childish voice of Eva

herself: You never believe me when I tell you things

are real!

  It was a pleasant September evening and Nell

had been to a missionary meeting with Nan Snyder

that afternoon and she had left Nan at her steps

and was hurrying up the tanbark walk by the icehouse

when she heard the prattling laughter of Eva

far back in the misty shadows of the lawn. Nell ran

swiftly into the house to the parlor-to the Pianola.

The doll box was not there. She hurried to the

kitchen door and peered out through the netting

into the dusky river evening. She did not call to Eva

then but went out and stripped a willow switch from

the little tree by the stone wall and tip-toed softly

down the lawn. A light wind blew from the river

meadows, heavy and sweet with wetness, like the

breath of cattle. They were laughing and joking together

as Nell crept soundlessly upon them, speaking

low as children do, with wild, delicious intimacy,

and then bubbling high with laughter that cannot

be contained. Nell approached silently, feeling the

dew soak through to her ankles, clutching the switch

tightly in her hand. She stopped and listened for

a moment, for suddenly there was but one voice

now, a low and wonderfully lyric sound that was not

the voice of Eva. Then Nell stared wildly down

through the misshapen leaves of the puzzle-tree and

saw the dark child sitting with the doll box in its

lap.

  So! cried Nell, stepping suddenly through the

canopy of leaves. You're the darkie child who's been

sneaking up here to play with Eva!

  The child put the box down and jumped to its

feet with a low cry of fear as Nell sprang forward,

the willow switch flailing furiously about the dark

ankles.

  Now scat! cried Nell. Get on home where you

belong and don't ever come back!

  For an instant the dark child stared in horror first

at Nell and then at the doll box, its sorrowing, somnolent

eyes brimming with wild words and a grief

for which it had no tongue, its lips trembling as if

there were something Nell should know that she

might never learn again after that Autumn night

was gone.

  Go on, I say! Nell shouted, furious.

  The switch flickered about the dark arms and legs

faster than ever. And suddenly with a cry of anguish

the dark child turned and fled through the tall grass

toward the meadow and the willows on the river

shore. Nell stood trembling for a moment, letting

the rage ebb slowly from her body.

  Eva! she called out presently. Eva!

  There was no sound but the dry steady racket

of the frogs by the landing.

  Eva! screamed Nell. Come to me this instant!

  She picked up the doll box and marched angrily

up towards the lights in the kitchen.

  Eva! cried Nell. You're going to get a good switching

for this!

  A night bird in the willow tree by the stone wall

cried once and started up into the still, affrighted

dark. Nell did not call again for, suddenly, like the

mood of the Autumn night, the very sound of her

voice had begun to frighten her. And when she was

in the kitchen Nell screamed so loudly that Suse and

Jessie, long asleep in their shack down below the

ice-house, woke wide and stared wondering into

the dark. Nell stared for a long moment after she

had screamed, not believing, really, for it was at

once so perfect and yet so unreal. Trembling violently

Nell ran back out onto the lawn.

  Come back! screamed Nell hoarsely into the tangled

far off shadows by the river. Come back! Oh

please! Please come back!

  But the dark child was gone forever. And Nell,

creeping back at last to the kitchen, whimpering

and slack-mouthed, looked again at the lovely little

dreadful creature in the doll box: the gold-haired,

plaster Eva with the eyes too blue to be real.

End

