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Introductory Note

Why do we like reading about torture, sadistic monsters, cruel
people? Why do we like frightening ourselves by reading about
events which we would hope never to see, let alone participate in? Is
it not the memorable and agelong custom that we like ‘being taken
out of ourselves'? And is there not a slight feeling of smugness, that
while sitting in our (we hope) comfortable armchairs we can safely
read of the ingenious and terrifying things men do to men?

Despite the so-called advance of civilization, we have witnessed
wars, revolutions and crimes that are often more terrifying than
fiction; as witness C. S. Forester's story.

In short, truth is stranger than fiction. Even so, we feel that the
stories in this book are such that if your nerves are not of the strong-
est, then it is wise to read them in daylight lest you should sufter
nightmares, for these authors know their craft, and they have not

hesitated to expound it with little thought of sparing you from the
horrifying details.

H. van Thal
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Johnny Mains

A Brief History of the Horrors

When The Pan Book of Horror Stories first hit the shelves in 1959,
the last thing on the editors’ or indeed the publisher’'s minds was
that for the next thirty years the book would become an annual
staple for the horror-hungry aficionado.

But apart from a brief hiatus in 1961, a new volume of the
Pan Horrors was published each year until 1989. Their place in
history as the longest running horror anthology in the world has
yet to be beaten.

And now, you hold in your hands the book that started it all, The
Pan Book of Horror Stories (X 45), originally published on 11 December
1959. It was edited by Herbert van Thal, a prolific anthologist and
biographer whose breadth of work in the horror genre is impressive.
Van Thal edited twenty-five volumes of the Pan Horror Stories
and was also responsible for at least a dozen other horror anthol-

ogies. Before his own company Home and van Thal was sold he
reprinted Mrs J. H. Riddell's Weird Stories and Rhoda Broughton's
Twilight Tales.

Herbert (or Bertie as he was known to friends) was brought
to work for Pan by Clarence Paget; one-time literary agent who
had previously worked for publishing house Cassell’s. In 1957, the
enigmatic sales director Ralph Vernon-Hunt suggested to Paget,
now Pan’s Chief Editor, that publishing a horror anthology might
be a success. He asked if Paget knew of an editor. Paget did; turning

1X
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to van Thal who was said to have been an old friend. Even though
he was working for publishers Arthur Barker at the time, van Thal
agreed and work began on finding stories for the book.

Bertie didn't have to look too far. Most of the tales for the first
Pan Horror came from the benchmark of genre anthologies of
the day, the ‘Not at Night' series — edited by Christine Campbell
Thomson and published by Selwyn and Blount from 1925-1937.
Over 100 stories from the 170 in those books had previously been
selected from Weird Tales magazine in the U.S. Christine herself
would go on to contribute to the Pan Horror series; one tale under
her own name and two by her nom de plume, Flavia Richardson.

[t has been suggested that Christine may have advised van Thal
on which stories from the ‘Not at Night's should go in to the Pan
book but with a lack of evidence, whimsy takes centre stage. The
choices made, though, are excellent ones. “The House of Horror’ by
Seabury Quinn is taken from You'll Need a Nightlight. “The Copper
Bowl' by George Fielding Eliot comes from By Daylight Only. ‘The
Horror in the Museum’ and ‘Behind the Yellow Door’ by Hazel Heald
and Flavia Richardson respectively, come from Terror By Night.

Indeed the first five books of the series contained mainly
reprints, with ‘Not at Night' being replaced by the ‘Creeps’ series
as the source of gruesome tales which was edited anonymously
by Charles Birkin. Charles, like Christine, saw his stories appear in
the Pan books, with three under his own name and two under his
pseudonym Charles Lloyd.

Van Thal's masterstroke, and the decision that would see the
series last as long as it did, was to open the doors to submissions.
And soon a steady trickle of original stories began to appear in the
books. Names such as Basil Copper, John Burke, Alex Hamilton and
Martin Waddell cut a swathe in an unknown landscape, offering
new stories that a buying public greedily accepted. Sales were high
and the blurbs on the back covers proudly declared they had sold
millions of copies.

Another draw to the books were the instantly recognisable
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covers. The first seven books had the ‘Horror Stories’ logo sur-
rounded by a bold yellow box. In pre-Photoshop days every single
letter would have to be painstakingly painted on by hand. These
early covers had specially commissioned paintings; while the artist
of the first volume is unknown, the second volume was painted by
S. R. Boldero. The third, fourth, sixth and seventh volumes were all
painted by the little-known William Francis Phillips, with the fifth
book being one of their first dips into ‘trick’ photography. As the
series progressed a new, almost hip, logo was used briefly on books
eight to twelve (it was the late sixties...) and the covers would
veer from the absurd ‘portrait’ shots to beautifully painted covers.
Renowned ‘Discworld’ artist Josh Kirby supplied the talent for the
thirteenth, fourteenth and possibly fifteenth books. It has to be said
that, towards the end of the series, the covers became more violent
and outlandish with the twenty-seventh volume (bearing a man’s
head being cleaved from his shoulders, by the late South African art-
ist Stuart Bodek) and the thirtieth and last in the series (a rendition
of Stephen King’'s ‘Lawnmower Man' painted by prominent Fantasy
artist Melvyn Grant) being the two main culprits.

In its teenage years ‘The Pan Book of Horror Stories’ was at its
peak with startling talents emerging from the shadows. Names such
as Conrad Hill, Dulcie Gray, Harry E. Turner, Roger F. Dunkely,
Norman P. Kaufmann and the pseudonymous Alex White provided
stories that really did amp up the scares. But it was also during this
time that the rot started to set in. Many stories showed an almost
cavalier attitude to horrendous violence, tossing aside the supernatu-
ral and psychological tales that had gone before in favour of cheap
sadistic thrills, rape and extreme body torture.

[t was this Jekyll and Hyde aspect to the Pan Horrors that would
eventually see the series plummet into a dramatic decline in sales.
Though van Thal as editor was to blame for the stories that made
it into all volumes until twenty-five, it was already apparent that
readers preferred their visceral horror on the big screen or home
video. One could argue that if the latter Pan volumes were released
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today, in the era of ‘gorenography’ and films such as Hostel and
Saw, no one would have batted an eyelid. In this regard, van Thal
glimpsed the future, but the horror reading public, ironically, didn’t
have the stomach for it.

Bertie and Clarence pushed on regardless. However, Pan baulked
at the multitude of stories by a single author van Thal would try to
put into one volume. So much so that he would persuade authors to
use a pseudonym. One author, Ian C. Strachan appears four times in
The 25th Pan Book of Horror Stories as Strachan, Carl Schiffman, Curt
Pater and Thomas Muirson. Van Thal even created the pen name of
Alex White and used several of his Pan authors to write stories based
on ideas and themes that he himself had come up with to get round
Pan’s embargo.

Van Thal and Paget’s relationship must frequently have been
a tense one. Both Herbert van Thal and Clarence Paget received
royalties from the first book. Paget was likely to have been respon-
sible for taking over the reins for books eleven and twelve (all
acceptance and contractual letters to authors indicate this) though
van Thal's name still appears on these volumes. Van Thal may
have been in America or working on other projects at the time. In
all other volumes, and after a cursory chat with Paget to discuss
which stories he had, Herbert was left to get on with it alone. One
wonders if Clarence Paget felt that his name should have appeared
on the books along with van Thal, but Herbert van Thal was the
trademark, the name you could trust to deliver the scares. The
brand could have been damaged otherwise, and this presumably
was recognized. :

Another decision that did the then struggling Pan Horrors no
favours was the inclusion of Stephen King in the line-up. It was a
misguided attempt by van Thal to ride the wave of popularity that
the author was creating at the time. King’s stories in several of the
volumes were readily available in his own collection Night Shift and
his popularity was such that any horror reader worth his or her salt
had bought and read the collection already. Why read them again so
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shortly after initial publication? The decision had the reverse effect,
with sales dipping once more.

When van Thal died in 1983, many thought that the series
would die with him. But in 1984 The 25th Pan Book of Horror Stories
appeared; the last one to bear his name, though the feeling is that
Clarence Paget finished editing the volume with 60 per cent of the
stories being ‘locked in’ by van Thal.

Paget took charge of the last four books and the series quickly
plummeted both in style and substance. Only a handful of gems
appear, but these are hidden in amongst some terribly garish stories
which in all honesty should have been thrown straight into the bin.

So with the publication of The 30th Pan Book of Horror Stories in
1989, the king of anthologies was finally dead after thirty bloody
years on the throne.

Or so one would have thought.

There was to be one last throw of the dice, when editor Stephen
Jones, along with Clarence Paget, brought out a retrospective col-
lection called Dark Voices: The Best From the Pan Book of Horror Stories.
The stories contained were by the most famous authors from the
series and came complete with introductions to each tale from
James Herbert, Shaun Hutson, David Cronenberg and others in the
horror field. _

The book sold phenomenally well, and this in turn led to Dark

Voices being commissioned as a series. During this time, Clarence
Paget passed away, and Stephen Jones worked along side David A.
Sutton. Together they produced a further five best-selling volumes
for Pan with a score of the old Pan authors contributing stories, but
it was the turn of fresh talent to break free from the shadows of the
old masters of the macabre.
After Dark Voices 6 was published in 1994 the series was dropped,
but was subsequently picked up by the publishers Victor Gollancz
and re-named as Dark Terrors. The books from both series were no
longer reprinted and in time could only be found in charity shops
and at car boot sales.
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So what of "The Pan Book of Horror Stories’ legacy? If the series
was a stone thrown into a pool, the ripples they created are still
visible today, fifty years after the series was first introduced to the
public. Other publishing companies at the time, seeing the instant
success that Pan was having, instantly jumped on the bandwagon.
Fontana published The Fontana Great Book of Horror Stories first edited
by Christine Bernard and, after she left, by Mary Danby. In fact
Fontana were the closest thing that Pan had to a rival; a ‘Ghost’ series
was also published, edited by Robert Aickman and R. Chetwynd-
Hayes. Arrow, Panther, Orbit and others brought out their own
anthologies and for a while the selection of new stories and reprints
that were available to the reader was overwhelming. But none of
these publishing companies had the name, drive or money behind
them that Pan did, and even though the ‘Fontana Great Book of
Horror Stories' ran to an impressive seventeen books, the record
that the ‘Pan Book of Horror Stories’ holds looks like it will remain
unbeaten for the foreseeable future.

Another proud achievement that the Pan Horrors have attained
is the amount of readers who turned into writers as a direct result
of reading these books when they were children or teenagers. The
stories were nothing if not impressionistic, and they definitely left
their mark!

It seems that “The Pan Book of Horror Stories’” has been ingrained
into the nation’s psyche, the literary world’s dirty little secret. But
you can still find authors such as Clive Barker, Shaun Hutson, Mark
Morris, Philip Pullman and Muriel Gray talking about the books
and the eftect that they had on them. And the interest hasn’t abated,
with the small print press eager to emulate the style of the series. The
Black Book of Horror sometimes comes close to mimicking the feel of
the series and has featured stories written by a handful of original
Pan Horror authors. Other books have been volumes one and two
of ‘'Humdrumming Horror Stories’, a series that completely missed
the mark on what the Pan Horrors were all about, two volumes
of "'The BHF Book of Horror Stories’, a gentle horror anthology
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entitled The Panda Book of Horror and Back From The Dead: The Legacy
of the Pan Book of Horror Stories which showcased sixteen brand new
tales and five reprints from the original series, the first time Pan
Horror authors had appeared in an anthology en masse since 1989.

The internet has helped to deepen the cult that surrounds the
series; websites dedicated to the books have sprung up, and online
auction sites have turned the last two volumes in particular into
sought after collectibles. “The Pan Book of Horror Stories’ lies in a
restless grave and it doesn’t want to stay dead.

So now we come back, full circle.

The stories that you are about to read are not for the faint-hearted.
You will find tales of the quietly disturbing such as Oscar Cook's
story of flesh rotting in ‘His Beautiful Hands’; George Fielding
Eliot's ‘The Copper Bowl’ in which the Mandarin Yuan Li dem-
onstrates to Lieutenant Fournet that his beloved Lily doesn't have
a strong stomach; and Angus Wilson’s bone crunching ‘Raspberry
Jam’ will certainly leave you disquieted for a long time to come.
Rest assured that the other nineteen stories contained in this volume
are of an equally high standard and show why the series became as
popular as it did.

For old friends of the series. . .a hearty welcome back. It certainly
has been a while. For new readers, beware the untold horrors that
lurk in the following tales.

You have been warned!

Johnny Mains
www.panbookofhorrorstories.co.uk

Norfolk
September 2010






Joan Aiken

Jugged Hare

‘You look sumptuous.” He said it with dispassionate admiration, and
she nodded, lazily agreeing. On the bleakest winter day, with her
great ramparts of corn-coloured hair and magnificent petal skin,
she could seem to any man like an evocation of summer; she was
an orchard in bloom, with promise of fruit, a wheatsheaf, an armful
of lilies... '

‘You've established yourself very handsomely; were you expect-
ing me?’ _

‘You? No. Why should I? I just like to be comfortable. Nobody
comes here, you should know that. Henry has quarrelled with them
all. And you had better not stay here gossiping; he is somewhere
about shooting, and he’s been getting so jealous and queer lately
that it makes me nervous.

Her provocative smile, however, belied the words, and Desmond
Colne.continued to linger and eye her appreciatively.

She had slung her metal-and-silk hammock beside the towering -
hedge of guelder rose and Queen Anne’s Lace, which supplied her
with a frothing background of white blossom. Against it she idly
swung, one ankle dangling, the month’s epitome, while June arched
overhead. “‘What's this, crochet?’

‘Tatting,’ she corrected, taking the spider webbing from him and
beginning to flick the shuttle in and out. “What for?’

‘Lace scarves, frills for petticoats...

y §



Joan Aiken

Frills!" he said, and, suddenly chuckling, “What are those great
shiny sweets, honey humbugs? No, satin cushions. That’s what you
remind me of, a satin cushion. Gorgeous and golden and curving
and brittle and hard.’

She was delighted. ‘No one’s ever compared me to a honey
humbug before. Doesn'’t it sound like the last line of a poem?

My mistress is mad about judo, no holds barred.
She's gorgeous and golden and curving and brittle and hard.

They were still laughing when something flew between them
with a savage whip and whine of unexpected sound. It anchored
itself dithering in the ground beside her hammock.

Colne jumped back with a sharp exclamation.

“You see what I mean,’ said Sarah flatly, though the shock had
driven all the blood from her face. ‘One of his little accidental-on-
purpose games.’

She glanced with revulsion at the thing beside her — a three-foot
arrow, which had pinned her cloudy tangle of tatting to the grass.

But, good god, the man’s not safe, he might have hit us...

‘Oh, heavens no. Henry’s a marvellous shot. If he’d wanted
to hit either of us, believe you me, he would have. This is just a
gentle hint that you've come here to sell him machinery, not to
gossip with me. Better get on with it.” She pulled the arrow out
with a jerk as Henry Hargreaves came towards them, unstringing
his bow. ‘Here,” she called, ‘take your blasted thing; you’ve ruined
my afternoon’s work.’

'So sorry, my dear. The wind must have caught it. But look
at my afternoon’s work. Tender eating, eh?’ He dangled proudly

at them the long, /imp, gingery body of a hare, its ears dabbled
with blood.

Sarah turned her eyes away.

T don't know how you can, she said. ‘One’s just about able

to endure the thought of shooting them with a gun, but with an
arrow — ugh!’
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‘You don’t understand it at all, Henry said shrilly. His eyes
were shining. ‘I only wish we had some deer — there’d be twice the
satisfaction in shooting something so big. You could really choose
your mark — the neck, the flank, the eye. As it is, you have to shoot
at anything you see.’

‘Oh, shut up,’ Sarah said angrily.

‘Where did you bag the hare?’ Desmond asked in polite diversion.

‘In what we call the hidden road. When they cut the new high-
way they left the old lane that goes through my woods. No one
uses it now, it’s nearly grown over, and it makes an excellent game
run. Well’ — he flipped the hare’s ears dismissingly — ‘got the specifi-
cations with you, Colne?

‘In my car,” Desmond said. The two men turned across the grass
towards the car, which stood beside the house. Sarah, with a flash
of petticoats marked by Desmond out of the corner of his eye,
swung herself out of the hammock, gathered up her tatting, and
followed them.

‘Is this your car?’ she said, yawning, as Henry studied the papers
Colne gave him. ‘It’s very pretty, but what a melodramatic number,
HEL 999. Is that help, murder, or the Mark of the Beast?’

‘Neither, I trust.” He was not good at this fooling with Henry's
eye upon them.

‘I think it's ominous.” She yawned again. ‘A good journey to you,
anyway. Didn’t you say you were driving up north tonight? And
Henry's running down to Aylmouth to catch the ten o’clock tide for
his yacht race; what busy, purposeful lives men lead.

Her husband shot her a narrow glance. He was a thin, hot-eyed
man, with crusted lips and hands that trembled continuously and
nervously, except when he was holding a bow or a tiller; then they
calmed and steadied.

‘And what will you do with yourself, my dear?’ he inquired.

‘1 shall have a delicious, solitary evening. I shall go to bed early
and curl up with a box of chocolates and several thrillers, and then
I probably shan’t read a word. I shall go to sleep thinking of you
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energetic people speeding through the night, and how much more
[ am enjoying myself than either of you.’

And it was true, too, Desmond thought in exasperation. He
could not ever convince himself that when he was out of her sight
she spared him a single thought, or that, if she did, he was regarded
as anything more than a pleasant garnish to a comfortable existence.

‘Goodbye, Mr... Colne,” Sarah said, indolently moving towards
the house. ‘Supper when you want it, Henry.

You'll let me know, then, as soon as these are available,” Henry
said to Desmond, tapping the papers. J

He watched the car go, following it with his eyes until it was
out of sight, like a suspicious watchdog who has as yet no proved
grounds of enmity. Then he walked indoors, staring at the ground
as if he hoped to see spoor on it.

Tve put up your sailing food in the canvas bag,” Sarah called.
1t’s all ready for you.’

After Henry had driven off to catch his ten o’clock tide, Sarah ful-
filled her programme to the letter, dozing over the thrillers and the
chocolates until she smiled and roused herself and went to bed. She
switched oft all the lights and listened for a moment to the trees; the
wind was rising. Henry will have to reef right down, she thought,
and felt in imagination the rasp of wet, stiff rope on her fingers.
Then, dismissing both men from her mind, she went to sleep.

She was roused by the cold touch of lips on her arm: lips that had
come fresh from exposure to the wind outside.

‘Hullo,” she said, half waking. ‘Oh, it’s you; how very pleasant.’

‘Weren't you expecting me?’

1 had no 1dea [ thought you might have been put off by
Henry's arrow.’

‘But he’s well away by now, surely? Rocked on the deep. Rocked
is the word, I may say; he’ll be lucky if he finishes without some
broken spars. Listen to it. .

She lifted her head from the pillow and listened to the wind.
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Desmond was moving quietly about the room. He was a big man, with
intent, staring, sardonic eyes, which were often so preoccupied, watch-
ing faces for revelations of hidden motives, that they missed the obvi-
ous. Sarah was a perpetual enigma to him because she was so 31mple

‘Wouldn’t it be curious if Henry were to drown?’

‘Most curious. Should you be pleased? I suppose he'd leave you
quite well oft ?’

‘It would be a relief,’ she said reflectively. ‘He really has been
most trying lately, snarling like a savage dog if I so much as pass the
time of day with any other man; he was quite vile about a couple of
books he found that Eric Ames lent me.

It’s lucky I’'m not in the habit of lending you books, said
Desmond, chuckling. He kissed her ear and picked up a handtul
of the honey-coloured hair. ‘But why does Ames lend you books,
anyway? Haven’t you enough to read here?’

‘How absurd you are. Don’t say you're starting to get jealous,
t00?’ She turned to him, leisurely smiling, unambiguous as the sun
on a field of barley.

‘Of course not,” he said, stifling the thought. ‘Look, I brought a
bottle of Beaune. Shall I put it down near the fire?’

‘Marvellous; but pour me a glass first. Just listen to that wind.
Heaven help poor sailormen on a night like this.” She raised her
glass to him. It winked red in the firelight.

A couple of hours later Desmond looked at his watch.

‘Better be off,” he said.

‘Do you have to?

1 really am going up north. Have to be in Stockport by eleven
tomorrow morning.

‘How long shall you be gone?’

‘A month, two months,’ he said, picking up the empty bottle,
tilting it against the light, and tossing it into the wastepaper basket.
I shall be bored.

‘Still, if Henry’s acting suspicious and odd, it's probably quite a
good thing. He'll have simmered down when I come back.”
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She made no reply, but lay idly watching him as he knotted
his tie. "‘Where did you leave the car? You're going to get wet,” she
remarked, as a gust of rain slapped the window.

‘Out in your hidden lane. Not far to run. It makes a grand hiding
place. Well—

‘Well.

He raised his eyebrows, briefly kissed her goodbye.

When he was gone, Sarah rolled over in drowsy luxury and
stretched, thinking, ‘How delicious to have the bed to oneself from
time to time.’ '

She had nearly dropped off to sleep again when she was woken
by a splitting, tearing crash, followed a few seconds later by another,
equally loud. Then silence, except for the hushing of the wind.

Sarah looked at her watch. The tiny green gleam showed
three o'clock.

1If this was a thriller,” she thought sleepily, ‘it would be impor-
tant to remember the time. If this was a thriller I'd seize my torch
and revolver and dash out to investigate. ..’

A tidal yawn engulfed her, she slid an arm beneath the pillow
into her accustomed position, and slept.

Next morning, in the glimmering watery light of the dying gale,
Henry came home. He was tired, unshaven, and hollow-eyed; his
mouth was framed by two deep grooves like geological faults.

‘Weather conditions hopeless,” he told Sarah. ‘The race was
scratched. Just as well for me. Mainsail split while we were still in
harbour. Hell of a mess.’

It did blow, Sarah said placidly. She glanced out at the lawn,
covered with broken wreckage of trees. ‘I wondered about you.’

His eyes flickered at her, and the twitch at the corner of his
mouth that might have been a smile or just a muscular spasm jerked
twice. He strolled out into the porch, picked up his bow and quiver,
and said tonelessly, Tm going through the wood. Always some
injured birds after a gale like that.’

She nodded without reply and twirled her filament of tatting.
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If the thought of possible tyre marks came to her, she ignored it.
He watched her inimically for a moment or two: fresh, graceful,
composed, she sat in the window seat among her gossamer artefacts.
Her nimble wrists and smooth, capable forearms emerged from the
drooping Restoration sleeves of a corded silk housecoat, but there
was nothing provocative about her today; she was as self contained
and aloof as a cat embarking on its morning toilet.

He shrugged and went out into the wet garden.

The grass was bent and silvered; heavy drop-laden spider-webs
swung and dangled from bush to bush. In the hidden road the scent
of broken, wet greenery was strong and steamy.

A hundred yards along the overgrown lane a brighter flash
caught his eye among the wet leaves and he nodded sourly to him-
self in acknowledgment of his unexpressed suspicions: Colne’s car
stood there. Two huge elm boughs had dropped across it, pinning it
as securely as a beetle to an entomologist’s board.

‘HEL 999,” Henry said aloud, still with his sour smile. “The Mark
of the Beast, eh?’ He walked up to the car, wondering what excuse
Colne would offer for its presence, and then his smile grew fraction-
ally wider as he saw that the owner was still inside. He must have
made an attempt to get out when the first bough fell, and had been
caught half in and half out. It would not have been comfortable. He
must have lost a considerable amount of blood; quite a pool of it had
dripped into the leaf-filled rut below the car. Looking at him atten-
tively, Henry saw that he was not yet dead, though unconscious;
perhaps it was even possible that he could be saved.

‘Still, we won’t bother about that’ Henry murmured; he often
talked to himself when he was in the woods. ‘No one else ever
comes this way; we’ll just leave him to cool, eh?’

His eye caught a chattering grey squirrel among the branches,
and he drew out an arrow but changed his mind. He had wished
for larger game, and now he was presented with it. He thought of
Sarah, lolling so composedly, her wrists flashing among the lace;
thought of her with a hunter's voluptuous possessiveness. He was



8 Joan Aiken

quite prepared to wait; he would give her six months, perhaps a year
even, until Colne’s tragic accident was out of people’s minds and
would not be connected. Then — an accident in the garden, a freak
of wind as she swung in her hammock, a horrible mischance for
which, knowing Henry to be a devoted and uxorious husband, no
one could have anything but the deepest sympathy.

He swallowed deeply, savouring this prospect, took, with keen
enjoyment, a last look at poor Colne who had met such unexpected
retribution, and then turned back towards the house, mentally mak-
ing an inventory of all his arrows and trying to decide which was
the best for his purpose. The ironwood, perhaps; or the teak; or the
rowan he had made himself, fitting on it for fun a flint arrowhead
he had picked up in the park.

And then at last, slowly and with infinite satisfaction, he began
pondering the choice that was to take him through so many months
of long-drawn-out pleasure, the choice of which mark to aim at: the
~ neck, the heart, or the eye?

‘Lunch, Henry,” Sarah called through the porch window. ‘Jugged
hare.’
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Submerged

Diving into the river, Peter Hume always felt he was entering some-
thing of his own. The brown water never rebuffed him, even the first
chill on his skin had a curious softness, like snow; everything crisp
and taut in his mind relaxed and was drenched.

[t was a mild river, dropped into a steep slot between its banks
and thatched over with trees. Some instinct for secrecy kept it at
work, quietly shifting the soil, settling with the persistence of a
hermit into a deeper, browner bed. The colours here were not the
bright mirror colours of a river. Loosestrife, with its carnival pur-
ple, strong yellow ragwort and red campion, all had a difthidence;
softened, almost brumous, they enriched without decking the river
bank. Round the occasional eddies, bright beams of sunlight jumped
and jazzed until late evening, and then all that was left of their
energy was a thin, milky mist.

Peter couldn’t often stay so long, he had to go home to supper or
there would be questions. He wasn’t supposed to swim in the river
anyway, there was some talk about its being dangerous because of
the submerged roots of trees. Peter knew all about those, they added
the essential risk which made the river perfect. He had been careful
never to give any promise, for his conscience was lively and would
have kept him to it. His mother supposed he swam in the quarry,

and Peter’s code, which was rigid enough within the letter of its law,
did not require him to disillusion her.

9
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The other boys rarely came to the river. They preferred the
quarry which was twenty feet deep in places and ideal for diving.
Peter sometimes went with them, but there was nothing to see under
water, whereas here, once you had the knack of diving between the
roots, it was like being in a bony world of dim arches and aqueducts,
caverns and slanting forests. Peter did not try to persuade anyone
else to his way of thinking, he preferred to keep the river to himself.

For his first dive, he always went to the left of the willow, where
there was nothing more exacting than a couple of stumps which
could knock every breath from his body at the slightest miscal-
culation. That first plunge, with the water roaring in his ears and
the mud smoking up from his outflung hands, was the moment of
relaxation. The world was at once bounded by a bank, the sky was
a fragmentary blue between the leaves, and until it was time to put
on his clothes again he felt no distinction between himself and the
river dwellers — the otters, water rats, minnows, and frogs. He was as
contented as they, plundering the mud or floating on his back and
beating up a white spray which looked, on that sober water, surpris-
ing as a glimpse of petticoats under brown homespun.

This was a Saturday afternoon. From early morning the distance
had never been still, the heat quenched all movement save a small,
tireless jig of solid and motionless things. Peter’s skin was thirsty for
the river even while he went, meekly, to have his hair cut and, fum-
ing, for his music lesson. But the afternoon was his own, and that
first plunge, to the left of the willow, past the stumps and up through
ribbons of cool weed, absolved him of the morning’s sufferance.

He came up breathless, shaking the wet hair out of his eyes.
Ripples were widening round him, already they had reached the
bank and were moving the grasses. It was nice to make himself felt
like that, he wished he could see it happening in the air as he moved
about, although he wouldn't care to have other people’s ripples get-
ting mixed up with his own.

He lay on his back, and the noise of the water in his ears was
like the intermittent singing in a shell. When he thought about the
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river, he could always remember that sound and the way his hair was
gently lifted from his scalp and floated.

Looking up, he saw that the blue sky was trying to burn through

the leaves and get at the river. Had it ever been dry? How much
hotter would it have to be before the sun could suck all this water
up and bake the mud? It was supposed to have happened once to
the earth, and there were cracks so big that you would need a bridge
to cross them, and looking down, you'd see the fires burning at the
middle of the earth. That must have been some heat wave. Peter let
himself sink like a stone.
Of course, there could be two opinions as to the delights of the
river bed. Peter was not squeamish about the soft fleshy mud creep-
ing round his ankles or about the things which slid from under his
feet. He trod firmly, feeling the weight of the water on his eyeballs,
seeing only a little way through the greenish gloom. There was one
thing he needed now, and that was a knife, carried between his teeth
like a sponge diver. He had almost saved enough to buy one.

Under water was no solidity except in touch. Banks and tree
roots had no more substance than the reeds, they moved together as
in a tiny draught. Peter could see what appeared to be the ribs of a
huge skeleton, greening and forgotten on the river bed. They formed
a narrow black tunnel with an arched opening which reminded him
of a church door.

Peter shot up to the surface, drank in air and blinked in the vio-
lence of the sunlight. He stayed where he was — treading water — his
wet head shining like glass. It was as well not to move away because
he was positioned exactly for his performance. As usual, he was
dubious about it, his heart began to knock. A certain excitement was
permissible, due to the occasion as a whisper to a church. Any other,
~ lesser emotion belonged to some girlish self which he would gladly
have detached and drowned.

This performance was partly a pleasure, partly an endurance test.
Until it was accomplished, Peter felt he had no more rights over
the river than any of the myriad gadding gnats. Afterwards, by the
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law of possession of the tamed by the tamer, he considered himself
established beyond deeds or bonds.

The ribs under water were tree roots left arched and empty by
the river's delving. They were big roots, thicker than Peter’s wrist,
and there were enough of them hooped over to form a short, tor-
tuous tunnel. Peter had explored it and found he was just able to
squeeze through before his breath gave out. It was a foolhardy trick,
that was its great attraction. Peter knew that if he ever got wedged
in that bony tunnel, he would drown as miserably as a cat in a sack.

But danger was a saving grace. Without it, Peter would not have
been able — nor would he have needed — to establish his suzerainty
over the river. He was convinced that if he ever swam here without
going through the submerged tunnel, the river would be estranged
from him, his sense of property and kinship would be lost.

He looked down at his hands, pawing the water like a dog to
keep himself afloat. If he came often enough he might get webs
across his fingers and his blood might cool. Then he could live
here without any trouble, and explore the river from beginning to
end. He could follow it down to the sea, and when he was tired of
swimming he could make a boat with a cabin and a couple of guns
in the poop. A boat was always useful — if he stayed in the water
all the time his skin would probably go green and pimply like a
frog's. That thought troubled, not his vanity, but his dread of the
conspicuous.

A bird flashed past him and vanished in the shadows. For a
moment the brown homely river was fired by something tropical —
a flicker of cobalt, bronze, and scarlet. The improbable kingfisher.

Sight of that pure violent motion inspired Peter. He dived
fiercely. The tunnel rushed to meet him, the dark entrance quench-
ing the image of the kingfisher. Then his head and shoulders were
under the first root. Twisting, levering, held fast in a green skeletal
gullet, with mud clouding round him, shins and elbows scraped, he
yet found some sizeable satisfaction in the ordeal. He was proving
himself and the more desperate the struggle, the more splendid and
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impeccable the proof. All scars were honourable, his lungs withheld
not only the river but the force of a mighty and malignant enemy.

The tunnel ended in a last twisted hoop with a clump of
shadowy weed beyond. Peter squeezed his head and one arm and
shoulder through first. His hand slipped, then grasped the weed.
Some of it came away, mud boiling up with it, but the main clump
was firm and he hauled himself free by it. Then he was moving
upwards, and a dim, gnomish world dropped away under his feet.

It was like coming in out of the dark when the sun beat
down on his head and shoulders. He swam grunting to the bank,
pulling the water aside familiarly as one who casts off his tangled
bed sheets.

For a few moments he lay stretched out on the bank until his
skin felt sticky and partly dry. Then he sat up, looked behind him at
the empty blond fields, still juddering with heat, and back again -
‘at the river. There was wild angelica growing on the far bank, green
umbrella ribs blown inside out and ending in a frivolous froth of
white. The water did not reflect it, there were too many bright beams
just here, but Peter thought it looked cool and eatable. He wished
now that he had brought something to eat, he began to tease himself
with visions of ice cream — enough to fill a decent-sized bowl, and a
spoon in the middle, leaning a little sideways as the ice cream came
to the rich liquefying stage which he loved best.

But he was not inclined to hanker after hypothetical pleasures
with real ones to hand. As he slipped back into the river there was
no splash, only the slow ripples moving out. His mood was now
leisurely and relaxed. He followed the ripples, letting himself sink
slightly in his laziness before he would lift an arm to make a stroke.
Pursing his lips, he blew fleets of bubbles along the top of the water,
~ snuffled it, floated and enjoyed it with the intensity of a very young
animal. Ice cream was forgotten, even when he saw the angelica
again it did not remind him of something to eat. There was a faint
lilac tinge on the flowers and the stalk was flushed a rich purple. It
was prettier than any of the flowers his father grew in the garden,
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but then, he conceded as he floated idly into midstream, it was only
right that his own river should have the best flowers.

The sun, the stillness, the drowsy boom of water in his ears,
lulled him into a half doze which the river’s slight chill would not
allow to become complete. Drifting from shadow to sunlight and
back to shadow again, he watched the burnt-out blue of the sky,
thickly figured with fiery leaves. Thoughts that were partly dreams
slipped through his mind. Imperial, childish dreams. The mild river
fostered them as school and home never did. Brittle, boy’s bones
stretched in a flash to the shape and substance of a man; his child’s
mind — bigoted and unsteady — was great with the sum of wisdom;
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