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Preface

After spending a week end in the country, a friend
of mine invariably sends his host a book. Recently it
occurred to me that through television I have spent
many Sunday evenings in your homes yet I have
never thanked you properly. Ergo, this book. Of
course I don’t believe my friend charges for the
books he sends, but no matter. It’s the thought that
counts.

Most prefaces soon become defensive, disintegrate
into lengthy explanations of why certain stories have
been chosen, and the anthologists quickly become
apologists. The stories in this volume have only one
reason for being here and that is explained in the
title. I can only say that I like them. I very much
hope that you will too.

A suspense story is not simply a Who-done-it. It
might better be called a When's-he-gonna-do-it. I
don’t think I'm giving away any secrets when I tell
you that in most of these stories somebody does do it.
So don’t say you haven’t been warned.

There are those who say that the reading of a
mystery or suspense story has a therapeutic value;
cleansing one of his homicidal tendencies and allow-
ing him to enjoy those crimes he has always wanted
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to commit but didn’t because he lacked the get-up-
and-go. If this is true, I think we have crimes to re-
lieve every possible suppressed desire—or at least all
the normal ones. I am confident that several of these
cheerful little stories will put an end to the loose talk
about truth being stranger than fiction.

I don’t wish to spend too much time introducing
these tales. I believe it was Henry James who ob-
served, when speaking of prefatory pieces such as
this, that when a work of creative literature is intro-
duced to the reader at great length, when fiction is
too carefully interpreted, explained and annotated,
it is like having a dinner guest brought to the house
by a policeman. This is the last thing I wish to do. I
much prefer that you feel that this dinner guest to
whom you are opening your home is a complete
stranger and that there is no policeman within
screaming distance.

And now, if you are anxious to curl up with a
good book, perhaps we should be getting on. (My
final parenthetical remark: the only things I know of
that actually like to curl up with a good book are the
silverfish in my basement.) When you begin reading,
may I suggest you choose a time when you are alone
in the house. If there are people there, get rid of
them. The book is full of suggestions of how this can
be accomplished. Now turn out all the lights you pos-
sibly can, look over the stories and take one before
retiring, If you want to sample another, help yourself,
but be careful. An overdose could be fatal. After all,
this is a highly toxic book.

Avrrep J. HrrcHcock
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The Birds

DAPHNE DU MAURIER

On December the third the wind changed over-
night and it was winter. Until then the autumn had
been mellow, .soft. The earth was rich where the
plow had turned it.

Nat Hocken, because of a wartime disability, had a
pension and did not work full time at the farm. He
worked three days a week, and they gave him the
lighter jobs. Although he was married, with chil-
dren, his was a solitary disposition; he liked best to
work alone.

It pleased him when he was given a bank to build
up, or a gate to mend, at the far end of the peninsula,
where the sea surrounded the farmland on either side.
Then, at midday, he would pause and eat the meat
pie his wife had baked for him and, sitting on the
cliff’s edge, watch the birds.

In autumn great flocks of them came to the pen-
insula, restless, uneasy, spending themselves in
motion; now wheeling, circling in the sky; now
settling to feed on the rich, new-turned soil; but
even when they fed, it was as though they did )
without hunger, without desire.

Restlessness drove them to the skies again. Crying,
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whistling, calling, they skimmed the placid sea and
left the shore.

Make haste, make speed, hurry and begone; yet
where, and to what purpose? The restless urge of
autumn, unsatisfying, sad, had put a spell upon them,
and they must spill themselves of motion before win-
ter came.

Perhaps, thought Nat, a message comes to the
birds in autumn, like a warning. Winter is coming.
Many of them will perish. And like people who, ap-
prehensive of death before their time, drive them-
selves to work or folly, the birds do likewise; tomor-
row we shall die.

The birds had been more restless than ever this fall
of the year. Their agitation more remarked because
the days were still.

As Mr. Trigg’s tractor traced its path up and down
the western hills, and Nat, hedging, saw it dip and
turn, the whole machine and the man upon it were
momentarily lost in the great cloud of wheeling, cry-
ing birds.

Nat remarked upon them to Mr. Trigg when the
work was finished for the day.

“Yes,” said the farmer, “there are more birds about
than usual. I have a notion the weather will change.
It will be a hard winter. That’s why the birds are
restless.”

The farmer was right. That night the weather
turned.

The bedroom in the cottage faced east. Nat woke
just after two and heard the east wind, cold and dry.
It sounded hollow in the chimney, and a loose slate
rattled on the roof. Nat listened, and he could hear
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the sea roaring in the bay. He drew the blanket round
him, leaned closer to the back of his wife, deep in
sleep. Then he heard the tapping on the window-
pane. It continued until, irritated by the sound, Nat
got out of bed and went to the window. He opened
it; and as he did so something brushed his hand,
jabbing at his knuckles, grazing the skin. Then he
saw the flutter of wings and the thing was gone
again, over the roof, behind the cottage.

It was a bird. What kind of bird he could not tell.
The wind must have driven it to shelter on the sill.

He shut the window and went back to bed, but
feeling his knuckles wet, put his,mouth to the scratch.
The bird had drawn blood.

Frightened, he supposed, bewildered, seeking shel-
ter, the bird had stabbed at him in the darkness. Once
more he settled himself to sleep.

Presently the tapping came again—this time more
forceful, more insistent. And now his wife woke at
the sound, and turning in the bed, said to him, “See
to the window, Nat; it’s rattling.”

“I’'ve already been to it,” he told her. “There’s some
bird there, trying to get in.”

“Send it away,” she said. “I can’t sleep with that
noise.”

He went to the window for the second time, and
now when he opened it, there was not one bird on
;he sill but half a dozen; they flew straight into his

ace.

He shouted, striking out at them with his arms,
scattering them; like the first one, they flew over the
roof and disappeared.

He let the window fall and latched it.
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Suddenly a frightened cry came from the room
across the passage where the children slept.

“It’s Jill,” said his wife, roused at the sound.

There came a second cry, this time from both chil-
dren. Stumbling into their room, Nat felt the beating
of wings about him in the darkness. The window
was wide open. Through it came the birds, hitting
first the ceiling and the walls, then swerving in mid-
flight and turning to the children in their beds.

“It’s all right. 'm here,” shouted Nat, and the
children flung themselves, screaming, upon him,
while in the darkness-the birds rose, and dived, and
came for him again.

“What is it, Nat? What’s happened?” his wife
called. Swiftly he pushed the children through the
door to the passage and shut it upon them, so that he
was alone in their bedroom with the birds.

He seized a blanket from the nearest bed, and using
it as a weapon, flung it to right and left about him.

He felt the thud of bodies, heard the fluttering of
wings; but the birds were not yet defeated, for again
and again they returned to the assault, jabbing his
hands, his head, their little stabbing beaks sharp as
pointed forks.

The blanket became a weapon of defense. He
wound it about his head, and then in greater dark-
ness, beat at the birds with his bare hands. He dared
not stumble to the door and open it lest the birds
follow him.

How long he fought with them in the darkness he
could not tell; but at last the beating of the wings
about him lessened, withdrew; and through the
dense blanket he was aware of light.
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He waited, listened; there was no sound except the
fretful crying of one of the children from the bed-
room beyond.

He took the blanket from his head and stared
about him. The cold gray morning light exposed
the room.

Dawn and the open window had called the living
birds; the dead lay on the floor.

Sickened, Nat went to the window and stared out
across his patch of garden to the fields.

It was bitter cold, and the ground had all the hard,
black look of the frost that the east wind brings. The
sea, fiercer now with turning tide, whitecapped and
steep, broke harshly in the bay. Of the birds there
was no sign.

Nat shut the window and the door of the small
bedroom and went back across the passage to his
own room.

His wife sat up in bed, one child asleep beside
her; the smaller one in her arms, his face bandaged.

“He’s sleeping now,” she whispered. “Something
must have cut him; there was blood at the corners of
his eyes. Jill said it was the birds. She said she woke
up and the birds were in the room.”

His wife looked up at Nat, searching his face for
confirmation. She looked terrified, bewildered. He
did not want her to know that he also was shaken,
dazed almost, by the events of the past few hours.

“There are birds in there,” he said. “Dead birds,
nearly fifty of them.”

He sat down on the bed beside his wife.

“It’s the hard weather,” he said. “It must be that;
it’s the hard weather. They aren’t the birds, maybe,
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from around here. They’ve been driven down from
upcountry.”

“But Nat,” whispered his wife, “it’s only this night
that the weather turned. They can’t be hungry yet.
There’s food for them out there in the fields.”

“It’s the weather,” repeated Nat. “I tell you, it’s the
weather.”

His face, too, was drawn and tired, like hers. They
stared at one another for a while without speaking.

Nat went to the window and looked out. The sky
was hard and leaden, and the brown hills that had
gleamed in the sun the day before looked dark and
bare. Black winter had descended in a single night.

The children were awake now. Jill was chattering,
and young Johnny was crying once again. Nat heard
his wife’s voice, soothing, comforting them as he
went downstairs.

Presently they came down. He had breakfast ready
for them.

“Did you drive away the birds?” asked Jill.

“Yes, they’ve all gone now,” Nat said. “It was the
east wind brought them in.”

“I hope they won’t come again,” said Jill.

“T’ll walk with you to the bus,” Nat said to her.

Jill seemed to have forgotten her experience of the
night before. She danced ahead of him, chasing the
leaves, her face rosy under her pixy hood.

All the while Nat searched the hedgerows for the
birds, glanced over them to the ficlds beyond, looked
to the small wood above the farm where the rooks
and jackdaws gathered; he saw none. Soon the bus
came ambling up the hill. \

Nat saw Jill onto the bus, then turned and walked
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back toward the farm. It was not his day for work,
but he wanted to satisfy himself that all was well. He
went to the back door of the farmhouse; he heard
Mrs. Trigg singing, the wireless making a back-
ground for her song.

“Are you there, missus?” Nat called.

She came to the door, beaming, broad, a good-
tempered woman.

“Hullo, Mr. Hocken,” she said. “Can you tell me
where this cold is coming from? Is it Russia? I've
never seen such'a change. And it’s going on, the
wireless says. Something to do with the Arctic
Circle.”

“We didn’t turn on the wireless this morning,”
said Nat. “Fact is, we had trouble in the night.”

“Kiddies poorly?”

“No.” He hardly knew how to explain. Now, in
daylight, the battle of the birds would sound absurd.

He tried to tell Mrs. Trigg what had happened,
but he could see from her eyes that she thought his
story was the result of nightmare following a heavy
meal.

“Sure they were real birds?” she said, smiling.

“Mrs. Trigg,” he said, “there are fifty dead birds—
robins, wrens, and such—lying low on the floor of
the children’s bedroom. They went for me; they tried
to go for young Johnny’s eyes.”

Mrs. Trigg stared at him doubtfully. “Well, now,”
she answered. “I suppose the weather brought them;
once in the bedroom they wouldn’t know where they
were. Foreign birds maybe, from that Arctic Circle.”

“No,” said Nat. “They were the birds you see about
here every day.”
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“Funny thing,” said Mrs. Trigg. “No explaining
it, really. You ought to write up and ask the Guard-
7an. They’d have some answer for it. Well, I must
be getting on.”

Nat walked back along the lane to his cottage. He
found his wife in the kitchen with young Johnny.

“See anyone?” she asked.

“Mrs. Trigg,” he answered. “I don’t think she be-
lieved me. Anyway, nothing wrong up there.”

“You might take the birds away,” she said. “I
daren’t go into the room to make the beds until you
do. I'm scared.”

“Nothing to scare you now,” said Nat. “They’re
dead, aren’t they?”

He went up with a sack and dropped the stiff
bodies into it, one by one. Yes, there were fifty of
them all told. Just the ordinary, common birds of the
hedgerow; nothing as large even as a thrush. It
must have been fright that made them act the way
they did.

He took the sack out into the garden and was faced
with a fresh problem. The ground was frozen solid,
yet no snow had fallen; nothing had happened in
the past hours but the coming of the east wind. It
was unnatural, queer. He could see the whitecapped
seas breaking in the bay. He decided to take the birds
to the shore and bury them.

When he reached the beach below the headland,
he could scarcely stand, the force of the east wind
was so strong. It was low tide; he crunched his way
over the shingle to the softer sand and then, his back
to the wind, opened up his sack.

He ground a pit in the sand with his heel, meaning
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to drop the birds into it; but as he did so, the force
of th® wind lifted them as though in flight again,
and they were blown away from him along the
beach, tossed like feathers, sprcad and scattered.

The tide will take them when it turns, he said to
himself.

He looked out to sea and watched the crested
breakers, combmg green. They rose stiffly, curled,
and broke again; and because it was ebb tide, the
roar was distant, more remote, lacking the sound and
thunder of the flood.

Then he saw them. The gulls. Out there, riding
the seas.

What he had thought at first were the whitecaps
of the waves were gulls. Hundreds, thousands, tens
of thousands.

They rose and fell in the troughs of the seas, heads
to the wind, like a mighty fleet at anchor, waiting on
the tide.

Nat turned; leaving the beach, he climbed the steep
path home.

Someone should know of this. Someone should be
told. Something was happening, because of the east
wind and the weather, that he did not understand.

As he drew near the cottage, his wife came to meet
him at the door. She called to him, excited. “Nat,”
she said, “it’s on the wireless. They’vc just read out a
special news bulletin. It’s not only here, it’s every-
where. In London, all over the country. Something
has happened to the birds. Come listen; they’re re-
peating it.”

Together they went into the kitchen to listen to
the announcement.
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“Statement from the Home Office, at eleven a.M.
this morning. Reports from all over the countd are
coming in hourly about the vast quantity of birds
flocking above towns, villages, and outlying districts,
causing obstruction and damage and even attacking
individuals. It is thought that the Arctic air stream at
present covering the British Isles is causing birds to
migrate south in immense numbers, and that intense
hunger may drive these birds to attack human be-
ings. Householders are warned to see to their win-
dows, doors, and chimneys, and to take reasonable
precautions for the safety of their children. A further
statement will be issued later.”

A kind of excitement seized Nat. He 'looked at his
wife in triumph. “There you are,” he said. “I've been
telling myself all morning there’s something wrong.
And just now, down on the beach, I looked out to sea
and there were gulls, thousands of them, riding on
the sea, waiting.”

“What arg they waiting for, Nat?” she asked.

He stared at her. “I don’t know,” he said slowly.

He went over to the drawer where he kept his
hammer and other tools.

“What are you going to do, Nat ?”

“See to the windows and the chimneys, like they
tell you to.”

“You think they would break in with the windows
shut? Those wrens and robins and such? Why, how
could they?”

He did not answer. He was not thinking of the
robins and the wrens. He was thinking of the gulls.

He went upstairs and worked there the rest of the
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morning, boarding the windows of the bedrooms,
filling up the chimney bases.

“Dinner’s ready.” His wife called him from the
kitchen.

“All right. Coming down.”

When dinner was over and his wife was washing
up, Nat switched on the one o’clock news. The same
announcement was repeated, but the news bulletin
enlarged upon it. “The flocks of birds have caused
dislocation in all areas,” said the announcer, “and in
London the mass was so dense at ten o’clock this
.morning that it seemed like a vast black cloud. The
birds settled on rooftops, on window ledges, and on
chimneys. The species included blackbird, thrush, the
common house sparrow, and as might be expected
in the metropolis, a vast quantity of pigeons, star-
lings, and that frequenter of the London river, the
black-headed gull. The sight was so unusual that
traffic came to a standstill in many thoroughfares,
work was abandoned in shops and offices, and the
streets and pavements were crowded with people
standing about to watch the birds.”

The announcer’s voice was smooth and suave; Nat
had the impression that he treated the whole business
as he would an elaborate joke. There would be
others like him, hundreds of them, who did not
know what it was to struggle in darkness with a
flock of birds.

Nat switched off the wireless. He got up and
started work on the kitchen windows. His wife
watched him, young Johnny at her heels.

“What they ought to do,” she said, “is to call the
Army out and shoot the7 birds.”
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“Let them try,” said Nat. “How’d they set about

it?”

“I don’t know. But something should be done.
They ought to do something.”

Nat thought to himself that “they” were no doubt
considering the problem at that very moment, but
whatever “they” decided to do in London and the
big cities would not help them heére, nearly three
hundred miles away.

“How are we off for food?” he asked.

“It’s shopping day tomorrow, you know that. I
don’t keep uncooked food about. Butcher doesn’t call
till the day after. But I can bring back something
when I go in tomorrow.”

Nat did not want to scare her. Hc looked in the
larder for himself and in the cupboard where she
kept her tins.

They could hold out for a couple of days.

He went on hammering the boards across the
kitchen windows. Candles. They were low on can-
dles. That must be another thing she meant to buy
tomorrow. Well, they must go early to bed tonight.
That was, if—

He got up and went out the back door and stood
in the garden, looking down toward the sea.

There had been no sun all day, and now, at barely
three o’clock, a kind of darkness had already come;
the sky was sullen, heavy, colorless like salt. He could
hear the vicious sea drumming on the rocks.

He walked down the path halfway to the beach.
And then he stopped. He could see the tide had
turned. The gulls had risen. They were circling,
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hundreds of them, thousands of them, lifting their
wings against the wind.

It was the gulls that made the darkening of the sky.

And they were silent. They just went on soaring
and circling, rising, falling, trying their strength
against the wind. Nat turned. He ran up the path
back to the cottage.

“I'm going for Jill,” he said to his wife.

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “You've gone
quite white.” :

“Keep Johnny inside,” he said. “Keep the door
shut. Light up now and draw the curtains.”

“It’s only gone three,” she said.

“Never mind. Do what I tell you.”

He looked inside the tool shed and took the hoe.

He started walking up the lane to the bus stop.
Now and again he glanced back over his shoulder;
and he could see the gulls had risen higher now, their
circles were broader, they were spreading out in
huge formation across the sky.

He hurried on. Although he knew the bus would
not come before four o’clock, he had to hurry.

He waited at the top of the hill. There was half
an hour still to go.

The east wind came whipping across the fields
from the higher ground. In the distance he could see
the clay hills, white and clean against the heavy
pallor of the sky.

Something black rose from behind them, like a
smudge at first, then widening, becoming deeper.
The smudge became a cloud; and the cloud divided
again into five other clouds, spreading north, east,
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south, and west; and then they were not clouds at
all but birds.

He watched them travel across the sky, within two
or three hundred feet of him. He knew, from their
speed, that they were bound inland; they had no
business with the people here on the peninsula. They
were rooks, crows, jackdaws, magpies, jays, all birds
that usually preyed upon the smaller species, but
bound this afternoon on some other mission.

He went to the telephone call box, stepped inside,
lifted the receiver. The exchange would pass the
message on. “I'm speaking from the highway,” he
said, “by the bus stop. I want to report large forma-
tions of birds traveling upcountry. The gulls are also
forming in the bay.”

“All right,” answered the voice, laconic, weary.

“You’ll be sure and pass this message on to the
proper quarter?”

“Yes. Yes.” Impatient now, fed up. The buzzing
note resumed. .

She’s another, thought Nat. She doesn’t care.

The bus came lumbering up the hill. Jill climbed
out.

“What’s the hoe for, Dad ?”

“I just brought it along,” he said. “Come on now,
let’s get home. It’s cold; no hanging about. See how
fast you can run.”

He could see the gulls now, still silent, circling the
fields, coming in toward the land.

“Look, Dad; look over there. Look at all the gulls.”

“Yes. Hurry now.”

“Where are they flying to? Where are they go-
ing?”
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“Upcountry, I dare say. Where it’s warmer.”

He seized her hand and dragged her after him
along the lane.

“Don’t go so fast. I can’t keep up.”

The gulls were copying the rooks and the crows.
They were spreading out, in formation, across the
sky. They headed, in bands of thousands, to the four
compass points.

“Dad, what is it? What are the gulls doing?”

They were not intent upon their flight, as the
crows, as the jackdaws, had been. They still circled
overhead. Nor did they fly so high. It was as though
they waited upon some signal; as though some de-

" cision had yet to be given.

“I wish the gulls would go away.” Jill was crying.
“I don’t like them. They’re coming closer to the
lane.”

He started running, swinging Jill after him. As
they went past the farm turning, he saw the farmer
backing his car into the garage. Nat called to him.

“Can you give us a lift?” he said.

Mr. Trigg turned in the driver’s seat and stared at
them. Then a smile came to his cheerful, rubicund
face. “It looks as though we’re in for some fun,” he
said. “Have you seen the gulls? Jim and I are going
to take a crack at them. Everyone’s gone bird crazy,
talking of nothing else. I hear you were troubled in
the night. Want a gun?”

Nat shook his head.

The small car was packed, but there was room for
Jill on the back seat.

“I don’t want a gun,” said Nat, “but I'd be obliged
if you'd run Jill home. She’s scared of the birds.”
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“Okay,” said the farmer. “I'll take her home. Why
don’t you stop behind and join the shooting match?
We'll make the feathers fly.”

Jill climbed in, and turning the car, the driver sped
up the lane. Nat followed after. Trigg must be crazy.
What use was a gun against a sky of birds?

They were coming in now toward the farm, cir-
cling lower in the sky. The farm, then, was their
target. Nat increased his pace toward his own cottage.
He saw the farmer’s car turn and come back along
the lane. It drew up beside him with a jerk.

“The kid has run inside,” said the farmer. “Your
wife was watching for her. Well, what do you make
of it? They’re saying in town the Russians have done
it. The Russians have poisoned the birds.”

“How could they do that?” asked Nat.

“Don’t ask me. You know how stories get around.”

“Have you boarded your windows?” asked Nat.

“No. Lot of nonsense. I've had more to do today
than to go round boarding up my windows.”

“I'd board them now if I were you.”

“Garn. You’re windy. Like to come to our place to
sleep?”

“No, thanks all the same.”

“All right. See you in the morning. Give you a
gull breakfast.”

The farmer grinned and turned his car to the farm
entrance. Nat hurried on. Past the little wood, past
the old barn, and then across the stile to the remain-
ing field. As he jumped the stile, he heard the whir
of wings. A black-backed gull dived down at him
from the sky. It missed, swerved in flight, and rose to
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dive again. In a moment it was joined by others—
six, seven, a dozen.

Nat dropped his hoe. The hoe was useless. Cover-
ing his head with his arms, he ran toward the cot-
tage.

They kept coming at him from the air—noiseless,
silent, save for the beating wings. The terrible, flutter-
ing wings. He could feel the blood on his hands,
his wrists, upon his neck. If only he could keep them
from his eyes. Nothing else mattered.

With each dive, with each attack, they became
bolder. And they had no thought for themselves.
When they dived low and missed, they crashed,
bruised and broken, on the ground.

As Nat ran he stumbled, kicking their spent bodies
in front of him.

He found the door and hammered upon it with his
bleeding hands. “Let me in,” he shouted. “It’s Nat.

» Let me in.”

Then he saw the gannet, poised for the dive, above
him in the sky.

The gulls circled, retired, soared, one with another,
against the wind.

Only the gannet remained. One single gannet,
above him in the sky. Its wings folded suddenly to
its body. It dropped like a stone.

Nat screamed; and the door opened.

He stumbled across the threshold, and his wife
threw her weight against the door.

They heard the thud of the gannet as it fell.

His wife dressed his wounds. They were not deep.
The backs of his hands had suffered most, and his
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wrists. Had he not worn a cap, the birds would have
reached his head. As for the gannet—the gannet
could have split his skull.

The children were crying, of course. They had
seen the blood on their father’s hands.

“It’s all right now,” he told them. “I'm not hurt.”

His wife was ashen. “I saw them overhead,” she
whispered. “They began collecting just as Jill ran in
with Mr. Trigg. I shut the door fast, and it jammed.
That’'s why I couldn’t open it at once when you
came.”

“Thank God the birds waited for me,” he said.
“Jill would have fallen at once. They’re flying inland,
thousands of them. Rooks, crows, all the bigger
birds. I saw them from the bus stop. They’re making
for the towns.” "

“But what can they do, Nat?”

“They’ll attack. Go for everyone out in the streets.
Then they’ll try the windows, the chimneys.”

“Why don’t the authorities do something? Why
don’t they get the Army, get machine guns?”

“There’s been no time. Nobody’s prepared. We'll
hear what they have to say on the six o’clock news.”

“I can hear the birds,” Jill said. “Listen, Dad.”

Nat listened. Muffled sounds came from the win-
dows, from the door.. Wings brushing the surface,
sliding, scraping, seeking a way of entry. The sound
of many bodies pressed together, shuffling on the sills.
Now and again came a thud, a crash, as some bird
dived and fell.

Some of them will kill themselves that way, he
thought, but not enough. Never enough.
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“All right,” he said aloud. “I've got boards over the
windows, Jill. The birds can’t get in.”

He went and examined all the windows. He found
wedges—pieces of old tin, strips of wood and metal
—and fastened them at the sides of the windows
to reinforce the boards.

His hammering helped to deafen the sound of the
birds, the shuffling, the tapping, and—more ominous
—the splinter of breaking glass.

“Turn on the wireless,” he said.

He went upstairs to the bedrooms and reinforced
the windows there. Now he could hear the birds on
the roof—the scraping of claws, a sliding, jostling
sound.

He decided the whole family must sleep in the
kitchen and keep up the fire. He was afraid of the
bedroom chimneys. The boards he had placed at
their bases might give way. In the kitchen they
would be safe because of the fire. .

He would have to make a joke of it. Pretend to the
children they were playing camp. If the worst hap-
pened and the birds forced an entry by way of the
bedroom chimneys, it would be hours, days perhaps,
before they could break down the doors. The birds
would be imprisoned in the bedrooms. They could
do no harm there. Crowded together, they would
stiffie and die. He began to bring the mattresses
downstairs.

At sight of them, his wife’s eyes widened in ap-

prehension.
~ “All right,” he said cheerfully. “We'll all sleep to-
gether in the kitchen tonight. More cozy, here by the
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fire. Then we won’t be worried by those silly old
birds tapping at the windows.”

He made the children help him rearrange the
furniture, and he took the precaution of moving the
dresser against the windows.

We're safe enough now, he thought. We're snug
and tight. We can hold out. It’s just the food that
worries me. Food and coal for the fire. We've enough
for two or three days, not more. By that time—

No use thinking ahead as far as that. And they’d
be given directions on the wireless.

And now, in the midst of many problems, he
realized that only dance music was coming over the
air. He knew the reason. The usual programs had
been abandoned; this only happened at exceptional
times.

At six o'clock the records ceased. The time signal
was given. There was a pause, and then the an-
nouncer spoke. His voice was solemn, grave. Quite
different from midday.

“This is London,” he said. “A national emergency
was'proclaimed at four o’clock this afternoon. Meas-
ures are being taken to safeguard the lives and
property of the population, but it must be under-
stood that these are not easy to effect immediately,
owing to the unforeseen and unparalleled nature of
the present crisis. Every householder must take pre-
cautions about his own building. Where several
people live together, as in flats and hotels, they must
unite to do the utmost that they can to prevent entry.
It is absolutely imperative that every individual stay
indoors tonight.

“The birds, in vast numbers, are attacking anyone
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on sight, and have already begun an assault upon
buildings; but these, with due care, should be im-
penetrable.

“The population is asked to remain calm.

“Owing to the exceptional nature of the emer-
gency, there will be no further transmission from any
broadcasting station until seven a.m. tomorrow.”

They played “God Save the Queen.” Nothing
more happened. ;

Nat switched off the set. He looked at his wife. She
stared back at him.

“We'll have supper early,” suggested Nat. “Some-
thing for a treat—toasted cheese, eh? Something we
all like.”

He winked and-nodded at his wife. He wanted the
look of dread, of apprehension, to leave her face.

He helped with the supper, whistling, singing,
making as much clatter as he could. It seemed to him
that the shuffling and the tapping were not so intense
as they had been at first, and presently he went up to
the bedrooms and listened. He no longer heard the
jostling for place upon the roof.

They've got reasoning powers, he thought. They
know it’s hard to break in here. Theyll try else-
where.

Supper passed without incident. Then, when they
were clearing away, they heard a new sound, a
familiar droning.

His wife looked up at him, her face alight.

“It’s planes,” she said. “They’re sending out planes
after the birds. That will get them. Isn’t that gun-
fire? Can’t you hear guns?”

It might be gunfire, out at sea. Nat could not tell.
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Big naval guns might have some effect upon the
gulls out at sea, but the gulls were inland now. The
guns couldn’t shell the shore because of the popula-
tion.

“I’s good, isn’t it,” said his wife, “to hear the
planes?”

Catching her enthusiasm, Jill jumped up and
down with Johnny. “The planes will get the birds.”

Just then they heard a crash about two miles dis-
tant. Followed by a second, then a third. The dron-
ing became more distant, passed away out to sea.

“What was that?” asked his wife.

“I don’t know,” answered Nat. He did not want to
tell her that the sound they had heard was the crash-
ing of aircraft.

It was, he had no doubt, a gamble on the part of
the authorities to send out reconnaissance forces, but
they might have known the gamble was suicidal.
What could aircraft do against birds that flung
themselves to death against propeller and fuselage
but hurtle to the ground themselves?

“Where have the planes gone, Dad?” asked Jill.

“Back to base,” he said. “Come on now, time to
tuck down for bed.”

There was no further drone of aircraft, and the
naval guns had ceased. Waste of life and effort, Nat
said to himself. We can’t destroy enough of them
that way. Cost too heavy. There’s always gas. Maybe
they’ll try spraying with gas, mustard gas. We'll
be warned first, of course, if they do. There’s one
thing, the best brains of the country will be on it to-
night.
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Upstairs in the bedrooms all was quiet. No more
scraping and stabbing at the windows. A lull in
battle. The wind hadn’t dropped, though. Nat could
still hear it roaring in the chimneys. And the sea
breaking down on the shore.

Then he remembered the tide. The tide would be
on the turn. Maybe the lull in battle was because of
the tide. There was some law the birds obeyed, and
it had to do with the east wind and the tide.

He glanced at his watch. Nearly eight o'clock. It
must have gone high water an hour ago. That ex-
plained the lull. The birds attacked with the flood
tide. ‘

He reckoned the time limit in his head. They had
six hours to go without attack. When the tide turned
again, around 1:20 in the morning, the birds would
come back.

He called softly to his wife and whispered to her
that he would go out and sece how they were faring
at the farm, see if the telephone was still working
there so that they might get news from the exchange.

“You’re not to go,” she said at once, “and leave
me alone with the children. I can’t stand it.”

“All right,” he said, “all right. I'll wait till morn-
ing. And we can get the wireless bulletin then, too,
at seven. But when the tide ebbs again, I'll try for the
farm; they may let us have bread and potatoes.”

His mind was busy again, planning against emer-
gency. They would not have milked, of course, this
evening. The cows would be standing by the gate,
waiting; the household would be inside, battened
behind boards as they were here at the cottage.
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That is, if they had had time to take precautions.

Softly, stealthily, he opened the back door and
looked outside.

It was pitch-dark. The wind was blowing harder
than ever, coming in steady gusts, icy, from the sea.

He kicked at the step. It was heaped with birds.
These were the suicides, the divers, the ones with
broken necks. Wherever he looked, he saw dead
birds. The living had flown seaward with the turn
of the tide. The gulls would be riding the seas now,
as they had done in the forenoon.

In the far distance on the hill, something was
burning. One of the aircraft that had crashed; the
fire, fanned by the wind, had set light to a stack.

He looked at the bodies of the birds. He had a
notion that if he stacked them, one upon the other,
on the window sills, they would be added protection
against the next attack.

Not much, perhaps, but something. The bodies
would have to be clawed at, pecked and dragged
aside before the living birds gained purchase on the
sills and attacked the panes.

He set to work in the darkness. It was queer. He
hated touching the dead birds, but he went on with
his work. He noticed grimly that every windowpane
was shattered. Only the boards had kept the birds
from breaking in.

He stuffed the cracked panes with the bleeding
bodies of the birds and felt his stomach turn. When
he had finished, he went back into the cottage and
barricaded the kitchen door, making it doubly se-
cure.

His wife'had made him cocoa; he drank it thirstily.
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He was very tired. “All right,” he said, smiling,
“don’t worry. We'll get through.”

He lay down on his mattress and closed his eyes.

He dreamed uneasily because, through his dreams,
ran the dread of something forgotten. Some piece of
worke that he should have done. It was connected, in
some way, with the burning aircraft.

It was his wife, shaking his shoulder, who awoke
him finally.

“They’ve begun,” she sobbed. “They’ve started this
last hour. I can’t listen to it any longer alone. There’s
something smells bad too, something burning.”

Then he remembered. He had forgotten to make
up the fire.

The fire was smoldering, nearly out. He got up
swiftly and lighted the lamp.

The hammering had started at the windows and
the door, but it was not that he minded now. It was
the smell of singed feathers.

The smell filled the kitchen. He knew what it
was at once. The birds were coming down the chim-
ney, squeezing their way down to the kitchen range.

He got sticks and. paper and put them on the
embers, then reached for the can of kerosene.

“Stand back,” he shouted to his wife. He threw
some of the kerosene onto the fire.

The flame roared up the pipe, and down into the
fire fell the scorched, blackened bodies of the birds.

The children waked, crying. “What is it?” asked
Jill. “What’s happened ?”

Nat had no time to answer her. He was raking the
bodies from the chimney, clawing them out onto the
floor.
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The flames would drive away the living birds from
the chimney top. The lower joint was the difficulty
though. It was choked with the smoldering, helpless
bodies of the birds caught by fire.

He scarcely heeded the attack on the windows
and the door. Let them beat their wings, break their
backs, lose their lives, in the desperate attempt to
force an entry into his home. They would not break
in. :

“Stop crying,” he called to the children. “There’s
nothing to be afraid of. Stop crying.”

He went on raking out the burning, smoldering
bodies as they fell into the fire.

This’ll fetch them, he said to himself. The draft
and the flames together. We're all right as long as
the chimney doesn’t catch.

Amid the tearing at the window boards came the
sudden homely striking of the kitchen clock. Three
o'clock.

A little more than four hours to go. He could not
be sure of the exact time of high water. He reckoned
the tide would not turn much before half past seven.

He waited by the range. The flames were dying.
But no more blackened bodies fell from the chimney.
He thrust his poker up as far as it could go and
found nothing.

The danger of the chimney’s being choked up was
over. It could not happen again, not if the fire was
kept burning day and night.

I’ll have to get more fuel from the farm tomorrow,
he thought. I can do all that with the ebb tide. It can
be worked; we can fetch what we need when the
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tide’s turned. We've just got to adapt ourselves, that's
all.

They drank tea and cocoa, ate slices of bread.
Only half a loaf left, Nat noticed. Never mind,
though; they’d get by.

If they could hang on like this until seven, when
the first news bulletin came through, they would
not have done too badly.

“Give us a smoke,” he said to his wife. “It will clear
away the smell of the scorched feathers.”

“There’s only two left in the packet,” she said. “I
was going to buy you some.”

“I'll have one,” he said.

He sat with one arm around his wife and one
around Jill, with Johnny on his lap, the blankets
heaped about them on the mattress.

“You can’t help admiring the beggars,” he said.
“They’ve got persistency. You'd think they’d tire of
the game, but not a bit of it.”

Admiration was hard to sustain. The tapping went
on and on; and a new, rasping note struck Nat’s ear,
as though a sharper beak than any hitherto had come
to take over from its fellows.

He tried to remember the names of birds; he tried
to think which species would go for this partlcular
job.

It was not the tap of the woodpecker. That would
be light and frequent. This was more serious; if it
continued long, the wood would splinter as the glass
had done.

Then he remembered the hawks. Could the hawks
have taken over from the gulls? Were there buzzards



40 Daphne du Maurier

now upon the sills, using talons as well as beaks?
Hawks, buzzards, kestrels, falcons; he had forgotten
the birds of prey. He had forgotten the gripping
power of the birds of prey. Three hours to go; and
while they waited, the sound of the splintering wood,
the talons tearing at the wood.

Nat looked about him, seeing what furniture he
could destroy to fortify the door.

The windows were safe because of the dresser. He
was not certain of the door. He went upstairs; but
when he reached the landing, he paused and listened.

There was a soft patter on the floor of the children’s
bedroom. The birds had broken through.

The other bedroom  was still clear. He brought
out the furniture to pile at the head of the stairs
should the door of the children’s bedroom go.

“Come down, Nat. What are you doing?” called
his wife.

“I won’t be long,” he shouted. “I'm just making
everything shipshape up here.”

He did not want her to come. He did not want her
to hear the pattering in the children’s bedroom, the
brushing of those wings against the door.

After he suggested breakfast, he found himself
watching the clock, gazing at the hands that went
so slowly around the dial. If his theory was not cor-
rect, if the attack did not cease with the turn of the
tide, he knew they were beaten. They could not
continue through the long day without air, without
rest, without fuel.

A crackling in his ears drove away the sudden,
desperate desire for sleep.

“What is it? What now ?” he said sharply.
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“The wireless,” said his wife. “I've been watching
the clock. It’s nearly seven.”

The comfortable crackling of the wireless brought
new life.

They waited. The kitchen clock struck seven.

The crackling continued. Nothing else. No chimes.
No music.

They waited until a quarter past. No news bulle-
tin came through.

“We heard wrong,” he said. “They won’t be broad-
casting until eight o’clock.”

They left the wireless switched on. Nat thought of
the battery, wondered how much power was left in
the battery. If it failed, they would not hear the in-
structions.

“It’s getting light,” whispered his wife. “I can’t
see it but I can feel it. And listen! The birds aren’t
hammering so loud now.”

She was right. The rasping, tearing sound grew
fainter every moment. So did the shuffling, the jos-
tling for place upon the step, upon the sills. The tide
was on the turn.

By eight there was no sound at all. Only the wind.
And the crackling of the wireless. The children,
lulled at last by the stillness, fell asleep.

At half past eight Nat switched the wireless off.

“We’ll miss the news,” said his wife.

“There isn’t going to be any news,” said Nat.
“We've got to depend upon ourselves.”

He went to the door and slowly pulled away the
barricades. He drew the bolts, and kicking the
broken bodies from the step outside the door,
breathed the cold air.



42  Daphne du Maurier

He had six working hours before him, and he
knew he must reserve his strength to the utmost, not
waste it in any way.

Food and light and fuel; these were the most
necessary things. If he could get them, they could en-
dure another night.

He stepped into the garden; and as he did so, he
saw the living birds. The gulls had gone to ride the
sea, as they had done before. They sought sea food
and the buoyancy of the tide before they returned to
the attack. -

Not so the land birds. They waited, and watched.

Nat saw them on the hedgerows, on the soil,
crowded in the trees, outside in the field—line upon
line of birds, still, doing nothing. He went to the end
of his small garden.

The birds did not move. They merely watched
him.

I've got to get food, Nat said to himself. I've got
to go to the farm to get food.

He went back to the cottage. He saw to the win-
dows and the door.

“I'm going to the farm,” he said.

His wife clung to him. She had seen the living
birds from the open door.

“Take us with you,” she begged. “We can’t stay
here alone. I’d rather die than stay here alone.”

“Come on, then,” he'said. “Bring baskets and
Johnny’s pram. We can load up the pram.”

They dressed against the biting wind. His wife
put Johnny in the pram, and Nat took Jill’s hand.

“The birds,” Jill whimpered. “They’re all out there
in the fields.”
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“They won’t hurt us,” he said. “Not in the light.”

They started walking across the field toward the
stile, and the birds did not move. They waited, their
heads turned to the wind.

When they reached the turning to the farm, Nat
stopped and told his wife to wait in the shelter of the
hedge with the two children. “But I want to see Mrs.
Trigg,” she protested. “There are lots of things we
can borrow if they went to market yesterday, and—"

“Wait here,” Nat interrupted. “I'll be back in a
moment.”

The cows were lowing, moving restlessly in the
yard, and he could see a gap in the fence where the
sheep had knocked their way through to roam un-
checked in the front garden before the farmhouse.

No smoke came from the chimneys. Nat was filled
with misgiving. He did not want his wife or the
children to go down to the farm.

He went down alone, pushing his way through the
herd of lowing cows, who turned this way and that,
distressed, their udders full.

He saw the car standing by the gate. Not put
away in the garage.

All the windows of the farmhouse were smashed.
There were many dead gulls lying in the yard and
around the house.

The living birds perched on the group of trees
behind the farm and on the roof of the house. They
were quite still. They watched him. Jim’s body lay
E the yard. What was left of it. His gun was beside

m.

The door of the house was shut and bolted, but it
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was easy to push up a smashed window and climb
through.

Trigg’s body was close to the telephone. He must
have been trying to get through to the exchange
when the birds got him. The receiver was off the
hook, and the instrument was torn from the wall.

No sign of Mrs. Trigg. She would be upstairs. Was
it any use going up? Sickened, Nat knew what he
would find there.

Thank God, he said to himself, there were no
children.

He forced himself to climb the stairs, but halfway
up he turned and descended again. He could see
Mrs. Trigg’s legs protruding from the open bedroom
door. Beside her were the bodies of black-backed
gulls and an umbrella, broken. It’s no use doing any-
thing, Nat thought. I've only got five hours; less than
that. The Triggs would understand. I must load up
with what I can find.

He tramped back to his wife and children.

“I'm going to fill up the car with stuff,” he said.
“We'll take it home and return for a fresh load.”

“What about the Triggs?” asked his wife.

“They must have gone to friends,” he said.

“Shall I come and help you then?”

“No, there’s a mess down there. Cows and sheep all
over the place. Wait; I'll get the car. You can sit in
the car.”

Her eyes watched his all the time he was talking.
He believed she understood. Otherwise she certainly
would have insisted on helping him find the bread
and groceries.
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They made three journeys altogether, to and from
the farm, before he was satisfied they had everything
they needed. It was surprising, once he started think-
ing, how many things were necessary. Almost the
most important of all was planking for the windows.
He had to go around searching for timber. He
wanted to renew the boards on all the windows at
the cottage. 4

On the final journey he drove the car to the bus
stop and got out and went to the telephone box.

He waited a few minutes, jangling the hook. No
good, though. The line was dead. He climbed onto a

‘bank and looked over the countryside, but there was

no sign of life at all, nothing in the fields but the
waiting, watching birds.

Some of them slept; he could see their beaks
tucked into their feathers.

You'd think they’d be feeding, he said to himself,
not just standing that way.

Then he remembered. They were gorged with
food. They had eaten their fill during the night.
That was why they did not move this morning.

He lifted his face to the sky. It was colorless, gray.
The bare trees looked bent and blackened by the east
wind.

The cold did not affect the living birds, waiting
out there in the fields.

This is the time they ought to get them, Nat said
to himself. They’re a sitting target now. They must
be doing this all over the country. Why don’t our
aircraft take off now and spray them with mustard
gas? What are all our chaps doing? They must
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know; they must see for themselves.

He went back to the car and got into the driver’s
seat.

“Go qu1ckly past that second gate,” whispered
his wife. “The postman’s lying there. I don’t want
Jill to see.”

It was a quarter to one by the time they reached
the cottage. Only an hour to go.

“Better have dinner,” said Nat. “Hot up something
for yourself and the children, some of that soup. I've
no time to eat now. I've got to unload all this stuff
- from the car.” 5

He got everything inside the cottage. It could be
sorted later. Give them all something to do during the
long hours ahead.

First he must see to the windows and the door.

He went around the cottage methodically, testing
every window and the door. He climbed onto the
roof also, and fixed boards across every chimney ex-
cept the kitchen’s.

The cold was so intense he could hardly bear it,
but the job had to be done. Now and again he looked
up, searching the sky for aircraft. None came. As he
worked, he cursed the inefficiency of the authorities.

He paused, his work on the bedroom chimney
finished, and looked out to sea. Something was mov-
ing out there. Something gray and white among thc
breakers.

“Good old Navy,” he said. “They never let us
down. They’re coming down channel; they’re turn-
ing into the bay.”

He waited, straining his eyes toward the sea. He
was wrong, though. The Navy was not there. It was
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the gulls rising from the sea. And the massed flocks
in the fields, with ruffled feathers, rose in formation
from the ground and, wing to wing, soared upward
to the sky.

The tide had turned again.

Nat climbed down the ladder and went inside the
cottage. The family were at dinner. It was a little
after two.

He bolted the door, put up the barricade, and
lighted the lamp.

“It’s nighttime,” said young Johnny.

His wife had switched on the wireless once again.
The crackling sound came, but nothing else.

“I've been all round the dial,” she said, “foreign
stations and all. I can’t get anything but the crack-
ling.” 1

“Maybe they have the same trouble,” he said.
“Maybe it’s the same right through Europe.”

They ate in silence.

The tapping began at the windows, at the door, the
rustling, the jostling, the pushing for position on the
sills. The first thud of the suicide gulls upon the step.

When he had finished dinner, Nat planned, he
would put the supplies away, stack them neatly, get
everything shipshape. The boards were strong against
the windows and across the chimneys. The cottage
was filled with stores, with fuel, with all they needed
for the next few days.

His wife could help him, and the children too.
They’d tire themselves out between now. and a
quarter to nine, when the tide would ebb; then he’d
tuck them down on their mattresses, see that they
slept good and sound until three in the morning.
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He had a new scheme for the windows, which was
to fix barbed wire in front of the boards. He had
brought a great roll of it from the farm. The nuisance
was, he’d have to work at this in the dark, when the
lull came between nine and three. Pity he had not
thought of it before. Still, as long as the wife and
kids slept—that was the main thing.

The smaller birds were at the windows now. He
recognized the light tap-tapping of their beaks and
the soft brush of their wings.

The hawks ignored the windows. They con-
centrated their attack upon the door.

Nat listened to the tearing sound of splintering
wood, and wondered how many million years of
memory were stored in those little brains, behind the
stabbing beaks, the piercing eyes, now giving them
this instinct to destroy mankind with all the deft
precision of machines.

“I'll smoke that last cigarette,” he said to his wife.
“Stupid of me. It was the one thing I forgot to
bring back from the farm.”

He reached for it, switched on the crackling
wireless.

. He threw the empty packet onto the fire and
watched it burn.



Man with a Problem

DONALD HONIG

With dull curiosity he watched the crowds gather-
ing far below on the sidewalk. They had become a
sea of bobbing upturned faces. It was rapidly in-
creasing in size, swelling out into the street. The
hurrying newcomers moved with insect-like brisk-
ness, drawn into the rest as if by magnetic tides. The
traffic was beginning to back up with a cacophony of
agitated horn sounds. It all looked very tiny and mys-
terious and incredible from twenty-six stories up.
The sounds that reached him were faint, but the
excitement in them unmistakable.

He was paying little heed to the startled, gasping
faces that kept popping in and out of the window to
gape or plead. First it had been a bellhop, staring
with a disapproving look, crinkling his nose; then
an elevator operator who in a hard gravelly voice had
demanded to know what this was all about.

He looked at the elevator operator’s face. “What
do you think it is all about?” he asked calmly.

“You gonna jump?” the man asked, intrigued.

“Go away,” the man on the ledge said irascibly
and looked down at the streets. The trafic was still
flowing quietly, undisturbed; he had not been no-
ticed yet.
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“You won’t walk away from a jump like that,” the
elevator man growled as his head ducked in.

A moment later, the head of the assistant manager
poked through the window, the curtains flying
around his distinguished, clean-shaven, rather indig-
nant face.

“I beg your pardon,” the assistant manager said.

The man waved him away.

“You’re contemplating a very foolish thing,” the
assistant manager said, smug and comfortable in
what he knew was unassailable logic.

The manager finally appeared, a fat red face that
first looked down and then looked over at the man
standing on the ledge, contemplating him for a
moment.

“What are you doing out there?” the manager
asked.

“I'm going to jump.”

“Who are you? What’s your name?”

“Carl Adams. And the reason why I’'m doing this
does not concern you.”

“Think what you’re doing, man,” the manager
said, his double chin trembling as he spoke, the strain
of leaning forward out the window turning his face
even redder.

“T’ve thought about it. Now go away and leave me
alone.”

The ledge was narrow, about eighteen inches in
width. He stood between two windows, but there was
no chance of reaching him from either of the win-
dows. His back was against the wall, the bright sun
falling full upon him. He had left his jacket inside.
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His white shirt was open at the throat and he quite
resembled a figure prepared for execution.

Successive heads kept poking through the window.
They spoke quietly to him, addressing him as Mr.
Adams. Some spoke to him condescendingly, as
though they had already convinced themselves he
was a paranoid. They identified themselves as a
physician, various hotel officials, a clergyman.

“Why not come in and talk it over?” the clergy-
man asked gently.

“There’s nothing left to say,” Adams said.

“Do you want me to come out and guide you back
through the window ?”

“If you or anyone else steps out,” Adams said
tersely, “so help me I'll jump.”

“Can’t you tell us your problem?”

“NO.” )

“How can we help you then?”

“You can’t. Go away.”

For a while no one came to the window. And then
a policeman’s head popped out, looking at him for a
moment, rather cynically.

“Hey, fella,” the policeman said.

Adams looked at him, studying his face. “What
do you want?” he asked. '

“They called me up from downstairs. Said there’s
a guy up here threatening to take a dive. You’re not
really going to jump, are you?”

*Yes.”

“What do you want to do that for?”

“It’s my nature to do spectacular things.”

“Hey, you got a sehse of humor,” the policeman
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said. He pushed his cap back on his head, sitting out
on the window sill. “I like that. Want a cigarette ?”

“No,” Adams said.

The policeman shook a cigarette loose from his
pack and lighted it. He inhaled deeply, expelling the
smoke out into the sunshine where the wind snapped
it up. “It’s sure a pretty day, you know ?””

“A good day to die,” Adams said, looking at him.

“You're pretty morbid, fella. You got a family ?”

“No. Do you?”

“T've got a wife.”

“Well, I have no one.”

“That’s too bad.”

“Yes,” Adams said. It wasn’t so long ago that I did
have a family, he thought. Only yesterday in fact. He
had left the house in the morning to go to work and
Karen had said good-by to him at the door (not
kissed him, like she used to do; theirs was a kissless
marriage now, but she was still his wife, he still
loved only her, then and forever, would never give
her the divorce, remained firm about that even
though she said she would leave him eventually).
And then he had come home at six o’clock and there
was no wife any more, no love, nothing, only the
empty bottle of sleeping pills and the note and the
silent apartment . . . and Karen’s body lying on the
couch.

She had left the note on his pillow. It was written
neatly, thoughtfully, explaining. Steve had told her
he could not go away with her. Steve had deceived
her. (It was that open, that blunt and brusque; she
could mention Steve like that and he would know—
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as he had known for months now. Once he had even
seen them together in a neighborhood cabaret.
There had been nothing surreptitious about it on her
part. She told him that their marriage was over,
spoke freely of Steve to him.)

He had gone out that night and walked the streets
until after midnight, come back to the house and
gone to sleep. He awoke that morning knowing im-
mediately that his mind had been made up, that he
was going to do this which he was now planning. He
walked to this part of town and checked into the
hotel, asking for a room near the top. He knew that
what would happen after that would happcn nat-
urally, as a matter of course.

The streets were black with gaping, morbid,
curious people now. The police had forced the
throngs back, creating a great clearing directly
below, should he decide to jump. He could see the
firemen standing with their canvas life-net that
looked like a round black pancake, a red circle painted
in the center, but he knew that that could do nothing
for a body hurtling twenty-six floors. There was no
way his would-be rescuers could get at him. The
fire ladders did not reach that high. A cornice pro-
truding directly above him from the roof precluded
any rescue attempts from that quarter.

“This is useless, senseless,” a man was saying to
him, his head leaning out of the window.

“You might think so,” Adam said.

“Look, I'm a doctor, the man said earnestly. “I
can help you.”

“In which ward ?”
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“No wards, Mr. Adams. I promise you.”

“It’s too late now.”

“If you jump then it will be too late. Now there’s
still time.”

“You'd better go and attend to somebody who
needs you, doctor. I don’t need you.”

The doctor disappeared. Adams stared critically
down at the crowds. Already he had the strange,
singular feeling of apartness, the nearness of death
having established the gulf between him and other
men. He was different now, apart and alone. All
those people down there waiting, waiting. They’ll
see something all right, he thought. And those men
in the room, he could hear them jabbering, plotting,
scheming, figuring ways of seducing his mind, prob-
ably making frantic phone calls to experts on the sub-
ject of suicide.

He looked around, a face was out the window,
staring at him. It was the clergyman again, a round,
concerned, sincere face.

“Is there anything we can do for you?” the clergy-
man asked.

“No,” he said.

“Do you want to come in now?”

“You’re wasting your time, father.”

“I'm not wasting my time.”

“Yes, you are. I'm not coming in.”

“Do you want us to leave you alone to think ?”

“Do as you please.”

The clergyman’s head disappeared. He was alone
again. He watched the crowds, a soft amusement in
his eyes now. The height did not bother him any
longer, as it had when he had first stepped out onto
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the ledge. He felt close to the buildings that soared
around him. '

He wondered what intricate methods of rescue they
were planning. Ropes, ladders, nets, dangling chairs.
They would have to be very careful, he knew, because
they were never quite certain what his state of mind
was.

The policeman reappeared. Adams knew he
would. He had been more responsive to him than
any of the others and so the policeman would try
again.

“You know, Adams,” the officer said, sitting out on
"the window sill again, casually, “in a way you’re do-
ing me a favor.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, normally I'd be down there directing traffic.
But because of you I'm up here taking it easy.”

“Is that so?”

“That’s so.”

“You might just as well be up here. That traffic
isn’t moving anyway.”

The policeman laughed. “That’s right,” he said.
“Those people down there,” he said with a gesture,
“are expecting you to jump. They’re looking forward
to it.”

Adams looked at him. “Looking forward to it?”

“Sure. They’ve made up their minds that you’re
going to jump and they want to see it. You going to
disappoint them?”

Adams looked down, his eyes sweeping over the
blocks and blocks of clustered people.

“You can’t hear them up here,” the policeman
said, “but they’re yelling for you to jump.”
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“Are they?”

“Uh-huh. They feel you owe them that for making
them stand around here all afternoon.”

“They’re like a pack of hungry wolves,” Adams
said.

“That’s right. Why give up your life just so they
can have a thrill?” The policeman watched Adams:-
face, thought he detected. a flicker of uncertainty.
“Come on in,” he said in a low, cajoling voice. “The
hell with all those people.”

“Maybe you're right,” Adams said.

“Sure.”

Adams wavered, his back coming away from the
wall for a moment, then he fell back, covering his
eyes for a second.

“What’s the matter?” the policeman asked.

“I guess I'm a bit dizzy. Maybe you’d better give me
a hand.”

The policeman looked across the street, there were
news photographers on the roof there, their cameras
poised. It would make quite a picture for the morning
papers.

“All right,” the policeman said. “Hold on.”

The crowd sent up a roar of thrill and terror when
they saw the policeman climb out of the window
and stand on the ledge, a few feet from the immobile
man in the white shirt. They watched him edge
along, carefully extending his hand.

Adams reached his hand toward the policeman’s.

“I knew you would come up eventually,” Adams
said. “That’s why I chose this place.”

“What?” the policeman said, trying to maintain
his balance on the narrow ledge.
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“My name isn’t Adams, Steve. Karen was my
wife. Do you know that last night she . ..”

The terror spread over the policeman’s face as he
tried to draw back, but his hand was locked in the
other’s, and then there was a sudden lunge and
sickening thrust and twist and as he began to topple
softly out into space, toward the rising roar from the
crowd, the last conscious thing he felt was the firm,
hard hand gripping his like a vise.




They Bite

ANTHONY BOUCHER

There was no path, only the almost vertical ascent.
Crumbled rock for a few yards, with the roots of sage
finding their scanty life in the dry soil. Then jagged
outcroppings of crude crags, sometimes with ac-
cidental footholds, sometimes witH overhanging and
untrustworthy branches of greasewood, sometimes
with no aid to climbing but the leverage of your
muscles and the ingenuity of your balance.

The sage was as drably green as the rock was
drably brown. The only color was the occasional
rosy spikes of a barrel cactus.

Hugh Tallant swung himself up on to the last
pinnacle. It had a deliberate, shaped look about it—
a petrified fortress of Lilliputians, a Gibraltar of
pygmies. Tallant perched on its battlements and un-
slung his fieldglasses.

The desert valley spread below him. The tiny
cluster of buildings that was Oasis, the exiguous
cluster of palms that gave name to the town and
shelter to his own tent and to the shack he was build-
ing, the dead-ended highway leading straightfor-
wardly to nothing, the oiled roads diagraming the
vacant blocks of an optimistic subdivision.

Tallant saw none of these. His glasses were fixed
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beyond the oasis and the town of Oasis on the dry
lake.. The gliders were clear and vivid to him, and
the uniformed men busy with them were as sharply
and minutely visible as a nest of ants under glass. The
training school was more than usually active. One
glider in particular, strange to Tallant, seemed the
focus of attention. Men would come and examine
it and glance back at the older models in comparison.

Only the corner of Tallant’s left eye was not pre-
occupied with the new glider. In that corner some-
thing moved, something little and thin and brown as
the earth. Too large for a rabbit, much too small for
a man. It darted across that corner of vision, and
Tallant found gliders oddly hard to concentrate on.

He set down the bifocals and deliberately looked
about him. His pinnacle surveyed the narrow, flat
area of the crest. Nothing stirred. Nothing stood out
against the sage and rock but one barrel of rosy
spikes. He took up the glasses again and resumed
his observations. When he was done, he methodically
entered the results in the little black notebook.

His hand was still white. The desert is cold and
often sunless in winter. But it was a firm hand, and
as well trained as his eyes, fully capable of recording
faithfully the designs and dimensions which they had
registered so accurately.

Once his hand slipped, and he had to erase and re-
draw, leaving a smudge that displeased him. The
lean, brown thing had slipped across the edge of his
vision again. Going toward the east edge, he would
swear, where that set of rocks jutted like the spines
on the back of a stegosaur.

Only when his notes were completed did he yield
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to curiosity, and even then with cynical self-re-
proach. He was physically tired, for him an unusual
state, from this daily climbing and from clearing the
ground for his shack-to-be. The eye muscles play odd
nervous tricks. There could be nothing behind the
stegosaur’s armor.

There was nothing. Nothing alive and moving.

"Only the torn and half-plucked carcass of a bird,

which looked as though it had been gnawed by some
small animal.

It was halfway down the hill—hill in Western ter-
minology, though anywhere east of the Rockies it
would have been considered a sizable mountain—
that Tallant again had a glimpse of a moving figure.

But this was no trick of a nervous eye. It was not
little nor thin nor brown. It was tall and broad and
wore a loud red-and-black lumberjacket. It bellowed
“Tallant!” in a cheerful and lusty voice.

Tallant drew near the man and said, “Hello.” He
paused and added, “Your advantage, I think.”

The man grinned broadly. “Don’t know me? Well,
I daresay ten years is a long time, and the California
desert ain’t exactly the Chinese rice fields. How’s
stuff? Still loaded down with Secrets for Sale?”

Tallant tried desperately not to react to that shot,
but he stiffened a little. “Sorry. The prospector getup
had me foolcd Good to see you agam, Morgan.”

The man’s eyes had narrowed. “Just having my
little joke.” He smiled. “Of course you wouldn’t have
no serious reason for mountain-climbing around a
glider school, now would you? And you’d kind of
need fieldglasses to keep an eye on the pretty birdies.”
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“I'm out here for my health.” Tallant’s voice
sounded unnatural even to himself.

“Sure, sure. You were always in it for your health.
And come to think of it, my own health ain’t been
none too good lately. I've got me a little cabin way to
hell-and-gone around here, and I do me a little pros-
pecting now and then.'And somehow it just strikes
me, Tallant, like maybe I hit a pretty good lode to-
day.”

“Nonsense, old man. You can see—"

“I’d sure hate to tell any of them army men out at
the field some of the stories I know about China and
the kind of men I used to know out there. Wouldn’t
cotton to them stories a bit, the army wouldn’t. But
if I was to have a drink too many and get talkative-
like—"

«“Tell you what,” Tallant suggested brusquely. “It’s
getting near sunset now, and my tent’s chilly for
evening visits. But drop around in the morning and
we'll talk over old times. Is rum still your tipple ?”

“Sure is. Kind of expensive now, you under-
stand—"

“I'll lay some in. You can find the place easily—
over by the oasis. And we . . . we might be able to
talk about your prospecting, too.”

Tallant’s thin lips were set firm as he walked away.

The bartender opened a bottle of beer and plunked
it on the damp-circled counter. “That’ll be twenty
cents,” he said, then added as an afterthought, “Want
a glass? Sometimes tourists do.”

Tallant looked at the others sitting at the counter—
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the red-eyed and unshaven old man, the flight
sergeant unhappily drinking a Coke—it was after
army hours for beer—the young man with the long,
dirty trench coat and the pipe and the new-looking
brown beard—and saw no glasses. “I guess I won’t
be a tourist,” he decided.

This was the first time Tallant had had a chance
to visit the Desert Sport Spot. It was as well to be
seen around in a community. Otherwise people begin
to wonder and say, “Who is that man out by the
oasis? Why don’t you ever see him any place?”

The Sport Spot was quiet that night. The four of
them at the counter, two army boys shooting pool,
and a half-dozen of the local men gathered about a
round poker table, soberly and wordlessly cleaning
a construction worker whose mind seemed more on
his beer than on his cards.

“You just passing through?” the bartender askcd
sociably.

Tallant shook his head. “I’'m moving in. When the
army turned me down for my lungs I decided I
better do something about it. Heard so much about
your climate here I thought I might as well try it.”

“Sure thing,” the bartender nodded. “You take up
until they started this glider school, just about every
other guy you meet in the desert is here for his health.
Me, I had sinus, and look at me now. It’s the air.”

Tallant breathed the atmosphere of smoke and
beer suds, but did not smile. “I'm looking forward to
miracles.”

“You'll get 'em. Whereabouts you staying?”

“Over that way a bit. The agent called it ‘the old
Carker place.””
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Tallant felt the curious listening silence and
frowned. The bartender had started to speak and then
thought better of it. The young man with the beard
looked at him oddly. The old man fixed him with
red and watery eyes that had a faded glint of pity
in them. For a moment Tallant felt a chill that had
nothing to do with the night air of the desert.

The old man drank his beer in quick gulps, and
frowned as though trying to formulate a sentence. At
last he wiped beer from his bristly lips and said,
“You wasn’t aiming to stay in the adobe, was you?”

“No. It’s pretty much gone to pieces. Easier to rig
me up a little shack than try to make the adobe
livable. Meanwhile, I've got a tent.”

“That’s all right, then, mebbe. But mind you don’t
go poking around that there adobe.”

“I don’t think I'm apt to. But why not? Want
another beer?”

The old man shook his head reluctantly and slid
from his stool to the ground. “No thanks. I don’t
rightly know as I

“Yes ?”

“Nothing. Thanks all the same.” He turned and
shuffled to the door.

Tallant smiled. “But why should I stay clear of the
adobe?” he called after him.

The old man mumbled.

“What?”

“They bite,” said the old man, and went out shiver-
ing into the night.

The bartender was back at his post. “I'm glad he
didn’t take that beer you offered him,” he said.
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“Along about this time in the evening I have to stop
serving him. For once he had the sense to quit.”

Tallant pushed his own empty bottle forward. “I
hope I didn’t frighten him away?”

“Frighten? Well, mister, I think maybe that’s just
what you did do. He didn’t want beer that sort of
came, like you might say, from the old Carker place.
Some of the old-timers here, they’re funny that way.”

Tallant grinned. “Is it haunted ?”

“Not what you’d call haunted, no. No ghosts there
that I ever heard of.” He wiped the counter with a
a cloth, and seemed to wipe the subject away with it.

The flight sergeant pushed his Coke bottle away,
hunted in his pocket for nickels, and went over to the
pinball machine. The young man with the beard
slid onto his vacant stool. “Hope old Jake didn’t
worry you,” he said.

Tallant laughed. “I suppose every town has its
deserted homestead with a grisly tradition. But this
sounds a little different. No ghosts, and they bite. Do
you know anythmg about it?”

“A little,” the young man said seriously. “A little.
Just enough to—"

Tallant was curious. “Havc one on me and tell me
about it.”

The flight sergeant swore bitterly at the machine.

Beer gurgled through the beard. “You see,” the
young man began, “the desert’s so big you can’t be
alone in it. Ever notice that? It’s all empty and there’s
nothing in sight, but there’s always something mov-
ing over there where you can’t quite see it. It’s some-
thing very dry and thin and brown, only when you
look around it isn’t there. Ever see it?”
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“Optical fatigue—" Tallant began.

“Sure. I know. Every man to his own legend.
There isn’t a tribe of Indians hasn’t got some way of
accounting for it. You've heard of the Watchers?
" And the twentieth-century white man comes along,
and it’'s optical fatigue. Only in the nineteenth
century things weren’t quite the same, and there were
the Carkers.”

“You've got a special localized legend ?”

“Call it that. You glimpse things out of the corner
of your mind, same like you glimpse lean, dry things
out of the corner of your eye. You encase ’em in solid
circumstance and they’re not so bad. That is known
as the Growth of Legend. The Folk Mind in Action.
You take the Carkers and the things you don’t quite
see and you put ’em together. And they bite.”

Tallant wondered how long that beard had been
absorbing beer. “And what were the Carkers?” he
prompted politely.

“Ever hear of Sawney Bean? Scotland—reign of
James First or maybe the Sixth, though I think
Roughead’s wrong on that for once. Or let’s be more
modern—ever hear of the Benders? Kansas in the
1870’s? No? Ever hear of ProcrustcsP Or Poly-
phemus? Or Fee-fi-fo-fum?

“There are ogres, you know. They’re no legcnd
They’re fact, they are. The inn where nine guests left
for every ten that arrived, the mountain cabin that
sheltered travelers from the snow, sheltered them all
winter till the melting spring uncovered their bones,
the lonely stretches of road that so many passengers
traveled halfway—you’ll find ’em everywhere. All
over Europe and pretty much in this country too
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before communications became what they are.
Profitable business. And it wasn’t just the profit. The
Benders made money, sure; but that wasn’t why they
killed all their victims as carefully as a kosher
butcher. Sawney Bean got so he didn’t give a damn
about the profit; he just needed to lay in more meat
for the winter.

“And think of the chances you’d have at an oasis.”

“So these Carkers of yours were, as you call them,
ogres?”

“Carkers, ogres—maybe they were Benders. The
Benders were never seen alive, you know, after the
townspeople found those curiously butchered bodies.
There’s a rumor they got this far West. And the time
checks pretty well. There wasn’t any town here in the
eighties. Just a couple of Indian families; last of a
dying tribe living on at the oasis. They vanished
after the Carkers moved in. That’s not so surprising.
The white race is a sort of super-ogre, anyway. No-
body worried about them. But they used to worry
about why so many travelers never got across this
stretch of desert. The travelers used to stop over at the
Carkers, you see, and somehow they often never got
any farther. Their wagons’d be found maybe fifteen
miles beyond in the desert. Sometimes they found
the bones, too, parched and white. Gnawed-looking,
they said sometimes.”

“And nobody ever did anything about these Car-
kers?”

“Oh, sure. We didn’t have King James Sixth—
only I still think it was First—to ride up on a great
white horse for a gesture, but twice army detach-
ments came here and wiped them all out.”
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“Twice? One wiping-out would do for most
families.” Tallant smiled.

“Uh-huh. That was no slip. They wiped out the
Carkers twice because you see once didn’t do any
good. They wiped "em out and still travelers vanished
and still there were gnawed bones. So they wiped "em
out again. After that they gave up, and people de-
toured the oasis. It made a longer, harder trip, but
after all—"

Tallant laughed. “You mean these Carkers were
immortal ?”

“I don’t know about immortal. They somehow just
didn’t die very easy. Maybe, if they were the Benders
—and I sort of like to think they were—they learned
a little more about what they were doing out here on
the desert. Maybe they put together what the Indians
knew and what they knew, and it worked. Maybe
Whatever they made their sacrifices to, understood
them better out here than in Kansas.”

“And what’s become of them—aside from seeing
them out of the corner of the eye?”

“There’s forty years between the last of the Carker
history and this new settlement at the oasis. And
people won’t talk much about what they learned
here in the first year or so. Only that they stay away
from that old Carker adobe. They tell some stories—
The priest says he was sitting in the confessional one
hot Saturday afternoon and thought he heard a
penitent come in. He waited a long time and finally
lifted the gauze to sce was anybody there. Something
was there, and it bit. He’s got three fingers on his
right hand now, which looks funny as hell when he
gives a benediction.”
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Tallant pushed their two bottles toward the bar-
tender. “That yarn, my young friend, has earned
another beer. How about it, bartender? Is he always
cheerful like this, or is this just something he’s
improvised for my benefit?”

The bartender set out the fresh bottles with great
solemnity. “Me, I wouldn’t've told you all that my-
self, but then he’s a stranger, too, and maybe don’t
feel the same way we do here. For him it’s just a
story.”

“It’s more comfortable that way,” said the young
man with the beard, and took a firm hold on his beer
bottle.

“But as long as you've heard that much,” said the
bartender, “you might as well— It was last winter,
when we had that cold spell. You heard funny stories
that winter. Wolves coming into prospectors cabins
just to warm up. Well, business wasn’t so good. We
don’t have a license for-hard liquor and the boys
don’t drink much beer when it’s that cold. But they
used to come in anyway because we've got that big
oil burner.

“So one night there’s a bunch of ’em in here—old
Jake was here, that you was talking to, and his dog
Jigger—and I think I hear somebody else come
in. The door creaks a little. But I don’t see nobody
and the poker game’s going and we’re talking just
like we’re talking now, and all of a sudden I hear a
kind of a noise like crack! over there in that corner
behind the jukebox near the burner.

“I go over to see what goes and it gets away before
I can see it very good. But it was little and thin and
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it didn’t have no clothes on. It must’ve been damned
cold that winter.”

“And what was the cracking noise?” Tallant
asked dutifully.

“That? That was a bone. It must've strangled
Jigger without any noise. He was a little dog. It ate
most of the flesh, and if it hadn’t cracked the bone
for the marrow it could’ve finished. You can stll
see the spots over there. The blood never did come
out.”

There had been silence all through the story. Now
suddenly all hell broke loose. The flight sergeant let
out a splendid yell and began pointing excitedly at
the pinball machine and yelling for his pay-off. The
construction worker dramatically deserted the poker
game, knocking his chair over in the process, and
announced lugubriously that these guys here had
their own rules, see ?

Any atmosphere of Carker-inspired horror was
dissipated. Tallant whistled as he walked over to put
a nickel in the jukebox. He glanced casually at the
floor. Yes, there was a stain, for what that was worth.

He smiled cheerfully and felt rather grateful to the
Carkers. They were going to solve his blackmail
problem very neatly.

Tallant dreamed of power that night. It was a
common dream with him. He was a ruler of the
new American Corporate State that should follow
the war; and he said to this man “Come!” and he
came, and to that man “Go!” and he went, and to
his servants “Do this!” and they did it.

Then the young man with the beard was standing
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before him, and the dirty trench coat was like the
robes of an ancient prophet. And the young man said,
“You see yourself riding high, don’t you? Riding
the crest of the wave—the Wave of the Future, you
call it. But there’s a deep, dark undertow that you
don’t see, and that’s a part of the Past. And the
Present and even the Future. There is evil in man-
kind that is blacker even than your evil, and infinitely
more ancient.”

And there was something in the shadows behind
the young man, something little and lean and brown.

Tallant’s dream did not disturb him the following
morning. Nor did the thought of the approaching
interview with Morgan. He fried his bacon and eggs
and devoured them cheerfully. The wind had died
down for a change, and the sun was warm enough
so that he could strip to the waist while he cleared
land for his shack. His machete glinted brilliantly as
it swung through the air and struck at the roots of
the brush.

Morgan’s full face was red and sweating when he
arrived.

“It’s cool over there in the shade of the adobe,”
Tallant suggested. “We’ll be more comfortable.” And
in the comfortable shade of the adobe he swung the
machete once and clove Morgan’s full red sweating
face in two.

It was so simple. It took less effort than uprooting
a clump of sage. And it was so safe. Morgan lived in
a cabin way to hell-and-gone and was often away on
prospecting trips. No one would notice his absence
for months, if then. No one had any reason to con-
nect him with Tallant. And no one in Oasis would
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hunt for him in the Carker-haunted adobe.

The body was heavy, and the blood dripped warm
on Tallant’s bare skin. With relief he dumped what
had been Morgan on the floor of the adobe. There
were no boards, no flooring. Just the earth. Hard,
but not too hard to dig a grave in. And no one was
likely to come poking around in this taboo territory
to notice the grave. Let a year or so go by, and the
grave and the bones it contained would be attributed
to the Carkers.

The corner of Tallant’s eye bothered him again. De-
liberately he looked about the interior of the adobe.

The little furniture was crude and heavy, with no
attempt to smooth down the strokes of the ax. It
was held together with wooden pegs or half-rotted
thongs. There were age-old cinders in the fireplace,
and the dusty shards of a cooking jar among them.

And there was a deeply hollowed stone, covered
with stains that might have been rust, if stone rusted.
Behind it was a tiny figure, clumsily fashioned of
clay and sticks. It was something like a man and
something like a lizard, and something like the
things that flit across the corner of the eye.

Curious now, Tallant peered about further. He
penetrated to the corner that the one unglassed win-
dow lighted but dimly. And there he let out a little
choking gasp. For a moment he was rigid with hor-
ror. Then he smiled and all but laughed aloud.

This explained everything. Some curious indi-
vidual had seen this, and from his account burgeoned
the whole legend. The Carkers had indeed learned
something from the Indians, but that secret was the
art of embalming.
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It was a perfect mummy. Either the Indian art had
shrunk bodies, or this was that of a ten-year-old boy.
There was no flesh. Only skin and bone and taut dry
stretches of tendon between. The eyelids were closed;
the sockets looked hollow under them. The nose was
sunken and almost lost. The scant lips were tightly
curled back from the long and very white teeth,
which stood forth all the more brilliantly agamst
the decp—brown skin.

It was a curious little trove, this mummy. Tallant
was already calculating the chances for raising a
decent sum of money from an interested anthropolo-
gist—murder can produce such delightfully prof-¢
itable chance by-products—when he noticed the in-
finitesimal rise and fall of the chest.

The Carker was not dead. It was sleeping.

Tallant did not dare stop to think beyond the in-
stant. This was no time to pause to consider if such
things were possible in a well-ordered world. It was
no time to reflect on the disposal of the body of
Morgan. It was a time to snatch up your machete and
get out of there.

But in the doorway he halted. There coming across
the desert, heading for the adobe, clearly seen this
time, was another—a female.

He made an involuntary gesture of indecision.
The blade of the machete clanged ringingly against
the adobe wall. He heard the dry shuffling of a
roused sleeper behind him.

He turned fully now, the machete raised. Dispose
of this nearer one first, then face the female. There
was no room even for terror in his thoughts, only for
action.
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The lean brown shape darted at him avidly. He
moved lightly away and stood poised for its second
charge. It shot forward again. He took one step back,
machete-arm raised, and fell headlong over the
corpse of Morgan. Before he could rise the thin thing
was upon him. Its sharp teeth had met through the
palm of his left hand.

The machete moved swiftly. The thin dry body
fell headless to the floor. There was no blood.

The grip of the teeth did not relax. Pain coursed up
Tallant’s left arm—a sharper, more bitter pain than
you would expect from the bite. Almost as though
venom—

He dropped the machete, and his strong white’
hand plucked and twisted at the dry brown lips. The
teeth stayed clenched, unrelaxing. He sat bracing
his back against the wall and gripped the head be-
tween his knees. He pulled. His flesh ripped, and
blood formed dusty clots on the dirt floor. But the
bite was firm.

His world had become reduced now to that hand
and that head. Nothing outside mattered. He must
free himself. He raised his aching arm to his face,
and with his own teeth he tore at that unrelenting
grip. The dry flesh crumbled away in desert dust, but
the teeth were locked fast. He tore his lip against
their white keenness, and tasted in his mouth the
sweetness of blood and something else.

He staggered to his feet again. He knew what he
must do. Later he could use cautery, a tourniquet,
see a doctor with a story about a Gila monster—their
heads grip, too, don’t they?—but he knew what he
must do now.
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He raised the machete and struck again.

His white hand lay on the brown floor, gripped by
the white teeth in the brown face. He propped him-
self against the adobe wall, momentarily unable to
move. His open wrist hung over the deeply hollowed
stone. His blood and his strength and his life poured
out before the little figure of sticks and clay.

The female stood in the doorway now, the sun
bright on her thin brownness. She did not move. He
knew that she was waiting for the hollow stone to fill.
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They sat late at the lunch table and afterwards
moved through the dim, cool, high-ceilinged rooms
to the judge’s library where, in their quiet talk, the
old man’s past and the young man’s future seemed to
telescope and touch. But at twenty minutes after
three, on that hot, bright, June Saturday afternoon,
the present tense erupted. Out in the quiet street arose
the sound of trouble.

Judge Kittinger adjusted his pince-nez, rose, and
led the way to his old-fashioned veranda from which
they could overlook the tree-roofed intersection of
Greenwood Lane and Hannibal Street. Near the
steps to the corner house, opposite, there was a
surging knot of children and one man. Now, from
the house on the judge’s left, a woman in a blue
house dress ran diagonally toward the excitement.
And a police car slipped up Hannibal Street, gliding
to the curb. One tall officer plunged into the group
and threw restraining arms around a screaming boy.

Mike Russell, saying to his host, “Excuse me, sir,”
went rapidly across the street. Trouble’s center was
the boy, ten or eleven years old, a tow-headed boy
with tawny-lashed blue eyes, a straight nose, a fine
brow. He was beside himself, writhing in the police-
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man’s grasp. The woman in the blue dress was yam-
mering at him. “Freddy! Freddy! Freddy!” Her
voice simply did not reach his ears.

“You ole stinker! You rotten ole stinker! You ole
nut!” All the boy’s heart was in the epithets.

“Now, listen . . .” The cop shook the boy who,
helpless in those powerful hands, yet blazed. His
fury had stung to crimson the face of the grown
man at whom it was directed.

This man, who stood with his back to the house
as one besieged, was plump, half-bald, with eyes
much magnified by glasses. “Attacked me!” he cried
in a high whine. “Rang my bell and absolutely
leaped on me!”

Out of the seven or eight small boys clustered
around them came overlapping fragments of shrill
sentences. It was clear only that they opposed the
man. A small woman in a print dress, a man in
shorts, whose bare chest was winter-white, stood a
little apart, hesitant and distressed. Up on the veranda
of the house the screen door was half open, and a
woman seated in a wheel chair peered forth anxiously.

On the green grass, in the shade perhaps thirty
feet away, there lay in death a small brown-and-
white dog.

The judge’s luncheon guest observed all this.
When the judge drew near, there was a lessening of
the noise. Judge Kittinger said, “This is Freddy
Titus, isn’t it > Mr. Matlin? What’s happened ?”
_'The man’s head jerked. “I,” he said, “did nothing
to the dog. Why would I trouble to hurt the boy’s
dog? I try—you know this, Judge—I try to live in
peace here. But these kids are terrors! They've made
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this block a perfect hell for me and my family.” The
man’s voice shook. “My wife, who is not strong . . .
My step-daughter, who is a cripple . . . These kids are
no better than a slum gang. They are vicious! That
boy rang my bell and aztacked . .. | I'll have him up
for assault! I...”

The judge’s face was old ivory and he was aloof
behind it.

On the porch a girl pushed past the woman in the
chair, a girl who walked with a lurching gait.

Mike Russell asked quietly, “Why do the boys
say it was you, Mr. Matlin, who hurt the dog?”

The kids chorused. “He’s an ole mean ...” “He’s a

nut . ..” “Just because . . .” « .. took Clive’s hat
and...” “...chasesus...” “ .. tries to put every-
thing on us.” “. . . told my mother lies...” .. just
because . . .”

He is our enmemy, they were saying; he is our
enemy.

“They . . .” began Matlin, his throat thick with
anger. ;

“Hold it a minute.” The second cop, the thin one,
walked toward where the dog was lying.

“Somebody,” said Mike Russell in a low voice,
“must do something for the boy.”

The judge looked down at the frantic child. He
said, gently, “I am as sorry as I can be, Freddy.” But
in his old heart there was too much known, and too
many little dogs he remembered that had already
died, and even if he were as sorry as he could be, he
couldn’t be sorry enough. The boy’s eyes turned,
rejected, returned. To the enemy.

Russell moved near the woman in blue, who per-
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tained to this boy somehow. “His mother ?”

“His folks are away. I'm there to take care of him,”
she snapped, as if she felt herself put upon by a crisis
she had not contracted to face.

“Can they be reachedr”

“No,” she said decisively.

The young man put his stranger’s hand on the
boy’s rigid little shoulder. But he too was rejected.
Freddy’s eyes, brilliant with hatred, clung to the
enemy. Hatred doesn’t cry.

“Listen,” said the tall cop, “1f you could hang onto
him for a minute—

“Not I,” said Russell.

The thin cop came back. “Looks like the dog got
poison. When was he found ?”

“Just now,” the kids said.

“Where? There?”

“Up Hannibal Street. Right on the edge of ole
Matlin’s back lot.”

“Edge of my lot!” Matlin’s color freshened again.
“On the sidewalk, why don’t you say? Why don’t
you tell the truth?”

“We are! We don't tell lies!”

“Quiet, you guys,” the cop said. “Pipe down,
now.”

“Heaven’s my witness, I wasn’t even here!” cried
Matlin. “I played nine holes of golf today. I dide’t
get home until . . . May ?” he called over his shoulder.
“What time did I come in?”

The girl on the porch came slowly down, moving
awkwardly on her uneven legs. She was in her
twenties, no child. Nor was she a woman. She said in
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a blurting manner, “About three o’clock, Daddy
Earl. But the dog was dead.”

“What’s that, miss?”

“This is my step-daughter.”

“The dog was dead,” the girl said, “before he came
home. I saw it from upstairs, before three o’clock.
Lying by the sidewalk.”

“You drove in from Hannibal Strcct, Mr. Matlin?
Looks like you’d have seen the dog.”

Matlin said with nervous thoughtfulness, “I don’t
know. My mind. .. Yes, I.

“He’s telling a Tiel”

“Freddy!”

“Listen to that,” said May Matlin, “will you?”

“She’s a liar, too!”

The cop shook Freddy. Mr. Matlin made a sound
of helpless exasperation. He said to the girl, “Go
keep your mother inside, May.” He raised his arm as
if to wave. “It’s all right, honey,” he called to the
woman in the chair, with a false cheeriness that
grated on the ear. “There’s nothing to worry about
now.”

Freddy’s jaw shifted and young Russell’s watching
eyes winced. The girl began to lurch back to the
house.

“It was my wife who put in the call,” Matlin said.
“After all, they were on me like a pack of wolves.
Now, I-—I understand that the boy’s upset. But all the
same, he cannot . . . He must learn . . . I will not
have . .. I have enough to contend with, without this
malice, this unwarranted antagonism, this persecu-
tion.”
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Freddy’s eyes were unwinking.

“It has got to stop!” said Matlin almost hysterically.

“Yes,” murmured Mike Russell, “I should think
so.” Judge Kittinger’s white head, nodding, agreed.

“We've heard about quite a few dog-poisoning
cases over the line in Redfern,” said the thin cop
with professional calm. “None here.”

The man in the shorts hitched them up, looking
shocked. “Who’d do a thing like that?”

A boy said boldly, “Ole Matlin would.” He had
an underslung jaw and wore spectacles on his snug
nose. “I'm Phil Bourchard,” he said to the cop. He
had courage. \ g

“We jist know,” said another. “I'm Ernie Allen.”
Partisanship radiated from his whole thin body. “Ole
Matlin doesn’t want anybody on his ole property.”

“Sure.” “He doesn’t want anybody on his ole
property.” “It was ole Matlin.”

“It was. It was,” said Freddy Titus.

“Freddy,” said the housekeeper in blue, “now, you
better be still. I'll tell your dad.” It was a meaning-
less fumble for control. The boy didn’t even hear it.

Judge Kittinger stried patiently. “You can’t ac-
cuse without cause, Freddy.”

“Bones didn’t hurt his ole property. Bones wouldn’t
hurt anything. Ole Matlin did it.”

“You lying little devil!”

“Hé’s a liar!”

The cop gave Freddy another shake. “You kids
found him, eh?”

“We were up at Bourchard’s and were going down
to the Titus house.”

“And he was dead,” said Freddy.
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“I know nothing about it,” said Matlin icily.
“Nothing at all.”

The cop, standing between, said wearily, “Any of
you people see what coulda happened ?”

“I was sitting in my backyard,” said the man in
shorts. “I'm Daugherty, next door, up Hannibal
Street. Didn’t see a thing.”

The small woman in a print dress spoke up. “I am
Mrs. Page. I live across on the corner, Officer. I
believe I did see a strange man go into Mr. Matlin’s
driveway this morning.”

“When was this, ma’am?”

“About eleven o’clock. He was poorly dressed. He
walked up the drive and around the garage.”

“Didn’t go to the house?”

“No. He was only there a minute. I believe he was
carrying something. He was rather furtive. And very
poorly dressed, almost like a tramp.”

There was a certain relaxing among the elders.
“Ah, the tramp,” said Mike Russell. “The good old
reliable tramp. Are you sure, Mrs. Page? It’s very
unlikely.”

But she bristled. “Do you think I am lying?”

Russell’s lips parted, but he felt the judge’s hand
on his arm. “This is my guest, Mr. Russell . . .
Freddy.” The judge’s voice was gentle. “Let him go,
Officer. I'm sure he understands, now. Mr. Matlin
was not even at home, Freddy. It’s possible that this—
er—stranger . . . Or it may have been an accident.”

“Wasn’t a tramp. Wasn’t an accident.”

“You can’t know that, boy,” said the judge, some-
what sharply. Freddy said nothing. As the officer
slowly released his grasp, the boy took a free step
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backwards, and the other boys surged to surround
him. There stood the enemy, the monster who killed
and lied, and the grownups with their reasonable
doubts were on the monster’s side. But the boys knew
what Freddy knew. They stood together.

“Somebody,” murmured the judge’s guest, “some-
body’s got to help the boy.” And the judge sighed.

The cops went up Hannibal Street toward Matlin’s
back lot, with Mr. Daugherty. Matlin lingered at the
corner talking to Mrs. Page. In the front window of
Matlin’s house the curtain fell across the glass.

Mike Russell sidled up to the housekeeper. “Any
uncles or aunts here in town? A grandmother?”

“No,” she said shortly.

“Brothers or sisters, Mrs. . .. ?”

“Miz Somers. No, he’s the only one. Only reason
they didn’t take him along was 1t s the last week of
school and he didn’t want to miss.”

Mike Russell’s brown eyes suggested the soft
texture of velvet, and they were deeply distressed.
She slid away from their appeal. “He’ll just have to
take it, I guess, like everybody else,” Mrs. Somers
said. “These things happen.”

He was listening intently. “Don’t you care for
dogs?” °

“I don’t mind a dog,” she said. She arched her
neck. She was going to call to the boy.

“Wait. Tell me, does the family go to church? Is
there a pastor or a priest who knows the boy ?”

“They don’t go, far as I ever saw.” She looked at
him as if he were an eccentric.

“Then school. He has a teacher. What grade?”

“Sixth grade,” she said. “Miss Dana. Oh, he’ll be
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okay.” Her voice grew loud, to reach the boy and
hint to him. “He’s a big boy.”

Russell said desperately, “Is there no way to tele-
phone his parents?”

“They’re on the road. They’ll be in some time to-
morrow. That’s all I know.” She was annoyed. “I'll
take care of him. That's why I’'m here.” She raised
her voice and this time it was arch and seductive.
“Freddy, better come wash your face. I know where
there’s some chocolate cookies.”

The velvet left the young man’s eyes. Hard as
buttons, they gazed for a moment. at the woman.
Then he whipped around and left her. He walked
over to where the kids had drifted, near the little
dead creature on the grass. He said softly, “Bones had
his own doctor, Freddy? Tell me his name?” The
boy’s eyes flickered. “We must know what it was that
he took. A doctor can tell. I think his own doctor
would be best, don’t you?”

The boy nodded, mumbled a name, an address.
That Russell mastered the name and the numbers,
asking for no repetition, was a sign of his concern.
Besides, it was this young man’s quality—that he
listened. “May I take him, Freddy? I have a car. We
ought to have a blanket,” he added softly, “a soft, »
clean blanket.”

“I got one, Freddy. ...” “My mother’d let me . ..”

“I can get one,” Freddy said brusquely. They
wheeled, almost in formation.

Mrs. Somers frowned. “You must let them take a
blanket,” Russell warned her, and his eyes were cold.

“I will explain to Mrs. Titus,” said the judge
quickly. \
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“Quite a fuss,” she said, and tossed her head and
crossed the road.

Russell gave the judge a quick, nervous grin. He
walked to the returning cops. “You'll want to run
tests, I suppose? Can the dog’s own vet do it?”

“Certainly. Humane officer will havc to be in
charge. But that’s what the vet’ll want.”

“T’ll take the dog, thcn Any traces up there?”

“Not a thing.”

“Will you explain to the boy that you are in-
vestigating P”

“Well, you know how these things go.” The cop’s
feet shuffled. “Humane officer does what he can.
Probably Monday, after we identify the poison, he’ll
check the drug stores. Usually, if it s a cranky
neighbor, he has already put in a complaint about
the dog. This Matlin says he never did. The humane
officer will get on it Monday. He’s out of town today.
The devil of these cases, we can’t prove a thing,
usually. You get an idea who it was, maybe you can
scare him. It’s 2 misdemeanor all right. Never heard
of a conviction myself.”

“But will you explain to the boy ... ?” Russell
stopped, chewed his lip, and the judge sighed.

“Yeabh, it’s tough on a kid,” the cop said.

When the judge’s guest came back it was nearly
five o’clock. He said, “I came to say goodbye, sir, and
to thank you for the . ..” But his mind wasn’t on the
sentence and he lost it and looked up.

The judge’s eyes were affectionate. “Worried ”

“Judge, sir,” the young man said, “must they feed
him ? Where, sir, in this classy neighborhood is there
an understanding woman’s heart? I herded them to
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that Mrs. Allen. But she winced, sir, and she diverted
them. She didn’t want to deal with tragedy, didn’t
want to think about it. She offered cakes and Cokes
and games.”

“But my dear boy . . .

“What do they teach the kids these days, judge?
To turn away? Put something in your stomach.
Take a drink. Play a game. Don’t weep for your
dead. Just skip it, think about something else.”

“I'm afraid the boy’s alone,” the judge said gently,
“but it’s only for the night.” His voice was melodious.
“Can’t be sheltered from grief when it comes. None
of us can.”

“Excuse me, sir, but I wish he would grieve. I wish
he would bawl his heart out. Wash out that black
hate. T ought to go home. None of my concern. It’s a
woman'’s job.” He moved and his hand went toward
the phone. “He has a teacher. I can’t help feeling con-

‘ cerned, sir. May I try?”

The judge said, “Of course, Mike,” and he put his
brittle old bones into a chair.

Mike Russell pried the number out of the Board of -
"Education. “Miss Lillian Dana? My name is Russell.
You know a boy named Freddy Titus?”

“Oh, yes. He’s in my class.” The voice was pleasing.

“Miss Dana, there is trouble. You know Judge
Kittinger’s house? Could you come there?”

“What is the trouble ?”

“Freddy’s little dog is dead of poison. I'm afraid
Freddy is in a bad state. There is no one to help him.
His folks are away. The woman taking care of him,”
Mike’s careful explanatory sentences burst into indig-
nation, “has no more sympathetic imagination than

”»
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a broken clothes pole.” He heard a little gasp. “I'd
like to help him, Miss Dana, but I'm a man and a
stranger, and the judge . . .” He paused.

“ ..is old,” said the judge in his chair.

“I'm terribly sorry,” the voice on the phone said
slowly. “Freddy’s a wonderful boy.”

“You are his friend?”

“Yes, we are friends.”

“Then could you come? You see, we've got to get
a terrible idea out of his head. He thinks a man
across the street poisoned his dog on purpose. Miss
Dana, Ae has no doubt! And he doesn’t cry.” She
gasped again. “Greenwood Lane,” he said, “and
Hannibal Street—the southeast corner.”

She said, “I'll come. I have a car. I'll come as soon
as I can.”

Russell turned and caught the judge biting his lips.
“Am I making too much of this, sir?” he inquired
humbly. '

“I don’t like the boy’s stubborn conviction.” The
judge’s voice was dry and clear. “Any more than you
do. I agree that he must be brought to understand.
But...” the old man shifted in the chair. “Of course, °
the man, Matlin, is a fool, Mike. There is something
solemn and silly about him that makes him fair
game. He’s unfortunate. He married a widow with
a crippled child, and no sooner were they married
than she collapsed. And he’s not well off. He’s en-
cumbered with that enormous house.”

“What does he do, sir?”

“He’s a photographer. Oh, he struggles, tries his
best, and all that; but with such tension, Mike. That
poor misshapen girl over there tries to keep the
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house; devoted to her mother. Matlin works hard, is
devoted, too. And yet the sum comes out in petty
strife, nerves, quarrels, uproar. And certainly it can-
not be necessary to feud with children.”

“The kids have done their share of that, I'll bet,”
mused Mike. “The kids are delighted—a neighbor-
hood ogre, to add the fine flavor of menace. A focus
for mischief. An enemy.”

“True enough.” The judge sighed.

“So the myth is made. No rumor about ole Matlin
loses anything in the telling. I can see it’s been built
up. You don’t knock it down in a day.”

“No,” said the judge uneasily. He got up from
the chair. _

The young man rubbed his dark head. “I don’t
like it, sir. We don’t know what’s in the kids’ minds,
or who their heroes are. There is only the gang.
What do you suppose it advises?”

“What“could it advise, after all?” said the judge
crisply. “This isn’t the slums, whatever Matlin says.”
He went nervously to the window. He fiddled with
the shade pull. He said suddenly, “From my little
summerhouse in the backyard you can overhear the
gang. They congregate under that oak. Go and edves-
drop, Mike.”

The young man snapped to attention. “Yes, sir.”

“I ... think we had better know,” said the judge,
a trifle sheepishly.

The kids sat under the oak, in a grassy hollow.
Freddy was the core. His face was tight. His eyes

~never left off watching the house of the enemy. The
' others watched him, or hung their heads, or watched
 their own brown hands play with the grass.

J
|
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They were not chattering. There hung about them
a heavy, sullen silence, heavy with a sense of tragedy,
sullen with a sense of wrong, and from time to time
one voice or another would fling out a pronounce-
ment which would sink into the silence, thickening
its ugliness.

The judge looked up from his paper. “Could
you...?”

“I could hear,” said Mike in a quiet voice. “They
are condemning the law, sir. They call it corrupt.
They are quite certain that Matlin killed the dog.
They see themselves as Robin Hoods, vigilantes de-
fending the weak, the wronged, the dog. They think
they are dlscussmg justice. They are waiting for dark.
They speak of weapons, sir—the only ones they
have. B.B. guns, after dark.”

“Great heavens!”

“Don’t worry. Nothing’s going to happen.”

“What are you gomg to do?”

“I'm going to stop it.”

Mrs. Somers was cooking supper when he tapped
on the screen. “Oh, it’s you. What do you want?”

“I want your help, Mrs. Somers. For Freddy.”

“Freddy,” she interrupted loudly, with her nose
high, “is going to have his supper and go to bed his
regular time, and that’s all about Freddy. Now, what
did you want?”

He said, “I want you to let me take the boy to my
apartment for the night.”

“I couldn’t do that!” She was scandalized.

“The judge will vouch...”

“Now, see here, Mr. what’s your name—Russell.
This isn’t my house and Freddy’s not my boy. I'm



THE ENEMY 89

responsible to Mr. and Mrs. Titus. You’re a stranger
to me. As far as I can see, Freddy is no business of
yours whatsoever.”

“Which is his room?” asked Mike sharply.

“Why do you want to know ?” She was hostile and
suspicious.

“Where does he keep his B.B. gun?”

She was startled to an answer. “In the shed out
back. Why?”

He told her.

“Kid’s talk,” she scoffed. “You don’t know much
about kids, do you, young man? Freddy will go to
sleep. First thing he’ll know, it’s morning. That’s
about the size of it.”

“You may be right. I hope so0.”

Mrs. Somers slapped potatoes into the pan. Her
lips quivered indignantly. She felt annoyed because
she was a little shaken. The strange young man really
had hoped so.

Russell scanned the street, went across to Matlin’s
house. The man himself answered the bell. The air
in this house was stale, and bore the faint smell of
old grease. There was over everything an atmosphere
of struggle and despair. Many things ought to have
been repaired and had not been repaired. The place
was too big. There wasn’t enough money, or strength.
It was too much.

Mrs. Matlin could not walk. Otherwise, one saw,
she struggled and did the best she could. She had a
lost look, as if some anxiety, ever present, took about
nine-tenths of her attention. May Matlin limped in
and sat down, lumpishly.

Russell began earnestly, “Mr. Matlin, I don’t know
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how this situation between you and the boys began.
I can guess that the kids are much to blame. I
imagine they enjoy it.” He smiled. He wanted to be
sympathetic toward this man.

“Of course they enjoy it.” Matlin looked tri-
umphant.

“They call me the Witch,” the girl said. “Pretend
they’re scared of me. The devils. I'm scared of them.”

Matlin flicked a nervous eye at the woman in the
wheel chair. “The truth is, Mr. Russell,” he said in
his high whine, “they’re vicious.”

“It’s too bad,” said his wife in a low voice. “I think
it’s dangerous.”

“Mama, you mustn’t worry,” said the girl in an
entirely new tone. ‘I won’t let them hurt you No-
body will hurt you

“Be quiet, May,” said Matlin. “You’ll upsct hcr Of
course nobody will hurt her.”

“Yes, it is dangerous, Mrs. Matlm, said Russell
quietly. “That’s why I came over.”

Matlin goggled. “What? What’s this?”

“Could I possibly persuade you, sir, to spend the
night away from this neighborhood—and depart
noisily ?”

“No,” said Matlin, raring up, his ego bristling,
“no, you cannot! I will under no circumstances be
driven away from my own home.” His voice rose.
“Furthermore, I certainly will not leave my wife and
step-daughter.”

“We could manage, dear,” said Mrs. Matlin anx-
iously.

\Russell told them about the talk under the oak, the
B.B. gun.
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“Devils,” said May Matlin, “absolutely. . . .”

“Oh, Earl,” trembled Mrs. Matlin, “maybe we had
all better go away.”

Matlin, red-necked, furious, said, “We own this

. property. We pay our taxes. We have our rights. Let

them! Let them try something like that! Then, I
think, the law would have something to say. This is
outrageous! I did not harm that animal. Therefore,
I defy . ..” He looked solemn and silly, as the judge
had sald with his face crimson, his weak eyes rolling.

Russcll rose. “I thought I ought to make the sug-
gestion,” he said mildly, “because it would be the
safest thing to do. But don’t worry, Mrs. Matlin,

“because [—”

“A B.B. gun can blind,” she said tensely.

“Or even worse,” Mike agreed. “But I am thinking
of the—"

“Just a minute,” Matlin roared. “You can’t come in
here and terrify my wife! She is not strong. You have
no right.” He drew himself up with his feet at a right
angle, his pudgy arm extended, his plump jowls
quivering. “Get out,” he cried. He looked ridiculous.

Whether the young man and the bewildered

~ woman in the chair might have understood each

other was not to be known. Russell, of course, got
out. May Matlin hobbled to the door and as Russell

"~ went through it she said, “Well, you warned us, any-

how.”

Russell plodded across the pavement again. Long
enchanting shadows from the lowering sun struck
aslant through the golden air and all the old houses
were gilded and softened in their green setting. He
moved toward the big oak. He hunkered down. The
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sun struck its golden shafts deep under the boughs.
“How’s it going?” he asked.

Freddy Titus looked frozen and still. “Okay,” said
Phil Bourchard with elaborate ease. Light on his
owlish glasses hid the eyes.

Mike opened his lips, hesitated. Suppertime struck
on the neighborhood clock. Calls, like chimes, were
sounding.

“’S my Mom,” said Ernie Allen. “See you after.”

“See you after, Freddy.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.,’

Mrs. Somers’ hoot had chimed with the rest and
now Freddy got up stiffly.

“Okay?” said Mike Russell. The useful syllables
that take any meaning at all in American mouths
asked, “Are you feeling less bitter, boy? Are you
any easier?”

“Okay,” said Freddy. The same syllables shut the
man out.

Mike opened his lips. Closed them. Freddy went
across the lawn to his kitchen door. There was a
brown crockery bowl on the back stoop. His sneaker,
rigid on the ankle, stepped over it. Mike Russell
watched, and then, with a movement of his arms, al-
most as if he would wring his hands, he went up the
judge’s steps.

“Well?” The judge opened his door. “Did you
talk to the boy?”

Russell didn’t answer. He sat down.

The judge stood over him. “The boy . .. The
enormity of this whole idea musz be explained to
him.” ,
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“I can’t explain,” Mike said. “I opened my mouth.
Nothing comes out.”

“Perhaps I had better . . .”

“What are you going to say, sir?”

“Why, give him the facts!”

“The facts are . . . the dog is dead.”

“There are no facts that point to Matlin.”

“There are no facts that point to a tramp, either.
That’s too sloppy, sir.”

“What are you driving at?”

“Judge, the boy is more rightfully suspicious than
we are.”

“Nonsense,” said the judge. “The girl saw the
dog’s body before Matlin came. . ..” A

“There is no alibi for poison,” Mike said sadly.

“Are you saying the man is a liar?”

“Liars,” sighed Mike. “Truth and lies. How are
those kids going to understand, sir? To that Mrs.
Page, to the lot of them, truth is only a subjective
intention. ‘I am no liar,’ sez she, sez he. ‘I intend
to be truthful. So do not insult me.” Lord, when will
we begin? It’s what we were talking about at lunch,
sir. What you and I believe. What the race has been
told and told in such agony, in a million years of
bitter lesson. Error, we were saying. Error is the
enemy.”

He flung out of the chair. “We know that to tell
the truth is not merely a good intention. It’s a
damned difficult thing to do. It’s a skill, to be
practiced. It’s a technique. It’s an effort. It takes
brains. It takes watching. It takes humility and self-
examination. It’s a science and an art. Why don’t we
tell the &ids these things? Why is everyone locked
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up in anger, shouting liar at the other side? Why
don’t they automatically know how easy it is to be,
not wicked, but mistaken? Why is there this notion
of violence ? Because Freddy doesn’t think to himself,
‘Wait a minute. I might be wrong.” The habit isn’t
there. Instead, there are the heroes—the big-muscled,
noble-hearted, gun-toting heroes, blind in a righteous-
ness totally arranged by the author. Excuse me, sir.”

“All that may be,” said the judge grimly, “and I
agree. But the pohcc know the lesson. They—"

“They don’t care.’

“What ?”

“Don’t care enough, sir. None of us cares enough—
about the dog.”

“I see,” said the judge. “Yes, I sce. We haven’t the
least idea what happened to the dog.” He touched
his pince-nez.

Mike rubbed his head wearily. “Don’t know what
to do except sit under his window the night through.
Hardly seems good enough i

The judge said simply, “Why don’t you find out
what happened to the dog ?”

The young man’s face changed. “What we need,
sir,” said Mike slowly, “is to teach Freddy how to
ask for it. Just to ask for it. Just to want it.” The old
man and the young man looked at each other. Past
and future tclescoped “Now,” Mike said. “Before
dark.” \

Suppertime, for the kids, was only twenty minutes
long. When the girl in the brown dress with the bare
blond head got out of the shabby coupé, the gang was
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gathered again in its hollow under the oak. She went
to them and sank down on the ground. “Ah, Freddy,
was it Bones? Your dear little dog you wrote about in
the essay ?”

“Yes, Miss Dana.”#Freddy’s voice was shrill and
hostile. I won’t be touched! it cried to her. So she
said no more, but sat there on the ground, and
presently she began to cry. There was contagion.
The simplest thing in the world. First; one of the
smaller ones whimpering. Finally, Freddy Titus,
bending over. Her arm guided his head, and then
he lay weeping in her lap.

Russell, up in the summerhouse, closed his eyes
and praised the Lord. In a little while he swung his
legs over the railing and slid down the bank. “How
do? I'm Mike Russell.”

“I'm Lillian Dana.” She was quick and intelligent,
and her tears were real.

“Fellows,” said Mike briskly, “you know what’s got

" to be done, don’t you? We've got to solve this case.”

They turned their woeful faces.

He said deliberately, “It’s just the same as a mur-
der. It is a murder.”

“Yeah,” said Freddy and sat up, tears drying. “And
it was ole Matlin.”

“Then we have to prove it.”

Miss Lillian Dana saw the boy’s face lock. He
didn’t need to prove anything, the look proclaimed.
He knew. She leaned over a little and said, “But we
can’t make an ugly mistake and put it on Bones’s ac-
count. Bones was a fine dog. That would be a terrible
monument.” Freddy’s eyes turned, startled.
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“It’s up to us,” said Mike gratefully, “to go after
the real facts, with real detective work. For Bones’s
sake.” :

“It’s the least we can do for him,” said Miss Dana,
calmly and decisively. ¢

Freddy’s face lifted.

“Trouble is,” Russell went on quickly, “people get
things wrong. Sometimes they don’t remember
straight. They make mistakes.”

“Ole Matlin tells lies,” said Freddy.

“If he does,” said Russell cheerfully, “then we've
got to prove that he does. Now, I've figured out a
plan, if Miss Dana will help us. You pick a couple
of the fellows, Fred. Have to go to all the houses
around and ask some questions. Better pick the
smartest ones. To find out the truth is very hard,” he
challenged.

“And then?” said Miss Dana in a fluttery voice.

“Then they, and you, if you will . . .”

“Me?” She straightened. “I'm a schoolteacher, Mr.
Russell. Won't the police ... ?”

“Not before dark.”

“What are you going to be doing ?”

“Dirtier work.”

She bit her lip. “It’s nosy. It’s . . . not done.”

“No,” he agreed. “You may lose your job.”

She wasn’t a bad-looking young woman. Her eyes
were fine. Her brow was serious, but there was the
ghost of a dimple in her cheek. Her hands moved.
“Oh, well, I can always take up beauty culture or
something. What are the questions?” She had a pad
of paper and a pencil half out of her purse, and
looked alert and efficient.
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Now, as the gang huddled, there was a warm
sense of conspiracy growing. “Going to be the dickens
of a job,” Russell warned them. And he outlined
some questions. “Now, don’t let anybody fool you
into taking a sloppy answer,” he concluded. “Ask
how they know. Get real evidence. But don’t go to
Matlin’s—TI'll go there.”

“I'm not afraid of him.” Freddy’s nostrils flared.

“I think I stand a better chance of getting the an-
swers,” said Russell coolly. “Aren’t we after the
answers?”

Freddy swallowed. “And if it turns out . . . ?

“It turns out the way it turns out,” said Russell,
rumpling the towhead. “Choose your henchmen.
Tough, remember.”

“Phil. Ernie.” The kids who were left out wailed
as the three small boys and their teacher, who wasn’t
a lot bigger, rose from the ground.

“Ill be tough, Mr. Russell,” Miss Dana said
grimly. “Whoever you are, thank you for getting me
into this.”

“I'm just a stranger,” he said gently, looking down
at her face. “But you are a friend and a teacher.”
Pain crossed her eyes. “You’ll be teaching now, you
know.”

Her chin went up. “Okay, kids. I'll keep the paper
and pencil. Freddy, wipe your face. Stick your shirt
in, Phil. Now, let’s organize. . . .”

It was nearly nine o’clock when the boys and the
teacher, looking rather exhausted, came back to the
judge’s house. Russell, whose face was grave, reached
for the papers in her hands.

”»
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“Just a minute,” said Miss Dana. “Judge, we have
some questions.”

Ernie Allen bared all his heap of teeth and stepped
forward. “Did you see Bones today?” he asked with
the firm skill of repetition. The judge nodded. “How
many times and when?”

“Once. Er—shortly before noon. He crossed my
yard, going east.”

The boys bent over the pad. Then Freddy’s lips
opened hard. “How do you know the time, Judge
Kittinger ?”

“Well,” said the judge, “hm ... . let me think. I was
looking out the window for my company and just
then he arrived.”

“Five minutes of one, sir,” Mike said.

Freddy flashed around. “What makes you sure?”

“I looked at my watch,” said Russell. “I was taught
to be exactly five minutes early when I'm asked to
a meal.” There was a nodding among the boys, and
Miss Dana wrote on the pad.

“Then I was mistaken,” said the judge, thought-
fully. “It was shortly before one. Of course.”

Phil Bourchard took over. “Did you see anyone go
into Matlin’s driveway or back lot?”

“I did not.”

“Were you out of doors or did you look up that
way?”

“Yes, I ... When we left the table. Mike?”

“At two-thirty, sir.”

“How do you know that time for sure?” asked
Freddy Titus.

“Because I wondered if I could politely stay a little
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longer.” Russell’s eyes congratulated Miss Lillian
Dana. She had made them a team, and on it, Freddy
was the How-do-you-know-for-sure Department.

“Can you swear,” continued Phil to the judge,
“there was nobody at all around Matlin’s back lot
then?”

“As far as my view goes,” answered the judge
cautiously.

Freddy said promptly, “He couldn’t see much. Too
many trees. We can’t count that.”

They looked at Miss Dana and she marked on the
pad. “Thank you. Now, you have a cook, sir? We
must question her.”

“This way,” said the judge, rising and bowing.

Russell looked after them and his eyes were velvet
again. He met the judge’s twinkle. Then he sat down:
and ran an eye quickly over some of the sheets of
paper, passing each on to his host.

Startled, he looked up. Lillian Dana, standing in
the door, was watching his face.

“Do you think, Mike . .. ?”

A paper drooped in the judge’s hand.

“We can’t stop,” she challenged.

Russell nodded, and turncd to the judge “May
need some high brass, sir.” The judge rose. “And tell
me, sir, where Matlin plays golf. And the telephone
number of the Salvage League. No, Miss Dana, we
can’t stop. Wc Il take it where it turns.”

“We must,” she said.

It was nearly ten when the neighbors began to
come in. The judge greeted them soberly. The Chief
of Police arrived. Mrs. Somers, looking grim and up-
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rooted in a crépe dress, came. Mr. Matlin, Mrs. Page,
Mr. and Mrs. Daugherty, a Mr. and Mrs. Baker, and
Diane Bourchard, who was sixteen. They looked
curiously at the tight little group, the boys and their
blond teacher.

Last of all to arrive was young Mr. Russell, who
slipped in from the dark veranda, accepted the
judge’s nod, and called the meeting to order.

“We have been investigating the strange death of
a dog,” he began. “Chief Anderson, while we know
your department would have done so in good time,
we also know you are busy, and some of us"—he
glanced at the dark windowpane—“couldn’t wait.
Will you help us now?”

The chief said genially, “That’s why I'm here. I
guess.” It was the judge and his stature that gave
this meeting any standing. Naive, young, a little
absurd it might have seemed had not the old man sat
so quietly attentive among them.

“Thank you, sir. Now, all we want to know is
what happened to the dog.” Russell looked about
him. “First, let us demolish the tramp.” Mrs. Page’s
feathers ruffled. Russell smiled at her. “Mrs. Page
saw a man go down Matlin’s drive this morning. The
Salvage League sent a truck, to pick up rags and
papers, which at ten-forty-two was parked in front of
the Daughertys’. The man, who seemed poorly
dressed in his working clothes, went to the toolroom
behind Matlin’s garage, as he had been instructed to.
He picked up a bundle and returned to his truck.
Mrs. Page,” purred Mike to her scarlet face, “the man
was there. It was only your opinion about him that
proves to have been, not a lie, but an error.”
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He turned his head. “Now, we have tried to trace
the dog’s day and we have done remarkably well,
00.” As he traced it for them, some faces began to
wear at least the ghost of a smile, seeing the little dog
frisking through the neighborhood. “Just before
one,” Mike went on, “Bones ran across the judge’s
yard to the Allens’ where the kids were playing ball.
Up to this time no one saw Bones above Greenwood
Lane or #p Hannibal Street. But Miss Diane Bour-
chard, recovering from a sore throat, was not in
school today. After lunch, she sat on her porch
directly across from Mr. Matlin’s back lot. She was
waiting for school to be out, when she expected her
friends to come by.

“She saw, not Bones, but Corky, an animal be-
longing to Mr. Daugherty, playing in Matlin’s lot
at about two o’clock. I want your opinion. If poisoned
bait had been lying there at two, would Corky have
found it?”

“Seems so,” said Daugherty. “Thank God Corky
didn’t.” He bit his tongue. “Corky’s a show dog,” he
blundered.

“But Bones,” said Russell gently, “was more like a
friend. That’s why we care, of course.”

“It’s a damned shame!” Daugherty looked around
angrily.

“It 1s,” said Mrs. Baker. “He was a friend of mine,
Benes was

“Go on,” growled Daugherty “What else did you
dig up?”

“Mr Matlin left for his golf at eleven-thirty. Now,
you see, it looks as if Matlin couldn’t have left poison
behind him.”
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“I most certainly did not,” snapped Matlin. “I have
said so. I will not stand for this sort of innuendo, I
am not a liar. You said it was a conference.”

Mike held the man’s eye. “We are simply trying
to find out what happened to the dog,” he said.
Matlin fell silent.

“Surely you realize,” purred Mike, “that, human
frailty being what it'is, there may have been other
errors in what we were told this afternoon. There
was at least one more.

“Mr. and Mrs. Baker,” he continued, “worked in
their garden this afternoon. Bones abandoned the
ball game to visit the Bakers’ dog, Smitty. At three
o'clock the Bakers, after discussing the time care-
fully lest it be too late in the day, decided to bathe
Smitty. When they caught him for his ordeal, Bones
was still there. So, you see, Miss May Matlin, who
says she saw Bones lying by the sidewalk before three
o’clock, was mistaken.”

Matlin twitched. Russell said sharply, “The testi-
mony of the Bakers is extremely clear.” The Bakers,
who looked alike, both brown outdoor people,
nodded vigorously.

“The time at which Mr. Matlm returned is quite
well established. Diane saw him. Mrs. Daugherty,
next door, decided to take a nap at five after three.
She had a roast to put in at four-thirty. Therefore
she is sure of the time. She went upstairs and from
an upper window she, too, saw Mr. Matlin come
home. Both witnesses say he drove his car into the
garage at three-ten, got out, and went around the
building to the right of it—on the weedy side.”
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Mr. Matlin was sweating. His forchead was
beaded. He did not speak.

Mike shifted papers. “Now, we know that the kids
trooped up to Phil Bourchard’s kitchen at about a
quarter of three. Whereas Bones, realizing that
Smitty was in for it, and shying away from soap and
water like any sane dog, went up Hannibal Street at
three o’clock sharp. He may have known in some
doggy way where Freddy was. Can we see Bones
loping up Hannibal Street, going above Greenwood
Lane?”

“We can,” said Daugherty. He was watching Mat-
lin. “Besides, he was found above Greenwood Lane
soon after.”

“No one,” said Mike slowly, “was seen in Matlin’s
back lot, except Matlin. Yet almost immediately after
Matlin was there, the little dog died.”

“Didn’t Diane . .. ?”

“Diane’s friends came at three-twelve. Their evi-
dence is not reliable.” Diane blushed.

“This—this is intolerable!” croaked Matlin. “Why
my back lot?”

Daugherty said, “There was no poison lying
around my place, I'll tell you that.”

“How do you know ?” begged Matlin. And Fred-
dy’s eyes, with the smudges under them, followed to
Russell’s face. “Why not in the street? From some
passing car?”

Mike said, “I'm afraid it’s not likely. You see, Mr.
Otis Carnavon was stalled at the corner of Hannibal
and Lee. Trying to flag a push. Anything thrown
from a car on that block he ought to have seen.”
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“Was the poison quick?” demanded Daugherty.
“What did he get?”

“It was quick. The dog could not go far after he
got it. He got cyanide.”

Matlin’s shaking hand removed his glasses. They
were wet.

“Some of you may be amateur photographcrs
Mike said. “Mr. Matlin, is there cyanide in your
cellar darkroom?”

“Yes, but I keep it . . . most meticulously. . . .
Matlin began to cough.

When the noise of his spasm died, Mike said, “The
poison was embedded in ground meat which an-
alyzed, roughly, half beef and the rest pork and
veal, half and half.” Matlin encircled his throat with
his fingers. “I've checked with four neighborhood
butchers and the dickens of a time I had,” said Mike.
No one smiled. Only Freddy looked up at him with
solemn sympathy. “Ground meat was delivered to at
least five houses in the vicinity. Meat that was one-
half beef, one-quarter pork, one-quarter veal, was
delivered at ten this morning to Matlin’s house.”

A stir like an angry wind blew over the room. The
Chief of Police made some shift of his weight so that
his chair creaked.

“It bcgins to look . growled Daugherty.

“Now,” said Russell sharply, ‘we must be very
careful. One more thing. The meat had been
seasoned.”

“Seasoned!”

“With salt. And with . . . thyme.”

“Thyme,” groaned Matlin.

»
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Freddy looked up atMiss Dana with bewildered
eyes. She put her arm around him.

“As far as motives are concerned,” said Mike
quietly, “I can’t discuss them. It is inconceivable to
me that any man would poison a dog.” Nobody
spoke. “However, where are we?” Mike’s voice
seemed to catch Matlin just in time to keep him from
falling off the chair. “We don’t know yet what hap-
pened to the dog.” Mike’s voice rang. Mr Matlin,
will you help us to the answer?”

-Matlin said thickly, “Better get those kids out of
here.”

Miss Dana moved but Russell said, “No. They have
worked hard for the truth. They have earned it. And
if it is to be had, they shall have it.”

“You know ?” whimpered Matlin.

Mike said, “I called your golf club. I've looked into
your trash incinerator. Yes, I know. But I want you to
tell us.”

Daugherty said, “Well? Well?” And Matlin
covered his face.

Mike said gently, “I think there was an error. Mr.
Matlin, I'm afraid, did poison the dog. But he never
meant to, and he didn’t know he had done it.”

Matlin said, “I'm sorry . . . It's—I can’t . . . She
means to do her best. But she’s a terrible cook. Some-
body gave her those—those herbs. Thyme—thyme in
everything. She fixed me a lunch box. I—couldn’t
stomach it. I bought my lunch at the club.”

Mike nodded.

Matlin went on, his voice cracking. “I never . ..
You see, I didn’t even know it was meat the dog got.
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She said—she told me the dog was already dead.”

“And of course,” said Mike, “in your righteous
wrath, you never paused to say to yourself, ‘Wait,
what did happen to the dog?’”

“Mr. Russell, I didn’t lie. How could I know there
was thyme in it? When I got home, I had to get rid
of the hamburger she’d fixed for me—I didn’t want
to hurt her feelings. She tries . . . tries so hard. . ..”
He sat up suddenly. “But what she tried to do today,”
he said, with his eyes almost out of his head, “was to
poison me!” His bulging eyes roved. They came to
Freddy. He gasped. He said, “Your dog saved my
life!”

“Yes,” said Mike quickly, “Freddy’s dog saved
your hfe You see, your step- -daughter would have
kept trying.”

People drew in their breaths. “The buns are in
your incincrag}cir,” Mike said. “She guessed what
happened to the dog, went for the buns, and hid
them. She was late, you remember, getting to the
disturbance. And she did lie.”

Chief Anderson rose.

“Her mother . . .” said Matlin frantically, “her
mother . . .”

Mike Russell put his hand on the plump shoulder.
“Her mother’s been in torment, tortured by the
rivalry between you. Don’t you think her mother
senses something wrong ?”

Miss Lillian Dana wrapped Freddy in her arms.
“Oh, what a wonderful dog Bones was!” she covered
the sound of the other voices. “Even when he died, he
saved a man’s life. Oh, Freddy, he was a wonderful
dog.” ;
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And Freddy, not quite taking everything in yet,
was released to simple sorrow and wept quietly
against his friend. .

When they went to fetch May Matlin, shc was not
in the house. They found her in the Titus’s back
shed. She seemed to be looking for something.

Next day, when Mr. and Mrs. Titus came home,
they found that although the little dog had died, their
Freddy was all right. The judge, Russell, and Miss
Dana told them all about it.

Mrs. Titus wept. Mr. Titus swore. He wrung
Russell’s hand. “. . . for stealing the gun . ..” he
babbled.

But the mother cried, “ . . for showing him, for
teaching him. . . . Oh, Miss Dana, oh, my dear!”

The judge waved from his veranda as the dark
head and the blond drove away.

“I think Miss Dana likes him,” said Ernie Allen.

“How do you know for sure?” said Freddy Titus.



The Inexperienced Ghost

H. G. WELLS

The scene amidst which Clayton told his last story
comes back very vividly to my mind. There he sat,
for the greater part of the time, in the corner of the
authentic settle by the spacious open fire, and San-
derson sat beside him smoking the Broseley clay that
bore his name. There was Evans, and that marvel
among actors, Wish, who is also a modest man. We
had all come down to the Mermaid Club that Satur-
day morning, except Clayton, who had slept there
overnight—which indeed gave him the opening of
his story. We had golf until golfing was invisible; we
had dined, and we were in that mood of tranqml
kindliness when men will suffer a story. When
Clayton began to tell one, we naturally supposed he
was lying. It may be that indeed he was lying—of
that the reader will speedily be able to judge as well
as I. He began, it is true, with an air of matter-of-fact
anecdote, but that we thought was only the incurable
artifice of the man.

“I say!” he remarked, after a long consideration of
the upward rain of sparks from the log that Sander-
son had thumped, “you know I was alone here last
night?” ’

“Except for the domestics,” said Wish.
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“Who sleep in the other wing,” said Clayton. “Yes.
Well—" He pulled at his cigar for some little time
as though he still hesitated about his confidence. Then
he said, quite quietly, “I caught a ghost!”

“Caught a ghost, did you?” said Sanderson.
“Where is it?”

And Evans, who admires Clayton immensely and
has been four weeks in America, shouted, “Caught
a ghost, did you, Clayton? I'm glad of it! Tell us all
about it right now.”

Clayton said he would in a minute, and asked him
to shut the door.

He looked apologetically at me. “There’s no eaves- '

dropping of course, but we don’t want to upset our
very excellent service with any rumours of ghosts in
the place. There’s too much shadow and oak panel-
ling to trifle with that. And this, you know, wasn’t a
regular ghost. I don’t think it will come again—
ever.”

“You mean to say you didn’t keep it?” said San-
derson.

“I hadn’t the heart to,” said Clayton.

And Sanderson said he was surprised.

We laughed, and Clayton looked aggrieved. “I
know,” he said, with the flicker of a smile, “but the
fact is it really was a ghost, and I'm as sure of it as
I am that I am talking to you now. I'm not joking. I
mean what I say.”

Sanderson drew deeply at his pipe, with one red-
dish eye on Clayton, and then emitted a thin jet of
‘ smoke more eloquent than many words.

Clayton ignored the comment. “It is the strangest
thmg that has ever happened in my life. You know
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I never believed in ghosts or anything of the sort,
before, ever; and then, you know, I bag one in a
corner: and the whole business is in my hands.”

He meditated still more profoundly and produced
and began to pierce a second cigar with a curious little
stabber he affected.

“You talked to it?” asked Wish.

“For the space, probably, of an hour.”

“Chatty?” I said, joining the party of the sceptics.

“The poor devil was in trouble,” said Clayton,
bowed over his cigar-end and with the very faintest
note of reproof.

“Sobbing ?” someone asked.

Clayton heaved a realistic sigh at the memory.
“Good Lord!” he said; “yes.” And then, “Poor
fellow! yes.”

“Where did you strike it?” asked Evans, in his
best American accent.

“I never realised,” said Clayton, ignoring him, “the
poor sort of thing a ghost might be,” and he hung us
up again for a time, while he sought for matches in
his pocket and lit and warmed to his cigar.

“I took an advantage,” he reflected at last.

We were none of us in a hurry. “A character,” he
said, “remains just the same character for all that it’s
been disembodied. That’s a thing we too often forget.
People with a certain strength or fixity of purpose
may have ghosts of a certain strength and fixity of
purpose—most haunting ghosts, you know, must be
as one-idea’d as monomaniacs and as obstinate as
mules to come back again and again. This poor
creature wasn’t.” He suddenly looked up rather
queerly, and his eye went round the room. “I say it,”
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he said, “in all kindliness, but that is the plain truth
of the case. Even at the first glance he struck me as
weak.”

He punctuated with the help of his cigar.

“I came upon him, you know, in the long passage.
His back was towards me and I saw him first. Right
off I knew him for a ghost. He was transparent and
whitish; clean through his chest T could see the
glimmer of the little window at the end. And not
only his physique but his attitude struck me as being
weak. He looked, you know, as though he didn’t
know in the slightest whatever he meant to do. One
hand was on the panelling and the other fluttered to
his mouth. Like—so!”

“What sort of physique?” said Sanderson.

“Lean. You know that sort of young man’s neck
that has two great flutings down the back, here and
here—so! And a little meanish head with scrubby
hair and rather bad ears. Shoulders bad, narrower
than the hips; turndown collar, ready-made short
jacket, trousers baggy and a little frayed at the heels.
That’s how he took me. I came very quietly up the
staircase. I did not carry a light, you know—the can-
dles are on the landing table and there is that lamp—
and I was in my list slippers, and I saw him as I came
up. I stopped dead at that—taking him in. I wasn’t
a bit afraid. I think that in most of these affairs one
is never nearly so afraid or excited as one imagines
one would be. I was surprised and interested. I
thought, ‘Good Lord! Here’s a ghost at last! And I
haven’t believed for a moment in ghosts during the

last five-and-twenty years.””
“Um,” said Wish.
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“I suppose I wasn’t on the landing a moment be-
fore he found out I was there. He turned on me
sharply, and I saw the face of an immature young
man, a weak nose, a scrubby little moustache, a
feeble chin. So for an instant we stood—he looking
over his shoulder at me—and regarded one another.
Then he seemed to remember his high calling. He
turned round, drew himself up, projected his face,
raised his arms, spread his hands in approved ghost
fashion—came towards me. As he did so his little
jaw dropped, and he emitted a faint, drawn-out
‘Boo.” No, it wasn’t—not a bit dreadful. I'd dined. I'd
had a bottle of cliampagne, and being all alone, per-
haps two or three—perhaps even four or five—whis-
kies, so I was as solid as rocks and no more frightened
than if I'd been assailed by a frog. ‘Boo!’ I said.
‘Nonsense. You don’t belong to #Ais place. What are
you doing here?’

“I could see him wince. ‘Boo—o0,” he said.

“‘Boo—be hanged! Are you a member?’ I said;
and just to show I didn’t care a pin for him I stepped
through a corner of him and made to light my
candle. ‘Are you a member?’ I repeated, looking at
him sideways.

“He moved a little so as to stand clear of me, and
his bearing became crestfallen. ‘No,” he said, in
answer to the persistent interrogation of my eye; T'm
not a member—I'm a ghost.’

““Well, that doesn’t give you the run of the Mer-
maid Club. Is there anyone you want to see, or any-
thing of that sort?’ And doing it as steadily as pos-
sible for fear that he should mistake the carelessness
of whisky for the distraction of fear, I got my
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candle alight. I turned on him, holding it. “‘What are
you doing here?’ I said.

“He had dropped his hands and stoppcd his boo-
ing, and there he stood, abashed and awkward, the
ghost of a weak, silly, aimless young man. ‘I'm
haunting,” he said.

““You haven’t any business to,’ I said in a qulet
voice.

““I'm a ghost,” he said, as if in defence.

““That may be, but you haven’t any business to
haunt here. This is a respectable private club; people
often stop here with nursemaids and children, and,
going about in the careless way you do, some poor
little mite could easily come upon you and be scared
out of her wits. I suppose you didn’t think of that?’

““No, sir,” he said, ‘T didn’t”

““You should have done. You haven’t any claim on
the place, have you? Weren’t murdered here, or any-
thing of that sort?’

““None, sir; but I thought as it was old and oak-
panelled—’

““That’s no excuse.” I regarded him firmly. “Your
coming here is a mistake,’ I said, in a tone of friendly
superiority. I feigned to see if I had my matches, and
then looked up at him frankly. ‘If I were you I
wouldn’t wait for cock-crow—Id vanish right away.’

“He looked embarrassed. “The fact s, sir—" he
began.

“‘I'd vanish,” I said, driving it home.

““The fact is, sir, that—somehow—I can’t.

““You can’t?’

“‘No, sir. There’s something I've forgotten. I've
been hanging about here since midnight last night,
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hiding in the cupboards of the empty bedrooms and
things like that. 'm flurried. I've never come haunt-
ing before, and it seems to put me out.’

“‘Put you out?’

““Yes, sir. I've tried to do it several times, and it
doesn’t come off. There’s some little thing has slipped
me, and I can’t get back.’

“That, you know, rather bowled me over. He
looked at me in such an abject way that for the life
of me I couldn’t keep up quite the high hectoring
vein I had adopted. ‘“That’s queer,’” I said, and as I
spoke I fancied I heard someone moving about down
below. ‘Come into my room and tell me more about
it,’ I said. I didn’t, of course, understand this, and I
tried to take him by the arm. But, of course, you
might as well have tried to take hold of a puff of
smoke! I had forgotten my number, I think; anyhow,
I remember going into several bedrooms—it was lucky
I was the only soul in that wing—until I saw my traps.
‘Here we are,’ I said, and sat down in the armchair;
‘sit down and tell me all about it. It seems to me you
have got yourself into a jolly awkward position, old
chap.’

“Well, he said he wouldn’t sit down; he’d prefer
to flit up and down the room if it was all the same to
me. And so he did, and in a little while we were deep
in a long and serious talk. And presently, you know,
something of those whiskies and sodas-evaporated out
of me, and I began to realise just a little what a
thundering rum and weird business it was that I was
in. There he was, semi-transparent—the proper con-
ventional phantom and noiseless except for his
ghost of a voice—flitting to and fro in that nice,



|

l
|
|
l
4

THE INEXPERIENCED GHOST 115

clean, chintz-hung old bedroom. You could see the
gleam of the copper candlesticks through him, and
the lights on the brass fender, and the corners of
the framed engravings on the wall, and there he was
telling me all about this wretched little life of his
that had recently ended on earth. He hadn’t a
particularly honest face, you know, but being trans-
parent, of course, he couldn’t avoid telling the truth.”

“Eh?” said Wish, suddenly sitting up in his chair.

“What?” said Clayton.

“Being transparent—couldn’t avoid telling the
truth—I don’t see it,” said Wish.

“I don’t see it,” said Clayton, with inimitable as-
surance. “But it zs so, I can assure you nevertheless. I
don’t believe he got once a nail’s breadth off the
Bible truth. He told me how he had been killed—he
went down into a London basement with a candle to
look for a leakage of gas—and described himself as a
senior English ‘mastér in a London private school
when that release occurred.”

“Poor wretch!” said L.

“That’s what I thought, and the more he talked the
more I thought it. There he was, purposeless in life
and purposeless out of it. He talked of his father and
mother and his schoolmaster, and all who had ever
been anything to him in the world, meanly. He had
been too sensitive, too nervous; none of them had
ever valued him properly or understood him, he
said. He had never had a real friend in the world, I
think; he had never had a success. He had shirked
games and failed examinations. ‘It’s like that with
some people, he said; ‘whenever I got into the
examination-room or anywhere everything seemed
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to go.” Engaged to be married of course—to another
over-sensitive person, I suppose—when the indis-
cretion with the gas escape ended his affairs. ‘And
where are you now?’ I asked. ‘Not in—?’

“He wasn’t clear on that point at all. The impres-
sion he gave me was of a sort of vague, intermediate
state, a special reserve for souls too non-existent for
anything so positive as either sin or virtue. I don’t
know. He was much too egotistical and unobservant
to give me any clear idea of the kind of place, kind
of country, there is on the Other Side of Things.
Wherever he was, he seems to have fallen in with a
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