


WAKE TO NIGHTMARE

He turned happily—and then he cried out,
the sound of it echoing through
the huge, empty cellar..

The giant spider was hanging across the
top edge of the block, waiting for him,

For a single moment their eyes met.
He stood frozen in horror,
Then one of the long black legs stirred.

He ran, all thought swallowed in the
savage maw of panic. The paln In his

leg was gone, his exhaustion was washed
away. Only naked terror remained.

There was no need to look back. He
knew the great swollen body was
wobbling erratically over the
cement after him.

He fell. With a sob he pushed up but he
fell again and then one of the

spider's legs fell heavily across his
ankle and then the rest of it
clambered all over him.

He screamed.

His hand closed over cold metal. The pin!
With a sucking gasp he kicked back,
dragging the :in up with both hands.

As the spider leaped he drove the

pin like a s:ecr at its belly and felt

the pin shudder under the weight

of the partially impaled creature.

The spider leaped back off the point.
It landed yards away but affer a second's
hesitation it rushed him again.

Again it hit the pin point. Again it sprang
back, one of its failing, spiny legs raking
skin off his left temple.

"Die!" he heard himself scream
at it. "Die! Die!"
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Chapter One

Prst me THOUGHT it was a tidal wave. Then he saw
that the sky and ocean were visible through it and it was
a curtain of spray rushing at the boat.

He’d been sunbathing on top of the cabin. It was just
coincidence that he pushed up on his elbow and saw it
coming

“Marty'" he yelled.

There was no answer. He scuttled across the hot wood
and slid down the deck. “Hey, Marty!”

The spray didn’t look menacing, but for some reason he
wanted to avoid it. He ran around the cabin, wincing at
the hot planks underfoot. It would be a race.

Which he lost. One moment he was in sunlight. The
next he was being soaked by the warm, glittering spray.

Then it was past. He stood there watching it sweep
across the water, sun-glowing drops of it covering him.
Suddenly he twitched and looked down. There was a
curious tingling on his skin.

He grabbed for a towel and dried himself. It was't
so much pain as a pleasant stinging, like that of lotion on
newly shaven cheeks,

Then he was dry and the feeling was almost gone. He
went below and woke up his brother and told him about
the curtain of spray that had run across the boat.

It was the beginning.
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Chapter Two

Tre spmEr rushed at him across the shadowed sands,
scrabbling wildly on its stalklike legs. Its body was a
giant, glossy egg that trembled blackly as it charged across
the windless mounds, its wake a score of sand-trickling
scratches. .

Paralysis locked the man. He saw the poisonous glitter
of the spider eyes. He watched it scramble across a loglike
stick, body mounted high on its motion-blurred legs, as
high as the man’s shoulders.

Behind him, suddenly, the steel-encased flame flared
into life with a thunder that shook the air. It jarred the
man loose. With a sucking gasp, he spun around and ran,
the damp sand crunching beneath his racing sandals.

He fled through lakes of light and into darkness again,
his face a mask of terror. Beams of sunlight speared across
his panic-driven path, cold shadows enveloped it. Behind,
the giant spider scoured sand in its pursuit.

Suddenly the man slipped. A cry tore back his lips.
He skidded to a knee, then pitched forward onto out-
stretched palms. He felt the cold sands shaking with the
vibration of the roaring flame. He pushed himself up
desperately, palms flaking sand, and started running again.,

Fleeing, he glanced back across his shoulder and saw
that the spider was gaining on him, its pulsing egg of a
body perched on running legs—an egg whose yolk swam
with killing poisons. He raced on, breathless, terror in his
veins.

Suddenly the cliff edge was before him, shearing off
abruptly to a gray, perpendicular face. He raced along
the edge, not looking down into the vast canyon below.
The giant spider scuttled after him, the sound of its run-
ning a delicate scraping on the stone. It was closer still.

The man dashed between two giant cans that loomed
like tanks above him. He threaded, racing, in between the
silent bulks of all the clustered cans, past green and red
and yellow sides all caked with livid smears. The spider
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had to climb above them, unable to move its swollen body
rapidly enough between them. It slithered up the side of
one, then sped across their metal tops, bridging the gaps
between them with sudden, jerking hops.

As the man started out into the open again, he heard a
scratching sound above. Recoiling and jerking back his
head, he saw the spider just about to leap on him, two
legs slipping down a metal side, the rest clutching at the
top.

With a terrified gasp, the man dived again into the
spaee between the giant cans, half running, half stumbling
back along the winding route. Behind him, the spider
drew itself back up to the top and, backing around in a
twitching semicircle, started after him again.

The move gained seconds for the man. Plunging out
into the shadow-swept sands again, he raced around the
great stone pillar and through another stack of tanklike
structures. The spider leaped down on the sand and scur-
ried in pursuit.

The great orange mass loomed over the man now as he
headed once more for the edge of the cliff. There was no
time for hesitation. With an extra springing of his legs,
he flung himself across the gulf and clutched with spastic
fingers at the roughened ledge.

Wincing, he drew himself onto the splintered orange
surface just as the spider reached the cliff’s edge. Jumping
up, the man began running along the narrow ledge, not -
looking back. If the spider jumped that gap, it was over.

The spider did not jump it. Glancing back, the man saw
that and, stopping, stood there looking at the spider. Was
he safe now that he was out of the spider’s territory?

His pale cheek twitched as he saw thread-twined cable
pour like shimmering vapor from the spider’s tubes.

Twisting around, he began running again, knowing that,
as soon as the cable was long enough, air currents would
lift it, it would cling to the orange ledge, and the black
spider would clamber up it.

He tried to run faster, but he couldn’t. His legs ached,
breath was a hot burning in his throat, a stitch drove
dagger points into his side. He ran and skidded down the
orange slope, jumping the gaps with desperate, weakening
lunges.

Another edge. The man knelt quickly, tremblingly, and,
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holding tight, let himself over. It was a long drop to the
next level. The man waited until his body was swinging
inward, then let go. Just before he fell, he saw the great
spider scrabbling down the orange slope at him.

He landed on his feet and toppled forward on the hard
wood. Pain drove needles up his right ankle. He struggled
to his feet; he couldn’t stop. Overhead, he heard the
spider’s scratching. Running to the edge, he hesitated, then
jumped into space again. The arm-thick curve of the metal
wicket flashed up at him. He grabbed for it.

He fell with a fluttering of arms and legs. The canyon
floor rushed up at him. He had to miss the flower-patched
softness.

And yet he didn't. Almost at the edge of it, he landed
feet first and bounced over backward in a neck-snapping
somersault.

He lay on his stomach and chest, breathing in short,
strangled bursts. There was a smell of dusty cloth in his
nostrils, and fabric was rough against his cheek.

Alertness returned then and, with a spasmodic wrench-
ing of muscles, the man looked up and saw another ghost-
like cable being spun into the air. In a few moments, he
knew, the spider would ride it down.

Pushing up with a groan, he stood a moment on trem-
bling legs. The ankle still hurt, breathing was a strain, but
there were no broken bones. He started off.

Hobbling quickly across the flower-splotched softness,
the man lowered himself across the edge. As he did so,
he saw the spider swinging down, a terrible, wriggling
pendulum.

He was on the floor of the canyon now. He ran, limping,
across the wide plain of it, his sandals flopping on the
leveled hardness. To his right loomed the vast brown
tower in which the flame still burned, the very canyon
trembling with its roar.

He glanced behind. The spider was dropping to the
flower-covered softness now, then rushing for the edge.
The man raced on toward the great log pile, which was
half as high as the tower itself. He ran by what looked
like a giant, coiled serpent, red and still and open-jawed
at either end.

The spider hit the canyon floor and ran at the man.

But the man had reached the gigantic logs now, and,
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falling forward on his chest, he wriggled into a narrow
space between two of them. It was so nmarrow he could
hardly move; dark, damp, cold, and smelling of moldy
wood. He crawled and twisted in as far as he could, then
stopped and looked back.

The black, shiny-cased spider was trying to follow him.

For a horrible moment, the man thought it was succeed-

ing. Then he saw that it was stuck and had to pull back.
It could not follow.
, Closing his eyes, the man lay there on the canyon floor,
feeling the chill of it through his clothes, panting through
his opened mouth, wondering how many more times he
would have to flee the spider.

The flame in the steel tower went out then, and there
was silence except for the spider’s scratching at the rock-
floor as it moved about restlessly. He could hear it scraping
on the logs as it clambered over them, searching for a
way to get at him. : :

When at last the scratching sounds had gone, the man
backed himself cautiously out from the narrow, splinter-
edged passage between the logs. Out on the floor again,
he stood with wary haste and looked in all directions to
see where the spider was.

High up on the sheer wall he saw it climbing toward the
cliff edge, its dark legs drawing its great egg of a body up
the perpendicular face. A shaking breath trickled from the
man’s nostrils, He was safe for another while. Lowering his
gaze, he started toward his sleeping place.

He limped slowly past the silent steel tower, which was
an oil burner; past the huge red serpent, which was a
nozzleless garden hose clumsily coiled on the floor; past
the wide cushion whose case was covered with flower
designs; past the immense orange structure, which was a
stack of two wooden lawn chairs; past the great croquet
mallets hanging in their racks. One of the wickets from
the croquet set had been stuck in a groove on the top
lawn chair. It was what the man, in his flight, had grabbed
for and missed. And the tanklike cans were used paint
cans, and the spider was a black widow.

He lived in a cellar,

Now he walked past the towering clothes tree toward
his sleeping place, which was underneath a water heater.
Just before he reached it, he twitched sharply as, in its



12 THE SHRINKING MAN

concrete cave, the water pump lurched into spinning
motion. He listened to its labored wheezing and sighing,
which sounded like the breathing of a dying dragon.

Then he clambered up the cement block on which the
looming, enamel-faced heater rested and crawled under
its protective warmth.

For a long time, motionless, he lay on his bed, which
was a rectangular sponge around which a torn handker-
chief was wrapped. His chest rose and fell with shallow
movements, his hands lay limp and curled at his sides.
Without blinking, he stared up at the rust-caked bottom
of the heater.

The last week.

Three words and a concept. A concept that had begun
in a flash of incomprehensive shock and become the in-
tensely intimate moment-by-moment horror it now was,
The last week. No, not even that now, because Monday
was already half over. His eyes strayed briefly to the row
of charcoal strokes on the wood scrap that was his calen-
dar. Monday, March the tenth.

In six days he would be gone.

Across the vast reaches of the cellar, the oil-burner flame
roared up again, and he felt the bed vibrate under him.
That meant the temperature had fallen in the house above
and that the thermostat had kicked a switch and now
heat was flowing again through the floor grilles.

He thought of them up there, the woman and the little
girl. His wife and daughter. Were. they still that to him?
Or had 'the element of size removed him from their sphere?
Could he still be considered a part of their world when he
was the size of a bug to them, when even Beth could crush
him underfoot and never know it?

In six days he would be gone.

He’d thought about it a thousand times in the past year
and a half, trying to visualize it. He’d never been able to.
Invariably, his mind had rebelled against it, rationalizing:
the injections would start to work now, the process would
end by itself, something would happen. It was impossible
that he could ever be so small that . . .

Yet he was; so small that in six days he would be gone.

When it came on him, this cruel despair, he would lie
for hours on his makeshift bed, not caring whether he
lived or died. The despair had never really gone. How
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could it? For no matter what adjustment he thought he
was making, it was obviously impossible to adjust, because
there had never been a tapering or a leveling off. The
process had gone on and on, ceaseless.

He twisted on the bed in restless agony. Why did he
run from the spider? Why not let it catch him? The thing
would be out of his hands then. It would be a hideous
death, but it would be quick; despair would be ended.
And yet he kept fleeing from it, and lmprovmmg and
struggling and existing.

Why?

- 68"

When he told her, the first thing she did was laugh.

It was not a long laugh. Almost instantly it had been
choked off and she stood mutely before him, staring. Be-
cause he wasn’t smiling, because his face was a taut
blankness.

“Shrinking?” The word was spoken in a trembling
whisper.

“Yes.” It was all he could manage to say.

“But that’s—”

She’d been about to say that was impossible. But it
wasn’t impossible, because now that the word had been
spoken, it crystallized all the unspoken dread she’d felt
since this had begun, a month before; since Scott’s first
visit to Dr. Branson, when he’d been checked for possible
bowing of the legs or dropping of the arches, and the
doctor’s first dlag'nosxs of loss of weight due to the trip
and the new environment and his pushing aside of the
possibility that Scott was losing height as well.

The dread had grown through the passing days of
tense, frightened suspicion while Scott kept growing
shorter; through the second visit to Branson and the third;
through the X-rays and the blood tests; through the
entire bone survey, the search for signs of bone-mass de-
crease, the search for a pituitary tumor; through the long
days of more X-raying and the grim search for cancer.
Through today and this moment.

“But that's impossible.”

She had to say it. They were the only words her mind
and lips would form.

He shook his head slowly, dazedly.
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“It’s what he said,” he answered. “He said my height's
decreased more than half an inch in the last four days.”
He swallowed. “But it’s not just my height I'm losing.
Every part of me seems to be shrinking. Proportionately.”

“No.” There was adamant refusal in her voice. It was
the only reaction she could make to such an idea. “That’s
all?” she asked, almost angrily. “That’s all he can say?”

“Honey, it’s what's happening,” he said. “He showed
me X-rays—the ones he took four days ago and the ones
he took today. It’s true. I'm shrinking.” He spoke as though
he’d been kicked violently in the stomach, half dazed, half
breathless with shock.

“No!” This time she sounded more frightened than
resolute. “We’ll go to a specialist,” she said.

“He wants me to,” Scott said. “He said I should go to
the Columbia Presbyterian Medical Center in New York.
But—"

“Then you will,” she said before he could go on.

“Honey, the cost,” he said painfully. “We already
owe—"

“What has that got to do with it? Do you think for one
moment—"

A nervous tremor broke her words off. She stood
trembling, arms crossed, her hands clutched at her goose-
fleshed upper arms. It was the first time since it had
started that she’d let him see how afraid she was.

“Lou.” He put his arms around her. “It’s all right,
honey, it’s all right.”

“It isn’t. You have to go to that center. You have to.”

“All right, all right,” he murmured, “I will.”

“What did he say they’d do?” she asked, and he could
hear the desperate need for hope in her voice.

“He . . .” He licked his lips, trying to remember. “Oh,
he said they’d check my endocrine glands; my thyroid,
pituitary—my sex glands. He said they’d give me a basal
metabolism. Some other tests.”

Her lips pressed in.

“If he knows that,” she said, “why did he have to say
what he did about—about shrinking? That’s not good
doctoring. It’s thoughtless.”

“Honey, I asked him,” he said. “I established it when
I started all the tests. I told him I didn’t want any secrets.
What else could he—"



THE SHRINKING MAN 15

“All right,” she broke in. “But did he have to call it

. . what he did?”

“That’s what it is, Lou,” he said in anguish. “There’s
evidence for it. Those X-rays . . .”

“He could be wrong, Scott,” she said. “He’s not in-
fallible.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then,
quietly, he said, “Look at me.”

“When it had begun, he was a six-footer. Now he looked
straight across into his wife’s eyes; and his wife was five
feet, eight inches tall.

Hopelessly he dropped the fork on his plate.

“How can we?” he asked. “The cost Lou, the cost. It'll
take at least a month’s hospitalization; Branson said so.
A month away from work. Marty’s already upset as it is.
How can I expect him to go on paying me my salary when
I don’t even—"

“Honey, your health comes first!” she said in a nerve-
flaring voice. “Marty knows that. You know it.”

He lowered his head, teeth clenched behind drawn lips.
Every bill was a chain that weighed him down. He could
almost feel the heavy links forged around his limbs.

“And what do we—" he began, stopping as he noticed
Beth staring at him, her supper forgotten.

“Eat your food,” Lou told her. Beth started a little, then
dug her fork into a mound of gravy-topped potatoes.

“How do we pay for it?” Scott asked. “There’s no medi-
cal insurance. I owe Marty five hundred dollars for the
tests I've already taken.” He exhaled heavily. “And the
GI loan may not even go through.”

“You’re going,” she said.

“Easily said,” he answered.

“All right, what would you rather do?” she snapped
with the temper of fear in her voice. “Forget it? Accept
what the doctor said? Just sit back and—" A sob swallowed
her words.

The hand he put over hers was not a comforting one. It
was as cold and almost as shaky as hers.

“All right,” he murmured. “All right, Lou.”

Later, while she was putting Beth to bed, he stood in
the darkened living room watching the cars drive by on
the street below. Except for the murmuring voices in the
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back bedroom, there was no sound in the apartment. The
cars swished and hummed past the building, their head-
lights probing ahead at the dark pavement.

He was thinking about his apphcatlon for life insur-
ance. It had been part of the plan in coming East. First
working for his brother, then applying for a GI loan with
the idea of becoming a junior partner in Marty’s busi-
ness. Acquiring life and medical insurance, a bank account,
a decent car, clothes, eventually a house. Bu.ild.ing a struc-
ture of security around himself and his family.

Now this, disrupting the plan. Threatening to destroy
it altogether.

He didn’t know at what precise second the question
came to him. But suddenly it was terribly there and he
was staring fixedly at his upheld spread-fmgered hands,
his heart throbbing and swollen in an icy trap.

How long could he go on shrinking?

Chapter Three

Pivomve water to drink was not a problem for him.
The tank near the electric pump had a minute leak on its
bottom surface. Beneath its dripping he placed a thimble
he had carried once from a sewing box in a cardboard
carton underneath the fuel-oil tank. The thimble was
always overflowing with crystal well water.

It was food that was the problem now. The quarter loaf
of stale bread he’d been eating for the past five weeks was
gone now. He’d finished the last crunchy scraps of it for
his evening meal, washed it down with water. Bread and
cold water had been his diet since he’d been imprisoned
in the cellar.

He walked slowly across the darkening floor, moving
toward the white, cobwebbed tower that stood near the
steps leading up to the closed cellar doors. The last of the
daylight filtered through the grime-streaked windows—
the one that overlooked the sand hills of the spider’s
territory, the one over the fuel tank, and the one over the
log pile. The pale illumination fell in wide gray bars
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across the concrete floor, forming a patchwork of light and
darkness through which he walked. In a little while the
cellar would be a cold pit of night.

He had mused for many hours on the possibility of
somehow managing to reach the string that dangled over
the floor and pulling down on it so the dust-specked bulb
would light, driving away the terror of blackness. But
there was no way of reaching the string. It hung, for him,
a hundred feet above his head, completely unattainable.

Scott Carey walked around the dull white vastness of

the refrigerator. It had been stored there since they’d first
moved to the house—was it only months before? It seemed
a century.
It was the old-fashioned type of refrigerator, one whose
coils were encased in a cylindrical enclosure on its top.
There was an open box of crackers beside that cylinder.
As far as he knew, it was the only food remaining in the
entire cellar.

He’d known the cracker box was on the refrigerator even
before he’d become trapped down there. He’d left it there
himself one afternoon long before. No, not so long before,
as time went. But, somehow, days seemed longer now. It
was as if hours were designed for normal people. For
anyone smaller, the hours were proportionately magnified.

It was an illusion, of course, but, in his tininess, he was
plagued by manifold illusions: the illusion that he was not
shrinking, but the world enlarging; the illusion that
objects were what they were thought to be only when the
person who thought of them was of normal size.

For him—he couldn’t help it—the oil burner had virtu-
ally lost its role of heating apparatus. It was, almost
actually, a giant tower in whose bowels there roared a
magic flame. And the hose was, almost actually, a quies-
cent viper, sleeping in giant, scarlet coils. The three-
quarter wall beside the burner was a cliff face, the sands
a terrible desert across whose hills crawled not a spider
the size of a2 man’s thumbnail, but a venomous monster
almost as tall as he was.

Reality was relative. He was more forcefully aware of
it with every passing day. In six days reality would be
blotted out for him—not by death, but a hideously simple
act of disappearance.

For what reality could there be at zero inches?
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Yet he went on. Here he was scanning the sheer face
of the refrigerator, wondering how he might get up there
and reach the.crackers.

A sudden roar made him jump and spin around, his
heart thudding.

It was only the oil burner leaping into life again, the
rumble of its mechanism making the floor beneath him
tremble, sending numbing vibrations up his legs. He
swallowed with effort. It was a jungle life he led, each
sound a warning of potential death.

It was getting too dark. The cellar was a frightening
place when it was dark. He hurried across the chilled
expanse of it, shivering under the tentlike robe he had
made by poking a head hole in a piece of cloth, then
ripping the edges into dangling strips and tying them into
knots. The clothes he had been wearing when he had first
tumbled into the cellar now lay in dirty heaps beside the
water heater. He had worn them as long as he could,
rolling up sleeves and cuffs, tightening the waistband,
keeping them on until their sagging volume hampered
movement. Then he had made the robe. He was always
cold now except when he was under the water heater.

He broke into a nervous, hopping walk, suddenly anxious
to be off the darkening floor. His gaze flew for a moment
to the cliff edge high above and he twitched again, think-
ing he saw the spider clambering over. He’d started to run
before he saw that it was only a shadow. His run slowed
again to the erratic, jerky walk. Adjust? he thought. Who
could adjust to this?

When he was back under the heater, he dragged a box
top over his bed and lay down to rest underneath its
shelter.

He was still shivering. He could smell the dry, acrid
odor of the cardboard close to his face, and it seemed as
if he were being smothered. It was another illusion he
suffered nightly.

He struggled to attain sleep. He'd worry about the
crackers tomorrow, when it was light. Or maybe he would
not worry about them at all. Maybe he’d just lie there and
let hunger and thirst finish what he could not finish, de-
spite all dismays.

Nonsense! he thought furiously. If he hadn’t done it
before this, it wasn’t likely that he could do it now.
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64”

Louise guided the blue Ford around the wide, graded
arc that led from Queens Boulevard to the Cross Island
Parkway. There was no sound but the valve-knocking
rumble of the motor. Idle conversation had faded off a
quarter-mile after they’d emerged from the Midtown
Tunnel. Scott had even jabbed in the shiny radio button
and cut off the quiet music. Now he sat staring glumly
through the windshield, vision glazed to all but thought.

The tension had begun long before Louise came to the
Center to get him. )

He’d been building himself up to it ever since he’d told
the doctors that he was leaving. For that matter, the blocks
of anger had been piling up from the moment he’d entered
the Center. Dread of the financial burden had constructed
the first one, a block whose core was the dragging weight
of further insecurity. Each nerve-spent, fruitless day at
the Center had added more blocks.

Then to have Louise not only angrily upset at his
decision, but anable to hide her shock at seeing him three
inches shorter than herself—it had been too much. He'd
scarcely spoken from the moment she’d entered his room,
and what he had said had been quiet, withdrawn, each_
sentence shackled by reserve.

Now they were driving past the understated richness
of the Jamaica estates. Scott hardly noticed them. He
was thinking about the impossible future.

“What?” he asked, starting a little,

“I said, did you have breakfast?”

“Oh. Yes. About eight, I guess.”

“Are you hungry? Shall I stop?”

l‘No"’

He glanced at her, at the tense indecision apparent on
her face.

“Well, say it,” he said. “Say it, for God’s sake, and get
it off your chest.”

He saw the smooth flesh on her throat contract in a
swallow,

“What is there to say?” she asked.

“That’s right.” He nodded in short, jerky movements.
“That’s right, make it sound like my fault. I'm an idiot
who doesn’t want to know what’s wrong with himself.
I’m_’,
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He was finished before he could get started. The under-
tow of nagging, unspoken dread in him swallowed all
attempts at concentrated rage. Temper could come only
in sporadic bursts to a man living with consistent horror.

“You know how I feel, Scott,” she said.

“Sure I know how you feel,” he said. “You don’t have
to pay the bills, though.”

“I told you I'd be more than willing to work.”

“There’s no use arguing about it,” he said. “Your
working wouldn’t help any, We'd still go under.” He blew
out a tired breath. “What’s the difference anyway? They
didn’t find a thing.”

“Scott, that doctor said it might take months! You
didn’t even let them finish their tests. How can you—"

“What do they think I'm going to do?” he burst out.
“Go on letting them play with me? Oh, you haven’t been
there, you haven’t seen. They're like kids with a new toy!
A shrinking man, Godawmighty, a shrinking man! It
makes their damn eyes light up. All they’re interested in
is my ‘incredible catabolism.’

“What difference does it make?”’ she asked. “They’re
still some of the best doctors in the country.”

“And some of the most expensive,” he countered. “If
they’re so damned fascinated, why didn’t they offer to give
me the tests free? I even asked one of them about it.
You'd've thought I was insulting his mother’s virtue.”

She didn’t say anything. Her chest rose and fell with
disturbed breath. -

“I'm tired of being tested,” he went on, not wanting to
sink into the comfortless isolation of silence again. “I'm
tired of basal-metabolism tests and protein-bound tests;
tired of drinking radioactive iodine and barium-powdered
water; tired of X-rays and blood cultures and Geiger
counters on my throat and having my temperature taken
a million times a day. You haven’t been through it; you
don’t know. It’s like a—an inquisition. And what the
hell’s the point? They haven’t found a thing. Not a thing!
And they never will. And I can’t see owing them thou-
sands of dollars for nothing!”

He fell back against the seat and closed his eyes. Fury
was unsatisfying when it was leveled against an undeserv-
ing subject. But it would not disappear for all that. It
burned like a flame inside him.
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“They weren’t finished, Scott.”

“The bills don’t matter to you,” he said.

“You matter to me,” she answered.

“And who's the ‘security’ bug in this marriage, any-
way?” he asked.

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it? What brought us here from California in the
first place? Me? Because I decided I just had to go into
business with Marty? I was happy out there. I didn’t—”
He drew in a shaking breath and let it empty from his
lungs. “Forget it,” he said. “I'm sorry, I apologize. But
I’m not going back.”

“You’re angry and hurt, Scott. That’s why you won’t
go back.”

“I won’t go back because it's pointless!” he shouted.

They drove in silence for a few miles. Then she said,
“Scott, do you really believe I'd hold my own security
above your health?”

He didn’t answer.

“Do you?”

“Why talk about it?” he said.

The next morning, Saturday, he received the sheaf of
application papers from the life-insurance company and
tore them into pieces and threw the pieces in the waste-
basket. Then he went for a long, miserable walk. And
while he was out he thought about God creating heaven
and earth in seven days.

He was shrinking a seventh of an inch a day.

It was quiet in the cellar. The oil burner had just shut
itself off, the clanking wheeze of the water pump had been
silenced for an hour. He lay under the cardboard box top
listening to the silence, exhausted but unable to rest. An
animal life without an animal mind did not induce the
heavy, effortless sleep of an animal,

The spider came about eleven o’clock.

He didn’t know it was eleven, but there was still the
heavy thudding of footsteps overhead, and he knew Lou
was usually in bed by midnight.

He listened to the sluggish rasping of the spider across
the box top, down one side, up another, searching with
terrible patience for an opening.



22 THE SHRINKING MAN

Black widow. Men called it that because the female
destroyed and ate the male, if she got the chance, after
the mating act.

Black widow. Shiny black, with the constricted rectangle
of scarlet on its egg-shaped abdomen; what was called its
“hourglass.” A creature with a highly developed nervous
system, possessing memory. A creature whose poison was
twelve times as deadly as a rattlesnake’s.

The black widow clambered over the box top under
which he was hiding and the spider was almost as big
as he. In a few days it would be as big; then, in another
few days, bigger. The thought made him sick. How could
he escape it then?

I have to get out of here! he thought desperately.

His eyes fell shut, his muscles clamping slowly in admis-
sion of his helplessness. He'd been trying to get out of the
cellar for five weeks now. What chance had he now, when
he was one sixth the size he’d been when he had first been
trapped there?

The scratching came again, this time under the card-
board.

There was a slight tear in one side of the box top;
enough to admit one of the spider’s seven legs.

He lay there shuddering, listening to the spiny leg
scratching at the cement like a razor on sandpaper. It
never came closer than five inches from the bed, but it
gave him nightmares. He clamped his eyes shut.

“Get out of here!” he screamed. “Get out of here, get
out of here!”

His voice rang shrilly underneath the cardboard en-
closure. It made his eardrums hurt. He lay there trembling
violently while the spider scratched and jumped and
clambered insanely around the box top, trying to get in.

Twisting around, he buried his face in the rough
wrinkles of the handkerchief covering the sponge. If I
could only kill it! his mind screamed in anguish. At least
his last days would be peaceful then.

About an hour later, the scratching stopped and the
spider went away. Once more he became conscious of his
sweat-dewed flesh, the coldness and the twitching of his
fingers. He lay drawing in convulsive breaths through his
parted lips, weak from the rigid struggle against horror.

Kill it? The thought turned his blood to ice.
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A little while later he sank into a troubled, mumbling
sleep, and his night was filled with the torment of awful
dreams.

Chapter Four

His eves fluttered open.

Instinct alone told him that the night was over. Beneath
the box it was still dark. With an indrawn groan in his
chest, he pushed up from the sponge bed and stood gin-
gerly until he shouldered the cardboard surface. Then he
edged to one corner and, pushing up hard, slid the box
top away from his bed.

Out in the other world, it was raining. Gray light sifted
through the erratic dripping across the panes, converting
the shadows into slanting wavers and the patches of light
into quiverings of pallid gelatine.

The first thing he did was climb down the cement block
and walk over to the wooden ruler. It was the first thing
he did every morning. The ruler stood against the wheels
of the huge yellow lawnmower, where he’d put it.

He pressed himself against its calibrated surface and
laid his right hand on top of his head. Then, leaving the
hand there, he stepped back and looked.

Rulers were not divided into sevenths; he had added
the markings himself. The heel of his hand obscured the
line that told him he was five-sevenths of an inch tall.

The hand fell, slapping at his side. Why, what did you
expect? his mind inquired. He made no reply. He just
wondered why he tortured himself like this every day,
persisting in this clinical masochism. Surely he didn’t think
that it was going to stop now; that the injections would
begin working at this last point. Why, then? Was it part
of his previous resolution to follow the descent to its very
end? If so, it was pointless now. No one else would know
of it.

He walked slowly across the cold cement. Except for
the faint tapping, swishing sound of the rain on the win-
dows, it was quiet in the cellar. Somewhere far off there
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was a hollow drumming sound; probably the rain on the
cellar doors. He walked on, his gaze moving automatically
to the cliff edge, searching for the spider. It was not there.

He trudged under the jutting feet of the clothes tree and
to the twelve-inch step to the floor of the vast, dark cave
in which the tank and water pump were. Twelve inches,
he thought, lowering himself slowly down the string ladder
he’d made and fastened to the brick that stood at the top
of the step. Twelve inches, and yet to him it was the
equivalent of 150 feet to a normally sized man.

He let himself down the ladder carefully, his knuckles

banging and scraping against the rough concrete. He
should have thought of a way to keep the ladder from
pressing directly against the wall. Well, it was too late
for that now; he was too small. As it was, he could, even
with painful stretching, barely reach the sagging rung
below, the one below that . . . the one below that,
. Grimacing, he splashed icy water into his face. He could
just about reach the top of the thimble. In two days he
would be unable to reach the top of it, probably unable,
even, to get down the string ladder. What would he do
then?

Trying not to think of ever-mounting problems, he drank
palmfuls of the cold well water; drank until his teeth
ached. Then he dried his face and hands on the robe and
turned back to the ladder.

He had to stop and rest halfway up the ladder. He hung
there, arms hooked over the rung, which to him was the
thickness of rope.

What if the spider were to appear at the top of the
ladder now? What if it were to come clambering down
the ladder at him?

He shuddered. Stop it, he begged his mind. It was bad
enough when he actually had to protect himself from the
spider without filling the rest of the time with cruel
imaginings.

He swallowed again, fearfully. It was true. His throat
hurt.

“Oh, God,” he muttered. It was all he needed.

He climbed up the rest of the way in grim silence, then
started on the quarter-mile journey to the refrigerator.
Around the hulking coils of the hose, by the tree-thick
rake handle, the house-high lawn-mower wheels, the wicker
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table that was half as high as the refrigerator, which was,
in turn, as high as a ten-story building. Already hunger
was beginning to send out lines of tension in his stomach.

He stood, head pulled back, looking up at the refriger-
ator. If there had been clouds floating by its cylinder top,
its mountain-peak remoteness could not have been more
graphically apparent to him.

His gaze dropped. He started to sigh, but the sigh was
cut off by a twitching grunt. The oil burner again, shaking
the floor. He could never get used to it. It had no regu-
lar pattern of roaring ignition. What was worse, it seemed
to be growing louder every day.

For what seemed a long time he stood indecisively, star-
ing at the white piano legs of the refrigerator. Then he
stirred himself loose from bleak apathy and drew in a
quick breath. There was no point in standing there. Either
he got to those crackers or he starved.

He circled the end of the wicker table, planning.

Like a mountain peak, the top of the refrigerator was
attainable by numerous routes, none of them easy. He
might try to scale the ladder, which, like the lawn mower,
lay against the fuel-oil tank. Reaching the top of the tank
(an Everest of achievement in itself), he could move to
the huge cardboard boxes piled beside it, then across the
wide leather face of Louise’s suitcase, then up the hanging
rope to the refrigerator top. Or he could try climbing the
red cross-legged table, then jump across to the cartons,
move across the suitcase again, and up the rope. Or he
could try the wicker table which was right next to the
refrigerator, achieve its summit, then climb the long,
perilous length of the hanging rope.

He turned away from the refrigerator and looked across
the cellar at the cliff wall, the croquet set, the stacked
lawn chairs, the gaudily striped beach umbrella, the olive-
colored folding canvas stools. He stared at all of them
with hopeless eyes.

Was there no other way? Was there nothing to eat but
those crackers?

His gaze moved slowly along the cliff edge. There was
the one dry slice of bread remaining up there; but he
knew he couldn’t go after it. Dread of the spider was too
strong in him. Even hunger couldn’t drive him up that
cliff again.
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He thought suddenly, Were spiders edible? It made
his stomach rurable. He forced the thought out of his mind
and turned again to face the immediate problem.

He couldn’t manage the climb unaided, and that was
the first hurdle.

He walked across the floor, feeling the chill of it through
his almost worn sandals. Under the shadows of the fuel
tank, he climbed between the ragged edges of the split
carton side. What if the spider is in there waiting? he
thought. He stopped, heartbeat jolting, one leg inside the
box, the other leg out. He drew in a deep, courage-stif-
fening breath. It’s only a spider, he told himself. It’s not
a master tactician.

Climbing the rest of the way into the musty depth of
the carton, he wished he could really believe that the
spider were not intelligent, but driven only by instinct.

Reaching for thread, his hand touched icy metal and
jerked back. He reached again. It was only a pin. His
lips twitched. Only a pin? It was the size of a knight’s
lance,

He found the thread and laboriously unrolled about
eight inches of it. It took an entire minute of pulling,
jerking, and teeth gnawing to separate it from its barrel-
sized spool.

He dragged the thread out of the carton and back to
the wicker table. Then he hiked over to the pile of logs
and tore from one of thern a piece the size of his arm
from elbow to fingertips. This he carried back to the table
and fastened to the thread.

He was ready.

The first throw was an easy one. Twisting vinelike
around the main leg of the table were two narrower strips
about the thickness of his body. At a point three inches
below the first shelf of the table these two strips flared
out from the leg, angling up to the shelf, then turning
again and, three inches above the shelf, twining about the
main leg again.

He flung the wood up at the space where one of the
strips began jutting out from the leg. On his third attempt
the wood sailed through the opening and he pulled it back
carefully so that it was wedged between leg and strip. He
then climbed up, feet braced on the leg as he ascended,
body swung out at the end of the tautened thread.
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Reaching the first point, he hauled up the thread,
worked the wooden bar loose, and prepared for the next
stage of his climb.

Another four throws and the wooden bar caught be-
tween two strips of the latticework shelf. He pulled himself
up. .
1:’Stretched out limply on the shelf, he lay there panting.
Then, after a few minutes, he sat up and looked down at
what to him was a fifty-foot drop. Already he was tired,
and the climb had barely started.

Far across the cellar the pump began its sibilant chug-
ging again, and he listened to it while he looked up at
the wide canopy of the tabletop a hundred feet above.

“Come on,” he muttered hoarsely to himself then.
“Come on, come on, come on, come on.”

He got to his feet. Taking a deep breath, he flung the
stick up at the next joining place of leg and twining strip.

He had to leap aside as the throw missed and the wood
fell toward him heavily. His right leg slipped into a gap
in the latticework and he had to clutch at the crosspieces
to keep from plunging to the floor below.

He hung there for a long moment, one leg dangling in
space. Then, groaning, he pulled and pushed himself to
a standing position, wincing at the pain in the back muscles
of his right leg. He must have sprained it, he thought. He
clenched his teeth and hissed out a long breath. Sore
throat, sprained leg, hunger, weariness. What next?

It took twelve muscle-jerking throws of the wooden bar
to get it into the proper opening above. Pulling back until
the thread grew taut in his grip, he dragged himself up
the thirty-five-foot space, teeth gritted, breath steaming
out between them. He ignored each burning ache of
muscle while he climbed; but when he reached the crotch,
he wedged himself between the table leg and strip and
half lay, half clung there, gasping for air, muscles throb-
bing visibly. I’ll have to rest, he told himself. Can’t go on.
The cellar swam before his eyes.

He had gone to visit his mother the week he was five-
fe;elt-three. The last time he’d seen her, he’d been six feet
tall.

Dread crawled in him, colder than the winter wind, as
he walked up the Brooklyn street toward the two-family
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brownstone where his mother lived. Two boys were playing
ball in the street. One of them missed the other’s throw.
The ball bounced toward Scott, and he reached down to
pick it up.

The boy shouted, “Throw it here, kid!”

Something like an electric shock jolted through his
system. He flung the ball violently.

The boy shouted, “Good throw, kid!”

He walked on, ashen-faced.

And the terrible hour with his mother. He remembered
that.

The way she kept avoiding the obvious, talking about
Marty and Therese and their son, Billy; about Louise and
Beth, about the quietly enjoyable life she was able to live
on Marty’s monthly checks.

She had set the table in her impeccable way, each dish
and cup in its proper place, each cookie and cake arranged
symmetrically. He sat down_with her, feeling hollowly
sick, the coffee scorching his throat, the cookies taste-
less in his mouth.

Then, finally, when it was too late, she had spoken of
it. This thing, she said—he was being treated for it?

He knew exactly what it was she wanted to hear and he
mentioned the Center and the tests. Relief pressed out the
extra worry lines in the rose-petal skin of her face. Good,
she said, good. The doctors would cure him. The doctors
knew everything these days; everything.

And that was all. ' ‘

As he went home, he felt dazedly ill, because of all the
reactions she might have shown to his affliction, the one
she had shown was the last one in the world he could have
imagined.

_Then, when he got home, Louise cornered him in the
kitchen, insisting that he go back to the Center to finish
the tests. She’d work, they’d put Beth in a nursery. It
would work out fine. Her voice was firm in the beginning,
obdurate; then it broke and all the withheld terror and
unhappiness flooded from her.

He stood by her side, arm around her back, wanting to
comfort her but able only to look up at her face and
struggle futilely against the depleted feeling he had at
being so much shorter than she. All right, he’d told her,
all right, I’ll go back. I will. Don’t cry.



THE SHRINKING MAN 29

And the next morning the letter arrived from the
Center, telling him that “because of the unusual nature of
your disorder, the investigation of which might prove of
inestimable value to medical knowledge,” the doctors were
willing to continue the tests free of charge.

And the return to the Center; he remembered that. And
the discovery.

Scott blinked his eyes back into focus.

Sighing, he pushed himself to a standing position, one
supporting hand holding onto the table leg.

From that point on, the two twining strips left the leg
entirely and flared up at opposing angles, paralleled by
bolstering spars until they reached the bottom side of the
tabletop. Along each upward sweep, three vertical rods
were spaced like giant banisters. He would not need the
thread any more.

He started up the seventy-degree incline, first lurching at
the vertical rod and, catching hold of it, pulled himself up
to it, sandals slipping and squeaking along the spar. Then
he lunged up at the next spar and pulled himself to it.
By concentrating on the strenuous effort he was able to
blank away all thoughts and sink into a mechanical apathy
for many minutes, only the gnawing of hunger tending to
remind him of his plight.

At last, puffing, breath scratching hotly at his throat,
he reached the end of the incline and sat there wedged
between the spar and the last vertical rod, staring at the
wide overhang of the tabletop.

His face tightened.

“No.” The mutter was a crusty, dry sound as his pain-
smitten eyes looked around. There was a three-foot jump
to the bottom edge of the tabletop. But there was no
handhold there.

“NO!’,

Had he come all this way for nothing? He couldn’t
believe it, wouldn’t let himself believe it. His eyes fell shut.
T'll push myself off, he thought, I’ll let myself fall to the
floor. This is too much.

He opened his eyes again, the small bones under his
cheeks moving as he ground his teeth together. He wasn’t
going to push himself off anything. If he fell, it would
be in jumping for the edge of the tabletop. He wasn’t
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going down by his own volition under any circumstances.

He clambered along the top of the horizontal spar just
below the tabletop, searching. There had to be a way.
There had to be.

Turning the corner of the spar, he saw it.

Running along the under edge of the tabletop was a
strip of wood about double the thickness of his arm. It
was fastened to the tabletop with nails a trifle shorter
than he was,

Two of these nails had pulled out, and at that point
the strip sagged about a quarter of an inch below the
tabletop edge. A quarter of an inch—almost three feet to
him. If he could jump to that gap he could catch hold of
the strip and have a chance to pull himself up to the top
of the table.

He perched there, breathing deeply, staring at the sag-
ging strip and at the space he’d have to jump. It was at
least four feet to him. Four feet of empty space.

He licked his dry lips. Outside, the rain was falling
harder; he heard its heavy splattering at the windowpanes.
Swirls of graying light swam on his face. He looked across
the quater-mile that separated him from the window over
the log pile. The way the rain water ran twistingly over the
glass panes made it appear as if great, hollow eyes were
watching him.

He turned away from that. There was no use in standing
here. He had to eat. Going back down now was out of the
question. He had to go on, .

He braced himself for the leap. It may be now, he
thought, strangely unalarmed. This may be the end of my
long, fantastic journey.

His lips pressed together. “So be it,” he whispered then,
and sprang out into space.

His arms banged so hard on the wooden bar that they
were almost numbed beyond the ability to hold. I'm
falling! his mind screamed. Then his arms wrapped them-
selves around the wood and he hung there gasping, legs
swinging back and forth over the tremendous void.

He dangled there for a long moment, catching his
breath, letting feeling return to his arms. Then, carefully,
with agonizing slowness, he turned himself around on the
bar so that he faced the spar arrangement. That done, he
dragged himself up to a sitting position on the bar, holding
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on overhead for support. He sat there, limbs palsied with
exhaustion.

The last step to the tabletop was the hardest.

He’d have to stand up on the smooth, circular top of
the bar and, lurching up, throw his arm over the end of
the tabletop. As far as he knew, there would be nothing
there to hang onto. It would be entirely a matter of
pressing his arms and hands so tightly to the surface that
friction would hold him there.

Then he’d have to climb over the edge.

For a moment the entire grotesque spectacle of it swept
over him forcibly—the insanity of a world where he could
be killed trying to climb to the top of a table that any
normal man could lift and carry with one hand.

He let it go. Forget it, he ordered himself.

He drew in long breaths until the shaking of his arm
and leg muscles slackened. Then slowly he eased himself
up to a crouch on the smooth wood, balancing himself
by holding onto the bottom edge of the tabletop.

The bottoms of his sandals were too smooth. He couldn’t
grip the wood well enough. As cold as it was, he’d have to
take them off. Gingerly he shook them off one at a time
and, after a moment, heard the faint slap as they struck
the floor below.

He wavered for a moment, steadied himself, then drew
in a long, chest-filling breath, He paused.

Now.

He lunged up into empty air and slapped his arms
across the end of the tabletop. A broad vista of huge,
piled-up objects met his eyes. Then he began slipping,
and he clutched at the wood, digging his nails into it. He
kept sliding toward thé edge, his body moving igto space,
dragging him.

“No,” he whimpered in a strangled voice.

He managed to lurch forward again, fingertips scraping
at the wood surface, arms pressing down tightly, desper-
ately.

He saw the curving metal rod.

It was hanging a quarter of an inch from his fingers.
He had to reach it or he’d fall. Leaving one hand down,
splinters gouging under its nails, he raised the other hand
toward the rod.

Look out!
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His raised hand slapped down again and clawed frantic-
ally at the wood. He began slipping back again.

With a last, frenzied lunge, he grabbed for the curving
rod and his hands clamped over its icy thickness.

He dragged himself, kicking and struggling, over the
edge of the tabletop. Then his hands dropped from the
metal—which was the hanging handle of a paint can—
and he collapsed heavily on his chest and stomach.

He lay there for a long time, unable to move, shaking
with the remains of dread and exertion, sucking in lungfuls
of the cold air. I made it, he thought. It was all he could
think. I made it, I made it!

As exhausted as he was, it gave him a warming pride to
think it.

Chapter Five

AFTER A WHILE he got up shakily and looked around.

The tabletop’s expanse was littered with massive paint
cans, bottles and jars. Scott walked along their mammoth
shapes, stepping over the jagged-toothed edge of a saw
blade and racing across its icy surface to the tabletop again.

Orange paint. He strode past the luridly streaked can,
the top of his head barely as high as the bottom edge of
the can’s label. He remembered painting the lawn chairs
during one of the many hours he’d spent in the cellar be-
fore his last, irrevocable, snow-caked plunge into it.

Head back, he gazed up at an orange-spotted brush
handle sticking out of an elephantine jar. One day—not
so long ago—he’d held that handle in his fingers. Now it
was ten times as long as he was; a huge, knife-pointed
length of glossy yellow wood.

There was a loud clicking noise and then the ocean-
like roar of the oil burner filled the air again. His heart-
beat raced, then slowed once more. No, he’d never get
used to its thundering suddenness. Well, there’d be only
four more days of it, anyway, he thought.

His feet were getting cold; there was no time to waste.
Between the barren hulks of paint cans he walked until
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he’d reached the body-thick rope that hung down in
twisted loops from the top of the refrigerator.

A stroke of fortune. He found a crumpled pink rag
lying next to a towering brown bottle of turpentine. Im-
pulsively he drew part of it around himself, tucked it under
his feet, then sank back into the rest of its wrinkled soft-
ness. The cloth reeked of paint and turpentine, but that
didn’t matter. The held-in warmth of his body began sur-
rounding him comfortingly. _

-Reclining there, he squinted up at the distant refriger-
ator top. There was still the equivalent of a seventy-five
foot climb to make, and without footholds except for those
he could manage to find on the rope itself. He would,
virtually, have to pull himself all the way up.

His eyes closed and he lay there for a while, breathing
slowly, his body as relaxed as possible. If the hunger pangs
had not been so severe, he might have gone to sleep. But
hunger was a wavelike pressure at his stomach walls,
causing it to rumble emptily. He wondered if it could
possibly be as empty as it felt.

When he discovered himself beginning to dwell on
thoughts of food—of gravy-dripping roasts and broiled
steaks inundated with brown-edged mushrooms and
onions—he knew it was time to get up. With a last
wiggle of his warmed toes, he threw off the smooth cover-
ing and stood.

That was when he recognized the cloth.

It was part of Louise’s slip, an old one that she’d torn
up and thrown into the rag box. He picked up a corner
of it and fingered its sofiness, a strange, yearning pain in
his chest and stomach that was not hunger.

“Lou.” He whispered it, staring at the cloth that had
once rested against her warm, fragrant flesh.

Angrily he flung away the cloth edge, his face a
hardened mask. He kicked at it.

Shaken, he turned from the cloth, walked stiffly to the
edge of the table, and grabbed hold of the rope. It was
too thick to get his hands around; he’d have to use his
arms. Luckily, it was hanging in such a way that he could
almost crawl up the first section of it.

He pulled down on it as hard as he could to see if it
was secure. It gave a trifle, then tautened. He pulled again.
There was no further give., That ended any chance of
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dragging the cracker box off the refrigerator. The box
was resting on top of the rope coils up there, and he’d
thought it a vague possibility that he might pull it down.

“Well,” he said.

And, taking a deep breath, he started climbing again,

He modeled his ascent on the method South Sea natives
use in climbing coconut trees—knees high, body arched
out, feet gripping at the rope, arms curled around it,
fingers clutching. He kept himself moving upward steadily,
not looking down.

He gasped and stiffened against the rope spasmodically
as it slipped down a few inches—to him, a few feet. Then
it stopped and he hung there trembling, the rope swinging
back and forth in little arcs.

After a few moments the motion stopped and he began
climbing again, this time more cautiously.

Five minutes later he reached the first loop of the
hanging rope and eased himself into it. As if it were a
swing, he sat there, holding on tightly, leaning back against
the refrigerator. The surface of it was cold, but his robe
was thick enough to prevent the coldness from penetrating
to his skin.

He looked out across the broad vista of the cellar king-
dom in which he lived. Far across—almost a mile away—
he saw the cliff edge, the stacked lawn chairs, the croquet
set. His gaze shifted. There was the vast cavern of the
water pump, there the mammoth water heater; under-
neath it one edge of his box-top shield was visible,

His gaze moved and he saw the magazine cover.’

It was lying on a cushion on top of the cross-legged
metal table that stood beside the one whose top he'd just
left. He hadn’t noticed the magazine before because the
paint cans had blocked it from view. On the cover was the
photograph of a woman. She was tall, passably beautiful,
leaning over on a rock, a look of pleasure on her young
face. She was wearing a tight red long-sleeved sweater
and a pair of clinging black shorts cut just below the hips.

He stared at the enormous figure of the woman. She
was looking at him, smiling.

It was strange, he thought as he sat there, bare feet
dangling in space. He hadn’t been conscious of sex for a
long time. His body had been something to keep alive, no
more—something to feed and clothe and keep warm. His
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existence in the cellar, since that winter day, had been
devoted to one thing—survival. All subtler gradations of
desire had been lost to him. Now he had found the frag-
ment of Louise’s slip and seen the huge photograph of the
woran.

His eyes ran lingeringly over the giant contours of her
body—the high, swelling arches of her breasts, the gentle
hill of her stomach, the long, curving taper of her legs.

He couldn’t take his eyes off the woman. The sunlight
was glinting on her dark auburn hair, He could almost
sense the feeling of it, soft and silklike. He could almost
feel the perfumed warmth of her flesh, almost feel the
curved smoothness of her legs as mentally he ran his hands
along them. He could almost feel the gelatinous give of
her breasts, the sweet taste of her lips, her breath like
warm wine trickling in his throat.

He shuddered helplessly, swaying on his loop of rope.

“Oh, God,” he whispered. “Oh, God; God, God.”

There were so0 many hungers.

49”7

When he came out of the bathroom, damply warm from
a shower and shave, he found Lou sitting on the living-
room couch, knitting. She’d turned off the television set
and there was no sound but the infrequent swish of cars
passing in the street below.

He stood in the doorway a moment, looking at her.

She was wearing a yellow robe over her nightgown. Both
garments were made of silk, clinging to the jut of her
rounded breasts, the broadness of her hips, the smooth
length of her legs. Electric pricklings coursed the lower
muscles of his stomach. It had been so long, canceled end-
lessly by medical tests and work and the weight of con-
stant dread.

Lou looked up, smiling. “You Jook so nice and clean,”
she said.

It was not the words or the look on her face; but, sud-
denly he was terribly conscious of his size. Lips twitching
into the semblance of a smile, he walked over to the couch
and sat down beside her, instantly sorry that he had.

She sniffed. “Mmm, you smell nice,” she said. She was
referring to his shaving lotion.

He grunted quietly, glancing at her clean-featured face,
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her wheat-colored hair drawn back into a ribbon-tied
horse’s tail.

“You look nice,” he said. “Beautiful.”

“Beautiful!” she scoffed. “Not me.”

He leaned over abruptly and kissed her warm throat.
She raised her left hand and stroked his cheek slowly.

“So nice and smooth,” she murmured.

He swallowed. Was it just ego-flattened imagination, or
was she actually talking to him as if he were a boy? His
left hand, which had been lying across the heat of her
leg, drew back slowly, and he looked at the white, glaze-
skinned band across the bottom of its third finger. He'd
been forced to take the ring off almost two weeks before
because the finger had become too thin,

He cleared his throat. “What are you making?” he
asked disinterestedly.

“Sweater for Beth,” she answered.

“Oh.”

He sat there in silence while he watched her skillful
manipulation of the long knitting needles. Then, impul-
sively, he laid his cheek against her shoulder. Wrong
move, his mind said instantly. It made him feel even
smaller, like a young boy leaning on his mother. He stayed
there, though, thinking it would be too obviously awkward
if he straightened up immediately. He felt that even rise
and fall of her breathing as he rested there, a tense, un-
resolved sensation in his stomach.

“Why don’t you go to sleep?” Lou asked quietly.

His lips pressed together. He felt-a cold shudder move
down his back.

“No,” he said.

Imagination again? Or was his voice as frail as it
sounded to him, as devoid of masculinity. He stared som-
berly at the V-neck of her robe, at the flesh-walled valley
between her breasts, and his fingers twitched with his re-
pressed desire to touch her.

“Are you tired?” she asked.

“No.” It sounded too harsh. “A little,” he amended.

“Why don’t you finish up the ice cream?”’ she asked,
after a pause.

He closed his eyes with a sigh. Imagination it might be,
but that didn’t prevent him from feeling like a boy—in-
decisive, withdrawn, much as though he’d conceived the
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ridiculous notion that he could somehow arouse the physi-
cal desire of this full-grown woman.

“Shall T get it for you?” she asked.

“No!” He lifted his head from her shoulder and fell
back heavily against a pillow, staring morosely across the
room. It was a cheerless room. Their furniture was still
stored in Los Angeles and they were using Marty’s attic
castoffs. A depressing room, the walls a dark forest green,
pictureless, only one window with ugly paper drapes, a
pale, thread-worn rug hiding part of the scratched floor.

“What is it, darling?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Have I done something?”

“No",

“What, then?” .

“Nothing, I said.”

“All right,” she said quietly.

Was she unaware of it? Granted it was torture for her to
be living with terrible anxiety, hoping each second to get
that phone call from the Center, a telegram, a lette.r, and
the message never coming. Still .

He looked at her full body agam feelmg breath catch in
him uncontrollably. It wasn’t just physical desire; it was
so much more. It was the dread of tomorrows without her.
It was the horror of -his plight, which no words could
capture.

For it wasn’t a sudden accident removing him from her
life. It wasn’t a sudden illness taking him, leaving the
memory of him intact, cutting him from her love with
merciful swiftness. It wasn’t even a lingering sickness. At
least then he’d be himself and, although she could watch
him with pity and terror, at least she would be watching
the man she knew.

This was worse; far worse.

Month after month would go by—almost a year of them
still if the doctors didn’t stop it. A year of living together
day by day, while he shrank. Eating meals together, sleep-
ing in the same bed together, talking together, while he
shrank. Caring for Beth and listening to music and seeing
each other every day, while he shrank. Each day a new
incident, a new hideous adjustment to make. The complex
pattern ‘of their relationship altered day by day, while he
shrank.
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They would laugh, unable to keep a long face every
single moment of every single day. There would be laugh-
ter, perhaps, at some joke—a forgetful moment of amuse-
ment. Then suddenly the horror would rush over them
again like black ocean across a dike, the laughter choked,
the amusement crushed. The trembling realization that he
was shrinking covering them again, casting a pall over
their days and nights.

‘(Lou.”

She turned to face him. He leaned over to kiss her, but
he couldn’t reach higgfips. With an angry, desperate motion
he pushed up on one knee on the couch and thrust his
right hand into the silky tangle of her hair, fingertips
pressing at her skull, Pulling back her head with a tug, he
jammed his lips on hers and forced her back against the

illow.
P Her lips were taut with surprise. He heard her knitting
thud on the floor, heard the liquid rustle of silk as she
twisted slightly in his grip. He ran a shaking hand across
the yielding softness of her breasts. He pulled away his
parted lips and pressed them against her throat, slowly
raking teeth across the warm flesh,

“Scott!” she gasped.

The way she said it seemed to drain him in an instant,
A barren chill covered him, He drew back from her, feel-
ing almost ashamed. His hands fell from her body.

“Honey, what is it?” she said.

“You don’t know, do you?”’ He was shocked by the
trembling sound of his own voice.

His hands went up quickly to his cheeks and he saw
in her eyes that she suddenly knew.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she said, bending forward. Her warm
lips pressed at his. He sat there stiffly. The caress and the
tone of voice and the kiss—they were not the passionate
caress and tone and kiss of 2 woman who craved her hus-
band’s want. They were the sounds and touches of a wom-
an who felt only loving pity for a poor creature who
desired her.

He turned away.

“Honey, don’t,” she begged, taking hold of his hand.
“How could I know? There hasn’t been a bit of love-
making between us in the last two months; not a kiss or
an embrace or—"’
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“There wasn’t exactly time for it,” he said.

“But that’s the whole point,” she said. “How could I
help but be surprised? Is it so odd?”

His throat contracted with a dry, clicking sound.

“I suppose,” he said, barely audible.

“Oh, honey.” She kissed his hand. “Don’t make it sound
as if I—turned you away.”

He let breath trickle out slowly from his nostrils.

“I guess it . . . would be rather grotesque, anyway,” he
said, trying to sound detached. “The way I look. It’'d be
like_”

“Honey, please.” She wouldn’t let him finish. “You're
making it worse than it is.”

“Look at me,” he said. “How much worse can it get?”

“Scott. Scott.” She pressed his small hand to her cheek.
“If only I could say something to make it all right.”

He stared past her, unable to meet her eyes. “It’s not
your fault,” he said.

“Oh, why don’t they call? Why don’t they find it?”

He knew then that his desire was impossible. He’d been
a fool even to think of it.

“Hold me, Scott,” she said.

He sat motionless for a few seconds, chin down, the
fixed dullness of his eyes sealing the mask of defeat that
was his face. Then he drew back his right hand and slid
it behind her; it seemed as if the hand would never reach
her other side. His stomach muscles flexed in slowly. He
wanted to get up from the couch and leave. He felt puny
and absurd beside her, a ludicrous midget who had plan-
ned the seduction of a normal woman. He sat there stiffly,
feeling the warmth of her body through the silk. And he’d
rather have died than tell her that the weight of her arm
across his shoulders was hurting him.

“We could . . . work it out,” she suggested in a different
voice. “We—"

His head twisted back and forth in erratic motions as
though he were looking for escape. “Oh, stop it, will you?
Let it go. Forget it. I was a fool to . . .”

His right hand pulled back and clamped tensely on the
knuckles of his left hand. He squeezed until it hurt. “Just
let it go,” he said. “Let it go.”

“Honey, I'm not just saying it to be nice,” she protested.
“Don’t you think I—"
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“No, 1 don’t!” he answered sharply. “And you don’t,
either.”

“Scott, I know you're hurt, but . . .”

“Please forget it.” His eyes were shut, and the words
came softly, warningly through clenched teeth.

She was still. He breathed as though he were suffo-
cating. The room was a crypt of futility to him.

“All right,” she whispered then,

He bit his lower lip. He said. “Have you written your
parents?”’

“My parents?” He knew she was staring at him curious-
ly.
Y “I think it might be wise,” he said, holding his voice in
careful check. He shrugged ineffectually. “Find out about
staying with them. You know.”

“I don’t know, Scott.”

“Well . . . don’t you think it’s a good idea to make some
recognition of the facts?”

“Scott, what are you trying to do?”

He lowered his chin to hide the quick swallowing move-
ment in his throat. “I’'m trying,” he said, “to plan some
disposition of you and Beth in the event—"

“Disposition! What are we—"

“Will you stop interrupting me?”

“You said disposition! What are we—bric-a-brac to be
disposed of?”

“I’m trying to be realistic about this!”

“You're trying to be cruel about it! Just because I didn’t
know that you—"

“Oh, stop it, stop it. I can see there’s no point in trying
to be realistic.”

“All right, we’ll be realistic,” she said, face tense with
repressed anger. “Are you suggesting that I leave you and
take Beth with me? Is that your idea of being realistic?”

His hands twitched in his lap.

“And what if they don’t find it?” he said. “What if they
never find it?”’

“You think I should leave you, then,” she said.

“I think it might be a good idea,” he said.

“Well, I don’t!”

And she was crying, hands spread across her face, tears
trickling out between the fingers. He sat there feeling
numbed and helpless, looking at her trembling shoulders.
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“I’m sorry, Lou,” he said. He didn’t sound it.

She couldn’t answer; her throat and chest were too
tight with breath-shaking sobs.

“Lou. I ...” He reached out a lifeless hand and put it
on her leg. “Don’t cry. I'm not worth that.”

She shook her head as if at a great, unanswerable prob-
lem. She sniffed and brushed at her tears,

“Here,” he muttered, handing her the handkerchief
from his robe pocket. She took it without a word and
pressed it against her wet cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “It’s me.
I got angry because I felt foolish and—stupid.”

And now, he thought, he was inclined in the other
direction—toward self-castigation; toward self-indulgent
martyrdom. The mind troubled was capable of manifold
inversions.

“No.” She pressed his fingers briefly. “I had no right to
— She let the sentence hang. “I'll try to be more under-
standing.”

For a moment her gaze rested on the white-skinned
patch where his wedding ring had been. Then, with a
sigh, she rose.

“I’ll get ready for bed,” she said.

He watched her walk across the room and disappear into
the hallway. He heard her footsteps, then the clicking of
the lock on the bathroom door. With slow-motion actions
he got on his feet and went into the bedroom.

He lay there in the darkness, staring at the ceiling.

Poets and philosophers could talk all they wanted to
about a man’s being more than fleshly form, about his
essential worth, about the immeasurable stature of his
soul. It was rubbish,

Had they ever tried to hold 2 woman with arms that
couldn’t reach around her? Had they ever told another
man they were as good as he—and said it to his belt
buckle?

She came into the bedroom, and in the darkness he
heard the crisp rustle of her robe as she took it off and
put it across the foot of the bed. Then the mattress gave
on her side as she sat down. She drew her legs up and
he heard her head thump back softly on her pillow. He
lay there tensely, waiting for something.
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After a moment there was a whispering of silk and he
felt her reaching hand touch his chest.

“What’s that?” she asked softly.

He didn’t say.

She pushed up on her elbdw. “Scott, it’s your ring,” she
said. He felt the thin chain cutting shghtly into the back
of his neck as she fingered the ring. “How long have you
been wearing it?” she asked.

“Since I took it off,” he said.

There was a moment’s silence. Then her love-filled
voice broke over him.

“Oh, darling!” Her arms slipped demandingly around
him, and suddenly he felt the silk-filmed heat of her body
pressing against him. Her lips fell searchingly on his, and
her fingertips drew in like cat claws on his back, sending
icy tingles along the flesh.

And suddenly it was back, all the forced-down hunger
in him exploding with a soundless, body-seizing violence.
His hands fled across her burning skin, clutching and
caressing. His mouth was an open shiver under hers. The
darkness came alive, a sabled aura of heat crawling on
their twining limbs. Words were gone; communication had
become a thing of groping pressures, a thing felt in their
blood, in the liquid torments rising, sweetly fierce. Words
were needless. Their bodies spoke a surer language.

And when, too soon, it had ended and the night had
fallen black and heavy on his mind, he slept, content, in
the warm encirclement of her arms. And for the measure
of a night there was peace, there was forgetfulness, For

Chapter Six

He cLune to the edge of the open cracker box, looking
in with dazed, unbelieving eyes.

They were ruined.

He stared at the impossible sight—cobwed-gauzed, dirty,
moldy, water-soaked crackers. He remembered now, too
late, that the kitchen sink was directly overhead, that there
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was a faulty drainpipe on it, that water dripped into the
cellar every time the sink was used.

He couldn’t speak. There were no words terrible enough
to express the mind-crazing shock he felt,

He kept staring, mouth ajar, a vacuous look immobile
on his face. I’ll die now, he thought. In a way, it was a
peaceful outlook. But stabbing cramps of hunger crowded
peace away, and thirst was starting to add an extra pain
and dryness to his throat.

His head shook fitfully. No, it was lmpomble, impossible
that he should have come so far to have it end like this.

“No,” he muttered, lips drawing back in a sudden
grimace as he clambered over the edge. Holding on, he
stretched out one leg and kicked a cracker edge. It broke
damply at his touch, jagged shards of it falling to the
bottom of the box.

Reckless with an angry desperation, he let go of the
edge and slid down the almost vertical glossiness of the
wax_paper, stopping with a neck-snapping jolt. Pushing
up dizzily, he stood in the crumb-strewn box. He picked
up one and it disintegrated wetly in his hands like dirt-
engrained mush. He picked it apart with his hands, search-
ing for a clean piece. The smell of rot was thick in his
nostrils. His cheek puffed out as a spasm shook his
stomach.

Dropping the rest of the scraps, he moved toward a
complete cracker, breathing through his mouth to avoid
the odor, his bare feet squishing over the soaked, mold-
fuzzed remains.

Reaching the cracker, he tore off a crumbling fragment
and broke it up. Scraping green mold from one of the
pieces, he bit off part of it.

He spat it out violently, gagging at the taste. Sucking
in breath between his teeth, he stood shivering until the
nausea had faded.

Then abruptly his fists clenched and he took a punch
at the cracker. His vision was blurred by tears, and he
missed. With a snarled curse he swung again and punched
out a spray of white crumbs.

“Son-of-a-bitch!” he yelled, and he kicked the cracker
to bits and kicked and flung the pieces in every direction
like soggy rocks.

He leaned weakly against the wax-paper walls, his face
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against its cool, crackling surface, his chest expanding and
contracting with short, jerking breaths. Temper, temper,
came the wh15pered admon.ition Shut up, he answered it.
Shut up, I'm dyin

He felt a sharp-edged bulge against his forehead and
shifted position irritably.

Then it hit him.

The other side of the wax paper! Any crumbs that had
fallen there would have been protected.

With an excited grunt he clawed at the wax paper,
trying to tear it open. His fingers slipped on the glossy
smoothness and he thudded down on one knee.

He was getting up when the water hit him.

A startled cry lurched in his throat as the first drop
landed on his head, exploding into spray. The second drop
smashed across his face with an icy, blinding impact. The
third bounced in crystalline fragments off his right shoul-
der.

With a gasp, he lunged backward across the box, trip-
ping over a crumb. He pitched over onto the carpet of
cold white mush, then shoved up quickly, his robe coated
with it, his hands caked with it. Across from him the
drops kept crashing down in a torrent, filling the box with
a leaping mist that covered him. He ran.

At the far end of the box he stopped and turned, look-
ing dizzily at the huge drops splattering on the wax paper.
He pressed a palm against his skull. It had been like get-
ting hit with a cloth-wrapped sledge hammer.

“Oh, my God,” he muttered hoarsely, sliding down the
wax-paper wall until he was s1ttmg in the mush, hands
pressed to his head, eyes closed, tiny wh.lmpermgs of pain
in his throat.

He had eaten, and his sore throat felt much better. He
had drunk the drops of water clinging to the wax paper.
Now he was collecting a pile of crumbs.

First he had kicked an opening in the heavy wax paper,
then squeezed in behind its rustling smoothness. After
eating, he’d begun to carry dry crumbs out, piling them
on the bottom of the box.

That done, he kicked and tore out handholds in the wax
paper so he could climb back to the top. He made the
ascent carrying one or two crumbs at a time, depending
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on their size. Up the wax-paper ladder, over the lip of the
box, down the handholds he had formerly ripped in the
paper wrapping of the box. He did that for an hour.

Then he squeezed his way behind the wax-paper lining,
searching for any crumbs he might have missed. But he
hadn’t missed any except for one fragment the size of
his little finger, which he picked up and chewed on as he
finished his circuit of the box and emerged from the
opening again.

pf{e l%oked over the interior of the box once more, but
there was nothing salvageable. He stood in the middle of
the cracker ruins, hands on hips, shaking his head. At best,
he’d got only two days’ food out of all his work. Thursday
he would be without any again.

He threw off the thought. He had enough concerns; he’d
worry about it when Thursday came. He climbed out of
the box.

It was a lot colder outside. He shivered with a hunching
up of shoulders. Though he’d wrung out as much as pos-
sible, his robe was still wet from the splattering drops.

He sat on the thick tangle of rope, one hand on his
pile of hard-won cracker crumbs. They were too heavy
to carry all the way down. He'd have to make a dozen
trips at least, and that was out of the question. Unable
to resist, he picked up a fist-thick crumb and munched on
it contentedly while he thought about the problem of get-
ting his food down.

At last, realizing there was only one way, he stood with a
sigh and turned back to the box. Should use wax paper,
he thought. Well, the hell with that; it was going to last
only two days at the most.

With a straining of arm and back muscles, feet braced
against the side of the box, he tore off a jagged piece of
Paper about the size of a small rug. This he dragged back
to the edge of the refrigerator top and laid out flat. In the
center of it he arranged his crumbs into a cone-shaped
pile, then wrapped them up until he had a tight, carefully
sealed package about as high as his knees.

He lay on his stomach peering over the edge of the
refrigerator. He was higher off the floor now than he’d
been on the distant cliff that marked the boundary of the
spider’s territory. A long drop for his cargo. Well, they
were already crumbs; it would be no loss if they became
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smaller crumbs. The package wasn’t likely to open during
the fall; that was all that mattered.

Briefly, despite the cold, he looked out over the cellar.

It certainly made a difference, being fed. The cellar had,
for the moment anyway, lost its barren menace. It was a
strange, cool land shimmering with rain-blurred light, a
kingdom of verticals and horizontals, of grays and blacks
relieved only by the dusty colors of stored objects. A land
of roars and rushings, of intermittent sounds that shook
the air like many thunders. His land.

Far below he saw the giant woman looking up at him,
still leaning on her rock, frozen for all time in her posture
of calculated invitation.

Sighing, he pushed back and stood. No time to waste;
it was too cold. He got behind his bundle and, stooping
over, pushed the dead weight of it to the edge and shoved
it over the brink with a nudge of his foot.

Momentarily on his stomach again, he watched the
package’s heavy fall, saw it bounce once on the floor, and
heard the crunching noise as it came to rest. He smiled.
It had held together.

Standing once more, he started around the top of the
refrigerator to see if there were anything he might use.
He found the newspaper.

It was folded and propped against the cylindrical coil
ease. Its lettered faces were covered with dust and part
of the sink’s leaking had splashed water across it, blotting
the letters and eating through the cheap paper. He saw
the large letters OST and knew it was a copy of the
New York Globe-Post, the paper that had done his story
—at least as much of it as he had been able to endure.

He looked at the dusty paper, remembering the day
Mel Hammer had come to the apartment and made the
offer. .

Marty had mentioned Scott’s mysterious affliction to
a fellow Kiwani, and from there the news had drifted,
ripple by ripple, into the city.

Scott refused the offer, despite the fact that they needed
the money desperately. Although the Medical Center had
completed the tests free of charge, there was still a sizable
bill for the first series of examinations. There was the
five hundred owed to Marty, and the other bills they’d
accumulated through the long, hard winter—the complete
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winter wardrobe for all of them, the cost of fuel oil, the
extra medical bills because none of them had been physic-
ally equipped to face an Eastern winter after living so
long in Los Angeles.

But Scott had been in what he now called his period
of furies—a time when he experienced an endless and
continuously mounting anger at the plight he was in. He’d
refused the newspaper offer with anger. No, thank you,
but I don’t care to be exposed to the morbid curiosity of
the public. He flared up at Lou when she didn’t support
his decision as eagerly as he thought she should have, say-
ing, “What would you like me to do—turn myself into a
public freak to give you your security?”

Erring, off-target anger; he’d known it even as he spoke.
But anger was burning in him. It drove him to depths of
temper he had never plumbed before. Strengthless temper,
temper based on fear alone.

Scott turned away from the newspaper and went back
to the rope. Lowering himself over the edge with an angry
carelessness, he began sliding down the rope, using his
hands and feet. The white chiff of the refrigerator blurred
before his eyes as he descended.

And the anger he felt now was only a vestigial rem-
nant of the fury he’d lived with constantly in the past;
fury that made him lash out incontinently at anyone he
thought was mocking him. . . .

He remembered the day Terry had said something be-
hind his back; something he thought he heard. He remem-
bered how, no taller than Beth, he’d whirled on her and
told her that he’d heard what she’d said.

Heard what? she asked. Heard what you said about
me! I didn’t say anything about you. Don’t lie to me, I'm
not deaf! Are you calling me a liar? Yes, I'm calling you
a liar! T don’t have to listen to talk like that! You do when
you decide to talk about me behind my back! I think
we’ve had just about enough of your screaming around
here. Just because you’re Marty’s brother— Sure, sure,
you're the boss’s wife, you’re the big cheese around here!
Don’t you talk to me like that!

And on and on, shrill and discordant and profitless.

Until Marty, grim, soft-spoken, called him into the
office, where Scott had stood in front of the desk, glaring
at his brother like a belligerent dwarf.
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“Kid, I don’t like to say it,”” Marty told him, “but
maybe—till they get you fixed up—it'd be better if you
stayed home. Believe me, I know what you’re going
through, and I don’t blame you, not a bit. But . . . well,
you can’t concentrate on work when you’re . . .”

“So I'm being fired.”

“Oh, come on, kid,” Marty said. “You're not being
fired. You’ll still be on salary. Not as much, of course—I
can’t afford that—but enough to keep you and Lou going.
This'll be over soon, kid. And—well, Christ, the GI loan’ll
be coming through any day now anyway, and then—"

Scott’s feet thudded on the top of the wicker table.
Without pausing, he started across the wide expanse, lips
set tightly in the thick blond wreathing of his beard.

Why did he have to see that newspaper and go off on
another fruitless journey to the past? Memory was such a
worthless thing, really. Nothing it dealt with was attain-
able. It was cancerned with phantom acts and feelings,
with all that was uncapturable except in thought. It was
without satisfaction. Mostly it hurt. . . .

He stood at the edge of the tabletop, wondering how he
was going to get down to the hanging strip. He stood in-
decisively, shifting from leg to leg, wriggling the toes of the
lifted foot gingerly. His feet were getting cold again. The
ache in his right leg was returning, too; he’d almost for-
gotten it while he was collecting crumbs, the constant
movement loosening and warming him. And his throat was
getting sore again.

He walked behind the paint can whose handle he had
grabbed before and, bracing his back against it, pushed.
The can didn’t move. Turning around, he planted his
feet firmly and pushed with all his strength. The can re-
mained fixed. Scott walked around it, breathing hard with
strain. With great effort, he was able to draw the handle
out slightly so that it protruded over the edge of the table.

He rested for 2 moment, then swung out over the space
and dangled there until his searching feet found the strip
and pressed down on it.

Cautiously he put one hand on the tabletop. Then,
after a moment of feeling for balance, he let go of the
paint-can handle and lowered himself quickly. His feet
slipped off the ledge, but his convulsively thrusting arms
“caught hold of it and he clambered back on.
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After a few seconds he leaped across to the spar arrange-
ment.

The descent along the rod-spaced incline was simple;
too simple to prevent the return of memories. As he slid
and edged down the length of the incline, he thought of
the afternoon he’d come home from the shop after the
talk with Marty.

He remembered how still the apartment was, Lou and
Beth out shopping. He remembered going into the bed-
room and sitting on the edge of the bed for a long time,
staring down at his dangling legs.

He didn’t know how long it had been before he’d looked
up and seen a suit of his old clothes hanging on the back
of the door. He’d looked at it, then got up and gone over
to it. He’d had to stand on a chair to reach it. For a
moment he held the dragging weight of it in his arms.
Then, not knowing exactly why, he pulled the jacket off
the hanger and put it on.

He stood in front of the full-length mirror, looking at
himself.

That’s all he did at first, just stood looking—at his
hands, lost deep in the sagging hollow of the dark sleeves;
at the hem of the coat, far below his calves; at the way
the coat hung around him like a tent. It didn’t strike
him then; the disparity was too severe. He only stared at
himself, his face blank.

Then it did strike him, as if for the first time.

It was his own coat he wore.

A wheezing giggle puffed out his cheeks. It disappeared.
Silence while he gaped at his reflection.

He snickered hollowly at the child playing grownup. His
chest began to shake with restrained laughs. They sounded
like sobs.

He couldn’t hold them back. They poured up his throat
and pushed out between shaking lips. Sobbing laughter
burst out against the mirror. He felt his body trembling
with it. The room began to resound with his taut, shrill
laughter.

He looked at the mirror again, tears raining down his
cheeks. He did a little dance step and the coat puffed out,
the sleeve ends flapping. Screeching with a deranged ap-
Preciation, he flailed spastic blows against his legs, doubled
over to ease the pain in his stomach. His laughter came
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in short, explosive, throat-catching bursts. He could hardly
stand.

I'm funny!

He swung the sleeve again and flopped over suddenly on
his side, laughing and kicking at the floor with his shoes,
the thumping sounds making him even more hysterical.
He twisted around on the floor, limbs thrashing, head
rolling from side to side, the choked laughter pealing from
his lips, until he was too weak to laugh. Then he lay there
on his back, motionless, gasping for breath, his face wet
with tears, his right foot still twitching. I’'m funny.

And he thought, quite calmly it seemed, about going
into the bathroom and getting his razor blade and cutting
his wrists open. He really wondered why he went on lying
there, looking up at the ceiling, when it would solve
everything if he went into the bathroom and got a razor
blade and—

He slid down the rope-thick thread to the shelf of the
wicker table. He shook the thread until the stick came
loose and fell. He fastened it again and started down to-
ward the floor.

It was strange; he still didn’t know why he hadn’t com-
mitted suicide, Surely the hopelessness of his situation
warranted it. Yet, although he had often wished he could
do it, something had always stopped him.

It was difficult to say whether he regretted this failure to
end his life. Sometimes it seemed as if it didn’t matter one
way or the other, except in a vague, philosophical way; but
what philosopher had ever shrunk?

His feet touched the cold floor, and quickly he gathered
up his sandals and put them on—the sandals he had made
of string. That was better. Now to drag the package to
his sleeping place. Then he could strip off his wet robe
and lie in the warmth, resting and eating. He ran to the
package, anxious to get it over with.

The package was so heavy that he could move it only
slowly. He pushed it a dozen yards, then stopped and
rested, sitting on it. After he got his breath, he stood up
and pushed it some more—past the two massive tables,
past the coiled hose, past the lawn mower and the huge
ladder, across the wide, light-patched plain toward the
water heater.

The last twenty-five yards he moved backwards, bent
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over at the waist, grunting as he dragged his bundle of
food. Just a few more minutes and he’d be warm and
comfortable on his bed, fed and sheltered. Teeth clenched
in suddenly joyous effort, he jerked the bundle along to
the foot of the cement block. Life was still worth strug-
gling for. The simplest of physical pleasures could make it
so. Food, water, warmth. He turned happily.

He cried out.

The giant spider was hanging across the top edge of
the block, waiting for him.,

For a single moment their eyes met. He stood frozen at
the foot of the cement block, staring up in heart-stilled
horror.

Then the long black legs stirred, and with a strangled
groan Scott lunged into one of the two passages cut
through the block. As he started running along the damp
tunnel, he heard the spider drop heavily to the floor
behind him.

It's not fair! his mind screamed in desolate fury.

There was time for no more thought than that. Every-
thing was swallowed in the savage maw of panic. The pain
in his leg was gone, his exhaustion was washed away. Only
terror remained.

He leaped out through the opening on the other side
of the cement block and cast back a glance at the shadowy
lurching of the spider in the tunnel, Then, with a sucked-
in breath, he started racing across the floor toward the
fuel tank. There was no use trying to reach the log pile.
The spider would overtake him long before he could make
1t.

He sped toward the big split carton under the tank, not
knowing what he would do when he got there, only in-
stinctively heading for shelter. There were clothes in the
carton. Maybe he could burrow under them, out of the
black widow’s reach.

He didn’t look back now; there was no need to. He
knew the great swollen body of the spider was wobbling
erratically over the cement, carried by the long black legs.
He knew that it was only because one of those legs was
;pissing that he had any hope of reaching the carton
irst.

He ran through viscid squares of light, sandals thudding,
robe flapping about his body. Air scorched rawly down his
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throat, his legs pumped wildly. The fuel tank loomed
over him.

He darted into the vast shadow of it, the spider skim-
ming the floor less than five yards behind. With a grunt
Scott leaped off the cement and, grabbing hold of a hanging
string, dragged himself up, then swung in feet first through
the opening in the side of the carton.

He landed in a limb-twisting heap on the soft pile of
clothes. As he started up he heard the rasping of the
spider’s legs up the carton’s side. He shoved to his feet
but lost his balance on the yielding cloth and fell. Sprawl-
ing, he saw the black, leg-fluttering bulk of the spider
appear in the V-shaped opening. It lunged through.

With a sob, Scott pushed up, then fell again on the
uneven hill of clothes. The hill gave twice; once under
his weight, again under the impact of the spider’s wrig-
gling drop. It spurted through the shadows at him.

There was no time to struggle to his feet. He shoved
desperately with his legs and sent himself flailing back-
ward. He flopped heavily again, hands clawing for an
opening between the clothes. There was none. The spider
was almost on him now. _

A high-pitched whining flooded in his throat. Scott
flung himself back again as one of the spider’s legs fell
heavily across his ankle. He grunted in shock as he fell
into the open sewing box, hands still groping. The huge
spider jumped down and clambered over his legs. He
screamed.

Then his hand closed over cold metal. The pin! With
a sucking gasp, he kicked back again, dragging up the pin
with both hands. As the spider leaped, he drove the pin
like a spear at its belly. He felt the pin shudder in his
grip under the weight of the partially impaled creature.

The spider leaped back off the point. It landed yards
away on the clothes, then, after a second’s hesitation,
rushed at him again. Scott pushed up on his left knee,
right leg back as a supporting brace, the pinhead cradled
against his hip, his arms rigidly tensed for the second
impact.

Again the spider hit the pinpoint. Again it sprang back,
one of its flailing spiny legs raking skin off Scott’s left
temple. :

“Die!” he heard himself scream suddenly. “Die! Die!”
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It did not die. It stirred restlessly on the clothes a few
yards away as if it were trying to understand why it
couldn’t reach its prey. Then suddenly it leaped at him
again.

gTlrx.is time it had barely touched the pinpoint before it
stopped and scuttled backward. Scott kept staring at it
fixedly, his body remaining in its tense crouch, the heavy
pin wavering a little in his grip, but always pointing at the
spider. He could still feel the hideous clambering weight
of it across his legs, the flesh-ripping slash of its leg. He
squinted to distinguish its black form from the shadows.

He didn’t know how long he remained in that position.
The transition was unnoticeable. Suddenly, magically,
there were only the shadows.

A confused sound stirred in his throat. He stood up on
palsied legs and looked around. Across the cellar the oil
burner roared into life and, heart pounding jaggedly,-he
twisted around in a panic, thinking that the spider was
going to leap on him from behind.

He kept circling there for a long time, the weight of
the lancelike pin dragging down his arms. Finally it
dawned on him that the spider had gone away.

A great wave of relief and exhaustion broke over him.
The pin seemed made of lead, and it fell from his hands
and clattered down on the wooden bottom of the box. His
legs gave way and he slipped down into a twisted heap,
head fallen back against the pin that had saved his life.

For a while he lay there in limp, contented depletion.
The spider was gone. He’d chased it away.

It was not too long, however, before the knowledge that
the spider was still alive dampened all contentment. It
might be waiting outside for him, ready to spring as soon
as he came out. It mjght be back under the water heater
again, waiting for him there.

He rolled over slowly on his stomach and pressed his
face against his arms. What had he accomplished, after
all? He was still virtually at the spider’s mercy. He
couldn’t carry the pin everywhere he went, and in a day
or so he might not be able to carry it at all.

And even if (he didn’t believe it for a second) the spider
would be too frightened to attack him again, there was still
the food that would be gone in two days, still the in-
creasing difficulties in getting to the water, still the con-
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stant altering of his clothes to be made, still the impossibil-
ity of escaping the cellar, still—worst of all, always there,
constantly nagging—the dread of what was going to hap-
pen to him between Saturday night and Sunday moming.

He struggled to his feet and groped around until he
found the hinged cover of the box. He pulled it over and
lowered it into place, then sank back into the darkness.
What if I smother? he thought. He didn’t care.

He’d been running since it had all started. Running
physically, from the man and the boys and the cat and
the bird and the spider, and —a far worse kind of flight—
running mentally. Running from life, from his problems
and his fears; retreating, backtracking, facing nothing,
yielding, giving in, surrendering.

He still lived, but was his living considered, or only an
instinctive survival? Yes, he still struggled for food and
water, but wasn’t that inevitable if he chose to go on
living. What he wanted to know was this: Was he a
separate, meaningful person; was he an individual? Did
he matter? Was it enough just to survive?

He didn’t know; he didn’t know. It might be that he
was a man and trying to face reality. It might also be
that he was a pathetic fraction of a shadow, living only
out of habit, impulse-driven, moved but never moving,
fought but never fighting,

He didn’t know. He slept, curled up and shivering, no
bigger than a pearl, and he didn’t know.

Chapter Seven

He stoop ue and listened carefully, The cellar was
still. The spider must have gone. Surely, if it were still
intent on killing him, it would have ventured into the
carton again. He must have been asleep for hours.

He grimaced, swallowed, as he realized that his throat
hurt again. He was thirsty, hungry. Did he dare go back
to the water heater? He blew out a hissing breath. There
was no question. It had to be done.

He felt around until his hands closed over the thick,
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icy shaft of the pin. He picked it up. It was heavy.
Amazing that he had been able to handle it so well.
Fright, probably. He lifted the pin in both hands, then
shifted it to his right side and held it there. It dragged at
his arm muscles as he climbed out of the sewing box and
moved up the shifting hill of clothes toward the opening
in the side of the carton. If the spider appeared, he could
easily grab the pin with both hands and use it as he had
before. It gave him the first definite sense of physical
security he had had in weeks,

At the opening, he leaned out cautiously, looking up
first, then sideways, and finally down. The spider was not
to be seen. His breathing eased a little. He slid the pin
out through the opening, then, after letting it dangle a
moment, dropped it. It clanged on the floor and rolled
a few feet before stopping. Hastily he slid out of the
carton and let himself drop. As he landed, the water pump
began its chugging wheeze, making him jump to the pin,
grab it up, and hold it poised as if to ward off attack.

There was no attack. He lowered the gleaming spear and
shifted it to his side again, then began walking across
the floor toward the water heater.

He moved out from beneath the mountainous shadow
of the fuel tank into the grayish light of late afternoon.
The rain had stopped. Out beyond the filmed windows
was utter stillness. He walked by the vast lawn-mower
wheels, glancing up warily to see if the spider were crouch-
ing up there.

Now he was on the open floor. He began the short hike
to the water heater. His eyes went to the refrigerator, and
in his mind he saw the newspaper up there, and he
endured again the agony of the photographer’s invasion
of his home. They had posed him in his old shoes, which
were five sizes too large, and Berg said, “Look like ya was
rememberin’ when ya could wear ’em, Scotty.” Then they
posed him beside Beth, beside Lou, beside a hanging suit
of his old clothes; standing beside the tape measure, Ham-
mer’s big, disembodied hand sticking out from the edge of
the photograph, pointing at the proper mark; being exam-
ined by the doctors appointed by the Globe-Post. His case
history had been rehashed for a million readers, while he
suffered a new mental torture each day, thrashing in bed
at night, telling himself that he was going to break the
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contract he’d signed whether they needed the money or
not, whether Lou hated him for it or not.

He had gone on with it anyway.

And the offers came in. Offers for radio and television
and stage and night-club appearances, for articles in all
kinds of magazines except the better ones, for syndication
of the Globe-Post series. People started to gather outside
the apartment, staring at him, even asking for his auto-
graph. Religious fanatics exhorted him, in person and by
mail, to join their saving cults. Obscene letters arrived
from weirdly frustrated women—and men.

His face was blank and unmoving as he reached the
concrete block. He stood there a moment, still thinking
of the past. Then he refocused his eyes and started, real-
izing that the spider might be up there waiting to spring.

Slowly he climbed the block, pin always ready for use
if necessary. He peered over the edge of the block. His
sleeping place was empty.

With a sigh, he slung the pin over the edge and watched
it roll to a stop against his bed. Then he climbed down
again for the crackers.

After three trips he had all the cracker bits in a pile
beside his bed. He sat there crunching on a fist-size piece,
wishing he had some water. He didn’t dare go down to the
pump, though; it was getting dark, and even the pin was
not enough assurance in the dark.

When he’d finished eating, he dragged the box top over
his bed, then sank back on the sponge with a soft groan.
He was still exhausted. The nap in the carton had done
little to refresh him.,

He remembered and, reaching around, he searched for
the wood and charcoal. Finding them, he scratched a
careless stroke. It would probably cross another stroke,
but that hardly mattered. Chronology became less of a
concern each day. There was Wednesday and there was
Thursday, there were Friday and Saturday.

Then nothing,

. He shuddered in the darkness. Like death, his fate was
impossible to conceive. No, even worse than death. Death,
at least, was a concept; it was a part of life, however
st.ra.r;ge]y unknown. But who had ever shrunk into nothing-
ness?

He rolled on his side and propped his head on an
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arm. If only he could tell someone what he felt. If only
he could be with Lou; see her, touch her. Yes, even if she
didn’t know it, it would be a comfort. But he was alone.

He thought again of the newspaper stories, and of how
sick it had made him to become a spectacle, how it had
driven him into nerve-screaming wrath, making him mani-
acal with fury against his plight.

Until, at the peak of that fury, he had sped to the city
and told the paper he was breaking his contract, and
stormaed away In a palsy of hatred.

42

Two miles beyond Baldwin, a tire blew out with a crack
like the blast of a shotgun.

Gasping, Scott froze to the wheel as the Ford lurched
off balance, scouring wide tire marks across the pavement.
It took all the strength in his arms to keep the car from
ramming the center wall. The steering wheel shuddering
in his grip, he guided the car off the highway.

Fifty yards farther on, he braked the car and twisted off
the ignition. He sat there for a moment, wordless, glaring
straight ahead with baleful eyes. His hands were white-
ridged fists quivering in his lap.

At last he spoke. “Oh, you son-of-a—" Fury sent a
jolting shudder down his back.

“Go ahead,” he said, rage crouching behind the patience
of his tone. “Go ahead. Pour it on. Sure. Go ahead; why
not?” His teeth clicked together. “Don’t just stop with a
flat tire, though,” he said, words thumping at the closed
gates of his teeth. “Kill the generator. Tear out the spark
plugs. Split the radiator. Blow up the whole goddam
son-of-a-bitch carl” Apoplectic rage sprayed across the
windshield. :

He thudded back against the seat, spent, his eyes shut.

After a few minutes, he pulled up the door handle and
pushed the door open. Cold air rushed over him. Drawing
up the collar of his topcoat, he shifted his legs and slid
down off the raised seat.

He landed on gravel, spilling forward, hands out for sup-
port. He got up quickly, cursing, and fired a stone across
the highway. With my luck it'll break a car window and

Fli:tkout an old lady’s eye! he thought furiously. With my
uck.
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He stood shivering, looking at his car, hunched blackly
over the collapsed tire. Great, he thought, just great. How
in the hell was he supposed to change it? His teeth gritted.
He wasn’t even strong enough for that. And, of course,
Terry couldn’t watch the children today and Lou had to
stay home. It figured.

A spasm shook him beneath the topcoat. It was cold.
Cold on a May night. Even that figured. Even the weather
was against him. He closed his eyes. I'm ready for a
padded cell, he thought.

Well, he couldn’t just stand there. He had to get to a
phone and call a garage.

He didn’t move. He stared at the road. And after I call
the garage, he thought, the mechanic will come and he’ll
talk to me and look at me and recognize me; and there’ll
be guarded stares, or maybe even open ones, the kind
Berg always gave him—blunt, insulting stares that seemed
to say, Jesus, you are a creep! And there would be talk,
questions, the kind of withdrawn camaraderie a normal
man offers to a freak.

His throat muscles drew in slowly as he swallowed. Even
rage was preferable to this; this complete negation of
spirit. Rage, at least, was struggle, it was a moving forward
against something. This was defeat, static and heavy on
him,

Weary breath emptied from him. Well, there was no
other way. He had to get home. He might have called
Marty under any other circumstances; but he felt awkward
about Marty now.

He slid his hands into the slash pockets of his coat and
started trudging along the roadside gravel.

I don’t care, he kept telling himself as he walked. I don’t
care if I did sign a contract. I'm tired of playing guinea
pig for a million readers. .

He walked on quickly in his little-boy clothes.

Moments later, headlight beams bleached across him
and he stepped farther away from the road and kept on
walking. He certainly wasn’t going to try to get a ride.

The dark car hulk rolled past him. Then there was a
slowing of the tires on the pavement and, looking up,
Scott saw that the car was stopping. His mouth tightened.
I'd rather walk. He formed the words with his lips, getting
them ready.
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The door shoved open and a fedora-topped head ap-
peared.

“You alone, my boy?” the man asked huskily. The
words came out from one side of his mouth. The other
side was plugged with a half-smoked cigar.

Scott trudged toward the car. Maybe it was all right; the
man thought he was a boy. He might have expected it.
Hadn’t they refused to let him in the movie one afternoon
because he wasn’t accompanied by an adult? Hadn’t he
been forced to show his identification before that bartender
would serve him a drink?

“You alone, young fellow?” the man asked again.

“Just walking home,” Scott said.

“Have you far to go?” An intelligent voice, somewhat
thickened. Scott saw the man’s head bobbing. So much
the better, he thought.

“Just to the next town,” he said. “Could you give me a
ride, mister?” Deliberately he raised the already raised
pitch of his voice.

“Certainly, my boy, certainly,” the man said. “Just climb
aboard and it’s bon voy-age for you and me and Ply-
mouth, vintage fifty-five.” His head drew in like that of a
startled turtle. It disappeared into the shell of his car.

“Thanks, mister.” It was a form of masochism, Scott
knew, this playing the role of boy to its very hilt. He stood
outside the car until the heavy-set man had pushed up
awkwardly and was sitting behind the steering wheel again.
Then he slid onto the seat.

“Just sit right here, my boy, just— Caution!”

Scott jumped up as he sat on the man’s thick hand.
The man drew it away, held it before his eyes.

“You have injured the member, my boy,” he said.
“Wreaked havoc to the knuckles. Eh?” The man’s chuckle
was liquid, as if it came up through a throatful of water.

Scott’s smile was nervously automatic as he sat down
again. The car reeked of whisky and cigar smoke. He
coughed into his hand.

“Anchors, so be it, Od’s blood, aweigh,” the man de-
clared. He tapped down the shift to drive position and the
car jerked a little, then rolled forward. “Fermez la porte,
dear boy, fermez la goddam porte.”

“I have,” Scott told him,

The man looked over as if he were delighted. “You un-
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derstand French, my boy. An excellent boy, 2 most seemly
boy. Your health, sir.”

Scott smiled thinly to himself. He wished he were
drunk too. But a whole afternoon drinking in a darkened
barroom booth had done nothing to him at all.

“You reside in this humid land, my boy?” the heavy
man asked. He began slapping himself about the chest.

“In the next town,” Scott said.

“In the next town, the following city,” the man said,
still slapping at himself. “In the adjacent village, the jux-
taposed hamlet. Ah, Hamlet. To be or not to be, that is
the— God damn it, a match! My kingdom for a match!”
He belched. It was like a drawn-out leopard growl.

“Use the dashboard lighter,” Scott said, hoping to get
both of the man’s unsteady hands back on the wheel.

The man looked over, apparantly astounded. “A bril-
liant boy,” he said. “An analytic fellow. By God, I love
an analytic fellow.” His bubbly chuckle rippled in the stale-
smelling car. “Mon dieu.”

Scott tensed suddenly as the heavy man leaned over, ig-
noring the highway. The man knocked in the lighter, then
straightened up again, his shoulder brushing Scott’s.

“So you live in the next town, mon cher,” he said. “This
is . . . fascinating news.” Another leopard-growl belch.
“Dinner with old Vincent,” said the man. “Old Vincent.”
The sound that came from his throat might have indicated
amusement. It might, as well, have indicated the onset of
strangulation. “Old Vincent,” said the heavy man sadly.

The cigarette lighter popped out and he snatched it from
its electric cavity. Scott glanced aside as the man relit his
dark-tipped cigar.

The man’s head was leonine beneath the wide-brimmed
fedora. Glows of light washed his face. Scott saw bushy
eyebrows like awnings over the man’s darkly glittering
eyes. He saw a puffy-nostriled nose, a long, thick-lipped
mouth. It was the face of a sly boy peering out through rolls
of dough.

Clouds of smoke obscured the face. “A most seemly
boy, Od’s bodkins,” said the man. He missed the dash-
board opening and the lighter thumped on the floor
boards. “God’s hooks!” The man doubled over. The car
veered wildly.

“I’lt get it,” Scott said quickly. “Look out!”
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The man put the car back in its proper lane. He patted
Scott’s head with a spongy palm. “A child of most excel-
lent virtues,” he slurred. “As I have always said—" He
drew up phlegm, rolled down the window, and gave it to
the wind. He forgot what he had always said. “You live
around here?” he asked, belching conclusively.

“In the next town,” Scott said.

“Vincent was a friend, I tell you,” the man said re-
morsefully. “A friend. In the truest sense of that truest
word. Friend, ally, companion, comrade.”

Scott glanced back at the service station they had just
passed. It looked closed. He’d better ride into Freeport
and make sure he could get hold of someone.

“He insisted,” the man said, “in donning the hair shirt
of matrimony.” He turned. “You comprends, dear boy?
Do you, bless your supple bones, comprends?”

Scott swallowed. “Yes, sir,” he said.

The man blew out a puff of smoke. Scoit coughed. “And
what,” the man said, “was a man, dear boy, becams, you

,see, a creature of degradation, a lackey, a serf, an auto-
maton. A—in short—lost and shriveled soul.” The man
peered at Scott dizzily. “You see,” he asked, “what I mean
to say, dear boy? Do you?”

Scott looked out the window. I’'m tired, he thought. I
want to go to bed and forget who I am and what’s hap-
pening to me. I just want to go to bed.

“You live around here?” asked the man.

“Next town.”

“Quite so,” said the man.

Silence a moment. Then the man said, “Women. Who
come into man’s life a breath from the sewer.” He belched.
“A pox on the she.” He looked over at Scott. The car
headed for a tree. “And dear Vincent,” said the man, “lost
tcE the eye of man. Swallowed in the spiritual quicksands
o _-”

“You're going to hit that tree!”

The man turmed his head.

“There,” he said. “Back on course, Cap’n. Back in the
saddle again. Back where a friend is a—"

He peered at Scott again, face aslant as though he were
a buyer examining merchandise. “You are—" he said,
purse-lipped and estimating. He cleared his throat violent-
ly. “You are twelve,” he said. “First prize?”
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Scott coughed a little at the cigar smoke. “First prize,”
he said. “Look out.”

The man repointed the car, his laugh ending in a belch.

“An age of pristine possibility, my dear,” he said. “A
time of untrammeled hope. Oh, dear boy.” He dropped a
portly hand and clamped it on Scott’s leg. “Twelve,
twelve. Oh, to be twelve again, Blessed be twelve years of
age.”

Scott pulled his leg away. The man squeezed it once
more, then reached back to the steering wheel. “Yes, yes,
yes, yes, yes,” he said. “Still to meet your first woman.” His
lips curled. “That experience which is analogous to turning
your first rock and finding your first bug.”

“I can get off at—" Scott started, seeing an open gas
station ahead.

“Ugly they are,” stated the heavy man in the dark,
wrinkled suit. “Ugly with an ugliness that worries the fring-
es of phenomena.” His eyes moved, peering out at Scott
over banks of crow-lined fat. “Do you intend to marry, dear
boy?” he asked.

If T could laugh at anything these days, Scott thought,
I could laugh at that.

“No,” he said. “Say, could I get off at—"

“A wise, a noble decision,” said the heavy man. “One of
virtue, of seemliness. Women.” He stared wide-eyed
through the windshield. “Append them to cancer. They
destroy as secretly, as effectively, as—speak truth, O proph-
et—as hideously.” The man looked at him. “Eh, boy?”
he said, chuckling, belching, hiccuping.

“Mister, I get off here.”

“Take you to Freeport, my boy,” said the man. “To
Freeport away! Land of jollities and casual obliterations.
Stronghold of suburban ax-grindings.” The man looked di-
rectly at Scott. “You like girls, my boy?”

The question caught Scott off guard. He hadn’t really
been paying attention to the drift of the man’s monologue.
He looked over at the man. Suddenly the man seemed
bigger; as if, with the question, he had gained measurable
bulk.

“I don’t really live in Freeport,” Scott said. “I—"

“He’s diffident!” The heavy man's heretofore husky
chuckle suddenly erupted into a cackle. “O diffident
youth, belovéd.” The hand again went to Scott’s leg.
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Scott’s face tensed as he looked up at the man, the smell
of whisky and cigar smoke thick in his nostrils. He saw the
cigar tip glow and fade, glow, fade.

“I get off here,” he said.

“Look thee, young chap,” said the heavy man, watching
the road and Scott at the same time, “the night hath yet
a measure of youth. It’s only a trifle past nine. Now,” his
voice fell to cajoling, “in the icebox of my rooms there
squats a squamous quart of ice cream. Not a pint, mind you,
but—"

“Please, I get off here.” Scott could feel the heat of the
man’s hand through his trouser leg. He tried to draw away
but he couldn’t. His heartbeat quickened.

“Oh, come along, young dear,” the man said. “Ice
cream, cake, a bit of bawdy badinage—what more could
two adventurers like you and me seek of an evening? Eh?”
The hand tightened almost threateningly.

“Ow!” Scott said, wincing. “Get your hand off me!”

The man looked startled at the adult anger in Scott’s
voice, the lowering of pitch, the authority.

“Will you stop the car?” Scott asked angrily. “And
look out!”

The man jerked the car back into its lane.

“Don’t get so excited, boy,” he said, beginning to sound
agitated.

. “I want to get out.” Scott’s hands were actually shak-
ing.

“My dear boy,” the man said in an abruptly pitiful
voi:l:e, “if you knew loneliness as I know it—black solitude
an _”

“Stop the car, damn it!”

The man stiffened. “Speak with respect to your superior,
lout!” he snapped. His right hand drew back suddenly
and smashed against the side of Scott’s head, knocking him
against the door.

Scott pushed up quickly, realizing, with a burst of panic,
that he was no stronger than a boy.

. “Dear boy, I apologize,” the man sald instantly, hiccup-
mg. “Did I hurt you?”

“I live down the next road,” Scott said tensely. “Stop
here, please.”

a The man plucked out his cigar and threw it on the
oor.
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“I offend you, boy,” he said, sounding as if he were about
to cry. “I offend you with distasteful words. Please. Please.
Look behind the words, behind the peeling mask of jollity.
For there is utter sadness, there utter loneliness. Can you
understand that, dear boy? Can you, in your tender years,
know my—"

“Mister, I want to get out,” Scott said. His voice was
that of a boy, half angry, half frightened. And the horror
of it was that he wasn’t sure if there was more of acting or
of actuality in his voice.

Abruptly the man pulled over to the side of the high-
way.

“Leave me, leave me, then,” he said bitterly. “You’re no
different from the rest, no, not at all.”

Scott shoved open the door with trembling hands.

“Good night, sweet prince,” said the heavy man, fum-
bling for Scott’s hand. “Good night and dreams of plenteous
goodness bless thy repose.” A wheezy hiccup jarred his cur-
tain speech. “I go on—empty, empty . . . empty. Will you
kiss me once? For good-by, for—”’

But Scott was already out of the car and running head-
long toward the service station they had just passed. The
man turned his heavy head and watched youth racing
away from him.

Chapter Eight

Trere was a thumping sound, like that of a hammer
on wood; like the sound of a huge fingernail tapping,
falsely patient, on a blackboard. The tapping pounded at
his sleeping brain. He stirred on the bed, rolling over on his
back with a fitful toss of arms. Thump—thump—thump.
He moaned. At his sides, his hands raised up a trifle, then
dropped again. Thump. Thump. He groaned irritably, still
not fully conscious.

Then the water drop burst across his face.

Gagging and coughing, he reared up on the sponge,
hearing a loud squishing noise. Another drop splashed off
his shoulder.
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“What!” His brain struggling to orient itself, his wide-
eyed, startled gaze fled around the darkmess. Thump!
Thump! It was a giant’s fist beating at a door; it was a
monster gavel pounding on a rostrum.

Sleep was gone. He felt his chest jerk with staggering
heartbeats. “Good God,” he muttered. He threw his
legs over the side of the sponge.

They landed in lukewarm water,

He jerked his legs back with a gasp. Overhead the noise
seemed to be coming faster. Thump-thump-thump! Breath
caught in his throat. What in God’s name . . .

Grimacing at the brain-jolting sound, he let his legs over
the side of the bed again and let them sink in the warm
water. He stood hastily, rigid hands clamped over his ears.
Thump thump thump! It was like standing inside a firecely
beaten drum. Gasping, he lurched for the edge of the box
top. He slipped on the water-slick surface, crying out as
his right knee banged down on the cement. He pushed up
with a groan, then slipped again.

“Damn it!” he screamed. He hardly heard his voice;
the noise was almost deafening. Frantic, he braced his
feet and, reaching up, lifted the box-top edge and ducked
out under it.

He slipped again, crashing down on an elbow. Pain
knifed up his arm. He started up. A drop of water slammed
across his back, sending him sprawling again. He twisted
over like a fish and saw the water heater leaking.

“Oh, my God,” he muttered, wincing at the pain in his
knee and elbow.

He stood up, watching great drops splatter off the box
top and cement. The water ran warmly across his an-
kles; there was a minor waterfall of it flowing over the
edge of the block, splashing on the cellar floor.

For a long moment he stood there indecisively, staring
at the falling water, feeling the robe cling warm and wet
to his body.

Then he cried out suddenly. “The crackers!”

He lunged at the box top again, sliding and struggling
for balance. He lifted the top and carried it over the bed,
feet almost slipping out from under him all the way. He
dropped it, then flung himself across the sponge, hearing
Wa‘fghburst out from its swollen pores.

, no.”
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He couldn’t drag the package up, it was so waterlogged.
Face wild with frightened anger, he tore it open, the soggy
paper parting like tissue in his hands.

He stared at the water-soaked cracker bits molded
together into an ashen paste. He picked up a handful and
felt the sodden drag of it, like day-old porridge.

With a curse he flung the dripping mass away. It flew
over the edge of the block and splattered into a hundred
pale scraps on the floor,

He knelt there on the sponge, oblivious now of the water
that poured around and over him. His eyes were fastened
to the pile of crumbs, his lips pressed into a blood-pinched,
hating line.

“What's the use?” he muttered. His fists snapped shut
like jaws. “What’s the use?”” A water drop fell in front
of him and he took a savage punch at it, losing balance
and toppling over, face first, on the sponge. Water flooded
from the compressed honeycomb.

He jolted to his feet on the block, hard with fury.

“You’re not going to beat me,” he said, he hadn’t the
slightest idea to whom. His teeth jammed together and it
was defiance and a challenge that he hurled. “You’re not
going to beat me!”

He grabbed up handfuls of the soggy cracker and car-
ried it up to the dry safety of the first black metal shelf
of the water heater. What good are soaked crackers? asked
his brain. They’ll dry! he answered. They’ll rot first, said
his brain. Shut up! he answered.

He yelled it. “Shut up!” God! he thought. He flung a
cracker snowball at the water heater and it spatted off
the metal.

Suddenly he laughed. Suddenly the whole thing seemed
hilarious—him four-sevenths of an inch tall, in a tentlike
robe, standing ankle-deep in lukewarm water and throwing
soggy cracker balls at a water heater. He threw back his
head and laughed loudly. He sat down in the warm water
and slapped his palms at it, splashing geysers of it across
himself. He pulled off his robe and rolled around in the
warm water. A bath! he thought. I’'m having my goddam
morning bath!

After a while he got up and dried himself on what
was left of the handkerchief around the sponge. Then he
squeezed the water from the robe and hung it up to dry.
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My throat is sore, he told himself. So what? he said. It'll
have to wait its turn.

He didn’t know why he felt so exhilarated and stupidly
amused. He was certainly in a fix. It was just, he guessed,
that when things got so bad they were absurd, you couldn’t
take them straight any more; you had to laugh or crack.
He almost imagined that if the spider came lumbering
over the edge of the block now, he’d laugh at it.

He ripped up the handkerchief with teeth, nails, and
hands, and made a flimsy robe of it, tying up the sides
as he had done with the other robe. He put it on hastily.
He had to get over to the sewing box.

Picking up the heavy pin, he threw it to the floor, then
climbed down the cement block and retrieved it. I'll have
to find another sleeping place now, he thought. It was
amusing. He might even have to go up the great cliff face
after that slice of dry bread. That was amusing, too. He
shook his head as he jogged across the floor toward the
carton, sunlight streaming through the windows over him.

It was like the time after he’d broken the contract. There
were all the bills, the pitiless insecurity, the problems of
adjustment. He'd tried to go back to work. He'd begged
Marty, and Marty had reluctantly agreed. But it hadn’t
worked. It had got worse and worse until one day Therese
had seen him trying to climb onto a chair and had picked
him up like a boy and set him on it.

He'd screamed at her and gone storming to Marty’s
office; but before he could say a word Marty had shoved
a letter across the desk at him. It had been from the
Xeterans Administration. The GI loan had been turned

OWTL

And that afternoon, driving home, when the same tire
had gone flat a second time, half a block from the apart-
ment, Scott had sat in the car shrieking with laughter, so
hysterical that he’d fallen off his special seat, bounced off
the regular one, and landed in a laughter-twitching heap
on the floor boards.

It was the way. Self-defense; a mechanism the brain de-
vised to protect itself from detonation; a release when
things became wound up too tightly.

When he reached the carton, he climbed in, not even
caring if the spider was waiting in there for him. He
walked in long strides to the sewing box and found a small
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thimble. It took all the strength in him to push it up the
hill of clothes and shove it out through the opening.

He rolled the thimble across the floor like a giant empty
hogshead, the pin stuck through his handkerchief robe and
scraping behind him on the cement as he moved.

At the heater he thought first of trying to lift the thimble
to the top of the cement block, then realized it was much
too heavy and pushed it up against the base of the block,
where the torrent of water quickly filled it.

The water was a little dirty, but that didn’t matter. He
picked up palmfuls of it and washed his face. It was a lux-
ury he’d not experienced for many months. He wished
he could shave off his thick beard, too; that would really
feel good. The pin? No, that wouldn’t work.

He drank some of the water and made a face. Not too
good. Well, it would cool. Now he wouldn’t have to climb
all the way down to the pump.

Straining, he managed to drag the thimble a little bit
away from the waterfall and let the quivering surface still
itself. Then, propping the pin against the side of the thim-
ble, he shinnied up its slanting length to the lip. There,
amidst the faint spray, he looked into the mirror-like
water at his face.

He grunted. Truly, it was remarkable. Small, yes, a par-
ticled fraction of its former self; yet still the same, line for
line. The same green eyes, the same dark-brown hair, the
same broad taper of nose, the same jawline, the same ears
and full lips. He grimaced. And the same teeth, though
likely rotted after so long a time without being brushed.
Yet they were still white; rubbing on them with a moist-
ened finger had accomplished that. Amazing. He would be
a poor testimonial for a toothpaste concern.

He stared a while longer at his face. It was unusually
calm for the face of 2 man who lived each day with dread
and peril. Perhaps jungle life, despite physical danger, was
a relaxing one. Surely it was free of the petty grievances,
the disparate values of society. It was simple, devoid of ar-
tifice and ulcer-burning pressures. Responsibility in the
jungle world was pared to the bone of basic survival.
There were no political connivings necessary, no financial
arenas to sttuggle in, no nerve-knotting races for superior
rungs on the social ladder. There was only to be or not
to be.
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He ruffled the water with a hand. Begone, face, he
thought, you matter nothing in this cellar life. That he had
once been called handsome seemed stupid. He was alone,
with no one to please or cater to or like because it was
expedient.

He let himself slide down the pin. Except, he thought,
wiping spray from his face, that he still loved Louise. It
was a final standard. To love someone when there was
nothing to be got from that person; that was love.

He had just measured himself at the ruler and was
walking back to the water heater when there came a loud
creaking noise, a thunderous crash, and a glaring carpet
of sunlight flung across the floor. A giant came clumping
down the cellar steps.

Paralysis locked him.

He stood horror-rooted to the spot, staring up at the
mammoth figure bearing down on him, its plunging
shoes raised higher than his head, then slamming down and
shaking the floor beneath him. It was double shock that
froze him into heart-leaping petrifaction: seeing the moun-
tainous being so abruptly and, at the same time, realiz-
ing despite numb terror that he had once been that very
size himself. Head thrown back, he stared, open-mouthed,
at the giant’s approach

Then thought and immobility were torn away by a bolt of
instinct and with a gasp he sprinted toward the edge of
the engulfing shadow. The floor shook harder; he heard
the bat squeak of gigantic shoes about to mash him like a
bug. With a sucked-in cry, he lunged another yard, then
di;rfed headlong toward the light, arms out to brace him-
self,

He landed hard, rolling on his shoulder to break the
fall. The vast shoe, like a whale leaping, slammed down
inches from his body.

The giant stopped. From the tunnel of a pocket it with-
drew a screw driver as long as a seven-story building, then
billowed out its black shadow like a spreading pool as it
crouched before the water heater.

Scott ran, splashing, around its right shoe, the top of his
head level with the lip of the sole. Standing beside the
cement block, he peered up at the colossus.

Far up—so far he had to squint to see—was its face: nose
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like a precipitous slope that he could ski on; nostrils and
ears like caves into which he could climb; hair a forest he
could lose himself in; mouth a vast, shut cavern; teeth (the
giant grimaced suddenly) he could slide an arm between;
eye pupils the height of him, black irises wide enough to
crawl through, lashes like dark, curling sabers.

He stared mutely at the giant. That was what Lou
looked like now—monstrously tall, with fingers as thick
as redwood trees, feet like elephants that never were,
breasts like pliant, hill-peaked pyramids.

Suddenly the vast shape wavered before the colorless
gelatine of tears. It had never struck him so hard before.
Not seeing her, his own physique the norm, he had imagined
her as someone he could touch and hold, even knowing it
wasn’t so. Now he knew it completely; and the knowing
was a cruel weight that crushed all memory beneath itself.

He stood there crying silently, not even caring when the
giant picked up his sponge and, with a dinosaur grunt,
tossed it aside. Moods had come with quicksilver indis-
tinction that morning—panic to misery to hilarity to peace-
fulness to terror, now to misery again. He stood by the
block watching the giant remove the skyscraper side of the
water heater and set it aside to poke the screw driver into
the heater’s belly.

A cold wind fogged across him then and his head snapped
around so quickly it sent painful twinges down his neck.
The door!

“Oh, my God,” he muttered, astonished at his own stu-
pidity. To stand here in disconsolate gloom when all the
time his escape route was waiting.

He almost dashed straight across the floor. Then, with
a rocking lurch, he realized that the giant might see and
think him an insect, being conscious only of smallness and
movement.

Eyes on the looming figure, he backed along the side
of the block until he reached the wall. Then, turning, he
raced along its base to the great shadow of the fuel tank.
Eyes still on the giant, he ran underneath the tank, past
the fifty strides of the ladder, under the red metal table,
the wicker table, hardly starting at all when the oil burner
flared once more into sound. Behind, the giant tapped and
probed at the machinery of the water heater. Scott reached
the foot of the steps.
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The first one loomed fifty feet above him. He paced in
the chilly shadow of it, looking up its sheer face at the sun-
light pouring overhead like a golden canopy. It was still
early morning, then; the back of the house faced east.

Abruptly he ran along the block-long distance of the
step, locking for a place to climb. But there was nothing
except a narrow vertical passage at the far right end where
mortar between two cement blocks had contracted, leaving
a three-sided chimney about the thickness of his body. He'd
have to climb it as mountaineers did—braced rigid between
back and sandal bottoms, inching himself up by leg tension.
It was a terribly difficult way, and there were seven steps
to the back yard. Seven fifty-foot faces to climb. If he were
exhausted after the first one . . .

The thread. It might help. He ran back to the wicker
table and shook loose the bar from its place. He glanced
over at the giant, still crouching in front of the heater,
then ran back to the step, dragging the thick thread behind
him. There was just a chance.

He flung the bar up. But it wouldn’t reach the top of the
step, and even if he could throw it that high, there wasn’t
likely to be any niche for it to catch in. He dragged the
thread to the three-sided chimney and stood there searching
its narrow height for a crevice in which he might lodge the
bar. There was none.

He threw the bar down and, half walking, half running,
moved restlessly along the base of the steps. He turned like
a trapped animal and ran back again. There had to be a
way. He’d been waiting for this opportunity for months;
through half a winter in the cellar, waiting for someone
to open that vast door so he could climb to freedom.

But he was so small. “No, no.” He wouldn’t let himself
think about that. There was a way; there always was a way.
No matter how difficult, there always was a way. He had
to believe that. Nervously he cast another glance back at
the crouching giant. How long would he stay there? Hours?
Minutes? There was no time to waste.

The broom.

Whirling again, Scott raced across the floor, shivering
in the wind. He should have put on the heavier robe. But
there had been no time. Besides, it was probably still wet.
The thimble; he wondered whether the giant’s monstrous
feet had knocked it over, perhaps even crushed it.
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It doesn’t matter! he yelled at himself. m getting out
of here! He skidded to a halt in front of the broom that
leaned against the refrigerator.

There was a spider web across the top of the bound
bristles. He knew it wasn’t the black widow’s work, but
it reminded him that his pin was back at the water heater.
Should he go back and try to get it?

He shook that off too. It doesn’t matter! He was going
to get out of there. That was all he’d let himself concen-
trate on. I'm going to get out, that’s all; I'm going to get
out.

He grabbed one of the club-thick straws and pulled at it
with all his strength. It stuck. He pulled again, with the
same result. He grabbed the next straw and jerked at it.
It stuck fast. With an impatient curse, he grabbed the next
straw and pulled and the next and the next. They all
stuck fast.

He tried another. He pulled as hard as he could, care-
lessly, bracing his feet against the bristles. When one finally
did pull out, it came loose so easily that it sent him flying
over on his back on the cement floor. He cried out sharply,
then had to roll out of the way quickly to keep the toppling
straw from crashing down on his skull.

He struggled to his feet, wincing at the pain in his back.
Squatting, he grabbed hold of the straw and dragged it
slowly over to the step, laying it perpendicular to the face.
Then he let it drop and stood there panting, hands on hips.
The sunlight overhead was like a bolt of shimmering cloth,
so thick and brilliant it seemed that he could run right
up it to the yard.

He closed his eyes and drank in fast lungfuls of the cold
March air. Then he ran back to the other end of the straw
and lifted it. Bracing the end against the rough cement
face, he kept lifting it, drawing in the far end so that the
straw rose at a steeper and steeper angle against the step.
Wouldn’t the giant hear the scraping? No, of course not.
Those vast ears could never pick up such a tiny sound.

When the straw was leaning against the step at approx-
imately a seventy-degree angle, he dropped his arms and
let them hang aching at his sides. His head fell forward,
mouth open, gasping at the air. As cold as it was, he leaned
against the cement. The cellar swam in shadowy ripples be-
fore his exhaustion-glazed eyes. The oil burner had stopped.
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In the void of silence, he could hear the clatter of the
giant’s tools in the water heater.

When normal sight returned and his arms had stopped
throbbing so badly, he looked up at the straw. He groaned.
It wasn’t nearly as long as he had expected; and shorter yet
because, reared, it sagged limply in the middle. Even if he
reached its very top, there would still be a good eight to
ten feet for him to scale before he reached the top of the
step. Eight to ten feet of vertical cement with no hand-
holds to help him up. .

He ran a shaky hand through his hair. You’re not going
to beat me, he thought, addressing unknown powers again.
His face was a tense mask of lines and ridges. He was
going to get up there, that was all there was ?o it.

He looked around.

Against the wall near the log pile there was a hill of
stones, leaves, and wood scraps. Long ago, in a life that
seemed now more imaginary than real, he had swept them
all there in a spurt of atypical neatness.

He ran to the pile. It rose above him like a hill of boul-
ders and giant logs, some as high as houses. Could he
hope to drag some of them to the base of the step, at least
enough to prop the straw on and make up five of those
eight to ten feet? The rest of the footage he could chance
with an upward spring, as he had done in climbing to the
tabletop. But you almost fell from the tabletop, he re-
minded himself. If it hadn’t been for that paint-can han-
de ...

He ignored the recollection. This was beyond argument.
Every action since his plunge into the cellar had been
dedicated to the hope of getting up those steps. In the be-
ginning, he’d been up and down them a hundred times,
always stopped by the closed door. When he thought of how
easily he’d been able to mount the steps then, it made him
sick, It was cruel that now, when the door was finally
opened, the steps should be no longer walls to him, but
cliffs,

The first stone he tried to move was so heavy he couldn’t
budge it. He stumbled over the uneven surface of the hill
looking for smaller stones, his restless gaze pausing mo-
mentarily on various of the dark cave openings formed
by the piled rock. What if the spider were hiding in one
of them? Heart thudding in slow, heavy beats, he moved
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over the broken slope until he found a flat stone he could
move.

This he pushed with agonizing slowness across the floor,
jamming it up against the step. He straightened up and
stepped back. The stone was a little higher than his knees.
He’d need another one.

Returning to the hill of rocks, he continued searching un-
til he’d found a similar stone plus a piece of bark. Added
to the original stone, these two extra pieces would just
about make up the needed height. Moreover, there was a
groove in the bark onto which the end of the straw might
fit.

Grunting with satisfaction, he pushed the dead weight of
the second stone back to the step. There, teeth clamped,
body shaking with taut-muscled exertion, he managed to
lift it to the top of the first stone, something giving in his
back as he did it. Straightening up, he felt a flare of pain
in his back muscles. You’re coming apart, Carey, he told
himself. It was amusing.

The second stone teetered a little on the first, he dis-
covered. He had to cram pieces of torn cardboard into the
gaps between the two facing surfaces. That done, he
climbed up on top of it and jumped up and down. So far,
his little platform was secure.

Worriedly he looked over at the giant, still working on
the water heater—but for how long? He jumped down off
the top stone, gasping at the pain in his back, and limped
back to the hill. Sore throat, aching back, twitching arms.
What next? A cold wind blew over him and he sneezed.
?neumon.ia next, he thought. It was—well, almost—amus-
ing.

The scrap of bark was easier to transport. He carried the
thin end of it on his shoulder and walked, bent over, drag-
ging the bark behind him. It was getting colder. It sudden-
ly occurred to him that he didn’t know what he was going
to do when he got out in the yard. If it was so cold,
wouldn’t he freeze to death? He pushed the thought aside.

He slid the bark over the top of the two stones, then
stood leaning against his structure, looking at it.

No, now that they were close together, he could see that
the straw end was too thick to fit into the groove in the
bark. He blew out a breath through gritted teeth. Troubles,
troubles. Another anxious glance at the giant. How could
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he tell how much time there was? What if he got up two
steps and the giant finished and went back up? If he
weren’t crushed to death by those monstrous shoes, he
would be, at the very least, stranded on the high, darkened
step, unable to see well enough to get down again.

But he wasn’t going to think of that. This was it, the end,
the finale. He got out now or— No, there was no or. He
wouldn’t let there be one.

Picking up a tiny scrap of rock, he climbed to the top
of his platform and scraped at the groove, tearing away
stringy fibers until the slot was wide enough to accommo-
date the end of the straw. He threw down the piece of
rock and, lifting the hem of his robe, mopped his sweaty
face dry.

He stood there for a few minutes, breathing deeply, let-
ting his muscles unknot. There’s no time for rest, his brain
scolded. But he answered it, I'm sorry, I've got to rest
or I'll never make the top. He'd have to take a chance on
the length of time the giant would be working. He’d never
make the summit in one all-out effort, that was clear.

That was when the thought occurred to him. What am I
doing all this for?

For a moment it stopped him cold. What was he doing
it for? In a matter of days it would all be over. He would
be gone. Why all this exertion, then? Why this pretense at
continuing an existence that was already doomed?

He shook his head. It was dangerous to think like that.
Dwelling on it could end him. For in the final analysis,
everything he had done and was doing was illogical. Yet
he couldn’t stop. Was it that he didn’t believe that every-
thing would be over on Sunday? How could he doubt it?
Had the process faltered once—once—since it had begun?
It had not. A seventh of an inch a day, as precise as clock-
work. He could have devised a mathematical system on the
absolute constancy of his descent into inevitable nothing-
ness.

He shuddered. Strange, thinking about it was debilitat-
ing. Already he felt weaker, more exhausted, less confident.
If he pursued it long enough he would be finished.

He blinked his eyes and, deliberately ignoring his rise
of hopeless weariness, moved to the straw. He wouldn’t
let it happen to him. He’d lose himself in work.

Lifting the straw to the top of the bark proved extreme-
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ly difficult. It was one thing to lift an end of it, using the
floor as a fulcrum. It was one thing to slide the straw to
a leaning position against the step. It was another entirely
to lift the whole weight of it from the floor and prop it on
the base he had erected.

The first time he lifted the straw, it slipped from his
grasp and banged down on the cement, crushing one edge
of a sandal. He remained pinned until he lifted the straw
again and pulled his foot away.

He leaned against the platform, chest throbbing with
agitated breath. If the straw had landed on his foot . . .

He closed ‘his eyes. Don’t think about it, he warned him-
self. Please. Don’t think about the things that could have
happened.

The second time he tried, he managed to get the straw
propped on the edge of the first stone. But while he was
resting the straw fell over and almost knocked him down.
Cursing with desperate anger, he dragged the straw to a
leaning position, then, with a surge of energy, lifted it
once more, this time making sure it was secure before let-
ting go.

The next lift was harder yet. Leverage would be bad be-
cause he’d have to start raising the straw at waist level, and
then up to the top of the second stone, which was at the
level of his shoulders. His legs would be of no service. All
the strength would have to come from his back, shoulders,
and arms.

Drawing in breath through his mouth, he waited till his
chest was swollen taut, then cut off air abruptly and lifted
the heavy straw, setting it down on the second stone. It
wasn’t until he let go that he realized how much of a lift
it had been. There was a painful tension through his back
and groin that loosened very slowly, as if the muscles had
been twisted like wrung-out cloths and were unraveling
now. He pressed a palm against the soft area on his back.

A few moments later he climbed to the top of the plat-
form. With one more short lift, he slid the end of the straw
into the groove. He shook the straw until it was in the
most advantageous position, then sat down to gather
strength for the climb. The giant was still working. There
would be time. Of course there would.

Then he stood and tested the straw. Good, he thought.
He inhaled quickly. Now to get out of there. He felt at
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the coil of thread over his right shoulder. Good. He was
ready.

He began inching up the straw, shinnying along it care-
fully to keep it from sliding over. It sagged even more un-
der his weight. Once it began to slip a little to the side,
and he had to stop and, with body jerks, shake it back into
position.

After a pause, he started climbing again, legs wrapped
around the straw, lips drawn back from clenched teeth,
eyes looking straight ahead at the dead gray of the cement
face. When he got to the top of the step, he'd lower a
thread loop and pull up the straw. There would be no stones
to prop it on up there, but he’d manage something. Now
he was twenty feet up, now twenty-five, now thirty, now. ..

A gigantic shape slid over him, blotting the sun from
view.

He almost fell off the straw. Losing his grip, he spun
around to the underside of the straw, arms hugging wild-
ly at its smooth surface. He jerked himself to a halt, and
found himself looking into the green lantern eyes of the

cat,

Shock drained breath from him. He felt even more help-
lessly petrified than when the giant had come down the
steps. He clung to the straw, staring at the cat as if hyp-
notized.

The spearlike whiskers twitched. The huge cat edged
forward in wary curiosity, belly near the floor, front legs
flattened, back slightly arched. Scott felt the warm wind
of its breath misting over him, and he almost retched.

Unconsciously he let himself slide down a few inches.
There was a liquid rumbling in the cat’s throat and he
stopped abruptly, hanging there motionless. The cat’s
whiskers twitched again. Its breath was sickening. Turn-
ing his head from side to side, he saw its protruding
side teeth like giant, yellow-edged daggers that could pierce
his body in an instant.

An electric shuddering ran down his back. He slid down
the straw a little more. The cat hunched forward. No! his
mind screamed. He froze to the quivering straw, heartbeat
like a fist pounding at his chest.

If he tried to descend, the cat would attack. If he
jumped, he’d break a leg and be eaten. Yet he couldn’t
stay there. His throat contracted with a dry clicking. He
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hung there impotently under the bland surveillance of the
huge cat.

When it raised its right paw twitchingly, his breath
stopped.

In a fascination of absolute horror, he watched the huge,
gray, scythe-clawed paw rise up sowly, coming closer and
closer to him. He couldn’t move. Unblinking, stark-eyed,
he hung there waiting.

Just before the paw was going to touch him, everything
shook loose at once.

“Get out!” he screamed into the cat’s face. It jumped
back, startled. With a lurch, he flung the straw to the side,
and it began sliding raspingly along the cement face, faster
and faster. Not looking at the cat, he hung on till the
toppling straw was about five feet from the floor. Then he

leaped.

]g:nding, he twisted himself in a somersault. Behind him
the cat glided forward, growling. Get up! his mind shrieked.
He found his feet again and lurched forward, falling.

As he skidded to his knees, the cat jumped, great paws
banging down on each side of him, claw ends raking sparks
from the cement. The mouth yawned open, a cave of scim-
itars and hot winds.

Twitching back against the step, Scott felt the thread
coil slip off his shoulder. Grabbing it, he flung it deep
into the cat’s mouth and it jumped back, spitting and gag-
ging. Pushing off from the step, Scott raced to the hill of
stones and dived into a cave.

A second after, the cat’s paw raked across the spot where
he had entered. A cuffed stone rattled away. Scott crawled
to the back of the cave and down a side tunnel as the cat
scratched w11dly at the rocks.

“Hey, puss.’

Scott stopped abruptly, head cocked, as the deep voice
thundered.

“Hey, what’re you after?”’ asked the voice. Scott heard
chuckling like a threat of distant thunder. “Got yourself
a mouse in there?”

The floor shook as the giant’s shoes thudded-across it.
With an indrawn cry, Scott ran down the sloping tunnel,
off into another one, again into yet another, until he skid-
ded to a halt before a blank wall.

There he crouched, shivering and waiting.
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“Got yourself a mouse, have you?” the voice asked. It
made Scott’s head hurt. He covered up h.lS ears. He still
heard the fierce meowing of the cat.

“Well, let’s see if we can’t find ’im, puss,” the giant
said.

“No.” Scott didn’t even know he spoke. He shrank
against the wall, hearing the boulders being shoved aside
by the giant’s hands the sound a grating, screeching rasp
that plunged like a knife into his brain. He pressed both
palms against his ears as hard as he could.

Suddenly, light speared across him. With a cry, he dived
headlong into a newly opened tunnel. Clawing wildly at
the air, he fell seven feet to a hard rock shelf, landing on
his side and raking skin off his right arm. In the darkness,
a boulder slammed down beside him, tearing skin from the
heel of his right hand. He cried out in terror.

The giant said, “We’ll find ’im, puss, we'll find ’im.”

Light again. With a rasping sob, Scott lurched up and
dived into the darkness again. A stone bounced off the
floor and knocked him down. He rolled over and up again,
running across the floor of the collapsing cavern, mute with
panic. Another bouncing rock sent him flailing across the
floor to smash head-on into a rock wall.

As deeper blackness blotted out his mind, he felt blood
trickling warmly down his cheek. His legs went limp, his
hands uncurled like flowers dying, and falling rocks reared
up a tomb around him.

Chapter Nine

At LasT he stumbled into light.

He stood at the mouth of the cave, looking around the
cellar with dull, unwitting eyes.

The giant was gone. And the cat. The side of the water
heater was fastened back in place. Everything was as it
had been; the vast, piled objects, the heavy silence, the
imprisoning remoteness of it all. His gaze moved slowly to
the steps and up them. The door was shut.

He stared at it, feeling empty with desire. He had strug-

'
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gled in vain once more. All the pushing of boulders, the
endless crawlings and climbings through inky tunnel twists
had been in vain.

His eyes closed. He swayed weakly on the hill of rocks,
one throbbing length of pain. It seemed to well over him;
his arms, his hands and legs and trunk. Inside, too, in his
throat and chest and stomach. He had a dull, eating head-
ache. He didn’t know if he were starving or nauseous. His
hands shook fitfully.

He shuffled back to the heater.

The thimble had been knocked on its side. The few
drops remaining in it he drank like a thirsty animal, suck-
ing them up from the cuplike indentations. It hurt to
swallow.

When he had finished the water, he climbed with slow,
exhausted movements to the top of the cement block. His
sleeping place was completely barren, the sponge, hand-
kerchief, cracker bundle, the box top all gone. He stum-
bled to the edge of the block and saw the box top across the
floor. It looked big and heavy. He hadn’t the strength to
lift it.

He remained in the shadowy warmth for a long while,
just standing, weaving a little, staring out at the darken-
ing cellar. Another day ending. Wednesday. Three days
left.

His stomach gurgled hungrily. Slowly he tilted his head
back and looked up to where he put the few soggy cracker
crumbs. They were still there. With a groan he moved to
the leg of the water heater and climbed up to the shelf.

He sat there, legs dangling, eating the cracker pieces.
They were still damp, but edible. His jaws moved with
rhythmless lethargy, his eyes staring straight ahead. He
was so tired he could hardly eat. He knew he should go
down and get the box top to sleep under in case the spider
came. It came almost every night. But he was too weary.
He’d sleep up here on the shelf. If the spider came . . .
Well, what did it matter? It reminded him of a time, long
before, when he had been with the Infantry in Germany.
He'd been so tired that he’d gone to sleep without dig-
ging a foxhole, knowing it might mean his death.

He plodded along the shelf until he came to a walled-
in area, then climbed over the wall and sank down in the
darkness, his head resting on a screw head.



THE SHRINKING MAN 81

He lay there on his back, breathing slowly, barely able
to summon the strength to fill his lungs. He thought, Little
man, what now? '

It occurred to him then that, instead of fighting with
the stones and the straw, he might simply have climbed
into the giant’s slack cuff and been carried from the
cellar in a moment. The only indication of the self-fury he
felt was a sudden bunching of skin around his closed
eyes, a moist clicking sound as his lips pulled back sud-
denly from clenched teeth. Fool! Even the thought seemed
to rise wearily.

His face relaxed again into a mask of sagging lines.

Another question. Why hadn’t he tried to communicate
with the giant? Oddly enough, that thought didn’t anger
him. It was so alien it only surprised him. Was that because
he was so small, because he felt that he was in another
world and there could be no communication? Or was it
that, as in all decisions now, he counted on only himself
for any desired accomplishment?

Surely not that, he thought bitterly. He was as helpless
and ineffectual as ever, maybe a little more blundering,
that was all. .

In the darkness he felt experimentally around his body.
He ran a hand over the long, raw-fleshed scrape on his
right forearm. He touched the torn flesh on the heel of
his right hand, nudged an elbow against the swelling,
purplish bruise on his right side. He ran a finger over the
jagged laceration across his forehead. He prodded at his
sore throat. He reared up a trifle and felt the shoot of pain
in his back. Finally he let the separate aches sink back
again into the general, coalescent pain.

His eyes opened, the lids seeming to fall back of their
own accord, and he stared sightlessly at the darkness. He
remembered regaining consciousness in the sepulcher of
rocks; remembered the horror that had almost driven him
insane until he realized that there was air to breathe and
he had to keep his mind if he wanted to get out.

But that first instant of realizing that he was sealed in a
black crypt and still alive had been the lowest point.

He wondered why the phrase occurred to him. How
did he know it was his lowest point? There might be
others much worse waiting around the next corner—if he
stayed alive.
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But he couldn’t think of anything else. It was the lowest
point, the nadir of his existence in the cellar.

It made him think of another lowest point, in the other
life he had once led.

35”

When they got home from Marty’s, he stood at the
living-room window while Lou carried Beth to bed. He
didn’t offer to help. He knew he couldn’t lift his daughter
now.

When Lou came out of the bedroom he was still stand-
ing there,

“Aren’t you going to take off your hat and coat?” she
asked.

She went into the kitchen before he could answer. He
stood in his boy’s jacket and his Alpine hat with the red
feather stuck in the band, hearing her open the refriger-
ator. He stared out at the dark street and heard the nerve-
*wisting crunch of ice cubes being freed in their tray, the
muted pop of a bottle cap being pried off, the carbonated
gurgle of soda being poured.

“Want some Coke?” she called to him.

He shook his head.

“Scott?”

“No,” he said. He felt a throbbing at his wrists.

She came in with the drink. “Aren’t you going to take
off your things?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said.

She sat down on the couch and kicked off her shoes.
“Another day,” she said. He didn’t reply. He felt as if she
were trying to make him feel like a boy for getting dra-
matic over something inconsequential, while she patiently
humored him. He wanted to burst out angrily at her, but
there wasn’t any opening. _

“Are you just going to stand there?’ she asked.

“If T choose,” he said. )

She looked at him for a moment, blank-faced. He saw
the reflection of her face in the window. Then she shrug-
ged. “Go ahead,” she said.

“No skin off your nose,” he said.

“What?” There was a sad, weary smile on her lips.

“Nothing, nothing.” Now he did feel like a boy.

Her drinking and swallowing sounded noisy to him. He
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grimaced irritably. Don’t slurp, his mind rasped. You
sound like a pig.

“QOh, come on, Scott. Brooding won’t help.” She sound-
ed faintly bored. .

He closed his eyes and shuddered. It has come to this,
he thought. The horror was gone; she was inured. He had
expected it, but it was still a shock to find it happening.

He was her husband. He had been over six feet tall.
Now he was smaller than her five-year-old daughter. He
was standing in front of her, grotesque in his little boy’s
clothes, and there was nothing but a faint boredom in her
voice. It was a horror beyond horror.

His eyes were bleak as he stared out at the street, listen-
ing to the trees rustle in the night wind like a woman’s
skirts descending an endless stairway.

He heard her drink again and he stiffened angrily.

“Scott,” she said. Falsely applied affection, he thought.
“Sit down. Staring out the window won’t help Marty’s
business.”

He spoke without turning. “You think that’s what I'm
worried about?” :

“Isn’t it? Isn’t it what we’re both—"

“It isn’t,” he cut her off coldly. Coldness in a little boy’s
voice sounded bizarre—as if he were acting out a part in
a grade-school play, unconvincing and laughable.

“What, then?” she asked.

“If you don’t know by now . ..”

“Oh, come on, darling.”

He picked on that. “Takes a little straining to call me
darling now, doesn’t it?” he said, skin tight across his small
face. “Takes a little—" )

“Oh, stop it, Scott. Aren’t there enough troubles without
your imagining more?"’

. “Imagining?” His voice grew shrill. “Sure! I'm imagin-
ing everything! Nothing has changed. Everything’s just
the same. It’s all just my imagination!”

“You'll wake Beth up.”

Too many enraged words filled his throat at once. They
choked each other and he could only stand fuming im-
potently. He turned back to the window and stared out
again.

Then, abruptly, he headed for the front door.

“Where are you going?” she asked, sounding alarmed.
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“For a walk! Do you mind?”

“You mean down the street?”

He wanted to scream. “Yes,” he said, his voice shaking
with repressed anger, “down the street.”

“You think you should?”

“Yes, I think I should!”

“Scott, I’m only thinking of you!” she burst out. “Can’t
you see that?”

“Sure. Sure you are.” He jerked at the front door, but
it stuck. Color sprouted in his cheeks and he jerked harder,
a curse muffled on his lips.

“Scott, what have I done?” she asked. “Did I make
you this way"' Did I take that contract away from Marty?”

“Damn this goddam—" His voice shook. Then the door
opened and banged against the wall.

“What if someone sees you?” she asked, starting up from
the couch.

“Good-by,” he said, slamming the door behind him.
And even that was ineffective because the jamb was too
}Narped and the door wouldn’t slam, only crunch into its

rame.

He didn’t look back. He started down the block with
quick, agitated strides, heading for the lake.

He was about twenty yards from the house when the
front door opened.

‘(Scott?l’

He wasn’t going to answer at first. Then, grudgingly, he
stopped and spoke over his shoulder.

“What?” he asked, and he could have wept at the thin,
ineffectual sound of his voice.

She hesitated a moment, then asked, “Shall I come with
you?”

“No,” he said. It was spoken in neither anger nor de-
spair.

He stood there a moment longer looking back in spite
of himself, wondering if she would insist on coming. But
she only stood there, a motionless outline in the doorway.

“Be careful, darling,” she said.

He had to bite off the sob that tore up through him.
Twisting around, he hurried quickly down the dark street.
He never heard her close the door.

This is the bottom, he thought, the very bottom. There
is nothing lower than for a man to become an object of
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pity- A man could bear hate, abuse, anger and castiga-
tion; but pity, never. When a man became pitiable, he
was lost. Pity was for helpless things.

Walking on the treadmill of the world he tried to blank
his mind. He stared at the sidewalk, walking quickly
through the patches of street light and into darkness
again, trying not to think.

His mind would not co-operate; it was typical of intro-
spective minds. What he told it not to think about it
dwelt on. What he demanded it to leave alone it clung to,
doglike. It was the way.

gummer nights on the lake were sometimes chilly. He
drew up the collar of his jacket and walked on, looking
ahead at the dark, shifting waters. Since it was a week
night, the cafés and taverns along the shore were not open.
Approaching the dark lake, he began to hear the slapping
of water on the pebbled beach.

The sidewalk ended. He moved out across rough ground,
the leaves and twigs crackling under his tread like things
alive. There was a cold wind blowing off the lake. It cut
through his jacket, chilling him. He didn’t care.

About a hundred yards from the sidewalk, he came to an
open area beside a dark, rustic building. It was a German
café and tavern, next to it a few dozen tables and benches
for outdoor eating and drinking. Scott threaded his way
among them until he overlooked the lake. There he sank
down on the rough, pocked surface of a bench.

He sat staring grimly at the lake. He tried to imagine
sinking down in it forever. Was it so fantastic? The same
thing was happening to him now. No, he would hit bottom
and that would be the end of it.

He was drowning in another way.

They had moved to the lake six weeks before, because
Scott had felt trapped in the apartment. If he went out,
people stared at him. With the first week and a half of the
Globe-Post series already in print and reprint, he had be-
come a national celebrity. Requests still poured in for
personal appearances. Reporters came endlessly to the
door.

But mostly it was the ordinary people, the curious,
staring people who wanted to look at the shrinking man
and think, Thank God, I’m normal.
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So they had moved to the lake, and somehow they had
managed to get there without anyone’s finding out.

Life there, he discovered, was no improvement.

The dragging of it was what made it so bad. The way
shrinking went on day by day, never noticeable, never
ceasing, an inch a week like hideous clockwork. And all
the humdrum functions of the day went on along with it
in inexorable monotony.

Until anger, crouching in him like a cornered animal,
would spring out wildly. The subject didn’t matter. It was
the opening that counted.

Like the cat:

“I swear to God, if you don’t get rid of that goddam
cat, I’Il kill it!”

Fury from a doll, his voice not manlike and authoritive,
but frail and uncompelling.

“Scott, she’s not hurting you.”

He dragged up a sleeve. “What’s that? Imagination?”
He pointed to a ragged scar.

“She was frightened when she did that.”

“Well, I'm frightened too! What does she have to do,
rip open my throat before you get rid of her?”

And the two beds:

“What are you trying to do, humiliate me?”

“Scott, it was your idea.”

“Only because you couldn’t stand to toucH me.”

“That’s not true!”

“Isn’t it?”

“No! I tried to do everything I could to—"

“I’'m not a boy! You can’t treat my body like a little
boy’s!”

And Beth:

“Scott, can’t you see she doesn’t understand?”

“I’m still her father, damn it!”

All his outbursts ended alike; him rushing to the cool
cellar, standing down there, leaning on the refrigerator,
breath a rasping sound in him, teeth gritted, hands
clenched.

Days passed, one torture on another. Clothes were taken
in for him, furniture got bigger, less manageable. Beth and
Lou got bigger. Financial worries got bigger.

“Scott, I hate to say it, but I don’t see how we can go
on much longer on fifty dollars a week. With all of us
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to feed and clothe and house . . .” Her voice trailed off;
she shook her head in distress.

“I suppose you expect me to go back to the paper.”

“I didn’t say that. I merely said—"

“I know what you said.”

“Well, if it offends you, I'm sorry. Fifty dollars 2 week
isn’t enough. What about when winter comes? What about
winter clothes, and oil?”

He shook his head as if he were trying to shake away
the need to think of it.

“Do you think Marty would—"

“I can’t ask Marty for more money,” he said curtly.

“Well . . .” She said no more. She didn’t have to.

And if she forgot and undressed without turning out the
light, perhaps thinking he was asleep, he would lie in bed
staring at her naked body, listening to the liquid rustle
of her nightgown as it undulated down over her large
breasts and stomach and hips and legs. He’d never real-
ized it before, but it was the most maddening sound in the
world. And he’d look at her as if he were a man dying of
thirst looking at unreachable waters.

Then, the last week in July, Marty’s check didn’t come.

First they thought it was an oversight. But two more
days went by and the check still didn’t come.

“We can’t wait much longer, Scott,” she said.

“What about the savings account?”

“There isn’t more than seventy dollars in it.”

“Oh. Well . . . we’ll wait one more day,” he said.

He spent that day in the living room, staring at the
same page of the book he was supposedly reading.

He kept telling himself he should go back to the Globe-
Post, let them continue their series. Or accept one of the
many offers for personal appearances. Or let those lurid
magazines write his story. Or allow a ghost writer to grind
out a book about his case. Then there would be enough
money, then the insecurity that Lou feared so desperately
would be ended.

But telling himself about it wasn’t enough. His revul-
sion against placing himself before the blatant curiosity
of people was too strong. -

He comforted himself. The check will come tomorrow,
he kept repeating, it’ll come tomorrow.

But it didn’t. And that night they’d driven over to
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Marty’s and Marty had told him that he’d lost his con-
tract with Fairchild and had to cut down operations to
almost nothing. The checks would have to stop. He gave
Scott a hundred dollars, but that was the end.

Cold wind blew across him. Across the lake a dog barked.
He looked down and watched his shoes swinging above the
ground like pendulum tips. And now no money coming in.
Seventy dollars in the bank, a hundred in his wallet. When
that was gone, what?

He imagined himself at the paper again, Berg taking
pictures, ogling ‘Lou, Hammer asking endless questions.
Headlines fluttered across his mind like banners. SMALLER
THAN TWO-YEAR-OLD! EATS IN HIGH GHAIR! WEARS BABY
CLOTHES! LIVES IN SHOEBOX! SEX DESIRE STILL SAME!

His eyes shut quickly. Why wasn’t it really acromicria?
At least then his sex desire would be almost gone. As it
was, it got worse and worse. It seemed twice as bad as
when he had been normal, but that was doubtless because
there was no outlet at all. He couldn’t approach Louise
any more. The drive went on burning in him, banking
higher and higher each day, adding its own uniquely
hideous pressure to everything else he was suffering.

And he couldn’t talk to Louise about it. The nightyshe’d
made that obvious offer, he’d felt almost offended. He
knew it was over.

“Laughin’ at the blues!
Laughin’ till I'm crazee!”

He twiched up on the bench, his head snapping around.
Squinting into the darkness, he saw three shadowy figures
strolling a short distance away, their youthful voices thin
as they sang.

“My life is nothin’ but a stumblin’ in the dark,
I lost my way when I was born.”

Boys, he thought, singing, growing up and taking it for
granted. He watched them with 2 biting envy.

“Hey, there’s a kid down there,” one of them said.

At first Scott didn’t realize they were talking about him,
Then he did and his mouth tightened.
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“Wonder what he’s doin’ there.”

“Prob’ly—"

Scott didn’t hear the rest of it, but from the burst of
coarse laughter he could guess what had been whispered.
With a tensing of muscles, he slid off the bench and
started walking back toward the sidewalk,

“Hey, he’s goin’,” one of the boys said.

“Let’s have some fun,” said another.

Scott felt a jolt of panic, but pride would not allow him
to run. He kept steadily on toward the sidewalk.

Now the footsteps of the three boys grew faster.

“Hey, where ya goin’, kid?” he heard one of the boys
call to him.

“Yeah, kid, where ya goin’?” said another.

“Where’s the fire, kid?”

There was a general snicker. Scott couldn’t help- it; he
walked faster. The boys walked faster.

“T don’t think Kiddo likes us,” said one of them.

“That ain’t nice,” said another.

It was a race. Scott knew it with a hanging tautness in
his stomach. But he wouldn’t run. Not from three boys.
He’d never be small enough to run from three boys. He
glanced aside as he started up the slope toward the side-
walk. They were gaining on him. He saw the glowing tips
of their cigarettes moving toward him like hopping fire-
flies.

They caught up to him before he reached the sidewalk.
One of them grabbed his arm and held him back.

“Let go of me,” he said.

“Hey, kid, where ya goin’?” asked the boy who held
him. His voice was insolent with pretended friendliness.

“I’m going home,” he said.

The boy looked about fifteen, sixteen maybe. He had a
baseball cap on. His fingers dug into Scott’s arm. Scott
dido’t have to see his face; he could almost imagine it—
thin, mean, the jawline and brow peppered with pimples,
the cigarette drooping from one corner of a lean, almost
lipless mouth.

“The kid says he’s goin’ home,” said the boy.

“Izzat wot the kid says?” said another.

“Yeah,” said the third. “Ain’t that somethin’?”

Scott tried to push by them, but the boy in the cap drew
him back into their surrounding circle.
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“Kid, you shouldn’t do that,” he said. “We don’t like
kids that do that, do we, fellas?”

“Naw, naw. He’s a fresh kid. We don’t like fresh kids.”

“Let go of me,” Scott said, shocked at the tremble of
his voice. .

The boy released his arm, but he was still penned in.

“I wantcha t'meet my pals,” said the boy. No face. Just
the flash of a pale cheek, the glitter of an eye in the tiny
flaring glow of the cigarette. A black, shadowy figure lean-
ing over him.

“This is Tony,” he said. “Say hello to ’im.”

“I have to go home,” Scott said, moving forward.

The boy pushed him back. “Hey, kid, you don’t under-
stand. Fellas, this kid don’t understand.” He tried to sound
gentle and reasonable.

“Kid, don’t you unnerstand?” said one of the other boys.
“That’s funny, y’know? The kid should unnerstand.”

“You're very funny,” Scott said. “Now will you—"

“Hey. The kid thinks we’re funny,” said the boy with
the baseball cap on. “D’ya hear that, fellas? He thinks
we're funny.” His voice lost its banter. “Maybe we oughta
show ’im how funny we are,” he said. ‘

Scott felt a crawling sensation in his groin and lower
stomach. He looked around at the boys, unaeble to keep
down the fear.

“Listen, my mother expects me home,” he heard him-
self saying.

“Awwwww,” said the boy with the cap. “His mother’s
waitin’. Jesus, ain’t that sad? Ain’t that sad, fellas?”

“That makes me cry,” said one of the others. “Boo-hoo-
hoo. I'm cryin’.” A ‘vicious chuckle emptied from his
throat. The third boy snickered and punched his friend
playfully on the arm.

“Live around here, kid?” asked the boy with the cap.
He blew smoke into Scott’s face and Scott coughed. “Hey,
the kid’s croakin’,” said the boy, with mock concern. “He’s
chokin’ ’n croakin’. Ain’t that sad?”

Scott tried to push past them again, but he was shoved
back, more violently this time, '

“Don’t do that again,” warned the boy in the cap. His
voice was friendly and amiable. “We wouldn’t wanna hurt
a kid. Would we, fellas?”

“Naw, we wouldn’t wanna do that,” said another.
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“Hey, let’s see if he has any dough on ’im,” said the
third.

Scott felt himself tightening with a weird mixture of
adult fury and childlike dread. It was even worse than it
had been with that man. He was smaller now, much
weaker. There was no strength in him to match his man’s
anger.

“Yeah,” said the boy in the cap. “Hey, ya got any dough
on ya, kid?” :

“No, I haven’t,” he said angrily. .

He gasped as the boy in the cap hit him on the arm.

“Don’t talk t'me like that, kid,” said the boy. “I don’t
like fresh kids.”

Dread overwhelmed anger again. He knew he’d have to
play it different to get out of this.

“I don’t have any money,” he said. His neck was begin-
ning to arch from looking up at them. “My mother doesn’t
give me any.”

‘The boy in the cap turned to his friends. “The kid says
his mother don’t give him none.”

“Cheap bitch!” said another.

“I'll give her a good cheap—" said the third, breaking
off with a convulsive forward jerk of his lower frame.

The boys laughed loudly. “Ya hear that, kid?” said the
boy in the cap. “Tell yer old lady that Tony’ll give ’er a
good cheap one.”

“Cheap? I'll do it fer nothin’,” Tony said, humor sub-
merged in a sudden surge of angry desire. “Hey, kid, has
she got a big pair on ’er?”

Their raucous laughter broke off as Scott lunged between
two of them. The boy in the cap grabbed him by the arm
and spun him around. The heel of his palm slammed across
Scott’s cheek.

“T told ya not t’do that,” snarled the boy.

“Son-of-a—!” Scott raged, spitting blood. The last word
was swallowed in a grunt as he drove his small fist into
the boy’s stomach.

“Bitch!” snapped the boy in a fury. He shot a fist into
Scott’s face. Scott cried out as the blow drove a wedge of
pain into his skull. He fell back against one of the other
boys, blood streaming darkly from his nose.

“Hold ’im!” snarled the boy, and the two other boys
grabbed Scott’s arms.
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“Hit me in the belly, will ya, ya little son-of-a-bitch?”
the boy said. “T’ll . . .” He seemed undecided as to what
revenge to take. Then he made a sound of angry decision
and pulled out a book of matches from his trouser pocket.

“Maybe I’ll give ya a coupla brands, kiddo,” he said.
“How d’ya like that?”

“Let me go!” Scott struggled wildly in the boys’ grip.
He kept on sniffing to keep the blood from running across
his lips. “Please!” His voice cracked badly.

The match flared in the darkness and Scott saw the
boy’s face as he’d imagined it.

The boy leaned in close.

“Hey,” he said, suddenly fascinated. “Hey!” a crooked
smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “This ain’t no kid.”
He stared into Scott’s twisted face. “Ya know who this
1‘-;?14‘

“Whattaya talkin’ about?’ asked one of the boys.

“It’s that guy! That shrinkin’ guy!”

“What?”’ they said.

“Look at 'im, look at ’im, for God’s sake!”

“Damn it, let me go or I'll have you all in jail!” Scott
stormed at them to hide the burst of agony in him.

“Shut up!” ordered the boy in the cap. His grin re-
turned. “Yeah, don’t ya see? It’s—"

The match sputtered out and he lit another one. He held
it so close to Scott’s face that Scott could feel the heat of it.

“Ya see now? Ya see?”

“Yeah.” The two other boys stared, open-mouthed, into
Scott’s face. “Yeah, it’s him. I seen his picture on TV.”

“And he tried t'make us think he was a kid,” the boy
said. “The freakin’ son-of-a-bitch.”

Scott couldn’t speak. Despair had toppled anger. They
knew him, they could betray him. He stood drained, his
chest rising and falling with convulsive breath. The second
match was thrown on the ground.

“Uh!” His head snapped over as the boy in the cap
backhanded him.

“That’s fuh lyin’, Freako,” the boy said. His laugh was
thin and strained. “Freako, that’s ya name. What d’ya say,
freako? What d’ya say?”

“What do you want of me?” Scott gasped.

“What d’'we want?” mimicked the boy. “Freako wants
t’know what we want.” The boys laughed.
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“Hey,” said the third boy, “let’s pull down his pants and
see if all of him shrunk!”

Scott surged forward in their grip like a berserk midget.
The boy in the cap drove a palm stingingly across his face.
The night was a spiraling blur before Scott’s eyes.

“Freako don’t understand,” said the boy. “He’s a dumb
freako.” He was breathing quickly through clenched teeth.

Dread was the knife in Scott now. He knew there was no
reasoning with these boys. They were hating angry with
their world and could express it only through violence.

“If you want my money, take it,” he said quickly, buy-
ing desperate time.

“Bet ya shrinkin’ butt we’ll take it,” sneered the boy.
He laughed at his own joke. “Hey, that’s pretty good.” The
humor left again. *Hold ’im,” he said coldly. “I’ll get his
wallet.”

Scott tensed himself in the darkness as the boy in the
cap started around one of his friends.

“Ow!” One of the boys howled as Scott’s shoe tip
flashed up against his shin. The restraining hands on
Scott’s left arm were dropped.

“Ow!” The other boy’s cry echoed the first; his hands
dropped. Scott lunged forward in the darkness, heartbeat
like a fist driving at his chest.

“Get ’im!” cried the boy in the cap. Scott’s short legs
pumped faster as he darted up the broken incline.
“Bastard!” the boy shouted, and then he started after him.

Scott was gasping for breath before he reached the side-
walk. He almost tripped across its edge, went flailing for-
ward, palms out, legs racing, then, finally, caught his
balance and ran on. A stitch jabbed hotly at his side.
Behind him, rapid shoe falls spattered onto the cement.
“Lou,” he whimpered, and ran on, open-mouthed.

Fifty yards up, he saw his house. Then, suddenly he
realized he couldn’t go there, because they’d know then
where he lived, where the shrinking man lived.

His teeth jammed together and he turned impulsively
into a dark alley.

He reached out, thinking he might open a side screen
door and, still running, slam it shut so they’d think he’d
gone in there. But that house was too close to his own. He
ran on, gasping. Behind him the boys swept into the alley,
their shoes crunching on the gravel.
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Scott dashed around the back edge of the darkened
house and raced across the yard.

There was a fence. Panic leaped in him. He knew he
couldn’t stop. Running at top speed, he jumped at it,
clutching wildly for the top. He began scrambling up,
slipped, started up again.

“G’Otcha!”

A fist of dread pounded at his temples as he felt rough
hands clutching at his right foot. His head snapped around
and he saw the boy in the cap dragging him down.

A half-mad sound filled this throat. His other foot
flailed out and drove into the boy’s face. With a cry the
boy let go and went staggering back, clutching at his face.
Scott dragged himself over the fence, shoe tips scraping at
the wood. He dropped down on the other side.

Jagged lances of pain shot up his ankle. He couldn’t
stop. Pushing up with a groan, he ran on, limping. Behind,
he heard the two boys join their friend.

He scuttled painfully across the uneven ground until he
came to the next street. There, finding a cellar door open,
he half slipped, half jumped down the high steps, turned,
and pulled the heavy door shut. It landed on his head
and knocked him sideways against the cold concrete wall.
He clutched out for a handhold as he rolled down two
steps and landed on the dirt floor of the cellar.

He sat hunched over on the first step, trying to catch
his breath. The step was cold and damp. He could feel
it through his trousers. But he was too dizzy and weak to
get up.

Breath wouldn’t come. His thin chest kept jerking spas-
modically as his lungs labcred for air. There was a hot
burning in his throat. The stitch was razor-tipped, a knife
stabbing at his side. His head throbbed and ached. The
inside of his mouth felt raw and smarting, and there was
blood still running across his lips. The muscles of his legs
were cramping in the coldness of the cellar. He was sweaty
and shivering.

He began to cry.

It was not a man’s crying, not a man’s despairing sobs.
It was a little boy sitting there in the cold, wet darkness,
hurt and frightened and crying because there was no hope
for him in the world; he was beaten and lost in a strange,
unloving place.
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Later, when it was safe, he limped home, chilled to the
bone.

A frightened, wretched Lou put him to bed. She kept
asking him what had happened, but he wouldn’t answer.
He just kept shaking his head, face expressionless, his
small head rustling slowly on the pillow, back and forth,
endlessly back and forth.

Chapter Ten

Wakine was a gradual itemization of pains.

His throat felt scraped and dry, feeling like a raw, juice-
less wound. His face contorted as he swallowed. Whimper-
ing softly, he twisted on his side. The pain of rubbing his
lacerated temple against the screw head stabbed him into
wakefulness.

He started to sit up, then sank back with a gasp, hot
barbs ripping across the muscles of his back. He lay staring
up at the dust-coated insides of the water heater. He
thought: It’s Thursday; there are three days left.

His right leg was throbbing. The knee felt swollen. He
flexed the leg experimentally and winced when the dull
ache flared into needling pain. He lay there quietly a
moment, letting the pain ebb. He felt his face, his fingers
stroking over the blood-caked scratches and tears.

Finally, with a groan, he shoved himself up and stood
shakily, holding on to the black wall for support. How he
could have got so mauled in such a few days? He’d been in
the cellar for almost three months and it had never been
like this before. Was it his size? Was it because the smaller
he got, the more perilous life became for him?

He climbed over the wall slowly and he walked along
the metal shelf to the leg. He kicked aside the few tiny
scraps of crackers left there, then climbed down the lég
with slow, careful movements until he stood dizzly on top
of the cement block. Thursday. Thursday. His tongue stir-
red like a piece of thick, dry cloth in his mouth. He needed
water.

He climbed down the block and looked into the thimble.
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Empty. And all the water on the floor had dried up or
flowed into the small holes drilled in the cement. He stood
there staring dully into the thimble cave. That meant he'd
have to climb down the endless thread to the other thimble
under the water tank. He sighed drearily and shuffled over
to the ruler,

Three-sevenths of an inch.

Stolidly, as if it were something he had planned and not
sudden disgust, he pushed the ruler over, and it clattered
onto its side. He was sick of measuring himself.

He started walking toward the cavern in which the water
pump clanked and chugged. Then he stopped, remember-
ing the pin. His gaze moved slowly over the floor, search-
ing. It was not in sight. He went over to the sponge and
looked under it. He looked under the box top. There was
no pin. The giant must have kicked it away, or else the
head of it had become embedded in the sole of those gar-
gantuan shoes.

His gaze moved over to the house-high carton under the
fuel tank. It looked miles away. He turned from it. He
wasn’t going to get another one. I don’t care, he thought.
It doesn’t matter; let it go. He started again for the water
pump.

There was another point, he decided, a point below that
at which a man either laughed or broke. There was one
more step down to the level of absolute negation. He was
there now. He didn’t care about anything. Beyond the
simple plane of bodily function, there was nothing.

As he moved from beneath the mammoth legs of the
clothes tree, his gaze slid up the cliff wall. He wondered
if the spider were up there. Probably it was, crouching
seven-legged and silent in its web, perhaps sleeping, per-
haps chewing up some bug it had killed.

It might have been himself.

Shuddering, he looked back at the floor. He’d never
resign himself to the spider, no matter how depleted his
spirit became. It was too alien a form to adjust to. Horror
and revulsion toward it were too deeply engrained in him.
It was better not to think of it at all. Better not to think
that today the spider was as tall as he was, its body three
times the volume of his, its long, black legs the thickness
of his legs.

He reached the edge of the cliff and looked down into
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the vast canyon. Was it really worth it? Maybe it would
be better just to forget about water altogether.

His throat lanored dryly. No, water was not something
you could forget about. Shaking his head like a sorrowing
old man, he got on his knees and lowered himself over the
edge of the step, then began easing himself down the
thread. Fifty feet, two days before. Seventy-five today,
probably. Tomorrow?

What if the spider is waiting down there? he thought. It
frightened him to think it, but he kept descending, too
weak to stop himself. He tried not to think about climbing
back up. Why hadn’t he had the foresight to make knots
at regular intervals in the thread? It would have made
ascent so much easier, )

His sandals finally touched bottom and he let go of the
thread-rope. At least his fingers had not been scraped as
badly, now that they were so small.

The thimble loomed over him like a giant vat, the lip of
it a good six feet above his head. If it had been overflow-
ing, he might have caught water in his palms. As it was,
he would have to climb to the top.

But how? The side, even with its indentations, was
smooth and slightly overhanging. He pushed at the thimble,
thinking he might knock it over, but it was too heavy,
filled with water. He stood staring at it.

The thread. He limped back to the wall and picked up
the heavy end of it, lugging it as far as it would go. It
didn’t reach. He let go of it and it slid back to the wall.

He shoved at the thimble again. His arms fell. It was
too heavy. No use. He started back for the thread. It's no
use, he thought. I'll just forget about it. His face was
martyred. I'm going to die anyway, what’s the difference?
T’ll die. Who cares?

He stopped, biting his lip savagely. No, that was the old
way. It was the childish way, the “T’ll punish the world by
dying” attitude. He needed water. The thimble had the
only water available. Either he got it or he would die, and
no one the wiser or the stupider or the worse for it.

Gritting his teeth, he walked around, looking for pebbles.
Why do I go on? he asked himself for the hundredth time.
Why do I try so hard? Instinct? Will? In many ways it
was the most infuriating thing of all, this constant be-
wilderment at his own motivations,
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At first he found nothing. He moved in the shadows,
muttering to himself. What if there are other spiders here?
What if there are . ..

It would have been so much better if his brain had lost
its toxic introspections long before. Much better if he could
have concluded life as a true bug instead of being fully
conscious each hideous, downward step of the way. Aware-
ness of the shrinking was the curse, not the shrinking.

Even thirsty, hungry, the thought stopped him. He stood
in the cold shadows, turning it over in his mind.

It was true. He had realized it once, fleetingly, then for-
gotten it again, sinking into the physical. But it was true.
So long as he had his mind, he was unique. Even though
spiders were larger than he, even though flies and gnats
could shade him with their wings, he still had his mind.
His mind could be his salvation, as it had been his dam-
nation,

He almost left the floor when the pump began.

With a hoarse cry, he slammed back against the wall of
the cavern, hands clutching up at his ears. The noise
seemed to come in physically tangible waves, pinning him
there. He thought his eardrums would burst. Even through
his pressing palms the thunderous, shrieking clatter pene-
trated, hammering jagged spikes into his head. He couldn’t
think. Like a mindless beast, he cringed against the wall,
drowning in noise, his face twisted, his eyes stark with pain.

When the pump finally shut off, he slumped down bone-
lessly into a heap, his eyes slitted, his mouth hanging open.
His brain felt numb and swollen. His limbs still shook.

Oh, yes, his mind mocked faintly. Yes, so long as you
can think, you’re unique.

“Fool,” he muttered weakly. “Fool, fool, fool.”

After a while he stood up and looked for a pebble again.
Finding one at last, he pushed it back beside the thimble,
then climbed up on it. There were three feet left. He
crouched down a little, braced himself, then jumped.

His fingers clawed at the edge of the thimble and caught.
His feet kicked out and slipped on the smooth edge as he
pulled himself up. Water, he thought, almost tasting it in
his mouth. Water. He didn’t notice at first that the
thimble was tipping.

Panic speared through him as the thimble started to
topple. Seeking lost balance, he tightened his grip spas-
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modically instead of loosening it. Let go! his mind cried
shrilly. He released his hold and dropped heavily, landing
on the edge of the pebble, losing balance a second time and
falling backvsard, arms flailing. He flopped back on the
cement, the breath knocked from him. The thimble kept
falling. With a cry he flung an arm across his face and
went rigid, waiting for the thimble to crash on him.

Only cold water poured across him, blinding and gag-
ging him. Sucking air into his lungs, he struggled to his
knees. Another wave of water dashed over him, almost
knocking him on his back again. Coughing and spluttering,
he stood up, rubbing at his eyes.

The thimble was rocking back and forth, water flooding
across its lip and splattering on the cement. Scott stood
there shivering, catching his breath, his tongue licking the
cold drops from his mouth.

Finally, when the thimble was rocking less violently, he
moved up to it warily and caught the spilling water in
his palms. It was so cold it numbed his hands.

When he had finished drinking, he backed away and
sneezed. Oh, God, now comes the pneumonia, he thought.
His teeth were beginning to chatter. The cotton robe was
cold and clammy on his flesh.

With jerky, impulsive movements he dragged the robe
over his head. Cold air flooded over him. He had to get
out of there. Throwing down the dripping robe, he ran
to the thread and started climbing as rapidly as he could.

After he’d gone up ten feet he felt exhausted. Every up-
ward movement became more difficult than the last. Pain
seesawed in his muscles, a taut, drawing sharpness as he
dragged himself up, a dull, throbbing ache as he hung
resting.

He couldn’t rest for more than a few seconds. With
every pause he grew more chilled. His white body covered
with goose flesh, he kept climbing, gasping at the air
between clenched teeth. Half a dozen times he thought he
was going to fall as exhaustion welled up in his arms and
legs, every muscle seeming to go slack. His hands clutched
desperately at the ropelike thread, his legs curled around it.
He pressed against the cement face, panting.

. Then, in a2 moment, he began climbing again, not look-
Ing up because he knew that if he looked up, even once, he
would never reach the top.
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He stumbled across the floor, waves of heat and coldness
breaking over him. He pressed a shaking hand against his
forehead. It was hot and dry. I'm sick, he thought.

He found his old robe lying behind the cement block,
crusted with dirt, but dry. He brushed it off and put it on.
It helped a little. Shaking with weariness and anger, and
still shivering with cold, he circled around the floor col-
lecting the few damp pieces of cracker left and throwing
them on top of the sponge.

It took all the strength he had remaining to drag the
box top over the sponge. Then he lay in the darkness, his
breath a thin, rasping sound that faltered in his throat
like steam. The cellar was without sound.

After a few minutes he tried to eat. But swallowing hurt
too much. Already he was thirsty again. He rolled over
on his stomach and pressed his burning face into the soft
sponge, his hands opening and closing in weary, ceaseless
movements. After a moment he felt moisture on his face,
and he started squeezing hard, remembering that the
sponge had been soaking wet the morning before. But the
litile water he got was so brackish it almost made him lose
the food he'd managed to eat.

He rolled onto his back again. What do I do now? he
thought despairingly. There was no food left but the pitiful
scraps under the box top with him; no water except at
the bottom of a cliff he'd never have the strength to climb
again; no way of getting out of the cellar. And now, added
to everything else, fever.

He rubbed fiercely at his hot forehead. The air felt close
and heavy. Heat pressed down on him like a hand. I'm
suffocating, he thought. He sat up abruptly, looking around
with hot eyes, head lolling on his neck. Unaware, his right
hand picked a cracker crumb to bits and flung the
shreds aside.

“I’m sick,” he groaned. His thin voice ballooned around
him. He sobbed, digging teeth into the knuckles of his left
hand until the skin broke. “I'm sick. I’m sick!”

He fell back with a groan and lay there limply, staring
up through fever-slitted eyes.

Half-conscious, he thought he heard the spider walking
on the box again. One, two, three, his twisting mind began
to chant. Four, five, six. Seven legs my true love has.

Distortedly, he remembered the day when he had been



THE SHRINKING MAN 101

twenty-eight inches tall, the height of a one-year-old
child—a china doll that shaved real whiskers and bathed
in a dishpan and used a baby’s potty chair and wore
made-over baby clothes,

He had stood in the kitchen yelling at Lou because he’d
suggested that she put him in a sideshow to make some
money and she hadn’t insisted that he shouldn’t say such
things; she’d only shrugged.

He'd yelled and ranted, his little face red, stamped his
cunning high-topped shoes, glared up at her, until sud-
denly she’d turned from the sink and shouted back, “Oh,
stop squeaking at me!”

In a fury so complete it blinded him, he spun and lurch-
ed for the doorway, only to trip over the cat and get badly
clawed. ]

Lou had run to him and tried to make it up. She’d
cleaned the jagged scratch on his arm and apologized. But
he’d known it wasn’t a woman apologizing to a man, but
a woman apologizing to a midget she felt sorry for.

And when she’d finished bandaging him, he’d gone down
to the cellar again; the last refuge to which he always
fled in those days. And he’d stood there by the steps star-
ing through anger and hurt at the cellar.

He'd squatted down and picked up a rock that was lying
on the floor and he’d rocked there on his heels, thinking
of all the t_hmis that had happened to him in the past few
weeks. He’d thought of the money almost gone, of Lou
unable to find a job, of Beth’s increasing disrespect, of the
Medical Center never calling, of the endless shrinkin of
his body. And while he thought of them, his mind
grown angrier, his lips whitening on each other, his hand
closed like a steel trap over the rock.

When he saw the spider walking on the wall across from
him, he reared up suddenly and fired the rock at it with
all his might. Fantastically the rock had pinned one of
the spider’s black legs to the wall and it had fled, leaving
the leg behind. Scott had stood in front of the wall watch-
ing the leg twitch like a living hair. And, blank-faced, he’d
thought, Someday my leg will be that small.

It had been impossible to believe.

But now his leg was that small, and the insane descent of
his existence was bearing down toward inevitable conclu-
sion,
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He wondered what would happen if he died now. Would
his body keep shrinking? Or would the process cease?
Surely it could not go on if he were dead.

Far across the floor, the oil burner began its hurricane
roar again, shaking the air with deafening vibrations.
With a moan he pressed his hands over his ears and lay
there shivering without control, feeling as if he were in a
buried coffin while an earthquake shook the cemetery.

“Leave me alone,” he muttered feebly. ‘“Leave me
alone.” He drew in a whining breath. His eyes closed.

He twitched, woke.

The oil burner still roared. Was it the same roaring on
which he had closed his eyes? Had seconds passed, or
hours?

He sat up slowly, lightheaded and shaking. He lifted a
trembling hand and touched his forehead. It was still hot.
He rubbed the hand across his face, groam.ng deeply. Oh,
God, I'm sick,

Weakly he pushed himself to the rim of the sponge and
slid over the edge. His grip was so weak that it broke
instantly and he thudded down on his feet, sitting down
heavily with a startled grunt.

He sat on the cold cement a long moment, blmkmg, his
torso weaving. His stomach rumbled with hunger He tried
to stand up. He had to lean against the sponge. Breath
came from his nostrils in short, hot bursts. He swallowed.
I need water. Tears ran down his cheeks. There was no
P/ater he could get. He hit the sponge with an impotent

1st.

After a few minutes he stopped crying and, turning
slowly, stumbled through the darkness until he collided
with the box-top wall. It knocked him down. Muttering,
he crawled to the box-top side again and, lifting it first
with his hands and then with his back, he squeezed out
from under.

It was like crawling into a refrigerator. A shudder rip-
pled down his back. He stood up and leaned back against
the box top.

It was afternoon; he had slept. Rays of sunlight were
visible throught the ‘window over the log pile, the window
that faced south. Two, three o’clock, he estimated. An-
other day was half gone; more than half.

He spun around and drove a strengthless punch into the
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cardboard wall. Pain stung his knuckles. He hit again.
Damn you! He leaned his head against the side and rained
in enervated blows, feeling the impact of each one leap
up his arms, across his shoulders, down his back.

“Pointless, pointless, pointless, pointless, point—"” In a
wild, croaking voice he chanted the word on one breath
until no sound came from him. Then his arms flopped to
his sides like lengths of wood and he fell against the card-
board, eyes closed, twitching with jerking breaths.

When he finally turned, it was with a mind blanked to
everything except water. He started across the floor slowly.
I can’t go down to the tank, but I need water, he thought
But there isn’t any water anywhere else. There’s water that
drips in the cracker box, but I can’t climb that high. But
I need water. He walked, eyes down, hardly seeing. I need
water.

He almost fell in the hole.

For a frightening instant, he wavered on the very edge
of it. Then he caught himself and stepped back.

He got down on his knees and peered into the dark
cavity drilled through the cement floor. It was like looking
down a well, except that the well broke off about fifteen
feet down and there was nothing but lightless void.

He poised his tilted head over the hole, listening. At
first there was only the sound of his own labored breath-
ing. Then, holding his breath, he began to hear another
sound. The sound of softly dripping water.

It was a nightmare to lie there on his stomach, racked
with thirst, and listen to the drip of unreachable water. His
tongue kept stirring in his mouth, seeking to escape the
mensonment of his lips. He kept swallowing endlessly,
hardly noticing the jabs of pain it caused.

For one moment he almost dived headfirst into the hole.
I don’t care! he thought in a fury. I don’t care if I die!

What kept him from it he didn’t know. Whatever it
was, it was below consciousness, for on the surface he
was angrily determined to plunge into the well-like hole
and find that water.

But he drew back from the hole and got on his knees
again. He hesitated. Then he fell forward again and
listened to the sound, almost inhaling it like air. He moan-
ed. He pushed to his knees once more, stood dizzily, and
then began walking away from the drainage hole. He turn-
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ed and walked back to the brink of it. He swung a foot
over it, staring down into its unseeable depths.

“Oh, God, why don’t you . ..”

He turned and walked away from the hole on rigid
legs, hands clenched into fists at his sides. There's no
point! he wanted to scream. Why shouldn’t he go down
the hole? Why not, like some grotesque, latter-day Alice,
plunge into yet another world?

He thought it was a red wall at first. He stopped in
front of it, staring at it. He prodded it. Not stone or wood.
It was the hose.

He walked around its sérpentine bulk until he came to
one end of it. There he stared into the long, shadowy tun-
nel curving away from him. He stepped up onto the metal
ring and stood in a groove, thinking, Sometimes when you
picked up a hose water dripped from the end of it.

With a gasp, he started running clumsily down the
smooth-floored tunnel, banging into hard walls where the
hose twisted abruptly, racing as fast as he could along
the winding labyrinth of it. Until, curving to the right
for what seemed to be the hundredth time, he found
himself ankle-deep in cold liquid. With a grateful sob, he
squatted down and lifted trembling palmfuls of the water
to his lips. It tasted stale and it hurt his throat to swallow,
but he had never gulped the finest wine so eagerly.

Thank God! he kept thinking. Thank God! All the
water I need now. All I need! He grunted, almost in
amusement, thinking of the many times he’d climbed down
that fool thread to the water tank. What an ass he’d been!
Well, it didn’t matter now. He was all right now.

It wasn’t until he began walking back along the tunnel
that he realized it had been, at best, a reactive triumph.
How different did it make the situation, how better off?
His minuscule existence was preserved a little longer, yes.
He would see the end of it intact; but the end would
come. Was that a triumph?

Or would he see the end of it?

As he emerged into the cellar again, he realized how
weak with sickness he was; worse, how weak with hunger.
The sickness he might alleviate with rest and sleep, but to
hunger there was only one answer.

His gaze moved to the towering cliff.

He stood there in the shadow of the hose, looking up at
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the place where the spider lived. One piece of food re-
mained in the cellar; he knew that much for sure. One
slice of dried-up bread; more than enough to keep him
for the last two days. And it was up there.

It came upon him with annihilating simplicity. He
hadn’t the strength to climb up there. Even if he could,
by some incredible extension of will power, make it up the
cliff, there was the spider. And he hadn’t the courage to
face the spider again. Not a black, scuttling horror three
times the size of him,

His head fell forward. Then that was it; that was the
decision he must accept. He stepped away from the hose
and started across the floor toward the sponge. What de-
cision was there but that? Was there, after all, a choice?
Wasn’t it out of his hands, inexorable? He was three-
sevenths of an inch tall. What could he hope to do?

Something made him look again at the cliff face.

The giant spider was running down the wall.

With a body-jarring gasp, Scott fled across the floor.
Before the spider had reached the bottom of the cliff, he
had squeezed beneath the edge of the box top and climbed
onto the sponge. When the spider clambered, black and
bulbous, onto the box top, he was waiting for the sound of
it, his teeth jammed so hard together that his jaws ached.

There could be no hope of food, then; not with that
quivering black cannibal guarding it. He closed his eyes,
sobs dragging at his throat, hearing overhead the scratch-
ing, scrabbling movements of the spider.

Chapter Eleven

As 1 A prEAM, delirium-driven, he was back again at
the Columbia Presbyterian Medical Center, being tested.

Voice a crispness, voice a hollow waver, Dr. Silver told
him that no, he did not have acromicria, as had first been
suspected. Yes, there was the bodily shrinkage, but no, his
pituitary gland was not diseased. There was no loss of hair,
no cyanosis of extremities, no bluish discoloration of skin,
no suppressed sexual function.
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There were urinary-excretion tests to establish the
amounts of creatin and creatinine in his system; important
tests, because they would tell much about the functioning
of his testes, his adrenals, about the balance of nitrogen in
his body.

Discovery: You have a negative nitrogen balance, Mr.
Carey. Your body is throwing off more nitrogen than it is
retaining. Since nitrogen is one of the major building
blocks of the body, consequently, we have shrinkage.

An imbalance of creatinine was causing further involu-
tion. Phosphorus and calcium were being thrown off, too,
in the precise proportion in which those elements were
found in his bones.

ACTH was administered, possibly to check the catabolic
breakdown of tissue.

ACTH was ineffective.

There was much discussion about a_possible dosage of
pituitary extract. “It might enable his body to retain nitro-
gen and cause the disposition of new protein,” they mur-
mured.

It seemed there was danger, though. The response of
the human body to administered growth hormone is not
ascertainable; even the best extracts are poorly tolerated
and often give abberant results.

“I don’t care. I want it. Can I be worse off?” he said.

Dosage administered.

Negative.

Something was combatting the extract.

At last the paper chromatography; the capillary trailing
of body elements across paper, the specific gravity of each
one causing it to stain a different part of the paper.

And a new element was found in his system. A new
toxin.

Tell us something, they said. Were you ever exposed to
any kind of germ spray? No, not bacterial warfare. Have
you, for instance, ever been accidentally sprayed with a
great deal of insecticide?

No remembrance at first; just a fluttering amorphous
terror. Then sudden recollection. Los Angeles, a Saturday
afternoon in July. He had come out of the house, heading
for the store. He had walked through a tree-lined alley,
between rows of houses. A city truck had turned in sud-
denly, spraying the trees. The spray misted over him,
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burning on his skin, stinging his eyes, blinding him momen-
tarily. He yelled at the driver.

Could that possibly be the cause of all this?

No, not that. They told him so. That was only the
beginning of it. Something happened to that spray, some-
thing fantastic and unheard of; something that converted
a mildly virulent insecticide into a deadly growth-destroy-
ing poison.

And so they searched for that something, asking endless
questions, constantly probing into his past.

Until, in a second, it came. He remembered the after-
noon on the boat, the mist washing over him, the acid
sting on his body.

A spray impregnated with radiation.

And that was it; the search was over at last. An insect
spray hideously altered by radiation. A one-in-a-million
chance. Just that amount of insecticide coupled with just
that amount of radiation, received by his system in just
that sequence and with just that timing; the radiation dis-
sipating quickly, becoming unnoticeable.

Only the poison left.

A poison that, without destroying the pituitary gland,
destroyed, little by little, its ability to maintain growth. A
poison that day by day forced his system to convert nitro-
gen into excess waste matter; a poison that affected crea-
tinine and phosphorus and calcium and left them as waste
to be thrown off. A poison that decalcified his bones so
that, soft and pliant, they could shrink, little by little. A
poison that nullified any administered hormone extract by
causing antihormone action in direct opposition.

A poison that made him, little by little, the shrinking
man.

The search over at last? Not really. Because there was
only one way to fight a toxin, and that was with an anti-
toxin,

So they'd sent him home. And while he waited there,
they sought the antitoxin that might save him.

At his sides, hands folded into gnarled fists. Why, asleep
or waking, did he have to think about those days of wait-
ing? Those days when his very body was continuously
tensed for the sound of a knock on the door, the sudden
stridency of the telephone ringing. It had been a free fall
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of the mind, taut consciousness never finding a base to
settle on, but hanging in constant suspense, waiting.

The countless trips to the post office, where he’d rented
a box so he could get two and three deliveries a day, in-
stead of only one. That cruel walk from the apartment to
the post office, wanting to run and still walking, his body
twitching with his desperate desire to run. Entering the post
office, hands numb, heart pounding. Crossing the marble
floor, stooping and looking into the box. And, when there
were letters, his hands shaking so badly that he could
barely slide the key into the lock. Jerking out the letters,
gaze stabbing at the return addresses. No letter from the
Center. The sudden feeling that life was gone from him,
that his feet and legs were running into the floor like
candle wax.

And when they’d moved to the lake the suffering was
even worse, because then he had to wait for Lou to go to
the post office—standing at the front window, hands
shaking when he saw her come walking back down the
street. He would know she had no letter because she
walked so slowly, and yet he would be unable, until she
actually said so, to believe that no letter had come.

He pitched over on his stomach and bit into the sponge
savagely. It was so horribly true that thought was his un-
doing. To be unaware; dear God, to be joyously unaware.
To be able to rip the tissues of his brain away and let them
drip like clouded paste from his fingertips. Why couldn’t—

His breath stopped. He reared up sharply, ignoring the
sudden throb of pain in his head.

Music.

“Music?’ He murmured faintly. How could there be
music in the cellar?

Then he knew; it wasn’t in the cellar, but upstairs.
Louise was playing music on the radio: Brahms’ First
Symphony. He leaned on his elbows, lips parted, holding
his breath and listening to the sturdy beat of the sym-
phony’s opening phrase. It was barely audible, as though
he stood in the lobby of a concert hall hearing the orches-
tra through closed doors.

Breath escaped finally, but he did not move. His face
was still, eyes unblinking. It was still the same world,
then, and he was still a part of it. The connecting sound
of music told him so. Upstairs, gigantically remote, Louise
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was listening to that music. Below, incredibly minute, he
was listening too. And it was music to both of them, and
it was beauty.

He remembered how, toward the end of his stay in the
house, he had been incapable of listening to music unless
it was played so low that Lou couldn’t even hear it.
Otherwise the music was magnified into a clubbing noise
at his ears, giving him a headache. The clatter of a dish
was a knife jab at his brain. The sudden cry or laughter
of Beth assailed him like a gun fired beside his ear, making
his face contort, making him cover his ears.

Brahms. To lie like a2 mote, an insignificance in a cellar,
listening to Brahms. If life itself were not fantastic, that
moment could be labeled so.

The music stopped. His gaze jerked up as if he might
see, in the darkness, the reason for its stopping.

He lay there, silent, listening to the muffled voice of
the woman who had been his wife. His heart seemed to
stop. For a moment he was really part of that old world
again.

His lips formed the name Lou.

21”

Because the summer ended, the teen-aged girl who had
worked at the lake grocery store had to return to school.
The opening had been given to Lou, who had applied for
it a month before.

Vaguely she’d thought that Scott would take care of
Beth when she got a job. But now it was painfully clear
that, barely reaching the height of Beth’s chest, he couldn’t
take care of her at all. Moreover, he refused to try. So
she made arrangements with a neighborhood girl who had
left high school. The girl agreed to take care of Beth while
Lou was working.

“Lord knows, we won’t have much money left after
paying her,” Lou had said, “but I guess there’s no alterna-
tive.”

He'd said nothing. Not even when she told him that, as
much as she hated to say it, he’d have to stay in the
cellar during the day unless he wanted the girl to know
who he was; for, obviously, he couldn’t pass for a child.
He'd only shrugged his dainty shoulders and left the room
without a word.
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Before Lou left for work the first morning, she prepared
sandwiches and two thermos bottles—one of coffee, one of
water—for Scott. He sat at the kitchen table, propped up
on two thick pillows, his pencil-thin fingers partially curled
around a mug of steaming coffee, his face giving no indica-
tion that he heard a word she was saying to him.

“This should last you easily,” she was saying. “Take a
book with you; read. Take naps. It won't be so bad. I'll
be home early.”

He stared at the circles of cream floating like oil drops
on the coffee. He twisted the cup very slowly on its saucer.
It made a squeaking sound that he knew irritated Lou.

“Now remember what 1 told you, Beth,” Lou said.
“Don’t say a word about Daddy. Not a word. Do you
understand?”

“Yes.” Beth nodded.

“What did I say?” Lou demanded.

“I don’t say a word about Daddy.”

“About the freako,” Scott mumbled.

“What?” Lou asked, looking at him. He stared into the
coffee. She didn’t pursue it; he had fallen into the habit of
muttering to himself since they’d moved to the lake.

After breakfast, Lou went down to the cellar with him,
carrying one of the lawn chairs for him to sit on. She
pulled down her suitcase from a pile of boxes between the
fuel tank and the refrigerator and set it on the floor. She
put two chair cushions in it.

“There, you can take a nice nap there,” she said.

“Like a dog,” he muttered.

“What?”

He looked at her like a bellicose doll.

“I don’t think the girl will try to come down,” she went
on. “Then again, she might be nosy. Maybe I'd better
put the lock on the door.”

(‘NO.,’

“But what if the girl comes down?”

“I don’t want the door locked.”

“But, Scott, what if—"

“I don’t want the door locked!”

“All right, all right,” she said, “I won’t put the lock
on. We'll just have to hope the girl doesn’t decide she
wants to see the cellar.”

He didn’t speak.
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While she made sure he had everything he needed, bent
far over to give him a dutiful peck on the forchead, went
back up the steps and lowered the door into place, Scott
stood motionless in the middle of the floor. He watched
her walk past the window, the skirt of her dress wind-
blown around her shapely legs.

Then she was gone, but he remained unmoving, staring
out the window at the spot where she had passed. His
small hands kept flexing slowly against his legs. His eyes
were motionless. He seemed engrossed in somber thought,
as if he might be contemplating the relative merits of life
and death.

At last the expression slipped from his features. He drew
in a long breath and looked around. He lifted his palms
briefly in a gesture of wry surrender, then let them slap
down on his thighs.

“Swell,” he said.

He climbed up on the chair, taking his book with him.
He opened the book to the fringe-bottomed leather marker
that read, “This Is Where I Fell Asleep,” and started to
read.

He read the passage twice. Then the book fell forward
in his lap and he thought about Louise, about the impos-
sibility of his touching her in any way. He reached her
kneecaps and a little more. Somewhat short of manliness,
he thought, teeth gritted. His expression did not change.
Casually he shoved the book off the chair arm and heard it
slap down loudly on the cement.

Upstairs he heard Lou’s footsteps moving toward the
front of the house, then fading. When they returned they
were accompanied by another set of footsteps and he heard
the voice of the girl, typically adolescent, thin, fluttery,
and superficially confident.

Ten minutes later Lou was gone. In front of the house
he’d heard the sputtering cough, the sudden gas-fed roar of
the Ford being warmed up. Then, after a few minutes, the
gunning sound had gradually disappeared. Now there were
only the voices of the girl Catherine and Beth. He listened
to the rise and fall of Catherine’s voice, wondering what she
was saying and what she looked like.

Bemused, he put the indistinct voice to distinct form.
She was five feet six, slim-waisted and long-legged, with
young, uptilted breasts nudging out her blouse. Fresh young
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face, reddish-blonde hair, white teeth. He watched her
moving lightly as a bird, her blue eyes bright as polished
berries.

He picked up the book and tried to read, but he couldn’t.
Sentences ran together like muddy rivulets of prose. The
page was obscured with commingling words. He sighed
and stirred uncomfortably on the chair. The girl stretched
to the urging of his fancy, and her breasts, like firm-skin-
ned oranges, forced out their silken sheathing.

He blew away the picture with an angry breath. Not
that, he ordered.

He drew his legs up and wrapped both arms around
them, resting his chin on his knees. He sat there like a
child musing on the case for Santa Claus.

The girl had half taken off her blouse before he shut the
curtain on her forcibly imposed indelicacy. The taut look
was on his face again, the look of a man who has found
effort unrewarding and has decided on impassivity instead.
But, far beneath, like lava threatening in volcanic bellies,
the bubbling of desire went on.

When the screen door of the back porch slapped shut
and the voices of Beth and the girl floated into the yard,
he slid off the chair with sudden excitement and ran to
the pile of boxes beside the fuel tank. He stood there for a
moment, his heart jolting. Then, when his mind came up
with no authoritative resistance, he clambered up the pile
and peered through a corner of the cobweb-streaked win-
dow.

Lines of pain shriveled in around his eyes.

Five feet six had become five feet three. The slim waist
and legs had become chunky muscle and fat; the young,
uptilted breasts had vanished in the loose folds of a long-
sleeved sweat shirt. The fresh young face lurked behind
grossness and blemishes, the reddish-blonde hair had been
dyed to a lackluster chestnut. There was, feebly remain-
ing, white teeth and movements like a bird’s; a rather
heavy bird’s. The color of her eyes he couldn’t see.

He watched Catherine move around the yard, her broad
buttocks cased in faded dungarees, her bare feet stuck
in loafers. He listened to her voice.

“Oh, you have a cellar,” she said.

He saw the look on Beth’s face change obviously and
felt his muscles tightening,
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“Yes, but it’s just empty,” Beth said hastily. “Nobody
lives there.”

Catherine laughed unsuspiciously.

“Well, T hope not,” she said, looking toward the win-
dow. He shrank back, then realized that the cellar could
not be seen through any of the windows because of the
glare of light on them.

He watched them until they disappeared around the back
end of the house. His eyes caught the fleeting sight of
them as they moved past the window over the log pile.
Then they were gone. Grunting, he climbed back down the
pile of boxes and went back to the chair. He put one of
the thermos bottles on the arm of the chair and retrieved
the book. Then, sitting down, he poured smoking coffee
into the red plastic cap and sat there, the book open and
unread on his lap, sipping slowly.

I wonder how old she is, he thought.

He started up on the chair cushion, eyes jerking open.

Someone was lifting the cellar door.

With a gasp, he flung his legs over the edge of the suit-
case just as the person’s hold slipped and the door crashed
down. He struggled to his feet, looking frantically toward
the steps. The door started to rise again; a spear of light
shot across the floor, widening.

With two distinct lunges, Scott grabbed the coffee ther-
mos and the book and almost dived under the fuel tank.
As the opened door slammed down, he slid himself be-
hind the big carton of clothes. He clutched the book and
thermos bottle to his chest, feeling sick. Why did he have
to be so vitriolically stubborn about having the lock put
on the door? Yes, it was the idea of being imprisoned that
he hadn’t liked. But at least in prison, others could not come
in.
He heard the cantious descent on the stairs, the clicking
of loafers, and he tried to stop breathing. As the girl
entered he shrank back into the shadows.

“Hmm,” the girl said. She moved around the floor. He
heard her kick the chair experimentally. Would she wonder
why it was there? Wasn’t it an odd place for a chair,
right in the middle of a cellar floor? He swallowed dryly.
And what about the suitcase with the pillows in it? Well,
that might be where the cat slept.
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“Jesus, what a mess,” said the girl, her shoes scuffing
over the cement. For a moment he saw her thick calves as
she stood by the water heater. He heard her fingernails
tapping on the enameled metal.

“Water heater,” she said to herself. “Uh-huh.”

She yawned. He heard the straining sound in her throat
that accompanied tense stretching. It broke off with a loud
grunt. “Boop-dee-doodle-oodle,” said the girl.

She moved around some more. Oh, my God, the sand-
wiches and the other thermos, he thought. Damn nosy
bitch! his mind snapped. Catherine said, “Hmm. Croquet.”

Then, in a few minutes, she said, “Oh, well,” and went
back up the steps and the cellar shook with the crash of the
dropped door. If Beth were taking a nap, that would end it.

As Scott crawled out from under the fuel tank, he heard
the back screen door slam shut and Catherine’s footsteps
overhead. He got up and put the thermos bottle back on
the chair arm. Now he’d have to let Lou put the lock on
the door.

“Damn the stupid little . . .”

He paced the floor like a caged animal. Nosy bitch!
You couldn’t trust one of them. First damn day and she
had to see the whole house. She’d probably gone through
every bureau, cabinet, and closet in the house.

What had she thought about seeing male clothing?
What lie might Lou have to tell—or already told? He
knew that she’d given Catherine a false last name. Since
no mail was delivered to the house, there was not too
much danger of the girl’s discovering the lie.

The only danger was that Catherine might have read
those articles in the Globe-Post and seen the pictures. Yet
if that were so, surely she already suspected that he must
be hiding in the cellar and would have searched more
carefully. Or had she been searching?

It was ten minutes later when he decided to have a sec-
ond sandwich and discovered that the girl had taken them.

“Oh, Christ!” He slammed an infuriated fist on the arm
of the chair and almost wished she’d hear him and would
come down so he could berate her for a stupid pryer.

He sank back on the chair and shoved the book off the
arm again. It slapped loudly on the floor. The hell with
it, he thought.

He drank all the coffee and sat there, sweating, glaring
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straight ahead. Upstairs, the girl walked around and
around. .

Fat slob, he called her in the jaded smallness of his
head.

“Sure, go ahead,” he said. “Lock me in’

“Oh, Scott, please, she begged. “It was your decision.
Do you want to take a chance on her finding you?”

He didn’t answer.

“She may come down again if the door’s open,” Lou
said. “I don’t think she thought anything one way or the
other about finding that bag of sandwiches here yesterday.
But if she finds another one . . .”

“Good-by” he said, turning away.

She looked down at him for a moment. Then she said
quietly, “Good-by, Scott,” and she kissed him on the top
of the head. He drew away.

While she went up the steps he stood on the floor, rhyth-
mically slapping the folded newspaper against the calf of
his right leg. Every day it’s going to be the same, he
thought; sandwiches and coffee in the cellar, a good-by
peck on the head, exit, door lowering, lock snapping shut.

When he heard it, a great suction of terror pulled the
breath from him and he almost screamed. He saw Lou’s
moving legs, and suddenly he shut his eyes, pressing his
lips together to block the cry wavering in his vein-ridged
throat. Oh, God, dear God, a prisoner now. A monster
that good and decent people lock into their cellars so the
world may not know the awful secret.

After a while the tension ran out of him and passive
withdrawal came back again. He climbed up on the chair
and lit a cigarette, drank coffee, and thumbed carelessly
through the previous evening’s Globe-Post that Lou had
brought home.

The short article was on page three. Head: WHERE 18
THE SHRINKING MAN? Subhead: No Word Since Disap-
pearance Three Months Ago.

“New York: Three months ago Scott Carey, the ‘Shrink-
ing Man’, so called because of the strange disease he had
contracted, disappeared. Since then, no word about him
has been received from any quarter.”

What’s the matter, you want more pictures? he thought.

“Authorities at the Columbia Presbyterian Medical Cen-
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ter, where Carey was being treated, said they could make
no comment as to his present whereabouts.”

They also can’t make antitoxin, he thought. One of the
top medical centers in the country, and here I sit, shriveling
away while they fumble. ;

He was going to shove the thermos bottle off the chair,
but then he realized it would only be hurting himself.
Compulsively he gripped one hand with the other and
squeezed until the fingernails went bloodless, until his
wrists began to ache. Then he let his hands flop on the
arms of the chair and stared morosely at the orange wood
between his spread fingers. Stupid color to paint lawn
chairs, he thought. What an idiot the landlord must have
been!

He wriggled off the chair and began pacing. He had
to dc something besides sit and stare. He didn’t feel like
reading. His eyes moved restlessly about the cellar. Some-
Jing to do, something to do . .

lmpulsively he stepped over to a brush leaning against
the wall and, grabbing it, began to sweep. The floor needed
sweeping; there was dirt all over, stones, scraps of wood.
He cleared all of them from the floor with quick, savage
motions; he swept them into a pile beside the steps, and
flung the brush against the refrigerator.

Now what?

He sat down and had another cup of coffee, kicking
nervously at the chair leg.

While he was drinking, the back screen door opened and
closed, and he heard Beth and Catherine. He didn’t get
up, but his gaze moved to the window, and in a moment
he saw their bare legs move past.

He couldn’t help it. He got up and went to the pile of
boxes and climbed up.

They were standing by the cellar door in bathing suits,
Beth’s red and frilly, Catherine’s pale blue and glossy, in
two pieces. He looked at the round swell of her breasts in
the tight, pulled-up halter.

“Oh, your mother locked the door,” she said. “Why
did she do that, Beth?”

“I don’t think I know,” Beth answered.

_ “I thought maybe we could play croquet,” said Cather-
ine.

Beth shrugged ineffectually. “I don’t know,” she said.
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“Is the key in the house?” asked Catherine.

Another shrug. “I don’t know,” said Beth.

“Oh,” said Catherine. “Well . . . let’s have a catch,
then.”

Scott crouched on top of the boxes, watching Catherine
as she caught the red ball and threw it back to Beth. It
wasn’t until he’d been there five minutes that he realized
he was rigidly tensed, waiting for Catherine to drop th:
ball and bend over to pick it up. When he realized that,
he slid off the boxes with a disturbed clumsiness and went
back to the chair.

He sat there breathing harshly, trying not to think about
it. What in God’s name was happening to him? The girl
was fourteen, maybe fifteen, short and chubby, and yet
he’d been staring at her almost hungrily

Well, is it my fault? he suddenly flared, letting fury take
over, What am I supposed to do—! become a monk?

He watched his hand shake as he poured water. He
watched the water spill over the sides of the red plastic
cup and dribble down his wrist. He felt the water like a
trickling of ice down his hot, hot throat.

How old was she? he wondered.

Flesh pulsed over his jaws as he kept biting. He stared
through the grimy window at Catherine, who was lying on
her stomach, reading a magazne.

She lay sideways to him, stretched out on a blanket, her
chin propped up by one hand, the other hand idly turning
the pages.

His throat was dry but he didn’t notice it; not even
when it tickled and he had to clear it. His small fingers
pressed for balance against the rough surface of the wall,

No, she couldn’t be less than eighteen, he commented to
himself. Her body was too well developed. That bulge of
breast as she lay there, the breadth of her hips. Maybe she
was only fifteen, but if so she was an awfully advanced
fifteen.

His nostrils flared angrily and he shuddered. What the
hell difference did it make? She was nothing to him. He
took a deep breath and prepared to return to the floor
but just then Catherine bent her right knee and the leg
wavered lazily in the air.

His eyes were moving, endlessly moving over Catherine’s
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body—down her leg and across the hill of her buttock, up
the slope of her back and around her white shoulder,
down to the ground-pressing breast, back along the stomach
to her leg, up her leg, down her—

He closed his eyes. He climbed down rigidly and went
back to the chair. He sank back in it, ran a finger over
his forehead, and drew it away dnppmg His head fell
back against the wooden chair,

He got up and went back to the boxes. He climbed up
without a thought. Yes, that’s it, have another look at the
back yard, mocked his alien mind.

At first he thought she had gone into the house. A be-
traying groan began in his throat. Then he saw that she
was standing by the cellar door, lips pursed estimatingly,
looking at the lock.

He swallowed. Does she know? he thought. For one wild
instant he thought he would run to the door and scream,
“Come down, come down here, pretty girl!” His lips shook
as he fought the desire.

The girl walked past the window. His eyes drank her
in thirstily, as if it were the final view for all time. Then
she was gone and he sat down on the top of the boxes,
back to the wall. He stared at his ankles, the thickness of
a policeman’s club. He heard the back door shut and then
the footsteps of the girl moving around overhead.

He felt drained. He felt that if he relaxed an iota more,
his body would run down over the boxes like sirup on a
hill of ice cream.

He didn’t know how long he’d been there when the
back door whined open and slammed shut again. He
twitched, startled, and rose up again.

Catherine walked past the window, a key chain dangling
from her fingers. His breath caught. She’d been in the
bureau drawers and found the extra keys!

He half slid, half jumped down the stacked boxes,
wincing as he landed on his right ankle. He grabbed the
sandwich bag and shoved the thermos bottles into it. He
tossed the half-finished box of crackers on top of the
refrigerator.

His eyes fled around. The paper! He darted to it and
snatched it up, as he heard the girl experimenting with
the keys at the door. He stuck the folded newspaper on the
shelf of the wicker table, then grabbed his book and the
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bag and ran for the dark, sunken room where the tank
and water pump were. He’d decided beforehand that if
1‘(]]jaclitherine ever came down again, that was where he’d

e.

He jumped down the step to the damp cement floor,
At the door, the lock clicked open and was pulled out of
the metal loop. He stepped gingerly over the network of
pipes and slid in behind the high, cold-walled tank. He set
down the bag and book and stood there panting as the door
was pulled up and Catherine came down in the cellar.

“Locking the cellar,” he heard her say in slow disgust.
“Think I was gonna steal somethin’ or somethin’.”

His lips drew back in a teeth-clenched, soundless snarl.
Stupid bitch, he thought.

“Hmmph,” said Catherine. He heard her loafers clicking
over the floor. She kicked the chair again. She kicked the
oil burner and it resounded. hollowly. Keep your goddam
feet to yourself! his brain exploded.

“Croquet,” she said. He heard a mallet being slid out
of the rack. “Hmmph,” she said again, a little more
amusedly. “Fore!” The mallet clicked loudly on the
cement.

Scott edged cautiously to the right. His shirt back
scratched over the rough cement wall and he froze. The
girl hadn’t heard. “Uh-huh,” she was saying. “Hoops,
clubs, balls, stakes. Yowza.”

He stood looking at her.

She was bending over the croquet rack. She’d loosened
her halter while she’d been lying in the sun, and it hung
down almost off her breasts as she leaned over. Even in
the dim light, he could see the distinct line of demarcation
where tanned flesh became milk-white.

No, he heard someone begging in his mind. No, get back.
She’ll see you.

Catherine leaned over a little more, reaching for a ball,
and the halter slipped.

“Qops,” said Catherine, putting things to order. Scott’s
head fell back against the wall. It was damply cool in
there, but wings of heat were buffeting his cheeks.

When Catherine had gone and locked the door behind
her, Scott came out. He put the bag and book on the chair
and stood there feeling as if every joint and muscle were
swollen and hot.
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“I can’t,” he muttered, shaking his head slowly. “I can’t.
I can’t.” He didn’t know what he meant exactly, but he
knew it was something important.

“How old’s that girl?” he asked that evening, not even
glancing up from his book, as though the question had
just, idly and unimportantly, occurred to him.

“Sixteen, I think,” Lou answered.

“Oh,” he said, as if he had already forgotten why he
asked.

Sixteen. Age of pristine possibility. Where had he heard
that phrase?

He shook it off, crouching on the boxes, a delicately
limbed dwarf in corduroy rompers, looking out bleakly at
the rain, watching the drops spatter on the ground, splash-
ing freckles of mud on the windowpanes. His face was a
mask of expressionless defeat. It shouldn’t have precipitated,
thought his mind. Oh, it shouldn’t have.

He hiccuped. Then, with a tired sigh, he climbed down
the pile and walked unsteadily to the chair. O orange
chair beloved! he saluted the chair. He jolted back in it
and—whoops!—he caught the whisky bottle as it almost
toppled off the arm. O bottle of booze beloved! He snick-
ered.

The cellar was a haze of gelatine around his bobbing
head. He tilted back the bottle and let the whisky tnckle
hot in his throat, burning in his stomach.

His eyes watered. I am drinking Catherine! his mind
cried fiercely. I have distilled her, synthesizing loins and
breasts and stomach and sixteen years of them into a con-
flagrating liquor, which I drink—so. His throat moved
convulsively as the whisky gurgled down. Drink, drink!
And it shall make thy belly bitter, but it shall be in thy
mouth sweet as honey.

Drunk I am and drunk I mean to stay, he thought. He
wondered why it had never occurred to him before. This
bottle that he held before him now had stood in the cup-
board for three months and, before that, two months in
the old apartment. Five months of suffering neglect. He
patted the brown glass bottle; he kissed it fervently. I kiss
thee, Catherine liquefied. I buss the distillation of thy
warm, sugared lips.
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Simple, came the thought, because she is so much smaller
than Lou, that’s why I feel like this.

He s1ghed He swung the empty bottle over his lap. Cath.
erine gone. Down the hatch with Catherine. Sweet girl, you
swirn now in my veins, a dizzying potion.

He jumped up suddenly and flung the bottle with all
his might against the wall. Tt exploded sharply and a hun-
dred whisky-fragrant scraps of glass danced across the cool
cement. Good-by, Catherine.

He stared at the window. Why’d it have to rain? he
thought. Oh, why’d it? Why couldn’t it be sunny so the
pretty girl could lie outside in her bathing suit and he
could stare at her and lust in secret, sick vicariousness?

No, it had to rain; it was in the stars.

He sat on the edge of the chair swinging his legs. Up-
stairs there were no footsteps. What was she doing? What
was the pretty girl doing? Not pretty—ugly. What was
the ugly girl doing? Who cared whether she was pretty or
ugly? What was the girl doing?

He watched his feet swinging in the air. He kicked out.
Take that, air; and that.

He groaned. He got up and paced around. He stared at
the rain and the mud-spattered windows. What time was it?
Couldn’t be more than noon. He couldn’t take this much
longer.

He went up the steps and pushed at the door. It was
locked, of course, and Louise had taken all the keys with
her this time. “Fire her!” he’d yelled that morning. “She’s
dishonest!” and Lou had answered, “We can’t, Scott We
simply can’t. T’ll take the keys. It'll be all right.”

He braced his back against the door and reared up. It
hurt his back. He gasped angrily at the air and butted his
head against the door. He fell down on the step, dizziness
clouding his brain.

He sat there mumbling, hands pressing at his skull. He
knew why he wanted the girl discharged. It was because he
couldn’t stand to look at her, and it was far beyond his
ability to tell Lou about it. The most she could do would
be to make .one more insulting offer. He wouldn’t take
that.

He straightened up, smiling in the shadows.

Well, I fooled her, he said. I fooled her and sneaked a
whisky bottle down, and she never knew.
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He sat there, breathing heavily, thinking about Cather-
ine leaning over the croquet rack, about her halter slipping.

He stood abruptly, banging his head again. He jumped
down the steps, ignoring the pain. And I’ll fool her again!

He managed to feel grimly justified as he climbed the box
pile clumsily. A drunken, crooked grin on his face, he
knocked up the hook on the window and shoved at the bot-
tom of its frame. It stuck. His face got red as he pushed
at it. Get out, goddam your stupid bones!

“Son-of-a—" '

The window flew out and he flopped across the ledge.
The window flew back in and banged the top of his head.
The hell with it! His teeth were gritted. Now, he dizzily
told the world. Now we’ll see. He crawled out into the
rain, not fighting at all against the vicious dredging of
heat in him.

He stood up and shivered. His eyes fled up to the dining-
room window and the rain drizzled in his eyes and ran
across his face and spattered on his cheeks. What now?
he thought, The cold air and rain were cooling off the
surface of impulsion.

Deliberately he walked around the house, staying close
to the brick base until he’d reached the porch. Then he
ran to the steps and up them. What are you doing? he
asked. He didn’t know. His mind was not conducting
the tour.

He stood on tiptoe and cautiously looked into the dining
room. No one was there. He listened but didn’t hear any-
thing. The door to Beth’s room was shut; she must be.
:;king a nap. His gaze moved to the bathroom door. It was

ut,

He sank back on his heels and sighed. He licked rain-
drops from his lips. Now what? he asked again.

Inside the house, the bathroom door opened.

With a start, Scott backed away from the window, hear-
ing footsteps pad across the kitchen floor, then fade. He
thought she’d gone into the living room and edged to the
window again, pushed up on his toes.

His breath stopped. She was standing at the window
looking out at the yard. She was holding a yellow bath
towel in front of her.

He couldn’t feel the rain spattering off him, crisscrossing
like cold, unrolling ribbons across his face. His mouth hung



THE SHRINKING MAN 123

open. His gaze moved slowly down the smooth concavity
of her back, the indentation of her spine a thin shadow that
ran down and was lost between the muscular half-moons of
her white buttocks.

He couldn’t take his eyes from her. His hands shook at
his sides. She stirred and he saw the glitter of water drops
on her, quivering like tiny blobs of gelatine. He sucked in
a ragged, rain-wet breath.

Catherine dropped the towel.

She put her hands behind her head and drank in a
heavy breath. Scott saw her left breast swing up and stand
out tautly, the nipple like a dark spear point. Her arms
moved out. She stretched and writhed.

When she turned he was still in the same tense, muscle-
quivering pose. He shrank back, but she didn’t see him
because the top of his head was barely higher than the win-
dow sill. He saw her bend over and pick up the towel,
her breasts hanging down, white and heavy. She stood up
and walked out of the room.

He sank down on his heels and had to clutch at the
railing to keep his legs from going limp beneath him. He
?alf hung there, shaking in the rain, a stark look on his
ace.

After a minute he stumbled weakly down the steps and
around the house to the cellar window. He crawled through
and locked the window behind him. He climbed down the
hill of boxes, still shuddering.

He sat on the lawn chair, an old sweater wrapped
around himself. His teeth were chattering, and he shivered
uncontrollably.

Later he took his clothes off and hung them on the oil
burner to dry. He stood by the fuel tank in his brown, high-
topped shoes, holding the sweater around his shoulders,
staring up at the window. And finally, when he couldn’t
bear the stillness or the pressure or the thoughts a second
longer, he began to kick the cardboard carton. He kicked
it until his leg ached and the cardboard side was split almost
to the floor.

“But how did you get a cold?” Lou asked, her voice
carrying a note of exasperation.

His voice was nasal and thick. “What do you expect
when I’m stuck in that damn cellar all day!”
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“I'm sorry, darling, but . . . well, shall I stay home to-
morrow So you can stay in bed all day?”

“Don’t bother,” he said.

She didn’t mention that she’d noticed that the whisky
bottle was gone from the kitchen cupboard.

If Lou had been able to lock the windows, too, it would
have been all right. But knowing he could get out any
time he wanted; knowing that he could spy on Catherine,
made it an impossible situation.

Hours dragged in the cellar. He might manage to ab-
sorb himself in a book for an hour or two, but ultimately
the vision of Catherine would flit across his mind and he
would put down the book

If Catherine had come out in the yard more often, it
would have been all right. Then, at least, he could look at
her through the window. But days were getting colder as
September waned, and Catherine and Beth stayed in the
house most of the time.

He had taken to bringing a small clock to the cellar. He’d
told Lou he wanted to be able to keep track of the time,
but what he really wanted was to be able to know when
Beth was napping. Then he could go out and peer through
the windows at Catherine.

One day she might be on the couch reading a maga-
zine, and there would be no satisfaction. But the next day
she might be ironing, and, for some reason, when she ironed
she always took off part of her clothes. Another time she
might take a shower and, afterward, stand naked at the
back window. And once she had lain naked in the bedroom
under the skin-purpling glare of Lou’s portable sun lamp.
That had been one cloudy afternoon and she hadn’t drawn
the shades all the way down. He’d stood outside for thirty
minutes and never budged.

Days kept passing. Reading was almost forgotten. Life
had become one unending morbid adventure. Almost every
afternoon at two o’clock, after having sat in shaking ex-
citement for an hour or more, he would crawl out into the
yard and walk secretively around the house, climbing up
and peering over the sills of every window, looking for
Catherine.

If she were partly or completely nude, he counted the
day a success. If she was, as was most often the case,
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dressed and engaged in some dull occupation, he would
return angrily to the cellar to sulk out the afternoon and
snap at Louise all evening.

Whatever happened, though, he would lie awake at
night, waiting for the morning to come, hating and de-
spising himself for being so impatient, but still impatient.
Sleep grew turgid with dreams of Catherine; dreams in
which she grew progressively more alluring. Finally he
even gave up scoffing at the dreams.

In the mornings he would eat hastily and go down to the
cellar for the long wait until two o’clock, when, heart
pounding, he would crawl out through the window again
to spy.

The end of it came with shocking suddenness.

He was on the porch. In the kitchen, Catherine was
standing naked under Lou’s open bathrobe, ironing some
clothes.

He shifted his feet, slipped, and thumped down on the
boards. Inside, he heard Catherine call out, “Who’s there?”

Gasping, he jumped down the steps and started running
around the house, looking over his shoulder in fright, to
see a frozen-faced Catherine standing at the kitchen win-
dow, gaping at his fleeing childlike form.

All that afternoon he stood shivering behind the water
tank, unable to come out because, even though she hadn’t
seen him go into the cellar, he was sure she was looking
in through the window. And he cursed himself and felt
sickly wretched thinking about what Lou would say to
him and how she would look at him when she knew.

He lay still under the box top, listening to the scratching
clamber of the spider over the cardboard.

He moistened his lips with a sluggish tongue and thought
of the pool of cold water in the hose. He felt around with
his hand until it closed over a fragment of damp cracker;
then he decided he was too thirsty to eat and his hand
drew back again.

For some reason the sound of the spider’s crawling
didn’t bother him too much. He sensed that he was beyond
stark disruption, lying in the shallows of emotion, spent
and quiescent. Even memory failed to hurt. Yes, even the
memory of the month they’d discovered the antitoxin and
injected him three times with it—to no avail. All past la-
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ments were undone by the drag of present illness and ex-
haustion.

Tll wait, he told himself, until the spider is gone, and
then I'll go through the cool darkness and walk over the
cliff and that will be the end of it. Yes, that’s what I'll do.
I'll wait until the spider’s gone and then I'll go over the
cliff and that will be the end of it. =

He slept, heavily, motionlessly. And, in his dream, he had
Lou were walking in September rain, talking as they went.
And he said, “Lou, I had an awful dream last night. I
dreamed I was as small as a pin.”

And she smiled and kissed his cheek and said, “Now,
wasn’t that a foolish dream?”

Chapter Twelve

Tuunper woxe M. His fingers shriveled in abruptly,
his eyes jerked open. There was an instant of blank sus-
pension, consciousness hanging submerged beneath the
shock of sudden awakening. His eyes stared mindlessly; his
face was a pale, unmarked tautness, mouth a dash em-
bedded in beard.

Then he remembered; and the scars of worry and defeat
gouged across his brow and around his eyes and mouth
again. Staring became sightlessness behind fallen lids, his
hands uncurled. Only the faint murmur in his throat ac-
knowledged the pain it was to lie in thunder.

In five minutes the oil burner clicked off, and the
cellar became a vast, heavy silence.

With a grunt he sat up slowly on the sponge. The
headache was almost gone. Only when he grimaced did it
flare minutely. His throat still hurt, his body felt encrusted
with aches and twinges, but at least the headache was gone
and—he felt his forehead—the fever had abated somewhat.
The able ministrations of sleep, he thought.

He sat weaving a little, licking his dry lips. Why did
I sleep? he wondered. What had drugged him when he’d
decided to end it all?

He wormed his way across the sponge and, holding on
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to the edge, dropped to the floor. Pain shot up his legs,
faded. If only he could believe there had been purpose in
his helpless sleep; that it might have been the act of a
watching benevolence. He could not. More than likely it
had been cowardice that had sent him off to sleep instead
of to the cliff's edge. Even wanting to, he could not honor
it with the title “will to live.” He had no will to live. It was
simply that he had no will to die.

At first he couldn’t lift the box top, it had become so
heavy. That told him what he’d meant to verify at the
ruler; that overnight he had shrunk another fraction and
was now only two-sevenths of an inch tall.

The cardboard edge scraped across his side as he dragged
himself out from beneath it. It pinned his ankle so that
he had to bend over and work at it with his hands. Free
at last, he sat on the cold cement, letting the waves of dizzi-
ness settle. His stomach was a flagon of air.

He didn’t measure himself; there was no point in it
He walked slowly across the floor looking to neither one
side nor the other. On unsteady legs he headed for the
hose. Why had he slept?

“No reason.” He framed the words with his cracked lips.

It was cold. Gray, cheerless light filtered through the
windows. March fourteenth. It was another day.

After the half-mile walk, he clambered over the metal
lip of the hose and trudged along the black tunnel, listening
to the echo of his scuffing sandals. His feet kept coming
loose from the strings, and the robe dragged heavily along
the rubber floor.

Ten minutes of walking through the twisting, lightless
maze brought him to the water. He crouched in its shallow
coldness and drank. It still hurt to swallow, but he was too
grateful there was water to care.

As he drank, there crossed his mind a brief vision of him-
self holding a hose much like this one, carrying it outside,
connecting it to the faucet, playing a glittering stream of
water across his lawn. Now, in a similar hose, he crouched,
less than one fifth of its width, a mote man sipping drib-
lets of water from a-hand no bigger than a grain of salt.

The vision passed. His size was too common now, too
much a reality. It was no longer a phenomenon.

When he had finished drinking, he walked back out of
the hose, shaking his feet to get the water off his sandals.
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March forth, he thought, march forth to nothingness.
March fourteenth, he thought. In a week the first day of
spring would come upon the island.

He would never see it.

Out on the floor again, he walked back to the box top
and stood beside it, one palm braced against it. His gaze
moved slowly over the cellar. Well? he thought. What
happened now? Did he crawl under the box top, lie down
again and sleep once more, a surrendering sleep? His teeth
raked slowly across his lower lip as he looked at the cliff
that went up to the spider’s land.

Avoid it.

He started walking around the cement block, searching
for cracker crumbs. He found a dirty one, scraped off its
surface, and kept walking, chewing ruminatively. Well,
what was he going to do? Go back to his bed, or—

He stopped and stood motionless on the floor. Something
in his eyes caught minor fire. His lips drew back from his
teeth as he grimaced.

All right. He had a brain. He’d use it. After all, wasn’t
this his universe? Couldn’t he determine its values and its
meanings? Didn’t the logic of a cellar life belong to him,
who lived alone in that cellar?

Very well, then. He had planned suicide, but something
had kept him from it. Call it what you will, he thought—
fear, subconscious desire to survive, action of outside in-
telligence maintaining him. Whatever it was, it had hap-
pened. He lived still, his existence unbroken. Positive func-
tion was still possible; decision was still his.

“All right,” he muttered. He may as well act alive.

It was like the clearing of a mist in his brain, like a
rush of cool wind across a parched desert of intentions. It
made—absurdly, perhaps—his shoulders draw back, made
him move with more certainty, ignoring the pain of his
body. And, as if in instant reward, he found a large chunk
of cracker behind the cement block. He cleaned it off and
ate it. It tasted horrible. He didn’t care. It was nourish-
ment.

He walked back across the floor. What did his decision
mean? He knew, really, but he was afraid to dwell on it.
Rather, he let himself drift surely toward the giant carton
under the fuel tank, knowing what had to be done; know-
ing that he would do it or perish.
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He stopped before the looming mass of the carton. Once,
he thought, he had kicked open its side himself. At the
time, it had been an act of rage, of frustration turned to
acid fury. How odd that an ancient fury was making it
easier for him now; that it had, indeed, saved his life more
than once.

For hadn’t he got two thimbles from that carton, one
that he’d put under the water tank, and another that he’d
put under the dripping water heater? Hadn’t he got the
material for his robe from the carton? Hadn’t he got there
the thread that enabled him to reach the top of the wicker
table and get the crackers? Finally, hadn’t he actually
fought off the spider in there, discovering in a flash of
astonishment that he did have some efficacy against its
horrible seven-legged blackness?

Yes, all these. And all because, one day long ago, he had
burned with a terrible, angry desire and kicked open the
side of the carton.

He hesitated for a moment, thinking he should search for
the needle he’d taken from the carton before and lost.
Then he decided he might not find it and the fruitless
search would waste not only time, but valuable, needed
energy.

He jumped up the carton side and dragged himself
through the opening. It was difficult to get in. The diffi-
culty pointed up, disconcertingly, how hard it was going
to be to get up to the cliff, much less fight the—

No. He wasn’t going to let himself think about that. If
anything could stop him, it was thoughts about the spider.
He blanked his mind to them. Only far behind the con-
scious barrier did they move.

He slid down the hill of clothes until he went over the
edge and fell down into the sewing box. For 2 moment pan-
ic jarred him as he thought that he might not be able to
get out of the box. Then he remembered the rubber
cork into which the pins and needles were inserted. He
could push that to the edge of the box and then be able
to climb out.

He found a cool needle lying on the bottom of the box
and picked it up.

“God,” he muttered. It was like a harpoon made of
lead. He let it fall and it clanked loudly. He stood there a
moment, lines of distress around his eyes. Was he to be
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defeated already? He couldn’t possibly carry that needle
up the face of the cliff.

Simple, said his mind. Take a pin.

He closed his eyes and smiled at himself. Yes, yes, he
thought. He searched around in the shadows for a pin, but
there were none loose. He’d have to get one from the rubber
cork.

First he had to knock the cork over. It was four times
as high as he was. Gritting his teeth, he shoved at the rub-
ber cork until it toppled. Then he moved around it and
jerked out a pin, hefted it in his hands. That was better.
Still heavy, but manageable.

How could he carry it, though? Sticking it into his
robe was no good; it would dangle, bang against surfaces,
impede his climb, maybe cut him. He'd fasten a thread
sling on the pin and carry it across his back. He looked
around for thread. No point in going after the thread he’d
flung into the cat’s mouth; it was probably lost.

He cut himself a short length of rope-heavy thread by
dragging the sharp pin point across it until the fibers were
weakened enough to be torn apart. Panting in the dark,
shadowy cavern, he tied one end of the thread around the
pinhead, then tied the other end near the point. The second
loop slid a little, but it would hold well enough. With a
grunt he slung the pin across his back, then flexed on his
toes to test the weight. Good enough.

Now. Was that all he needed? He -stood indecisively,
brow lined, but not with worry. He didn’t actually ac-
knowledge it, but it gave him a good feeling to be calcu-
lating positively. Maybe there was something to the theory
that true satisfaction was based on struggle. This moment
was certainly the antithesis of the hopeless, listless hours
of the night before. Now he was working toward a goal.
True, it might be self-induced emotion, but it gave him
the first definite pleasure he could remember experiencing
for a long time,

All right, then, what was needed? The climb was too
difficult to be attempted unaided. He was simply too
small; he needed apparatus. Very well, then. Since it was a
cliff, that made him a mountaineer. What did mountain-
eers use? Cleated shoes. He couldn’t manage that. Alpen-
stocks. Nor that. Grappling hooks. Nor—

Yes, he could! What if he got another pin and managed
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somehow to bend it into a semicircle? Then if he attached
it to a long thread, he could fling it at openings in the lawn
chairs, hook it in, and climb the thread. It would be per-
fect equipment.

Excited he pulled another pin from the rubber cork,
then unrolled about twenty feet—to him—of -thread. He
threw the pins and thread out of the box, climbed out by
using the cork, and dragged his prizes up the hill, throwing
them out onto the floor.

He slid out of the carton and dropped down. He started
toward the cement block, dragging the pins and thread
behind. Now, he thought, if only I could take a little food
and water with me . . .

He stopped, squinting at the box top. Suddenly he re-
membered, there were still pieces of cracker on the sponge!
He could put them inside his robe somehow and take them
with him.

And water? On his face there was a look of concentra-
tion bordering on exultation. The sponge itself! Why
couldn’t he tear off a small piece of it, soak it with water
from the hose, and carry it with him? Certainly it would
drip, it would run, but some of the water would stay in
it, enough to see him through.

He didn’t let himself think about the spider. He didn’t
let himself think about the fact that there were only two
days left to him, no matter what he did. He was too
absorbed in the small triumphs of conquered detail and in
the large triumph of conquered despair to let himself be
dragged down again by crushing ultimates.

That was it, then. The pin spear slung across his back,
the cracker crumbs and water-soaked sponge in his robe,
the pin hook for climbing.

In half an hour he was ready. Although he already felt
tired from the tremendous effort required to bend the pin
(which he had done by shoving the point under the cement
block and lifting at the head), hacking and tearing off a
fragment of sponge, getting the water and the crackers and
carrying everything to the foot of the cliff, he was too
pleased to care. He was alive, he was trying. Suicide was
a distant impossibility. He wondered how he could ever
have considered it.

Excitement faded, almost died when he tilted back his
head and looked up toward the soaring top of the lawn
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chairs as they leaned against the Everest heights of the
wall. Could he possibly climb that high?

He lowered his eyes angrily. Don’t look, he ordered him-
self. To look at the entire journey all at once was stupidity.
You thought of it in segments; that was the only way. First
segment, the shelf. Second, the seat of the first chair.
Third, the arm of the second chair. Fourth—

He stood at the very bottom of the cliff. Never mind any-
thing else, he told himself. He had the resolve to get up
there; that was what mattered.

He remembered another time in the past when resolu-
tion had come. Thoughts of it ran through his mind as he
‘lung up the hook and began to climb.

18”7

It was a giant’s toy; a glowing, moving, incredible toy.
The Ferris wheel, like a vast white-and-orange gear, turned
slowly against the black October sky. Scarlet-lit Loop-the-
Loop cages blurred across the night like shooting stars. The
merry-go-round was a bright, cacophonous music box that
turned and turned, the grimacing, wild-eyed horses rising
and falling, endlessly rising and falling, frozen in their
galloping postures. Tiny cars and trains and trolleys, like
merry bugs, raced around in their imprisoning circles,
overflowing red-faced children who waved and screamed.
Aisles were sluggish currents of doll people who clustered
like filings around the magnetism of barker stands, food
concessions, and booths where balloons could be exploded
with broken-feathered darts, wooden milk bottles toppled
with scratched and grimy baseballs, and pennies tossed
upon mosaics of colored squares. The air pulsed with a
many-tongued' clamor and spotlights cast livid ribbons
across the sky.

As they drove up, another car pulled away from the curb
and Lou eased the Ford into the opening, pulling out the
hand brake, and turned off the engine.

“Mamma, can I go to the merry-go-round, can I?”” Beth
asked excitedly.

“Yes, dear.” Lou spoke distractedly, her gaze moving to
where Scott was sitting, dwarfed in a shadowy corner of
the back seat, the carnival glare splashed across his pale
cheﬁ.k, his eye like a tiny, dark berry, his mouth a pencil
gas
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“You will stay in the car,” she said worriedly.

“What else can I do?”

“It’s for your own good,” she said.

It was a phrase she used all the time now; spoken with
a hopeless patience, as if she could think of nothing better
to say.

“Sure,” he said.

“Mother, let’s go,” Beth said with determined anxiety.
“We'll miss it.”

“All right.” Lou pushed open the door. “Push down
your button,” she said, and Beth punched down the knob-
topped rod that locked the door on her side, then scram-
bled across the seat.

“Maybe you'd better lock yourself in,” Lou said.

Scott didn’t speak. His baby shoes thudded down slowly
on the seat. Lou managed a smile.

“We won’t be long,” she said, and she closed the door.
He stared at her shadowy figure as she twisted the key in
the lock; he heard the button clicking down.

Lou and Beth moved across-the street, Beth tugging
eagerly at her mother’s hand, and entered the crowded
carnival grounds.

He sat for a while, wondering why he’d been so insistent
on coming when he’d known all along he couldn’t go into
the carnival with them. The reason was obvious, but he
wouldn’t admit it to himself. He’d yelled at Lou to hide
the shame he felt at forcing her to give up her job at the
lake store; the shame he felt because she had to stay home,
because she didn’t dare get another sitter, because she’d
had to write her parents and borrow money. That’s why
he’d yelled and insisted on going with them.

After a few minutes he stood up on the seat and walked
over to the window. Dragging a pillow over, he stepped on
its yielding surface and pressed his nose against the cold
window. He stared at the carnival with hard, unenjoying
eyes, looking for Lou and Beth; but they had been ingested
by the slowly moving crowd.

He watched the Ferris wheel revolving, the little pivoted
seats rocking back and forth, passengers holding on tight
to the safety bars. His gaze shifted to the Loop-the-Loop.
He watched it flip over, the two cage-tipped arms flashing
past each other like clock hands gone berserk. He watched
the merry-go-round’s rhythmic turn and heard faintly the
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clash-grind-thump of its machinelike music. It was another
world. =

Once, long ago, a boy named Scott Carey had sat on
another Ferms-wheel seat, transfixed with delicious terror,
white-knuckled hands clutched over the bar. He had rid-
den other toy cars, twisting the steering wheel like a chauf-
feur. He had, in a perfect agony of delight, flipped over
and over in another Loop-the-Loop, feeling the frank-
furters and popcorn and cotton candy and soda and ice
cream homogenized in his stomach. He had walked through
the glittering unreality of another carnival, overjoyed with
a life that built such wonders overnight on empty lots.

Why should I stay in the car? The question came minutes
later, belligerently, demanding satisfaction. So what if
people saw him? They'd think he was a lost baby. And
even if they knew who he was, what difference did it make?
He wasn’t going to stay in the car, that’s all there was to
it.

The only trouble was that he couldn’t open the door. It
was hard enough to push one of the front seats forward
and clamber over it. It was impossible for him to get the
door handles up. He kept jerking at them, angrier and
angrier, until he kicked the gray-lined door and butted it
with his shoulder,

“Well, the hell . . .” he muttered then, and, impulse-
driven, rolled down the window.

He sat on the thin ledge a few moments, legs kicking
restlessly. The cold wind blew up his legs. His shoes drum-
med on the door. 'm going, I don’t care. Abruptly he
turned, lowered himself over the window edge, and hung
suspended above the ground. Carefully he reached down
one hand and caught hold of the outside door handle.
After a moment he swung down.

“Oh!” His fingers slipped off the smooth chrome and
he fell in a heap on the ground, banging against the side
of the car. Momentary fear nibbled coldly at his insides
when he realized he couldn’t get back; but it passed quick-
ly. Louise would return soon enough. He walked to the
end of the car, jumped down the steep curb, and moved
into the street. o

He flinched back as a car roared by. It passed at least
eight feet away from him, but the noise of its motor was
almost deafening. Even the crisp sound of its tires on the
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pavement was inordinately loud in his ears. When it was
past he darted across the street, leaped up the knee-high
curb, and raced around to a deserted area behind a tent.
He walked beside the dark, wind-stirred canvas wall,
listening to the din of the carnival.

A man came around the corner of the tent and started
toward him. Scott froze into immobility and the man
walked by without noticing him. It was a thing about
people. They did not look down expecting to see anything
but dogs and cats.

When the man was out on the sidewalk, Scott moved
on again, ducking through the triangles the ropes made
with the ground and the tent side.

He stopped before a pale bar of light that poked out
from beneath the tent, blocking his path. He looked at
the loosened canvas, delicate excitement mounting in him.
Impulsively he got on his knees, then fell forward on his
chest on the cold ground, lifted the flap, and, wriggling
forward a little, peered in.

He found himself looking at the hind end of a two-
headed cow. It was standing in a hay-strewn, rope-enclosed
squ(aire, staring at the people with four glossy eyes. It was
dead.

The first smile Scott had managed in more than a month
eased his tight little face. If he had jotted down a list of
all the things in the world he might have seen in this tent,
somewhere near the bottom of the list he might conceiv-
ably have put a dead two-headed cow pointed the wrong
way.

His gaze moved around the tent. He couldn’t see what
was on the other side of the aisle; clustering people hid
the view. On his side, he saw a six-legged dog; (two of
the legs atrophied stumps), a cow with a skin like a human
being’s, a goat with three legs and four homns, a pink horse,
and a fat pig that had adopted a thin chicken. He looked
over the assemblage, the faint smile wavering on his lips.
Monster show, he thought.

And then the smile faded. Because it had occurred to
him how remarkable an exhibit he would make, posed,
say, between the chicken-mothering pig and the dead two-
headed cow. Scott Carey, Homo reductus.

He drew back into the night and stood up, brushing
automatically at his corduroy rompers and jacket. He
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should have stayed in the car; it had been stupid to leave.

Yet he didn’t start back; he couldn’t make himself start
back. He trudged past the end of the tent and saw people
walking, heard the clatter of wooden bottles being struck
by flying baseballs, the pop of rifles, and the tiny explo-
sions of burst balloons. He heard the dirgelike grind of the
merry-go-round music.

A man came out through the back doorway of one of
the booths. He glanced at Scott. Scott kept walking, moving
quickly behind the next tent.

“Hey, kid,” he heard the man call.

He broke into a run, looking for a place to hide. There
was a trailer parked behind the tent. He raced to it and
crouched behind a thick-tired wheel, peering around the
edge.

Fifteen yards away he saw the man appear at the corner
of the tent and, fists poked on hips, look around. Then,
after a few seconds, the man grunted and went away.
Scott stood up and started to leave the shadow of the
trailer, then stopped. Someone was singing overhead.

Scott’s face grew taut-browed with attention. “If I loved

you,” sang the voice, “time and again I would try to
say...” )
He moved from under the trailer and looked up at the
white-curtained window glowing with light. He could still
hear the singing, faint and sweet. He stared at the win-
dow, feeling a strange restlessness.

The happy screams of a girl in the Loop-the-Loop
shook him locose from his reverie. He started away from
the trailer, then turned and went back. He stood beside it
until the song was ended. Then he walked slowly around
the trailer, looking up first at one window, then at the
other, and wondering why he felt so drawn to that voice.

Then he became fully conscious of the steps that led up
to the windowed door of the trailer, and convulsively he
jumped up on the first one,

It was just the right height.

His heart began to throb suddenly, his hand clamped
rigidly on the waist-high railing. Breath shook in his shal-
low chest. It couldn’t be!

He moved slowly up the steps until he stood just below
the door that was only a little higher than he was. There
were some words painted under its window, but he couldn’t
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read them. He felt his skin alive with strange, electric
pricklings. He couldn’t help himself; he moved up the last
two steps and stood before the door.

Breath stopped. It was his world, his very own world—
chairs and a couch that he could sit on without being en-
gulfed; tables he could stand beside and reach across in-
stead of walk under; lamps he could switch on and off,
not stand futilely beneath as if they were trees.
thShe came into the little room and saw him standing

ere.

His stomach muscles jerked in suddenly. He wavered
there, staring blankly at the woman, sounds of disbelief
hovering in his throat.

The woman stood rooted to the floor, one hand pressed
against her -cheek, her eyes round and still with shock.
Time stood stricken and apart while she stared at him.
It’s a dream, his mind insisted. It is a dream.

Then the woman slowly, stiffly started for the door.

He shrank away. He almost slipped off the step edge.
"He flailed out at the railing and jerked himself rigidly
upright as the woman opened the tiny door.

“Who are you?” she asked in a frightened whisper.

He couldn’t take his eyes from her fragile face; her doll-
like nose and lips, her irises like pale-green beads, her ears
like faded rose petals barely seen through hair of fine-spun
gold.

“Please,” she said, holding the bodice of her robe to-
gether with tiny alabaster hands.

“I’'m Scott Carey,” he said, his voice thin with shock.

“Scott Carey,” she said. She didn’t know the name.
“Are you . . .” She faltered. “Are you . . . like me?”

He was shivering now. “Yes,” he said. “Yes.”

“Oh.” It was as if she breathed the word.

They stared at each other,

“I ... heard you singing,” he said.

“Yes, I—" A nervous smile twitched her pale lips.
“Please,” she said, “Will you . . . come in?”

He stepped into the trailer without hesitation. It was as
though he’d known her all his life and had come back
from a long journey. He saw the words that were on the
door: “Mrs. Tom Thumb.” He stood there staring at her
with a strange, black hunger.

She closed the door and turned to face him.
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“I’m . .. I was surprised,” she said. She shook her
head and once more drew together the bodice of her yellow
robe. “It’s such a surprise,” she said.

“I know ” he said. He bit his lower lip. “I’m the shrink-
ing man,’ > he blurted, wanting her to know.

She didn’t speak for a long moment. Then she saxd
“Oh,” and he didn’t know what it was he heard in her
voice, whether it was disappointment or pity or emptiness,
Their eyes still clung.

“My name is Clarice,” the woman said.

Their small hands clasped and did not let go. He
couldn’t breathe right; air faltered in his lungs.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, drawing back
her hand.

He swallowed dryly. “I ... came,” was all he could say.
He kept staring at her with stark eyes that would not
believe. Then he saw a darkening flush creep into her
cheeks and he sucked in a calming breath. “I'm—I'm so
sorry,” he said. “It’s just that I haven’t—" he gestured
helplessly—“haven’t seen anyone like me. It’s. . .” He shook
his head in little twitching movements, “I can’t tell you
what it’s like.”

“I know, I know,” she answered quickly, looking intently
at him. “When—" She cleared her throat. “When I saw
you at the door, I didn’t know what to think.” Her laugh
was faint and trembling. “I thought maybe I was losing
my mind.”

“You’re alone?” he asked suddenly.

She stared at him blankly., “Alone?”’ she asked, not
understanding,.

“I mean your—your name. On the door,” he said, not
even realizing that he had alarmed her.

"Her face relaxed into its natural soft lines. She smiled a

sad smile. “Oh,” she said, “it’s what I'm called.” She
shrugged her small round shoulders. “It’s just what they
call me,” she said.
» “Oh.” He nodded. “I see.” He kept trying to swallow
the hard, dry lump in his throat. He felt dizzy. His finger-
tips tingled like frozen fingers being thawed. “I see;” he
said again.

They kept staring at each other as if they just couldn’t
believe it was true.

“I guess you read about me,” he said.
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“Yes, I did,” she answered. “I’'m sorry that . ..”

He shook his head. “It’s not important.” A shudder ran
down his back. “It’s so good to—" He stood motionless,
looking into her gentle eyes. “Clarice,” he murmured. “So
good to . . .” His hands twitched as he repressed the
desire to reach out and touch her. “It was such-a surprise
seeing the—the room here,” he said hastily. “I'm so used
to—" he shrugged nervously—“vast things. When I saw
those steps. leading up here . . .

“I'm glad you came up,” Clarice said.

“So am I,” he answered. Her gaze dropped from his,
then rose instantly as if she feared he might disappear if
she looked away too long.

“It’s really an accident I’'m here,” she said. “I don’t
usually work the off seasons. But the owner of this carnival
is an old friend who’s feeling the pinch a little. And—
well, I'm glad I'm here.”

They looked at each other steadily.

“It’s a lonely life,”” he said.

“Yes,” she answered softly, “it can be lonely.”

They were silent again, looking. She smiled restively.

“If I’d stayed home,” he said, “I wouldn’t have seen
you.”

“I know.”

Another shudder rippled down his arms.

“Clarice,” he said.

“Yes?”

“You have a pretty name,” he said. The hunger was
tearing at him now, shaking him,

“Thank you—Scott,” she said.

He bit his lips. “Clarice, I wish . . .”

She looked back at him a long moment. Then, without
a word, she stepped close to him and laid her cheek
against his. She stood quietly as he put his arms around
her.

“Oh,” he whispered, “Oh, God. To—"

She sobbed and pressed against him suddenly, her small
hands catching at his back. Wordlessly they clung to each
other in the quiet room, their tear-wet cheeks together.

“My dear,” she murmured, “my dear, my dear.”

He drew back his head and looked into her glistening
eyes.

“If you knew,” he said brokenly. “If you—"
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“I do know,” she said, running a trembling hand across
his cheek.

“Yes. Of course you do.”

He leaned forward and felt her warm lips change under
his from soft acceptance to a harsh, demanding hunger.

He held her tensely. “Oh, God, to be a man again,” he
whispered. “Just to be a man again, To hold you like this.”

“Yes. Do hold me. It’s been so long.”

After a few minutes, Clarice led him to the couch and
they sat there holding tightly to each other’s hands, smiling
at each other.

“It’s strange,” she said, “I feel so close to you. And yet
I never saw you in my life before.”

“It’s because we’re the same,” he said. “Because we
share the pity of our lives.”

“Pity?” she murmured.

He looked up from his shoes. “My feet are touching the
floor,” he said wonderingly. His chuckle was melancholy.
“Such a little thing,” he said, “but it’s the first time in
so long that my feet have touched the floor when I've sat
down. Do you—" He squeezed her hand. “You do know;
you do,” he said.

“You said pity,” she said.

He looked a moment at her concerned face. “Isn’t it
pity?” he asked. “Aren’t we pitiful?”

“I don’t . . .” Distress flickered in her eyes. “I never
thought of myself as pitiful.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—"
His face was contrite. “It’s just that I’ve become so bitter,
I've been alone, Clarice. All alone. Once I was past a
certain height, I was absolutely alone.” He stroked her
hand without consciousness. “It’s why I feel so—so strongly
toward you. Why I .. .”

“Scott!”

They pressed against each other and he could feel her
heartbeat hitting at his chest like a little hand.

“Yes, you have been alone,” she said. “So alone. I’'ve had
others like me—like us. I was even married once.” Her
voicg 1fa,ded to a whisper. “I almost had a child.”

€ ) I_”

“No, no, don’t say anything,” she begged. “It’s been
easier for me. I've been like this all my life. I've had time
to adjust.”
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A shuddering breath bellowed his lungs. He said—he
couldn’t help saying it—“Someday even you’ll be a giant
to me.’

“Oh, my dear.” She pressed his face to her brea.sts, still
stroking his hair. “How terrible it’s been for you; to see
your wife and child magnifying every day—leaving you
behind.”

Her body had a clean, sweet smell. He drank in the per-
fume of it, trying to forget everything except her presence
and her soothing voice, the blessing of each moment as it
was,

“How did you get here?” she asked him, and he told
her, “Oh,” she said, “won’t she be frightened if—”

His urgent whisper cut her off. “Don’t make me go.”

She drew him more securely against the yielding swell
of her breasts. “No, no,” she said quickly. “No, stay as
long as—”

She stopped. He heard her swallowing again and he
asked, “What is it?”

She hesitated before answering. “Just that I have to give
another show in—" she twisted slightly, looking at the clock
across the room—*ten minutes.”

“No!” He clung to her desperately.

Her breathing grew heavier. “If only you could stay
with me a little while. Just a little while.”

He didn’t know what to say. He straightened up and
looked at her tense face. He drew in a shaky breath.

“I can’t,” he said. “She’ll be waiting. She’ll—" his hands
stirred fitfully in his lap, grew immobile once again. “It’s no
use,” he said.

She bent forward and pressed both palms gently to his
cheeks. She put her lips on his. He ran shaking hands over
her arms, his fingertips scratching delicately at the silk
robe. Her arms slid around his neck

“Would she be so frightened if—” she began, breaking
off as she kissed his cheek. He still couldn’t answer. She
drew back and he stared at her flushed face. Her eyes fell.

“You mustn’t, please, you mustn’t think I’m just an—an
awful person,” she said. “I’ve always lived—decently. I
just .. .” Nervously she ran smoothing fingers over the lap
of her robe. “T just feel, as you said, so strongly toward you.
After all, it’s not as if we were just two people in a world
of people all alike. We’re—we’re only two of us. If we went
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a thousand miles we wouldn’t find another. It just doesn't
seem the same as if—"

She stopped abruptly as a heavy shoe sounded on the
trailer steps and there was a single knock on the door. A
deep voice said, “Ten minutes, Clar.”

She started to answer, but the man was already gone.
She sat there shivering, looking toward the door. Finally
she turned to him. “Yes, she would be frightened,” she said.

Suddenly his hands tightened on her arms, his face grew
hard. “I'm going to tell her,” he said. “I won’t leave you.
I won’t.”

She threw herself against him, her breath hot on his
cheek. “Yes, tell her, tell her,” she begged. “I don’t want
her to be hurt, I don’t want her to be frightened, but tell
her. Tell her what it’s like, how we feel. She couldn’t say
no. Not when . . .

She pulled away and stood, breathing harshly. Her
trembling fingers ran down the front of her robe, undoing
buttons. The robe slid, hissing, from her ivory shoulders,
catching in the crook of her bent arms. She wore pale
underthings that clung to the contours of her body.

“Tell her!” she said almost angrily. Then she turned
and rushed into the next room.

He stood up, staring at the half-open door that led to
the room she had entered. He could hear the quick rustle
of clothes as she dressed for her performance. He stood
there motionless until she came out.

She stood apart from him, her face pale now.

“I’ was unfair,” she said. ‘“Very unfair to you.” Her
eyes fell. “I shouldn’t have done what I did. I—”

“But_you’ll wait,” he interrupted. He grabbed her hand
and squeezed it until she winced. “Clarice, you’ll wait for
me.” '

At first she wouldn’t look at him. Then suddenly her
head jerked up, her eyes burned into his. “I’ll wait for you,”
she said.

He listened to the faint clacking of her high heels as she
ran down the trailer steps. Then he turned and walked
around the small room, looking at the furniture, touching
1t.

Finally he went into the other room and, after a hesi-
tant moment, sat down on her bed and picked up the yellow
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silk robe. It was smooth and yielding in his fingers; it still
smelled of her flesh.

Suddenly he plunged his face into its folds, gasping in
the perfume of it. Why did he have to ask? There was
nothing left between Lou and him; nothing. Why couldn’t
he just stay with Clarice? It wouldn’t matter to Lou. She’d
be glad to get rid of him. She’d . ..

. . . be frightened, he concerned.

With a weary sigh, he put aside the robe and pushed to
his feet. He walked through the trailer, opened the door,
moved down the steps, and started back across the cold,
night-shrouded earth. I’ll tell her, he thought. I’ll just tell
her and come back.

But when he reached the sidewalk and saw her standing
by the car, a heavy despair fell over him. How could he
possibly tell her? He stood hesitantly; then, as some teen-
aged boys started out of the carnival grounds; he darted
into the street.

“Hey, ain’t that a midget?”’ he heard one of the boys
say.

“SCOtt!”

Lou ran to him and, without another word, snatched
him up, her face both angry and concerned. She walked
back to the car and pulled open the door with her free
hand.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“Walking,” he said. No! cried his mind. Tell her, teil her.
The vision flitted across his mind; Clarice unrobed, saying
it to him. Tell her!

“I think you might have considered how I'd feel when
I got back and found you gone,” Lou said, pushing forward
the front seat so he could get in the back of the car.

He didn’t move. “Well, get in,” she said.

He sucked in a fast breath. “No,” he said.

“what?”

He swallowed. “I’'m not going,” he said. He tried not
to be so conscious of Beth staring at him.

“What are you talking about?”’ Lou asked.

“I—" He glanced at Beth, then back again. “I want to
talk to you,” he said.

“Can’t it wait till we get home? Beth has to go to bed.”

“No, it can’t wait.” He wanted to scream out in fury. The
old feeling was coming back—the feeling of being useless,



144 THE SHRINKING MAN

grotesque, a freak, He should have known it would return
the moment he left Clarice.

“Well, I don’t see—"

“Then leave me here!” he yelled at her. There was no
strength, no resolution now. He was the stringless mario-
nette again, pulling for inconsequential succor.

“What’s the matter with you?” she asked angrily.

He choked on a sob, cut it off. Abruptly he turned and
started across the pavement.

“Scott!”

A mind-jarring flurry of sights and sounds; the roar
of an oncoming car, a blinding glare of headlights, the
crunch of Lou’s running heels, the bruising of her fingers
on his body, the head-snapping jerk as she pulled him
out of the car’s path and around to the back of the Ford,
the screeching of the other car’s tires as it lurched across
the center line, then back into the proper lane.

“What in God’s name!” Her voice was furiously agitated.
“Have you lost your mind?”

“I wish it had hit me!” Everything flooded out in his
voice, all the anguish, the fury, and the shattered hopes.

“Scott!” She crouched down so she could speak to him.
“Scott, what is it?”

“Nothing,” he said. Then, almost immediately, “I want
to stay. I’'m going to stay.”

“Stay where, Scott?” she asked.

He swallowed quickly, angrily. Why did he have to feel
like a fool, like an unimportant fool? It had seemed so vital
before; now it seemed absurd and trashy.

“Stay where, Scott?” she asked in failing patience.

He looked up, stiff-faced, going on with it willessly.

“I want to stay with . . . her,” he said.

“With—" She stared at him and his gaze fell. He looked
along the broad length of her slack-covered leg. He gritted
his teeth and pain flared along his jawline.

“There’s a woman,” he said, not looking up at her.

She was silent. He glanced up at her. In the light of a
distant street lamp he could see the glow of her eyes.

“You mean that midget in the sideshow?”

He shuddered. The way she said it, the sound in her
voice, made his desire seem vile. He dragged his teeth
across his upper lip. “She’s a very kind and understanding
woman,” he said. “I want to stay with her for a while.”
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“You mean overnight.”

His head jerked back. “Oh, God, how you can—!" His
eyes burned. “You can make it sound so—"

He caught himself. He stared down at her shoes. He
spoke as distinctly as possible.

“I’'m going to stay with her,” he said. “If you’d rather
not come back for me, all right. Leave me. I’ll get by some-
how.”

“Oh, stop being so—"

“I’m not just talking, Lou,” he said. “I swear to God
I’m not just talking.”

When she didn’t reply, he looked up and saw her staring
down at him. He didn’t know what the expression on her
face meant.

“You don’t know, you just don’t know any more,” he
said. “You think this is something . . . disgusting, something
animal. Well, it isn’t. It’s more—much more. Don’t you
understand? We’re not the same any more, you and I. We’re
apart now. But you can have companionship if you want. I
can’t. We’ve never spoken of it, but I expect you to re-
marry when this is done—as it will be done.

“Lou, there’s nothing for me now, can’t you see that?
Nothing. All 1 have to look forward to is dissolution. Go-
ing on like this, day after day, getting smaller and smaller
and—lonelier. There’s nobody in the world who can un-
derstand now. Even this woman will one day be as . . . be
beyond me. But now—for now, Lou—she’s companionship
and—and affection and love. All right, and love! I don’t
deny it, I can’t help it. I may be a freak but I still need
love and I still need—” He drew in a quick, rasping
breath. “One night,” he said. “It’s all I ask. One night. If
it were you and you had a chance for one night of peace,
I'd tell you fo take it. I would.”

His eyes fell. “She has a trailer,” he said. “It has furni-
ture I can sit on. It's my size.”

He looked up a little. “Just to sit on a chair as if I were
a man and not . . .” He sighed. “Just that, Lou. Just that.”

He looked up at her face finally, but it wasn’t until a
car drove by and the headlights flared across her face that
he saw the tears.

“Lou!” .

She couldn’t speak. She stood biting at a fist, her body
shaking with noiseless sobs. She struggled against them.
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She took a deep breath and brushed away the tears while
he stood beside her, staring at her even though it hurt his
neck muscles to look up so high.

“All right, Scott,” she said then. “It would be pointless
and—and cruel of me to stop you. You're right. There’s
nothing I can do.”

She breathed in laboredly. “I’ll come back in the morn-
ing,” she blurted then, and ran to the car door.

He stood in the wind-swept street until the red taillights
had faded out of sight. Then he ran across the street, feel-
ing ill and miserable. He shouldn’t have done it. It wasn’t
the same now.

But when he saw the trailer again, and the light in the
window, and the little easy steps that led up to her, it all
returned. It was like stepping into another world and
leaving behind all the sorrows in the old one.

“Clarice,” he whispered.

And he ran to her.

Chapter Thirteen

H: was sirring on one of the broad slats that
formed the seat of the lower lawn chair, leaning against a
tree-thick arm support, and chewing on a piece of cracker.
He hadn’t touched the sponge except to squeeze a few
drops from it halfway up the first stage of the climb. By
his side lay the coils of thread, the pin hook attached to
them, and the long, shiny pin spear.

Weariness eased slowly from his relaxing muscles. Slow-
ly he reached down and rubbed at his knee. It was a little
swollen again. While he was climbing the thread, he’d
banged the knee against the chair leg. A wince drew back
his lips as he rubbed. He hoped it wouldn’t get worse.

It was quiet in the cellar. The oil burner hadn’t roared
on once in the past hour. It must be warm out, he thought.
He glanced far across at the window over the fuel tank.
It was a shimmering square of light. He closed his eyes. He
wondered why Beth wasn’t out in the yard playing. The
water pump hadn’t started lately, either. Lou and Beth
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probably weren't home. He wondered where they might be.

Warned by the stirring of uneasiness in his chest, he
blanked his mind to thoughts of sunlight and outdoors, of
his wife and child. They were not a part of his life now,
and it was a senseless man who dwelt on things that were
not a part of his life.

Yes, he was still a man, Two-sevenths of an inch tall and
still a man.

He remembered the night he’d been with Clarice, and
how, then too, it had come to him that he was still 2 man.

“You aren’t pitiful,” she’d whispered to him. “You're a
man.” She’d dragged tense fingers across his chest.

It had been 2 moment of decisive alteration.

Almost all night, lying beside her, feeling the warm flut-
ter of her breath against his shoulder, he had lain awake,
thinking of what she’d said.

It was true; he was still a man. Living beneath the
degrading welght of his affliction, he had forgotten it.
Looking at his marriage and his inadequacy in it, he had
forgotten it. Looking at his life and the barrenness of that
life’s achievements, he had forgotten it. The diminishing
effect that the size of his body had had on the size of his
thoughts had made him forget it. It had not been just
introspection. All he’d had to do was look into a mirror to
know that it was so.

* And yet it was not so. A man’s self-estimation was, in the
end, a matter of relativity. Here he lay in a bed in which
he was full size and there was a woman held in his arms.
It made all the difference. He could see again.

And he saw that size had changed nothing essential; he
still had his mind, he was still unique.

In the morning, lying in the warm bed with her, bars of
butter-colored sunlight across their legs, he’d told her of
his thoughts and the change in his thoughts.

“I’'m not going to fight it any more,” he said. “No, I
don’t mean I’'m giving up,” he’d added hastily, seeing the
look on her face. “I mean I'm going to stop struggling
against the part of it I can’t beat. I know I'm incurable
now. I can say it; even that’s an accomplishment. I've
never really admitted it before. I was so afraid I'd find
out I was incurable that I even left the doctors once. 1
said it was because of money, but it wasn’t; I know that
now. It was because I was terrified of finding out.”
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He’d lain there, staring at the ceiling, feelmg Clarice’s
small hand on his chest, her eyes watching him

“Well, I accept it,” he'd finally said. “I accept it and
I’'m not going to scream at fate any more. I’'m not going to
go down hating.” He'd turned to her suddenly. “You know
what I'm going to do?” he’d asked, almost excitedly.

“What, dear?”

His smile had been quick, almost boyish. “I'm going to
write about it,” he said. “I’m going to follow myself as far
as I can. I'm going to tell about everything that happened
to me, and everything that’s going to happen to me. This
is a rare thing; I'm going to look at it as rare—as a thing
of potential value, not just as a_curse. I'm going to study
it,” he said. “I’m going to tear it apart, see what there is
to see. I'm going to live with it and beat it. And I'm not
going to be afraid. I'm not gaing to be afraid.”

He finished the bit of cracker and opened his eyes.
Reaching into his robe, he drew out the piece of sponge
and squeezed a few drops of water into his mouth. They
were warm and brackish, but they felt good in his dry
throat. He put the sponge back. There was still a long
climb ahead.

He looked at the pin hook. It had been spread apart a
little by the dragging weight of his body. He ran a hand
over its smoothness. Well, he could probably rebend it
somehow if it became necessary.

He thought he heard a noise overhead and his head
jerked back.

There was nothing. But that didn’t make his heartbeat
any slower. It was a grim reminder of what was waiting
up there for him.

He shuddered and a mirthless smile moved his lips.
I’m not going to be afraid. The words mocked him. If I’d
known, he thought. If he’d known the moments of rank
terror he was still to experience, he’d never have made it.
Only the blessing of an unknown future enabled him to
keep the promise he had made to himself.

For he had kept it. Without telling Lou, he had gone to
the cellar every day, armed with stubby pencil and thick
school notebook. He’d sat there in the damp coolness,
writing until his wrist ached so much that he couldn’t hold
the pencil.
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Desperate, he would knead at his wrist and hand, trying
to press strength back into them so he could go on. Because,
more and more, his mind was becoming an uncontrollable
powerhouse of memories and thoughts, generating them
endlessly. If they were not written down, they would flow
from his brain and be lost. He wrote so persistently that in
a matter of weeks he had brought himself up to date on his
life as the shrinking man. Then he’d begun to type it up,
picking slowly and laboriously at the keys as the days fled
by. When it had reached the typing stage, he hadn’t been
able to keep it a secret from Lou any longer. The type-
writer had to be rented. At first he’d planned to tell her
he just wanted the typewriter to pass the time. But the
rental fee was high and he knew there wasn’t enough money
to pay for it if it were just a whim. So he’d told her what
he’d done. She had been unexcited, but she had got the
typewriter and paper.

When he wrote the letters to the magazines and book
publishers, she said nothing, but he sensed a rising interest
in her. - :

And, when, almost immediately, he’d received a flood
of interested offers, she suddenly had to realize that, despite
everything, he was giving her the security she’d already
given up hoping for.

One glorious afternoon he’d received the first check
for his manuscript along with a congratulatory letter, and
Lou had sat with him in the living room and told him how
sorry she was for having fallen into a state of withdrawal.
It was protective, she said, but she regretted even that.
She’d told him how proud she was of him. She’d held his
tiny hand and said, “You’re still the man I married, Scott.”

He stood up. Enough of the past. He had to get on;
there was still a long way to go.

Picking up the pin spear, he slung it across his back
again. The added weight stirred up hot pressures in his
knee, and he grimaced. Never mind, he told himself. Teeth
gritted, he bent over and picked up the pin hook. He looked
around.

Now if he stayed where he was, he would have approxi-
mately fifty feet to climb to the level of the chair arm. The
only trouble was that there were no places to catch the
hook there, He’d have to do as he’d done before; go up the
back of the chair.
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The shelf below ran in a downward slope parallel to the
seat. This shelf almost touched the floor. He’d had to throw
up the hook only a short way to make it catch onto one
of the shelf’s bottom slats. Ascending the shelf itself had
been no more difficult than walking up a moderately steep
incline, using the hook and thread to bridge the gaps
between the slats. The only hard part had been the vertical
climb to the seat where he was now.

No help for it, then; in order to get up higher, he had
to descend again a short distance.

He started walking down the slope toward the back of
the chair. The o gs between slats were somewhat wider
here than they had been on the shelf. All in all though,
it looked simple enough.

He reached the first opening. Pulling in the ropelike
thread, he coiled it and tossed it across the gap. It landed
heavily and he heard the metallic ring as the hook struck
the wood.

The thundering of the oil burner caught him by surprise.
He staggered with shock, his lips jerking back from his
teeth. He jammed rigid hands over his ears and stood there
trembling, eyes almost closed, feeling the thunderous shud-
der running through his frame.

When it finally stopped, he stood limply for a long while,
staring ahead. Then, shaking his head, he took a running
start and leaped across the opening between the slats.

It wasn’t as easy as he’d imagined. He barely made the
other side, and the pain of landing sharply on the leg with
the swollen knee made him gasp. He sat down quickly, face
contorted.

“Good God,” he muttered. He’d better not do that again.

After a minute, he pushed up and limped down across
the next wide slat, dragging the thread behind him.

At the next gap he tossed the rope thread across. Care-
fully he unslung the spear. He’d toss that across too, then
follow without its dragging weight on him. He’d try to land
on his good leg, too.

He threw the spear across the opening. Its point dug
into the orange wood, then the pin flew over, the weight
of it tearing the point loose. Scott was backing up to get
his running start when he saw the pin start rolling down
the slope.

It would fall through the next opening!
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Thoughtlessly he ran to the edge of the slat and jumped
into space. He landed on the bad leg again, lines of pain
gashing across his face. He couldn’t stop; the pin was gain-
ing momentum, heading for the gap. He lunged after it,
loose sandals flapping on the wood. One of the sandals
came off and the bottom of his lurching foot dragged up
a splinter from the wood. He still kept running, trying to
gain on the pin,

Frantic, he dived forward to catch it as it started over
the edge of the slat. Pain exploded in his knee. He almost
went over the edge himself. He missed the pin.

But the pin was not going over parallel to the opening,
and its spinning movement was suddenly checked as its
point stuck into the slat on the far side and the head
held it up on the side where Scott sprawled.

Gasping, he pulled the pin back and dug its point into
the wood, standing it like a spear in sand. Then he twisted
his foot around and, teeth clenched, picked at the brown
leathery-skinned sole until he’d drawn out the long wood
sliver. Drops of blood followed it. He pressed them out
angrily. Not going to be afraid, not going to be afraid, he
thought. Oh, sure.

He started to rub his knee, then jerked back his hand
with a gasp. In falling, he’d scraped his hand. He blew out
a short, heavy breath as he looked at it. He felt water
trickling down his chest and across the creases of his
stomach. In falling he’d also pressed water from the
sponge.

He closed his eyes again. Never mind, he thought, it’s
all right,

He tore a strip of cloth from the hem of his robe and
tied it around his hand. Better. He rubbed determinedly
at the knee, biting down hard to fight the pain. There.
That was better; much better.

Limping cautiously, he retrieved his sandal and tied
extra knots in the strings to keep the sandal from slipping
off again, Then he returned to the thread coil and carried
it to the edge of the slat. This time he’d fasten the end
of the thread to the spear. Then when he threw the spear
over it would not only carry over the thread, but it would
be prevented from rolling again.

It worked that way. He jumped over after the spear,
landing on his good leg, then pulled in the thread and
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hook. Yes, that was much better. A little thought is all it
takes, he told himself. . .

In this fashion he maneuvered across the sloping seat
of the orange chair until he reached its back. There he
rested, looking up the almost sheer back of the chair. Far
up, he saw the croquet wicket sticking out in space. He
could use that wicket now.

- After he’d caught his breath and squeezed a couple more
water drops into his mouth, he stood up and prepared to
complete the next stage of the climb, to the arm of the top
lawn chair.

It would not be too difficult. Spaced across the three
boards that made up the back of the chair were bracing
slats. He had only to throw up the hook, catch it over
the first of these slats, climb up to it, throw the hook over
the second slat, climb up to it, and so on.

He began throwing up the hook. On the fourth try it
caught and, slinging the spear over his back, he climbed
up to the first slat.

An hour later, when he reached the top slat, the pin
hook was almost unbent. He tossed it up on the arm of the
upside-down chair, climbed up beside it, and lay down,
breathing heavily. God, I'm tired, he thought, rolling over.
He looked down the vast face he had just climbed, and he
couldn’t help remembering that once his back could have
covered that area completely. Once he could have carried
this chair. He rolled on his back again. At least being
exhausted cut down on thoughts. Ordinarily, he might have
been thinking about the spider, about the past, about a good
many purposeless things. Instead, he lay there almost
stupefied, and that was good. . . .

He stood up on shaky legs and looked around. He must
have fallen asleep for a while; a black, peaceful sleep, un-
marred by dreams,

He put the spear across his back, picked up the hook,
and hiked across the long orange plain of the chair arm,
the thread trailing behind him like a lazy serpent.

For some reason he found himself able to think about
the spider. It disturbed him vaguely that he hadn’t seen
any sign of it since he’d got up that morning. It was
usually somewhere around when he was moving about.
Night and day, it was never absent for long.

Was it possible it was dead?
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For a second, an exultant feeling flooded through him.
Maybe it had been killed somehow!

The excitement faded almost instantly. He just couldn’t
believe it was dead. That spider was immortal. It was
more than a spider. It was every unknown terror in the
world fused into wriggling, poison-jawed horror. It was
every anxiety, insecurity, and fear in his life given a hid-
eous, night-black form.

Before he started up on the next stage of the climb, he’d
have to bend that pin again. He didn’t like the way it
was opening under his weight. What if it did that while
he was hanging in space?

It won’t, he told himself, jaraming the point of it under
the joining place of chair arm and leg and bending it
around again. There.

He flung the hook up and it caught over the croquet
wicket. He tested it, then began the swaying climb up to
the wicket. In two minutes he was clinging to the smooth
metal surface.

It took a long time for him to climb its cool, curving
length. The weight of thread, hook, and spear made it diffi-
cult; it was too far to throw those things without risking
their loss.

Time and again he lost balance and spun around to the
underside of the sapling-thick wicket and hung there des-
perately, heart pounding. Each time it took him longer to
get back. Finally, toward the end of the climb, he stayed
under, pulling himself up with legs and arms, the thread
hanging down from his body and swinging wildly beneath
him.

By the time he’d reached the shelf of the upper chair,
his muscles were starting to cramp. He crawled onto the
shelf and lay there gasping, his forehead pressed against
the wood. It hurt to have the scraped skin of his forehead
against the rough wood, but he was too tired to move. His
feet stuck out over the seven-hundred-foot drop.

It was twenty minutes later when he pulled himself
around and looked across the edge. The cellar world lay
beneath him. Far below, the red hose was a serpent once
again, still asleep, still open-mouthed and motionless. The
cushion was a flower-strewn plain again. He saw the well-
like hole in the floor, the one he’d almost fallen into, then
almost dived into when he’d heard the sound of water run-
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ning deep in it. The hole was only a black dot now. The
box top he slept under was only a small gray square, like
a faded stamp.

He crawled over to the wide leg of the chair and leaned
against it, discarding the hook, thread, and spear. Pulling
the sponge and the last piece of cracker from his robe, he
sat there eating and drinking, legs stretched out limply be-
fore him. He emptied about half the sponge. It didn’t mat-
ter. He’d be at the top soon. And if he got the bread with-
out any trouble, he could climb down very quickly. If he
was barred from reaching the bread, he would no longer
be in any position to eat it, anyway.

His sandal bottoms touched the clifftop. He shook the
hook loose from the lawn chair, dodged its cartwheeling
fall, picked it up hastily, and dashed behind the glass base
of a giant, bell-shaped fuse. There he stood, panting, peer-
ing around its edge at the wide, shadowy desert.

In the pale shaft of light that transfixed the dust-filmed
window he could see nearby details: the vast pipes and
ropy wires fastened under the overhead supports, the great
scraps of wood, stone, and cardboard strewn across the
sands; to his left, the towering hulks of paint cans and
jars; in front of him, the rolling desert wastes, as far as his
eye could see.

Two hundred yards off stood the slice of bread.

He licked his lips. He almost started out immediately
across the sand. Then he twitched back sharply, head jerk-
ing from side to side as he looked in all directions, even
behind. Where was it? He was beginning to get nervous
wondering where it was.

Stillness, only stillness. The light shaft angled down like
a shimmering bar leaning on the window, a bar alive with
moving dust. The huge wood scraps, the stones, the con-
crete pillar, the hanging wires and pipes, the cans and jars
and sand hills—all were motionless and still, as if they
waited. He shuddered and unslung his spear. He felt a little
better holding it in his hand, its head resting on the
cement, its razor tip wavering high overhead.

“Well . . .” he muttered, and, swallowing dread, he
started across the sand.

The hook dragged in the sand. He dropped it. I won’t
need it, he thought; I'll leave it here. He walked a few
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paces, stopped. He didn’t like the idea of leaving it. Noth-
ing could happen to it, and yet—what if something did?
He'd be trapped, helpless.

Carefully he backed toward the hook, casting nervous
glances over his shoulder to make sure nothing was behind
him. He reached the hook and, hastily crouching, picked
it up. If it came at him, he could drop the hook fast and
grab the spear with both hands, Take it easy, he told him-
self. Nothing’s happened yet.

He started across the sand again, walking slowly and
warily, eyes always moving and searching. There was no
help for it, of course, but it didn’t help things much that
the thread knots dragging in the sand behind him made a
swishing, uneven sound that reminded him of—

He stopped and looked behind him in fright. There was
nothing. Stop worrying, he ordered himself.

He looked around slowly, hearbeat still punching slowly
at the walls of his chest. No, nothing. Just shadows and
silence and waiting objects.

Maybe that was it. Maybe it was because none of the
objects were straight up and down or straight across. Every-
thing tilted, angled, leaned, sagged, beetled. Every line
was restless and fluid. Something was going to happen.
He knew it. The very silence seemed to whisper it.

Something was going to happen.

He drove the spear point into the sand and began draw-
ing in the thread, looping it so he could carry it over his
shoulder and do away with that dragging, whispering
sound behind him. As he pulled in the dark, sand-drip-
ping thread he kept looking around, searching.

At a breath of sound the coil thumped down and he
snatched the spear from its place again, throwing it out
before him. His arm and shoulder muscles shook, his legs
stood tensely arched, his eyes were wide and staring.

Breath shook from his lips. He stood listening carefully.
Maybe it was the settling of the house he heard. Maybe . ..

A cracking sound, a thud, a roaring wave of sound.

With a flat cry, he jerked around, terror-stricken eyes
searching; but, in the very same instant, he realized that
it was the oil burner. Dropping the spear, he covered his
ears with shaking hands.

Two minutes later the burner clicked off and silence
fell across the shadow-pooled desert again,
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Scott finished coiling the thread, picked up the heavy
loops and the spear and started walking again, eyes still
searching. Where was it. Where was it?

When he came to the first piece of wood he stopped. He
dropped the coil of thread and extended the spear. It
might be hiding behind that piece of wood. He licked dry
lips, moving in a half crouch for the wood. It was be-
coming darker the farther he went into the dunes. It might
be behind there; what if it’s behind there?

He jerked back his head suddenly as it occurred to him
that it might be overhead, floating down on a’ gossamer
cable.

He ground together his chattering teeth and looked down
again. The fear was a cold, drawing knot in his stomach
now. All right, God damn it! he thought. I'm not going to
just stand here like a paralytic. On shaking but resolute
legs, he walked to the edge of the wood scrap and looked
around it. There was nothing,.

Sighing, he went back to the thread and picked it up.
It’s so heavy, he thought. He really ought to leave it
behind. What could happen to it, anyway? He stood inde-
cisively. Then it occurred to him that he’d need the hook
to drag the slice of bread back to the cliff edge. That
settled, he picked up the heavy coil and slung it over his
shoulder again. He was glad he’d thought of a use for the
thread. Now he had a definite reason to take it. Heavy
as it was, he didn’t feel right about leaving it behind.

Every time he came to a scrap of wood, a boulder-high
stone, a piece of cardboard, a brick, a high mound of sand,
he had to do the same nerve-clutchifig thing—put down
the thread, approach the obstacle carefully, pin spear ex-
tended rigidly, until he’d found out that the spider was
not hiding there. Then, each time, a great swell of relief
that was not quite relief made his body sag, made the
spear point drop, and he would return to his thread and
hook and go on to the next obstacle; never really relieved
because he knew that each reprieve was at best, only
temporary.

By the time he reached the bread he wasn’t even hungry.
. He stood before the tall white square like a child standing
beside a building. It hadn’t occurred to him before, but
how could he possibly drag that slice by himself?

Well, it didn’t matter, he thought bluntly. He wouldn’t
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need that much bread, anyway. It had to last only one day
more.

He looked around carefully but saw nothing. Maybe the
spider was dead. He couldn’t believe it, but he should have
seen it by now. On all other occasions it had seemed to
sense - his presence. Certainly it remembered him, and
probably it hated him. He knew he hated it.

He drove the spear into the sand and broke off a hard
piece of bread, bit off a chunk, and started to chew.
It tasted good. A few moments of chewing seemed to
restore appetite, and a few minutes of eating brought it to
a point of voraciousness. Although he couldn’t relax his
tense caution, he found himself breaking off piece after
piece of the bread and crunching rapidly on its crisp white-
ness. He hadn’t realized it before, but he’d missed that
bread. The crackers hadn’t been the same.

When he was filled as he hadn’t been filled for days,
he finished off the water. Then, after a moment’s hesita-
tion, he flung away the piece of sponge. It had served its
purpose. He picked up the spear and hacked out a piece of
bread about twice his size. More than enough, stated his
mind. He ignored it.

He plunged the hook into the piece of bread and drag-
ged it slowly back to the cliff, scraping out a road behind
him in the sand. At the edge of the cliff he drew out the
hook and, propping up the huge chunk, pushed it over the
brink.

It fluttered through the air, tiny crumbs flaking off as
it fell, settling after it like snow. It hit the floor, breaking
into three parts, which bounced once, rolled a little way,
then flopped onto their respective sides. There. That was
that. He’d made the hard climb, got the bread he was
after, and it was done,

He turned to face the desert again,

Why then the tension continuing in his body? Why
didn’t that knot of cold distress leave his stomach? He was
safe. The spider was nowhere around; not behind the pieces
of wood or the stones or the cardboard scraps, not behind
the paint cans or the jars. He was safe.

Then why wasn’t he starting down?

He stood there motionless, staring out across the dim-lit
desert wastes, his heart beating faster and faster, as if it
were grinding out a truth for him, sending it up and up
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the neural pathways to his brain, pounding at the doors
and the walls of it, telling him that he hadn’t only gone
up for the bread, he’d also gone to kill the spider.

The spear fell from his hand and clattered on the
cement. He stood there shivering, knowing now what that
tension in him was, knowing exactly what it was that was
going to happen—that he was going to make happen.

Numbly he picked up the spear and walked into the des-
ert. A few yards out his legs gave way and he slumped
down heavily, cross-legged on the sand. The spear fell
down across his lap and he sat there holding it, leoking
out across the silent sands, an unbelieving look on his face.

He waited.

Chapter Fourteen

Lire 1v 4 DoLLrOUSE.” It had been the title of a chap-
ter in his book; the last chapter. After he’d finished it, he’d
realized that he couldn’t write any more. Even the smallest
pencil was as big as a baseball bat, He decided to get a tape
recorder, but before that was possible, he was beyond
communication.

That was later, though. Now he was ten inches tall and
Louise came in one day with a giant doll house.

He was resting on a cushion underneath the couch,
where Beth couldn’t accidentally step on him, He watched
Lou put down the big doll house and then he crawled out
from under the couch and stood up.

Lou got on her knees and leaned forward to put her ear
near his mouth.

“Why did you get it?” he asked.

She answered softly so the sound of her voice wouldn’t
hurt his ears, “I thought you'd like it.”

He was going to say that he didn’t like it at all. He
looked at her profile for a moment; then he said, “It’s very
nice.”

It was a de luxe doll house; they could afford it now,
with the sales and resales of his book. He walked over to
it and went up on the porch. It gave him an odd feeling
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to stand there, his hand on the tiny wrought-iron railing;
the feeling he’d had the night he’d stood on the steps of
Clarice’s trailer.

Pushing open the front door, he went into the house and
closed the door behind him. He was standing in the large
living room. Except for fluffy white curtains, it was un-
furnished. There was a fireplace of false bricks, hardwood
floors, windows and a window seat, candle brackets. It was
an attractive room, except for one thing: One of its walls
was missing.

Now he saw Lou on that open side, peering in at him, a
gentle half-smile on her face.

“Do you like it?” she asked.

He walked across the living room and stood where the
missing wall should have been.

“Is there furniture?”’ he asked.

“I’s in—" she began, then stopped, seeing him wince
at the loudness of her voice. “It’s in the car,” she said, more
softly.

“Oh.” He turned back to the room.

“Tll get it,” she said. “You look at the house.”

She was gone. He heard and felt her move across the
floor of the big living room, the tremble reflected through
the floor. Then the other front door thudded shut and he
looked around his new house.

By noon, all the furniture was in place. He’d had Lou
push the house against the wall behind the couch so he
could have the privacy as well as the protection of four
walls. Beth, on strict orders, did not approach him, but
occasionally the cat got into the house, and then there was
danger.

He’d also had Lou put an extension cord into the house
so he could have a small Christmas-tree bulb for light. In
her enthusiasm, Lou had forgotten that he would need
light. He would have liked plumbing too, but that, of
course, was impossible.

He moved into the doll house, but doll furniture was not
designed for comfort, dolls having no particular need for
comfort. The chairs, even the living-room chairs, were
straight-backed and uncomfortable because they had no
cushions. The bed was without springs or mattress. Lou
had to sew some cotton padding into a piece of sheet so
he could sleep on the hard bed.
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Life in the doll house was not truly life. He might have
felt inclined to fiddle on the keyboard of the glossy grand
piano, but the keys were painted on and the insides were
hollow. He might wander into the kitchen and yank at
the refrigerator door in search of a snack, but the refrigera-
tor was all in one piece. The knobs on the stove moved,
but that was all. It would take eternity to heat a pot of
water on it. He could twist the tiny sink faucets until his
hands fell off, but not the smallest drop of water would
ever appear. He could put clothes in the little washer, but
they would remain dirty and dry. He could put wood scraps
in the fireplace, but if he lit them, he’d only smoke him-
self out of the house because there was no chimney.

One night he took off his wedding ring.

He’d been wearing it on a string around his neck, but
now it was too heavy. It was like carrying a great gold loop
around. He carried it up the stairs to his bedroom. There
he pulled out the bottom drawer of the little dresser and
put in the ring and shut the drawer again.

Then he sat on the edge of the bed looking at the bureau,
thinking about the ring; thinking that it was as if he'd
been carrying the roots of his marriage all these months,
but now the roots had been pulled up finally and were ly-
ing still and dead in the little dresser drawer. And the
marriage, by that act, was formally ended.

Beth had brought him a doll that afternoon. She’d put it
on his porch and left it there. He’d ignored it all day; but
now, on an impulse, he went downstairs and got the doll,
which was sitting on the top step in a blue sun suit.

“Cold?” he asked her as he picked her up. She had noth-
ing to say.

He carried her upstairs and put her down on the bed.
Her eyes fell shut.

“No, don’t go to sleep,” he said. He sat her up by bending
her at the joining of her body and her long, hard, inflexible
legs. “There,” he said. She sat looking at him with stark,
jewel-like eyes that never blinked.

“That’s a nice sun suit,” he said. He reached out and
brushed back her flaxen hair, “Who does your hair?” he
asked. She sat there stiffly, legs spread apart, arms half
raised, as though she contemplated a possible embrace.

He poked her in her hard little chest. Her halter fell
off. “What do you wear a halter for?” he asked, justifiably,
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She stared at him glassily, withdrawn. “Your eyelashes
are celluloid,” he said tactlessly. “You have no ears,” he
said. She stared. “You’re flat-chested,” he told her.

Then he apologized to her for being so rude, and he fol-
lowed that by telling her the story of his life. She sat
patiently in the half-lit bedroom, staring at him with blue,
crystalline eyes that did not blink and a little red cupid’s-
bow mouth that stayed perpetually half puckered, as if an-
ticipating a kiss that never came.

Later on, he laid her down on the bed and stretched out
beside her. She was asleep instantly. He turned her on her
side and her blue eyes clicked open and stared at him. He
turned her on her back again and they clicked shut.

“Go to sleep,” he said. He put his arm around her and
snuggled close to her cool plaster leg. Her hip stuck into
him. He turned her on her other side, so she was looking
away from him. Then he pressed close to her and slipped
his arm around her body.

In the middle of the night, he woke up with a start and
stared dazedly at the smooth, naked back beside him, the
yellow hair tied with a red ribbon. His heartbeats thun-
dered.

“Who are you?”’ he whispered.

Then he touched her hard, cool flesh and remembered.

A sob broke in his chest. “Why aren’t you real?” he
asked her, but she wouldn’t tell him. He pressed his face
into her soft flaxen hair and held her tight, and after a
while he went to sleep again.

He sat on the cool sand, staring blankly at the doll arm
sticking up out of the huge cardboard box across the way
from him. It had reminded him.

He blinked and looked around. How long ago had that
been? He couldn’t remember. More importantly, how long
had he been daydreaming here? There was no way of tell-
ing. The shaft of sunlight still pierced the window.

He blinked, looked around. He hadn’t much longer. If
it started to get dark, he could never—

There; there—wasn’t that indicative? That failure to
finish the thought. In the dark he could never kill the spi-
der; he wouldn’t have a chance. That was the thought. Why
hadn’t his mind finished it?

Because the thought terrified him.
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Why was he remaining, then? He didn’t have to. He had
to think about it; understand it. All right. He pressed his
lips together, holding on to the spear with white-knuckled
hands.

For some reason, the spider had come to symbolize some-
thing to him; something he hated, something he couldn’t
coexist with. And, since he was going to die anyway, he
wanted to take a chance at killing that something.

No, it wasn’t that simple. There was something else
mixed in with it. Maybe it was that he didn’t really think
he was going to disappear tomorrow. But wasn’t it the
same way with death? What young, normal person could
ever really believe he was going to die? Normal? he
thought. Who'’s normal? He closed his eyes.

Then he stood up hastily, the blood throbbing at his
temples. Tomorrow had nothing to do with it, or, if it
had, he would assume it hadn’t. Now was what counted.
And now he decided that, even if he died for it, that
black monstrosity would also die. He let it go at that. It
was enough.

He found himself moving across the sand on legs that
felt like wood. Where are you going? he asked himself. The
answer was obvious. I'm going after the spider and—

The whisper of his sandals on the sand ceased. And
what?

He shivered. What could he do? What could he possibly
do against a seven-legged giant spider? It was four times
the size of him. What good was his little pin?

He stood there motionless, staring out across the still de-
sert. He needed a plan, and soon. Already he was thirsty
again. There was no time to wgste.

Very well, he thought, struggling against the rising flut-
ter of dread; very well, then, consider it a beast to be de-
stroyed. What did hunters do when they wanted to destroy
a beast?

The answer came quickly. A pit. The spider would fall
into it and—

The pin! Sticking up like a long, sharp spike!

Quickly he took the thread coil from his shoulder and
flung it down. Unslinging the spear, he began to scrape
at the sand, using the pin as he would a hoe.

It took him forty-five minutes of constant digging to fin-
ish. Face and body dewed with sweat, his muscles shudder-
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ing, he stood in the bottom of the pit, looking up its sheer
walls. If the thread weren’t hanging down, he himself
would be trapped.

After resting a while, he pushed the spear into the sand
so the point stuck up at a slight angle. He pushed it in
deep and packed hard, wet sand around it so it would be
secure. Then he climbed up the thread, pulled it out after
him, and stood by the side of the pit, looking down into it.

Almost immediately, doubts began to assail him. Would
it work? Wouldn’t the spider run up its sides as easily as it
ran up a wall? What if it missed the pin? What if it
jumped back before it touched the pin? Then he’d have
nothing to fight it with. Wouldn’t it be better to do as
he had done in the carton that time—hold the pin out
and let the spider impale itself on the point?

He knew he couldn’t do it that way; not now. He was
too small. The impact would knock him over. He remem-
bered the hideous sensation of that great black leg raking
over him. He couldn’t face that again. Then why stay? He
wouldn’t answer.

One thing more. He’d have to cover up the pit after
the spider was in it. Could he possibly bury it in sand? No,
that would take too long.

He walked around until he found a flat piece of card-
board that was wide enough to drop over the pit. He
dragged it back.

That was it, then. He’d lure the spider here, it would
fall in on the pin, and he would throw the cover over it,
and sit on it until he was sure the spider was dead.

He licked his lips. There was no other way.

He stood quietly for a féw minutes, catching his breath.
Then, although still tired and still a little breathless, he
started off. He knew that if he waited any longer, his re-
solve would go.

He walked across the desert, searching.

The spider must be in its web. That's what he’d look
for. He walked in carefully measured strides, looking
around anxiously. There was a cold stone lying in his stom-
ach. He felt defenseless without the pin. What if the spider
got between him and the pit? The stone dropped, making
him gasp. No, no, he argued desperately, I won’t let it hap-
pen.

Sound again. He started, then realized that it was the
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settling of the house and regained his stride, muscles at a
constant anticipating tension.

It was getting darker. He was going deeper and deeper
into the shadows, walking farther from the window light.
Frightened breath made his chest jump a little. It was the
way with black widows, he knew; naturally reticent and
secretive, they built their webs in the most dark, secluded
corners.

He went on in the deepening gloom, and there it was.
High on’its web it hung, a pulsing black egg, a giant ebony
pearl with legs, clinging to the ghostly cables.

There was a dry, hard lump in Scott’s throat. He wanted
to swallow, but the throat seemed calcified. He felt as if he
were choking as he stood there staring at the giant spider.
It was clear now why he hadn’t seen it all day; underneath
its motionless bulk, hanging slackly from the web, was a
fat, partially eaten beetle.

Scott felt a nauseous foaming in his stomach. He closed
his eyes and drew in a shuddering breath. The air seemed
to reek of stale death.

His eyes jerked open. The spider hadn’t moved. It was
still immobile, its body like a glossy black berry hanging
on a milky vine.

He stood shuddering, looking at it. Obviously he couldn’t
go up after it. Even if he had the courage for it, the web
would doubtless snare him as it had the beetle.

What could he do? Immediately inclination told him to
leave unobserved, as he had approached. He even backed
away several yards before he stopped.

No. He had to do it. It was senseless, unreasonable, in-
sane, and yet he had to do it. He crouched down, looking
up blankly at the huge spider, his hands stroking un-
consciously at the sand.

His hands twitched away from something hard. He al-
most fell back, gasping. Then, eyes fluttering up and down
to see if the spider had heard his gasp and to see what it
wascl he’d touched, he saw the fragment of stone on the
sand.

He picked it up and juggled it in his palm, a knot in his
sto_mach, tightening slowly. His chest rose and fell with
quick, erratic breaths. His gaze was fixed again on the
bloated body of the spider.

He stood up quickly, teeth clenched. He walked around



THE SHRINKING MAN 165

a small area and found nine more pieces of stone like the
first one. He put them all down before him on the sand.

Far across the desert, the oil burner suddenly began to
roar. He braced himself against its thundering, hands over
his ears. The sand trembled under him. Up on the wall,
it seemed as if the spider moved, but it was only the web
stirring slightly.

When the burner clicked off, Scott picked up a stone,
hesitated for a long moment, then fired the stone at the
spider.

It missed, whizzing over the dark round body and knock-
ing a hole through the web. Filaments of the web stirred
out from the edges of the hole like wind-blown curtains.
The spider flexed its legs, then was still again. _

You're still safe, his mind warned quickly. You're still
safe; for Christ’s sake, get out of here!

Stomach muscles boardlike, he picked up the second
stone and hurled it at the spider.

He missed again. This time the stone stuck to the web,
swaying a little, then sagging heavily, pulling down the
spider’s perch. The spider oozed darkly up the gossamer
cables. It twitched its legs, then was motionless once more.

With a half-sobbed curse, Scott snatched up the third
stone and flung it. It bulleted through the air in a blur-
ring arc and bounced off the spider’s glossy back.

The spider jumped. It seemed to hang suspended in the
air, then it was on the web again, spurting across the sitken
hatching like a giant egg running loose. Scott jerked up an-
other stone and pitched it, another stone and pitched it,
half horrified, half in a demented fury. The stones plowed
into the gelatinous web, one striking, the other tearing a
second hole.

“Come on!” he suddenly screamed at the top of his
voice. “Come on, damn you!” Then the spider was skim-
ming down the web, body trembling on its scrabbling legs.
Another cry died in Scott’s throat. With a sucked-in
breath, he whirled and started racing across the sand.

Ten yards from where he’d started, he glanced back
hurriedly across his shoulder. The spider was on the sand
now, an inky bubble floating after him. Sudden panic
clouded his brain. His legs seemed without strength. I'm
falling! he thought.

It was an illusion. He was still running hard, mouth open.
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His gaze flew on ahead, searching for the pit, but he
couldn’t see it. A little farther yet. He jerked his head
around again. It was gaining on him.

His eyes turned back quickly, Don't look! he thought.
A stitch slashed up his side. His fleeing sandals pounded
on the sand. He kept on searching ahead for the pit.

He couldn’t help it, he looked back: It was closer still,
quivering blackly on its leg stalks, scrambling almost side-
ways over the sand, eyes fixed on him. He sprinted, wild-
eyed, through the shadows and the light.

Where was the pit?

For now he’d gone too far—he knew it—and was almost
to the paint cans and jars. No, it was impossible! He'd
planned it too carefully for it to happen like this. He
glanced back. Still closer; scrabbling, hopping, bogging,
fluttering, a horrible blackness running at him, higher
than a horse.

He had to go back again! He started running in a wide
semi-circle, praying that the spider would not cut across
his path. The sand seemed to hold him back more and
more, his sandals plowing into it, making quick sucking
sounds.

He looked back again. It was following in his wake, but
it was still closer. He thought he heard the wild scratching
of its legs on the sand. The spider was twelve yards behind
him, it was eleven yards behind him, ten yards . . .

Still running, he sprang into the air to see if he could
locate the pit. He couldn’t. His body jarred down heavily.
A whining fluttered in his throat. Was it going to end like
this?

No, wait! Ahead, to the right! He altered direction and
dashed for the parapet of sand around his pit. Nine yards
behind, the huge spider raced after him.

The pit grew larger now. He ran still faster, gasping
through his teeth, arms pumping at the air. He skidded
to a halt at the edge of the pit and whirled. It was the
vital moment: he had to stand there until the spider was
almost on him.

He stood petrified, watching the black spider bear down
on him, getting taller and wider with every second. He
saw its black eyes now, the cruel pincer-like jaws beneath
it, the hair sprouts on its legs, the great bedy. It rushed
closer and closer; his body twitched. No, wait—wait! The
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spider was almost on top of him; it blotted out the world.
It reared up on its back legs to cover him.

Now!

With a tremendous spring, he leaped to one side and
the lurching spider toppled into the pit.

The ghastly, piercing screech almost paralyzed him. It
was like the distant scream of a gutted horse. Only instinct
drove him to his feet to grab the cardboard and slide it
rapidly toward the pit. The screeching continued, and
suddenly he found himself screaming back at it. As he
shoved the cardboard across the top of the pit, he saw
the great black body vibrating wildly, the thick legs scrap-
ing and clawing at the sides of the pit, raking at the sand,
kicking it up in clouds.

Scott flung himself across the cover. Immediately he felt
it lurch and jump beneath him as the spider’s body heaved
up against it, Flesh cold and crawling, he clung to the
jolting cardboard scrap, waiting for the spider to die. I
did it! he exulted. I did it!

His breath choked off. The cardboard was tilting up.

Terror drove a steel-gloved fist into his heart. He started
sliding off the cardboard as it tilted more steeply.

When the black leg flailed out like the twig-spiked
branch of some living tree, he screamed. He began sliding
toward the leg, sliding, sliding,.

Instinct drove him to his feet. As the cardboard was
flung up violently, he added the springing of his legs to
the impetus and leaped high above the leg.

He landed in a heap beside his coil of thread and whirled
on hands and knees, staring at the pit. The spider was
crawling out, dragging the impaling pin behind.

His body was convulsed with a terrible shudder. His
hands clutched at something as he struggled up and started
backing away.

“No,” he muttered flatly. “No. No. No.”

The spider was completely out of the pit now, moving
awkwardly toward him, the pin still in its body. Suddenly
it leaped up, landed, then spun around in a sand-scouring
circle, trying to d1510dge the pin. Do something! screamed
his mind. He stared, sickly fascinated, at the jerking
spider.

Suddenly he was conscious of the pin hook in his hands,
and then he was running with it, uncoiling the rest of the
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thread, Behind him, the spider still writhed and flung
itself around, blood drops flying out from it and spattering
in murky ribbons across the sand.

Abruptly the spear came loose. The spider whirled to-
ward Scott.

He was swinging the hook around his head at the end
of six feet of thread. It flashed around him like a glittering
scythe, swishing at the air,

The spider ran right into it.

The point drove into its bulbous body like a needle
plunged into a watermelon. It leaped back sharply, screech-
ing again, and Scott raced around a heavy scrap of wood,
looping the thread around it until it was secure. The spider
rushed at him, the pin hook deep in its body. Scott turned
and fled.

It almost caught him. Before the thread grew taut and
jerked the spider back, one of its black legs flailed across
his shoulder, almost dragging him back. He had to fall to
the sand and tear away from it before he could scuttle
backward to freedom.

He stood up shakily, hair dangling across his forehead,
face grimy with dirt. The spider tried to leap at him, legs
slashing, jaws spread wide to clamp on him. The pin jerked
it back; the hideous screeching knifed into Scott’s brain

again,

He couldn’t stand it. He fled across the sand, the spider
following him as far as it could, leaping and dragging
fiercely at its binding. '

The pin was slick with, blood. Teeth set on edge, Scott
flung handfuls of sand across it, then grabbed it up and
hmi:v};:id back quickly, spear extended and braced against

p.

The spider leaped. Scott jabbed out quickly and the
spear point pierced the black shell; another drip of blood
began. The spider leaped again; again the spear point tore
its hide and drew blood. Again and again the spider leaped
into the spear point, until its body was a mass of punc-
tures.

By then the screeching had stopped. The spider moved
in slowly, rearing shakily on its weakened legs. Scott wanted
it over suddenly. He could walk away and let it die now,
but he wouldn’t. For some fantastic reason swimming in
mists of past morality, he felt sorry for the spider now and
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wanted to end its suffering. Deliberately he walked inside
its circle of confinement, and with a final burst of violent
effort the spider leaped.

The spear point pierced its body and the spider fell into
a shuddering heap, its pmson—dnppmg jaws cla.mpmg shut
inches from Scott’s body. Then it was dead, its body lying
still and gigantic on the bloody sands.

! Scott staggered away from it and pitched across the sand,
unconscious. The last sound he remembered was the slow
and awful scratching of the sp1der’s legs—dead, but not at
rest.

He stirred feebly, hands drawing in slowly, clutching at
the sand. A groan wavered in his chest; he rolled over onto
his back. His eyes opened.

Had it been a dream? He lay breathing ca.refully for a
minute; then, with a grunt, he sat up.

No dream. Yards away from him the spider lay, its body
like a great, dead stone, its legs like motionless spars bent
in every direction. The stillness of death hung over it.

It was almost night. He had to get down the cliff before
dark. Exhaling wearily, he struggled to his feet and walked
across to the spider. It made him ill to stand beside its
bloody hulk, but he had to have the hook.

When it was finally done, he stumbled across the desert,
dragging the hook behind him so the sands would clean
it

Well, it’s done, he thought. The nights of horror were
ended. He could sleep without the box top now, sleep free
and at peace. A tired smile eased his stark expression. Yes,
it was worth it. Everything seemed worth it now.

At the cliff’s edge, he flung out the hook until it bit
into wood. Then slowly, wearily, he pulled himself up,
drew in the thread, and started across the lawn chair’s arm.
A long descent yet. He smiled again. It didn’t matter; he’d
make it.

As he was swinging down to the lower chair, hanging
in space, the hook broke.

In an instant he was plummeting through the air, turn-
ing in slow, arm-waving cartwheels. It was such an absolute
shock to him that he couldn’t make a sound. His brain was
stricken and taut. The only emotion he felt was one of com-
plete, dumfounded astonishment.
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Then he landed on the flower-patterned cushion, boun-
ced once, and lay still.

After a while he stood up and felt over his body. He
didn’t understand it. Even if he had landed on the cushion,
he’d fallen many hundreds of feet. How could he still be
alive, much less unhurt? -

He stood a long time, feeling ceaselessly at himself, al-
most unable to believe that no bones were broken, that he
was only bruised a trifle.

Then it came to him: his weight. He'd been wrong all
the time. He’d thought that in a fall he’d suffer the same
effects as he might have when he had his full size and
weight. He was wrong. It should have been obvious to him.
Couldn’t an ant be dropped almost any distance and still
walk away from the fall?

Shaking his head wonderingly, he walked to one of the
pieces of bread and carried a big hunk of it back to the
sponge. Then, after he’d got a long drink from the hose, he
climbed to the top of the sponge with his bread and ate

supper.
That night he slept in utter peace.

Chapter Fifteen

. -

He rearep ur with a cry, suddenly awake. A carpet of
sunlight glared across the cement floor; there was a drum-
like jarring on the steps. Breath froze in him. Cutting off
the sunlight, a giant appeared.

Scott flung himself across the yielding sponge, scrambling
for its edge, then toppling over it. The giant stopped and
looked around, its head almost touching the ceiling, far
above. Scott dropped lightly to the cement, pushing to his
feet, then pitching forward, tripping on the oversized robe.
He jumped up a second time, eyes staring at the giant, who
stood motionless, vast arms on hips. Grabbing up handfuls
of his dragging robe, Scott raced barefoot across the cold
floor, his sandals left behind.

After five yards, the folds of robe slipped from his hands
and he went sprawling again. The giant moved. Scott
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gasped, recoiling, flinging up an arm. There was no chance
to flee. The floor shook with the giant’s coming. Horrified,
Scott saw the Gargantuan shoes crash down on the cement.
His gaze leaped up. The giant’s body seemed to totter over
him like a falling mountain, Scott threw the other arm
across his face. The end! his mind screamed. 7

The thunder stopped and Scott drew down his arms,

Miraculously, the giant had stopped beside the red
metal table. Why hadn’t it gone on to the water heater?
What was it doing?

A gasp tore back his lips as the giant reached across the
plateau of the table, pulled over a carton bigger than an
apartment house, and tossed it to the floor. The noise it
made in landing drove an aural spear through Scott’s
brain. He clamped both hands over his ears and, struggling
to his feet, backed off hastily. What was it doing? Another
vast carton was flung across the cellar, landing deafeningly.
Scott’s frightened gaze followed its rocking descent, then
jumped back to where the giant stood.

Now it was pulling something even larger from the pile
between the fuel tank and the refrigerator. Something
blue. It was Lou’s suitcase.

Suddnly he knew it wasn’t the same giant that had been
there Wednesday. His eyes fled up the cliff walls of its
trousers. That blue-gray pattern of squares and lines, what
was it? He stared at it. Glen plaid! The giant was a man in
a glen-plaid suit, wearing black shoes that seemed a block
long. Where had he seen that glen-plaid suit before?

It came to him an instant before a second, smaller giant
jumped down the steps and, in a piercing voice, said “Can
I help you, Uncle Marty?”

Scott stood rigid, only his eyes moving—from the im-
mense form of his daughter to the even more immense
form of his brother, then back again.

“I don’t think so, sweetheart,” Marty said. “I think
they’re too heavy.”” His voice rang out in Scott’s ears
with such a resonant volume that he could barely make out
the words.

“I could carry the small one,” answered Beth.

“Well, maybe you could, at that,” said Marty. Cartons
still flew through the air, bounced on the floor. Now two
canvas chairs went flying. “There. And there,” said Marty.
They crashed against the lawn chairs and were still. “And
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there,” said Marty. A net pole like a two-thousand-foot
tree flashed across the floor and fell against the cliff, lean-
ing there, its bottom end braced by the moonlike metal
rim to which the net was fastened.

Now Scott was back against the cement block, head
back, and he was gaping at the towering shape of his
brother. He watched.Marty’s elephantine hand close over
the handle of the second suitcase and drag it raspingly
across the metal table, then drop it on the floor. What was
Marty taking down the suitcases for?

The answer came: They were moving.

“No,” he muttered, running forward impulsively. He
saw Beth’s gigantic form lurch across the floor in three
strides, then bend over to grab the second suitcase.

“Nok’ His face was drawn with panic. “Marty!” he
screamed, racing toward his brother. He tripped across the
dragging hem of his robe again, pitched forward. He stood
up, crying his brother’s name again. She couldn’t leave!

“Marty, it's me!” he shrieked. “Marty!”

With palsied fingers, he jerked the robe over his shoulders
and head and flung it down. He ran berserkly at his
brother’s shoes.

“Marty!”

At the steps, he heard the sawing, teeth-setting din of
Beth dragging the smaller suitcase over rough cement
edges. He ignored it, still running toward his brother. He
had to make him hear.

“Marty! Marty!”

With a sigh, Marty started for the steps.

“No! Don’t go!” Scott yelled as loudly as he could.
Like a pale white insect, he sprinted over the cold cement
toward his brother’s rapidly moving form.

“Marty!”

At the steps, Marty turned. Scott’s eyes widened sud-
denly with excitement.

“Here, Marty! Here!” he shouted, thinking his brother
had heard. He waved his thread-thin arms wildly. “I’'m
here, Marty! Here!”

Marty turned his giant head. “Beth?” he said.

“Yes, Uncle Marty.” Her voice drifted down the steps.

“Does your mother have anything else down here?”

“Some things,” Beth replied.

“Oh. Well, we’ll come back, then.”
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By then Scott had reached the giant shoe and leaped
up clawing at the high ridge of its sole. He caught at the
hard leather and held on.

“Marty!” He screamed it again and dragged himself up
onto the shelf. Standing hurriedly, he began to beat his
fists against the shoe. It was like hitting a stone wall.

“Marty, please!” he begged. “Please! Oh, please!”

Abruptly the shelf lurched and swung around in an im-
mense, brain-whirling circle. Scott lost his balance and fell
back with a cry, arms flailing for balance.

He landed heavily on the cement and lay breathless,
watching his brother move up the steps with Lou’s suit-
case.

Then Marty was gone and sunlight noured blindingly
across him. Scott flung an arm across his eyes and twistéd
away. A sob tore through his chest. It wasn’t fair! Why
were all his triumphs undone so quickly, all his victories
negated in the very next instant?

He lurched to his feet and stood trembling, his back to
the blazing sunlight. She was moving; Louise was moving
away. She thought he was dead and she was leaving him.

His teeth grated together. He had to let her know he was
still alive.

He looked sideways, shading his eyes with a cupped hand.
The door was still open. He ran to the edge of the bottom
step and looked up its sheer rise. Even if he made himself
another hook, he couldn’t throw it that high. He walked
restlessly along the base of the step, muttering to himself.

What about the cracks between the cement blocks?
Could he climb them now as he’d planned to do on Wed-
nesday? He started toward the nearest one, then stopped,
realizing that he had to have some clothes and food, some
water.

It was then that the impossibility of the climb fell over
him like a splash of molten lead. ,

He fell against the cold cement of the step and stood
shivering, staring with dead eyes at the floor. His head
shook slowly back and forth. It was no use trying. He’d
never make the top. Not now; not at one seventh of an
inch.

He’d stumbled halfway back to the sponge when the idea
dispersed his despair. Marty had said he was coming back
down.
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With a gasp, he started running for the step again, then
halted once more. Wait, wait, he cautioned, you have to
prepare first. He couldn’t just jump at the shoe again;
there was no secure hold. Somehow he had to grab Marty’s
trouser leg, maybe even crawl inside the cuff, and cling
there until he was carried into the house. Then he could
get out, climb up on a table or a chair, anything, wave a
piece of cloth, catch Lou’s attention. Just to have her
know that he was still alive, he thought excitedly. Just to
have her know that.

All right, then. Quickly, quickly. He clapped his hands
together with a nervous movement. What came first?

First came eating, drinking; a good meal under his—
he lgughed nervously—his belt? He glanced down at his
white, goose-fleshed nakedness. Yes, that was first; but
what could he wear? The robe was too big and its material
too strong to tear up. Maybe . ..

He ran to the sponge and, after a wild tugging and jerk-
ing and gnawing of teeth, managed to tear away a big piece
of it. This he thinned as much as he could and pulled
around himself, sticking his arms and then his legs through
its pores. It pressed against him, rubber-like, and did not
cover him very well; it kept springing open in the front.
Well, it would have to do. There was no time to make any-
thing better.

Food next. He jogged across the floor and broke a chunk
of bread from one of the pieces by the cliff. He carried it
quickly to the hose afid sat there eating it, perched on the
metal lip of the opening, legs dangling. His feet should
have something on them, too; but what?

When he’d finished eating and made the long, cold
trek through the black hose passage, he went back to the
sponge and pulled off two small pieces for his feet. He
ripped out the centers of them and jammed his feet in.
The sponge didn’t hold very well. He’d have to fasten
them with thread.

Suddenly it occurred to him that the thread not only
would fasten his improvised clothing to himself, but could
also get him into Marty’s cuff. If he could get another pin
and bend it, and tie it to a length of thread, he could hook
the pin into the trousers and hang on until he was upstairs
in the house.

He started to run for the carton under the fuel tank.
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He stopped and whirled, remembering the piece of thread
he’d had when he’d fallen the night before. It must still
have a piece of pin fastened to it. He ran to find it.

It did; what was more, the piece of pin was still bent
enough to hook onto Marty’s trouser leg.

Scott ran on the pile of stones and wood by the bottom
step, waiting for his brother to come down again.

Upstairs, he could hear restless, hurried footsteps moving
through the rooms, and he visualized Lou moving about,
preparing to leave. His lips pressed together until they
hurt. If it was the last thing he did, he’d let her know he
was alive.

He looked at the cellar. It was hard to believe that, after
all this time, he might be getting out. The cellar had be-
come the world to him. Maybe he’d be like a prisoner re-
leased after long confinement, frightened and insecure. No,
that couldn’t be true. The cellar had been no womb of
comfort to him. Life on the outside could hardly be more
onerous than it had been down here.

He ran his fingers lightly over his bad knee. The swelling
had gone down considerably; it ached only a little. He
touched at the cuts and abrasions on his face. He unwrap-
ped the bandage on his hand, tugged it off and dropped it
to the floor. He swallowed experimentally. His throat felt
sore, but that didn’t matter. He was ready for the world.

Upstairs, he heard the back door shut and footsteps
on the porch. He jumped from the boulder and shook loose
the length of thread. Then, picking up the hook, he pressed
back against the wall of the step, waiting, his chest wall
thudding with heavy heartbeats. Up in the yard, he heard
a crunch of shoes on the sandy ground, then a voice
saying, “I’'m not sure exactly what we have down there.”

His face grew tautly blank, his eyes were like frozen
pools. He felt as if his legs were rubber columns under him.

It was Lou.

He shrank against the cement as giant shoes stamped
down the steps. “Lou,” he whispered, and then the two
of them blocked off the sun like dark clouds passing.

They moved around, their heads more than half a mile
high. He couldn’t see her face, only the great moving red-
ness of her skirt.

“That box on the shelf is ours,” she said, a voice in the

sky.
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“All right,” said Marty, moving toward the cliff wall
and pulling down the carton with the doll arm sticking
from it.

Lou kicked aside the small sponge on the floor. “Let’s
see, now,” she said. *“I think . ..”

She crouched down, and abruptly Scott could see the
massive features of her face as a billboard hanger might see
the features of the woman’s face he pasted up. There was
no sense of over-all appearance; just a huge eye here, an
enormous nose there, lips like a rosy-banked canyon.

“Yes,” she said, “this carton under the tank.”

“I’ll get it,” Marty said, moving up the steps with the
first box.

He was alone with her.

His gaze leaped up as she stood again. She moved
around slowly, giant arms crossed under the mountainous
swell of her breasts. There was a twisting agony in Scott’s
chest and stomach. For there was no denying it; she was
beyond him now. Thoughts of trying to tell her he was
alive evaporated. They had disappeared the moment he
saw her. He was an insect to her; he knew it now with
hideous clarity. Even if he managed somehow to attract
her attention, it would solve nothing, it would change noth-
ing. He would still be gone tonight, and the only thing
accomplished would be that he would have torn open an
old wound that might be nearly closed by now.

He stood silent, like a tiny piece from a miniature
charm bracelet, looking up at the woman who had been
his wife.

Marty came down the steps again.

“T’ll be glad to get out of here,” Lou told him,

“I don’t blame you,” Marty said, walking to the fuel
tank and crouching down before it,

Beth came down the steps, asking, “Can I carry some-
thing, Mamma?”

“I don’t think there’s anything. Oh, yes, you can take up
that jar of paint brushes. 1 think they’re ours.”

“All right.” Beth moved to the wicker table.

Suddenly Scott twitched out of his reverie. He didn’t
want to tell Lou, but he did still want to get out of the
cellar. And he couldn’t wait for Marty, he realized. Marty
would pass by the step too quickly; there would be no
time.
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Pushing away from the step, he raced to the refrigerator,
under its shadowing bulk, then under the wicker table.
Marty was still squatting by the tank, pulling out the car-
ton. Scott ran beneath the red metal table. Quickly! He
ran faster, dragging the thread behind him. Marty stood
up with the carton in his arms. He started for the steps.

“There was no time. As Scott rushed out into the open,
Marty’s immense black shoe was already crashing down
before him. With a muscle-jerking hitch, he flung the hook
at the swishing trouser leg.

If he had caught a galloping horse, he couldn’t have
been torn off his feet more violently.

His cry choked off. Abruptly he was flying through the
air, then dipping down, the floor rushing grayly at him.
With a twisting of his legs, he flattened out his body, his
sponge coat scratching the floor as he flashed over it. The
vast leg moved again. Scott, caught in the apex of his
swing, wasg jerked high into the air. The thread grew taut
and he was snapped forward again, his arms almost
wrenched from their sockets. The cellar whirled by, a flash
of light and shadow blended. He wanted to scream but he
couldn’t. He was swinging again, rocking violently in the
air, spun around, his tiny body bulleting toward the steps.
A wall rushed at him, disappeared below as he was jerked
above it. His feet skidded along the top of the first step,
the sponge bits torn away. The violent impact tore him
loose, and suddenly he was running at top speed across the
cement, heading for the face of the second step. He flung
out his arms to ward off the shock. He screamed.

Then he tripped over a grain of concrete and went
sprawling. ‘His legs flew up, his skull cracked against
the cement. Pain exploded through his head, white and
vivid, then drew in suddenly to a black core, which also
exploded splashing his brain with night. ‘He lay there
Limply as the shoe of his wife slammed down an inch from
his body, then was gone.

Later, while Marty was driving them to the railroad
station, Beth saw the hook and thread sticking to his
trouser leg, and, bending down, she plucked it out. Marty
said, “I must have picked it up in the cellar,” then forgot
about it. Beth put it in the pocket of her overcoat, and she
forgot about it too.
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“Put me down!” he screamed.

He could say no more. Her hand was clamped around
his body, binding him from shoulder to hip, pinning his
arms, squeezing out his breath. The room blurred by; he
started to black out.

Then the doll-house porch was under his feet, his hand
was clutching at the wrought-iron railing, and Beth was
looking down at him with half-frightened eyes.

“I gave you a ride,” she said.

He jerked open the front door and plunged into the
house, slamming the door behind him and snapping the
tiny hook into its eye. Then he slumped down weakly in
the living room, breath a dry rasping in his throat.

Outside, Beth said defensively, “I didn’t hurt you.”

He didn’t answer. He felt as if he’d just been almost
crushed in a vise,

“I didn’t hurt you,” she said, and she began to cry.

He’d known that the time would come, and finally it had.
He could put if off no longer. He’d have to ask Lou to
keep Beth away from him. She wasn’t responsible.

He got up weakly and stumbled over to the couch. He
heard Beth going outside again, the floor trembling with
her exit. The crash of the front door made him start
violently. She’d come in a few moments ago, seen him
making the long walk to his house, and picked him up.

He fell back on the small cushions Lou had made for
him. He lay there a long time, staring at the shadowy
ceiling and thinking of his lost child.

She’d been born on a Thursday morning. Lou’s labor
had been a long one. She’d kept telling him to go home,
but he wouldn’t. Occasionally he’d go down to the car,
curl up on the back seat, and catch a few minutes of
shallow sleep, but most of the time he stayed up in the wait-
ing room, thumbing sightlessly through magazines, the
book he’d brought to read unopened on the table beside
him. Oh, yes, he was going to be smart; no movie melo-
dramatics for him, no floor pacing and mashing of butts
beneath heels. For that matter, he couldn’t pace the floor
even though he would have liked to. The waiting room
was only a small alcove at the end of the second-floor hall,
and he couldn’t walk in the hall because there was too
much traffic there.
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So he’d sat in the waiting room, feeling as if there were
a bomb in his stomach, primed to explode shortly. There
was one other man there, but it was his fourth baby and
he was blasé. He actually read a book: The Curse of the
Congquistadores. Scott still remembered the title. How
could a man sit reading such a book when his wife was
writhing and twisting in labor? Or maybe his wife was
one of the easy deliverers. As a matter of fact, the man
couldn’t have read more than three chapters before the baby
was born, about one in the morning. The man had shrug.
ged, winked at Scott, and gone home. Scott had cursed
softly after him, then sat alone in the waiting room, wait-

ing.

At seven-one A.M., Elizabeth Louise had put in her
appearance.

He remembered Dr. Arron coming out of the delivery
room and starting down the hall toward him, soft-soled
shoes squeaking on the tiles. A dozen different horrers had
pulsed through Scott’s brain. She’s dead. The baby’s dead.
It’s misshapen. It’s twins. It’s triplets. There was nothing
in there,

Dr. Arron had said, “Well, you’ve got a daughter.”

And he’d been led to the glass window and, inside, a
nurse was holding up a blanket-wreathed child, and it
had black hair and it was yawning, its red little fists
twitching at the air. And he’d just managed to brush away
the tears before anyone could see.

He sat up on the couch and stretched out his legs. The
pain in his rib box was not so bad now. He’d had trouble
breathing for a little while there. He ran exploring hands
over his chest and sides. No bones broken; that was sheer
luck. Beth had clutched him terribly. Doubtless she’d only
meant to make sure she wouldn’t drop him, but . . .

He shook his head. “Beth, Beth,” he murmured. Unseen,
he’d been losing her day by day ever since the shrinking
began. The loss of his wife had been a clear and certain
process; the divorce from his child had been something
else again.

At first there had been the circumstantial separation
from her. He was suffering a terrible, unknown affliction,
going regularly to doctors, being examined, being installed
in a hospital. He had no time for her.

Then he was home, and worry and dread and the fail-
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ing of his marriage had kept him from seeing how he was
losing her. Sometimes he would hold her in his lap, read
her a story, or, late at night, stand beside her bed and
look down at her. Mostly, though, he was too absorbed
in his own state to see anything else.

Then physical size had entered into it. As he’d grown
shorter and shorter, so had he grown less certain of his
authority and her respect. It was not a thing to be lightly
conquered. As his size affected his attitude toward Lou, so
did it affect his attitude toward Beth.

The authority of fatherhood, he discovered, depended
greatly on simple physical difference. A father, to his child,
was big and strong; he was all-powerful. A child saw
simply. It respected size and depth of voice. What physic-
ally overshadowed it, it almost always respected or at
least feared. Not that Scott had gained Beth’s respect by
trying to make her fear him. It was simply a basic state
that existed because he was six feet two and she was
four feet one,

When he had sunk to her height, then gone below it,
when his voice had lost depth and authority and become
a high-pitched, ineffective sound, Beth’s respect, had slack-
ened. It was merely that she could not understand. God
knew they had tried to explain it to her—endlessly. But it
wasn’t explicable, because there was nothing in Beth’s
mental background comparable to a shrinking father.

Consequently, when he was no longer six feet two and
his voice was no longer the voice she knew, she no longer
actually regarded him as her father. A father was constant.
He could be depended on, he did not change. Scott was
changing. Therefore, he could not be the same; he could
not be treated the same.

And so it had gone, each day her respect waning more.
Especially when his jaded nerves began sending him into
flurries of temper. She could not understand or appreciate.
She was not old enough to sympathize. She could only see
him baldly. And, in the actuality of pure sight, he was noth-
ing but a horrid midget who screamed and ranted in a
funny voice. To her he had stopped being a father and
had become an oddity.

And now the loss was irreparable and final. Beth had
reached the stage where she was a physical menace to him.
Like the cat, she had to be kept away from him.



THE SHRINKING MAN 181

“She didn’t mean it, Scott,” Lou said that night.

“I know she didn’t,” he answered into the small hand
microphone, so that his voice came clearly through the
phonograph loud-speaker. “She just doesn’t understand.
But she’ll have to stay away from me. She doesn’t realize
how frail I am. She picked me up as if I were an in-
destructible doll. I’'m not.”

The next day it ended.

He was standing, stooped over, in a hay-strewn stable,
looking at the faces of Mary and Joseph and the Wise Men
as they looked upon the infant Jesus. It was very quiet and,
if he squinted, it seemed almost as if they were all alive
and Mary’s face was gently smiling and the Wise Men
were wavering, awed and reverent, over the manger. The
animals were stamping in their stalls and he could smell
the acrid stable smells and there was the faint, beautiful
sound of the infant’s gurgling.

Then a cold wind blew over him, making him shudder.

He looked toward the kitchen and saw that the door
had been blown open a little and the wind was blowing
powdery snowflakes across the floor. He waited for Lou
to close it, but she didn’t. Then he heard the faint, distant
drum:mng of water and knew she was taking a shower.
He stepped out of the stable and walked across the crin-
kled cotton glacier under the Christmas tree, his tiny home-
made shoes crunching on the artificial snow. The wind
rushed over him again and he shivered fitfully.

“Beth!” he called, then remembered that she was out-
side playing. He muttered irritably to himself, then ran
across the rug onto the wide expanse of green linoleum.
Maybe he could shut it himself.

He'd barely reached the door when a throaty rumble
sounded behind him.

Whirling, he saw the cat by the sink, head just lifted
from a dish of milk, its furry coat wet and disheveled.
There was a heavy sinking in his stomach.

“Get out of here,” he said. Its ears pricked up. “Get
out of here,” he said again, more loudly.

Another growl wavered liquidly in the cat’s throat
and it slid forward a predatory paw, claws extended.

“Get out of here!” he yelled, backing off, the icy wind
across his back, snowflakes buffeting like fragile hands at
his shoulders and head.
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The cat moved forward as smoothly as sliding butter,
mouth open, saber teeth exposed.

Then Beth came in the front door and the sudden draft
hurricaning across the floor flung the back door toward
its frame, scooping Scott along with it. In an instant the
door had slammed shut and he had landed in a bank of
snow., :

Scrambling up, his clothes feathered with snow, Scott
charged back to the door and pounded his fists against it.

“Beth!”” The sound was barely audible to him above the
wailing of the wind. Cold snow blew across him in ghost-
like clouds. A huge pile of it fell from the railing, crashing
down nearby and splattering him with its freezing gran-
ules.

“Oh, my God,” he muttered. Frantically he began
kicking at the door. “Beth!” he howled. “Beth, let me in!”
He pounded until his fists ached and throbbed, kicked until
his feet felt dead, but the door remained closed.

“Oh, my God.” The horror of the situation was billowing
in his mind. He turned and looked out fearfully at the
snow-swept yard. Everything was dazling white. The
ground was a livid desert of snow, the wind blowing
powdery mists of it across the high dunes. The trees were
vast white columns topped with skeleton-white branches
and limbs. The fence was a leprous barricade, wind ripping
off snowy flesh, exposing the bony pickets underneath.

Realization came bluntly: if he stayed out here very
long, he’d freeze to death. Already his feet felt like lead,
his fingers ached and tingled from the cold, his body was
alive with shudders.

Indecision tore at him. Should he remain and try to get
in, or should he leave the porch and seek shelter from the
snow and wind? Instinct bound him to the house. Safety
lay on the other side of the white, paneled door. Yet intel-
ligent observation made it clear that to remain was to risk
his life. Where could he go, though? The cellar windows
were locked from the inside, the doors were much too
heavy for him to lift. And it would be no warmer under-
neath the porch.

The front porch! If somehow he could climb the front-
porch railing, he might be able to reach the bell. Then he
could get in.

Still he hesitated. The snow looked deep and frighten-
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ing. What if he were swallowed in a drift? What if he got
so cold he never reached the front porch?

But he knew it was his only chance, and the decision
had to be made quickly. There was no guarantee that his
absence would be noted soon enough. If he stayed here
on the back porch, Lou might find him in time. But she
might not, too.

Gritting his teeth, he moved to the edge of the porch
and jumped down to the first step. Piled snow cushioned
his drop. He slipped a little, regained his balance, and
scuffed to the edge of the step. He jumped again.

His feet slid out from under him and he spilled forward,
arms plunging into the snow to his shoulders, face slap-
ping into its flesh-numbing chill. He jerked up, gagging,
and stood with a lurching movement, brushing at his face
as if it swarmed with icicle-legged spiders.

There was no time to waste. Quickly he moved to the
edge of the step, putting down his feet carefully. He
poised at the brink a moment, looking down, then, with
a quick breath, jumped.

Again he skidded, arms striking at the air. He slid to
the side edge of the step, held on for a moment, then pitch-
ed into space.

Four feet down, his body plowed into a cone of snow
like 2 knife driven into ice cream. Frost crystals floured
across his face and down his neck. He pushed up, splut-
tering, then fell again, legs imbedded in the icy packing.
He lay there, stunned, snow clouds powdering over him.

Then cold began creeping up his limbs and he pushed
to his feet. He had to keep moving,.

He couldn’t run. The best he could manage was a sort
of lurching, staggering walk, feet torn loose from the
clinging snow, then put down again, his body hitching
forward as his legs sank in. As he flopped across the yard,
the wind whipped his hair to lashing ribbons and tore at
his clothes, cutting through the material like frozen blades.
Already his feet and hands were going numb.

At last he reached the corner of the house. In the far
distance he saw the covered bulk of the Ford, its tarpaulin
covered with scattered peaks of snow. A groan wavered
in his throat. It was so far. He sucked in a mouthful of
the lip-chilling air and lurched forward again. I'll make
it, he told himself. I’ll make it.
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An object spilled across the sky like a plummeting stone.

One moment there was only wind and cold and thigh-
deep snow. The next, a weight had crushed against him
suddenly, knocking him down. His face a snow-cottoned
mass of shock he flung himself over just in time to see the
dark sparrow diving at him again.

Gasping, he flung up an arm as the bird flashed over
him, swooping up on rigid wings. It shot into the air, circled
sharply, and came at him again. Before he'd reached his
feet, it was hovering before him, so close that he could
smell its wet feathers. Its wings beat savagely at the air;
the double sabers of its beak lunged at him.

He fell back again, snatching up a handful of snow and
flinging it at the sparrow’s head. It rose into the air, chat-
tering fiercely, whirled about in a tight arc, then began
to circle him in narrow, blurring sweeps, dark wings beat-

Scott’s stark gaze jumped to the house, and he saw the
cellar window and the missing pane.

Then the bird was at him again. He flung himself for-

ward on the snow, and the dark, wing-flashing bulk shot
over him. The sparrow swooped up, circled sharply, then
bull.eted back. Scott ran a few feet, then was knocked over
again.
He stood up, flinging more snow at the bird, seeing the
snow splatter off its dark, flaring beak. The bird flapped
back. Scott turned and struggled a few more strides, then
the bird was on him again, wet wings pounding at his
head. He slapped wildly at it and felt his hands strike the
bony sides of its beak. It flew off again.

It went on like that endlessly. He would leap through the
icy snow until he heard its wing-drumming approach. Then,
falling to his knees, he would whirl and fling a cloud of
snow into its eyes, blinding it, driving it off long enough
to push on a few more inches.

Until, finally, cold and dripping, he stood with his back
to the cellar window, hurling snow at the bird in the des-
perate hope that it would give up and he wouldn’t have to
jump into the imprisoning cellar.

But the bird kept coming, diving at him, hovering be-
fore him, the sound of its wings like that of wet sheets
ﬂappmg.in a heavy wind. Suddenly the jabbing beak was
hammering at his skull, slashing skin, knocking him back
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against the house. He stood there dazedly, waving his arms
in panic at the bird’s attack, The yard swam before him,
a billowing mist of white. He picked up snow and threw it,
missing. The wings were still beating at his face; the beak
gashed his flesh again.

With a stricken cry, Scott whirled and leaped for the
open square. He crawled across it dizzily. The leaping bird
knocked him through.

He fell, clawing, his screams ending with a breathless
grunt as he crashed down on the sand beneath the cellar
window. He tried to stand, but he had twisted his leg in
falling and it refused now to bear his weight.

Ten minutes later he heard running footsteps up above.
The back door opened and slammed shut. And all the
while he lay there in a snarl of limbs. Lou and Beth walk-
ed around the house and through the yard, trampling down
the snow, calling his name over and over until darkness
fell. And they didn’t stop even then.

Chapter Sixteen

In TEE DisTANCE he could hear the thumping of the
water pump. They forgot to turn it off. The thought
trickled like cold honey across the fissures of his brain.
He stared with vacant eyes, his face a blank. The pump
clicked off, and silence draped down across the cellar.
+ They’re gone, he thought. The house is empty. I'm alone.

His tongue stirred sluggishly. Alone. His lips moved.
The word began and ended in his throat.

He twisted slightly and felt a stirring of pain in the back
of his skull. Alone. His right fist twitched and thumped
once at the cement. Alone. After everything, After all his
efforts, he was alone in the cellar.

He pushed up finally, then sank down instantly as pain
seemed to tear open the back of his head. Lying there,
he reached up gingerly and touched a finger to the spot.
He traced the edges of the brittle lacework of dried blood;
his fingertip ascended and descended the parabola of the
lump. He prodded it once. He groaned and dropped his
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arm. He lay there on his stomachi, feeling the cold, rough
cement against his forehead.

Alone.

Finally he rolled over and sat up. Pain rolled sluggishly
around the inside of his head. It did not stop quickly. He
had to press the palms of his hands against his temples to
cushion its stabbing rebound. After a long while it stopped
and dragged down at the base of his skull, spikes sunk in
his flesh, He wondered if his skull were fractured, then
decided that, if it were, he would be in no condition to
wonder about it.

He opened his eyes and looked around the cellar with
pain-slitted eyes. Everything was still the same. His dismal
gaze moved over the familiar landmarks. And I thought I
was going to get out, he thought bitterly. He looked up
over his shoulder with a wince. The door was closed again,
of course. And locked too, probably, He was still trapped.

His chest shuddered with a long exhalation. He licked
his dry lips. And he was thirsty again too, and hungry.
It was all senseless.

Even the slight amount of tensing in his jaws sent pain
gnawing through his head. He opened his mouth and sat
limply until the aching had diminished.

When he stood, it came back again. He pressed one palm
against the face of the next step and leaned against it, the
cellar wavering before him as though he saw it through a
lens of water, It took a while for objects to appear clearly.

He shifted on his feet and hissed, discovering that his
knee was swollen again. He glanced down at its puffiness,
remembering that it was the leg that had been injured in
his original fall into the cellar. Odd that he’d never made
the connection, but that was undoubtedly why that leg
always weakened first.

He remembered lying on the sand, the leg twisted under
him, while outside Lou was calling him. It was night and
the cellar had been dark and cold. Wind had blown snow
confetti through the broken pane. It had drifted down
across his face, feeling like the timid, withdrawing touches
of ghostly children. And, though he answered her and an-
swered her, she never heard him. Not even when she came
down into the cellar and, unable to move, he had lain there,
crying out her name.

He walked slowly to the edge of the step and looked
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down the hundred-foot drop to the floor. A terrible dis-
tance. Should he labor down the mortar-crack chimney
or—

Abruptly, he jumped.

He landed on his feet. His knee seemed to explode and
a knife-edged club smashed across his brain as he fell for-
ward to his hands. But that was all. Shaken, he sat on the
floor, smiling grimly despite the pain. It was a good thing
he’d discovered that he could fall so far without being hurt.
If he hadn’t discovered it, he would have had to climb
down the chimney and wasted time. The smile faded. He
stared morosely at the floor. Time was no longer something
to be wasted, because it was no longer something to be
saved. It was no longer a commodity to be spent or hoard-
ed. It had lost all value.

He got up and started walking, feet padding softly over
the cold cement. Should have got the sponge shoes, he
thought. Then he shrugged carelessly. What did it matter,
anyway? '

He got himself a drink from the hose, then returned to
the sponge. He didn’t feel hungry, after all. He climbed
to the top of the sponge and lay back with a thin sigh.

He lay there inertly, staring up at the window over the
fuel tank. There was no sunlight visible. ¥t must be late
afternoon. Soon darkness would fall. Soon the last night
would begin.

He looked at the twisted latticework of a spider web
that blocked off one corner of the window. Many thingg
hung from its adhesive weave—dust, bugs, bits of dead leaf,
even a stubby pencil he had thrown up there once. In all
his time in the cellar he’d never seen the spider that made
that web. He didn’t see it now.

Silence hung over the cellar, They must have turned
off the oil heater before they left. There was that faint
crackling, creaking sound of warping boards, but that
couldn’t even scratch the surface of the silence. He could
hear his own breath, uneven and slow.

Through that window, he thought, I watched that girl.
Catherine; was that her name? He couldn’t even recall
what she’d looked like,

He’d also tried to get up to that window after he’d fallen
into the cellar. It had been the only one available. The
window with the broken pane was too far above the sand,
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only a vertical wall beneath it. The window over the log
pile was even less accessible. The only one that had
presented the slightest possibility had been the one over the
fuel tank.

But, at seven inches, he hadn’t been able to climb the
boxes and suitcases. And, by the time he’d found the
means, he was too small. He’d gone up there once, but,
without a stone, he’d been unable to break the pane and
had had to go down again.

He rolled over on his side and turned away from the
window. It was unbearable to see sky and trees and know
he’d never be out there again, He breathed heavily, staring
at the cliff wall.

And here I am, he thought, back to morbid introspec-
tion again; all action undone. This could have ended long
ago. But he had had to fight it. Climb threads, kill spiders,
look for food. He clamped his mouth shut and stared at
the long net pole leaning against the cliff wall. His gaze
moved along the pole leaning against the wall, the long
pole leaning against the wall.

He jerked up suddenly.

With a breathless grunt, he scrambled to the edge of the
sponge and jumped down, ignoring the pain in his knee
and head. He started racing for the cliff wall, stopped.
What about water and food? Never mind, he wouldn’t need
it; it wasn’t going to take that long. He ran toward the
pole again,

Before he reached the net, he ran into the hose and got
a drink. Then, running out again, he began to shinny up
the metal rim of ‘the net, past the body-thick cords. He
climbed until he’d reached the pole, then pulled himself
up onto its wide, curving surface.

It was better than he’d imagined. The pole was so wide
and it was leaning against the wall at such a low angle
that he wouldn’t have to clamber up, hands down, for
support. He could almost run erect up the long, gradual
flgge. With an excited ery he started up the road to the

iff.

Was it possible, he wondered as he ran, that things had
worked out in a definite manner? Was it possible that
there was purpose to his survival? It was hard to believe,
and yet, in a greater measure, hard to disbelieve. All the
coincidences that had contributed to his survival seemed
to go beyond the limits of probability.
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This, for instance; this pole thrown here in just this
way by his own brother. Was that only chance? And the
spider’s death yesterday providing the final key to his
escape. Was that only chance? Most importantly, the two
occurrences combining in just this way to make possible
his escape. Could it be only coincidence?

He could hardly believe it. Yet how could he doubt the
process going on in his body, which told him clearly that he
had today and nothing more? Unless the very precision
with which he shrank indicated something. But indicated
what—beyond hopelessness?

Still he did not lose the shapeless feeling of excitement as
he hurried up the broad pole. It was still rising when he
passed the first lawn chair; rising when he passed the
second; rising when he stopped and sat looking down at
the vast gray plain of the floor; rising when, an hour later,
he reached the top of the cliff and fell down, exhausted,
on the sand. And it was still rising as he lay there, heart
pounding, fingers clutching at the sand. Get up, he kept
telling himself. Let’s go. It will be dark soon. Let’s get out
before it’s dark.

He got up and started running across the shadowy
desert. After a while he passed the silent bulk of the
spider. He didn’t stop to look at it; it was not important
now. It was only a step already taken, which provided the
ground for the next step. He stopped only once, to pull
loose a chunk of bread and shove it under his coat of
sponge. Then he ran on again.

When he reached the spider’s web, he rested a while,
then began to climb. The cable was sticky. He had to pull
his hands and feet loose from it before he could climb up
to the next one. The web trembled and swayed beneath
his weight as he climbed past the dead beetle, not looking,
breathing through his mouth.

And still excitement rose. Suddenly everything seemed
meaningful, as if things had to happen in just this way.
He knew it might be the rationalizing of desire, but he
couldn’t help thinking it anyway.

He reached the top of the web and quickly climbed onto
the wooden shelf that ran around the wall. He could run
now, and he did, his feet pounding down with a strong
rhythm. He 1g'nored the throbbing of his knee; it didn’t
matter.

He ran as fast as he could, Three blocks this way along
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the shadow-dark path, around the comer at top speed,
then a mile straight ahead. He skittered like a tiny bug
along the beam, running until he could hardly breathe.

He ran into blinding light.

He stopped, chest lurching, hot breath spilling from his
lips. He stood there, eyes closed, and felt the wind blowing
across his face. He closed his eyes and sniffed at its sweet,
clear coolness. Qutside, he thought. The word ballooned
in his brain until it crowded out everything else and was
the only word left. Outside. Outside. Outside.

Quietly then, slowly, with a dignity befitting the moment,
he pulled himself up the few inches to the open square
of window, clambered over the wooden rim, and jumped
down. He stepped across the cement walk on trembling legs
and stopped.

He stood at the edge of the world, looking.

He lay on a soft mattress of sere, crinkly leaves, other
leaves pulled over him, the vast house behind him, block-
ing off the night wind. He was warm and fed. He’d found
a dish of water underneath the porch, and had drunk from
it. Now he lay there quietly on his back, looking at the stars.

How beautiful they were; like blue-white diamonds cast
across a sky of inky satin. No moonlight illuminated the
sky. There was only total darkness, broken by the flaring
pin points of the stars,

And the nicest thing about them was that they were
still the same. He saw them as any man saw them, and
that brought a deep contentment to him. Small he might
be, but the earth itself was small compared to this.

Odd that after all the moments of abject terror he had
suffered contemplating the end of his existence, this night
—which was the very night it would end—he felt no terror
at all. Hours away lay the end of his days. He knew, and
still he was glad he was alive.

That was the wonderful part of this moment. That was
the thick blanket of contentment that warmed his toes. To
know the end was close and not to mind. This, he knew,
was courage, the truest, ultimate courage, because there
was no one here to sympathize or praise him for it. What he
felt was felt without the hope of commendation.

Before, it had been different. He knew that now. Before
he had kept on living because he had kept on hoping. That
was what kept most men living.
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But now, in the final hours, even hope had vanished.
Yet he could smile. At a point without hope he had found
contentment. He knew he had tried and there was nothing
to be sorry for. And this was complete victory, because it
was a victory over himself.

“I’'ve fought a good fight,” he said. It sounded funny
to say it. He felt almost embarrassed. Then he shook away
embarrassment. It was what was left to him. Why shouldn’t
he proclaim the bittersweetness of his pride?

He bellowed at the universe. “I’'ve fought a good fight!”
And under his breath he added, “God damn it to hell.”

It made him laugh. His laughter was the faintest icy
sprinkling of sound against the vast, dark earth.

It felt good to laugh, and good to sleep, under the stars,

Chapter Seventeen

As o~ any other morning, his lids fell back, his eyes
opened. For a moment he stared up blankly, his mind still
thick with sleep. Then he remembered and his heart
seemed to stop.

With a startled grunt, he jolted up to a sitting position
and looked around incredulously, his mind alive with one
word:

Where?

He looked up at the sky, but there was no sky—only a
ragged blueness, as if the sky had been torn and stretched
and squeezed and poked full of giant holes, through
which light speared.

His wide, unblinking gaze moved slowly, wonderingly.
He seemed to be in a vast, endless cavern. Not far over to
his right the cavern ended and there was light. He stood
up hastily and found himself naked. Where was the sponge?

He looked up again at the jagged blue dome. It stretch-
ed away for hundreds of yards. It was the bit of sponge
he’d worn.

He sat down heavily, looking over himself. He was the
same. He touched himself. Yes, the same. But how much
had he shrunk during the night?

He remembered lying on the bed of leaves the night be-
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fore, and he glanced down. He was sitting on a vast plain
of speckled brown and yellow. There were great paths
angling out from a gigantic avenue. They went as far as
he could see.

He was sitting on the leaves.

He shook his head in confusion.

How could he be less than nothing?

The idea came. Last night he’d looked up at the universe
without. Then there must be a universe within, too. Maybe
universes.

He stood again. Why had he never thought of it; of the
microscopic and the submicroscopic worlds? That they
existed he had always known. Yet never had he made the
obvious connection. He’d always thought in terms of man’s
own world and man’s own limited dimensions. He had
presumed upon nature. For the inch was man’s concept,
not nature’s. To a man, zero inches means nothing. Zero
meant nothing. :

But to nature there was no zero. Existence went on in
endless cycles. It seemed so simple now. He would never
disappear, because there was no point of non-existence in
the universe.

It frightened him at first. The idea of going on endlessly
through one level of dimension after another was alien.

Then he thought: If nature existed on endless levels, so
also might intelligence.

He might not have to be alone.

Suddenly he began running toward the light.

And, when he’d reached it, he stood in speechless awe
looking at the new world with its vivid splashes of vege-
tation, its scintillant hills, its towering trees, its sky of
shifting hues, as though the sunlight were being filtered
through moving layers of pastel glass.

It was a wonderland.

There was much to be done and more to be thought
about. His brain was teeming with questions and ideas and
—yes—hope again. There was food to be found, water,
clothing, shelter. And, most important, life. Who knew? It
might be, it just might be there.

Scott Carey ran into his new world, searching.

THE END
of a novel by
Richard Matheson



The man’s name was Scott Carey. Eighteen months
earlier, he had begun to shrink, and no dector in the
world could stop it. ‘

He was seven inches tall the week the door swung
shut, and the cellar of his house became a vast prison.
He was six inches tall the day the Black Widow spider
swung down from the shadows and came scrabbling
across the concrete at him on giant, spiny legs. ..

On this classic suspense story was based the famous film
The !ncredible Shrinking Man. Its celebrated author, Richard
Matheson, has also written the novels | Am Legend and The
Beardless Warriors, and many successful films and teleplays
in the fields of fantasy, horror and science fiction.
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