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Autumn Chill

RICHARD L. TIERNEY LIVES in his house, “The Hermitage”, in Mason City, Iowa. He has a degree in entomology from Iowa State University and worked with the US Forestry Service for many years. An editor, poet and critic, his seminal essay “The Derleth Mythos” is considered a cornerstone of modern Lovecraftian criticism.

A great admirer of the writings of Robert E. Howard, Tierney edited Tigers of the Sea and Hawks of Outremer for publisher Donald M. Grant, completing a few unfinished tales in the process.

His novels include The Winds of Zar, the “Bran Mak Morn” pastiche For the Witch of the Mists (with David C. Smith), The House of the Toad, The Scroll of Thoth: Simon Magus and the Great Old Ones, The Gardens of Lucullus (with Glenn Rahman), The Drums of Chaos, and six “Red Sonja” books (1981–83), also in collaboration with Smith.

Inspired by the work of Edgar Allan Poe, H.P. Lovecraft, Donald Wandrei, Robert E. Howard and Frank Belknap Long, Tierney’s poetry has been collected in Dreams and Damnations, The Doom Prophet and One Other, the Arkham House volume of Collected Poems, Nightmares and Visions, The Blob That Gobbled Abdul and Other Poems and Songs and Savage Menace and Other Poems of Horror.

S.T. Joshi has described Tierney as “one of the leading weird poets of his generation.”

HOWDY, YOUNG FELLOW! WHAT brings you down here

To this old graveyard in the piney woods?

Not many folks come wandering this way.
Lost, you say? Well, I figured you must be.
This family plot of mine’s a right far piece
From any town. But, don’t you worry none,
Just keep on this dirt road ’bout two miles more
And it’ll bring ye to the Aylesbury Pike.
But why not stop and rest a spell, young sir?
The evening’s fair and clear, and I don’t get
Much chance to chat and hear the outside news

From folks like you just passing through.

Yes, yes, I know you can’t stay long,

But bear with me a bit.
 
I’m a mite lonely here since brother Ned,
My only close kin, recently passed away.
Come on, I’d like to show ye ’round this place,
If you can spare some minutes from your trip.
Good! I won’t keep ye long. Come, follow me.
The evening’s mild and mellow – aye, and look!
There’s bright Orion climbing up the sky.

See how his jewelled sword-belt gleams!
 
And here comes Sirius, nipping at his heels!
Just hear that night-breeze starting up to whisper—
Listen to how it makes the dry leaves rattle

Like skeleton spiders!
 
A sad and spooky time o’ day it is,
The sun gone down behind the piney ridge,
The autumn afterglow a-fading out.

But, look, here’s what I wanted you to see—
This ancient graveyard nestled ’midst the trees.
It’s old, young sir, older than this Republic,
And ’most all of my kin lie buried here.
Look how those headstones hump up from the moss
With skulls and crossbones carved upon their faces.

They’re centuries old, some of ‘em.

But, see that fresh-dug mound and wooden cross?
Poor Ned was buried there a week ago.
Ain’t even got a proper headstone yet.
Ned, he was sort of odd and troublesome,
You know, like some of closest kinfolk are,
But I was mighty heartstruck when he up
And died so sudden . . . But, my God! What’s that?

You seen it too, young fellow, didn’t you?

Looked like a ’possum running fast, you say?

Well, I allow you may be right.

Just let me catch my breath a bit. ’Twas quite

A shock to see that critter scuttling from

Ned’s grave. You’re right, it must have been a ’possum . . .

Shaking, you say? Well, yes, I guess I am.

Gave me a start, that critter did, and I’ve

Been brooding some about poor brother Ned.

He’d read these books Great-grandpa’d handed down

Full of strange things most folks don’t know about.

Our family goes a long way back, y’know,

And some of them has had the wisdom-gift.

Ned, now, he had it too, I guess, ’cause soon

After he’d studied them old books awhile

The folks he didn’t like took sick and died,

Like cousin Henry and old Auntie Liz,

And when he started looking dark at me

I took to sleeping with an axe at hand.

They say a grave can’t keep a sorcerer,

But surely if his head’s been split in half

He can’t—

My God! That hole above Ned’s grave—

It don’t look like no ’possum could have dug it,
For look at how the fresh black dirt is mounded
As if it’s been pushed out! And now, what’s that—?
A rustling in the weeds, heading this way—
No ’possum goes like that with thin white tendrils
Waving above the grass. No. No! It’s Ned!
His brain’s done burrowed up beneath the sod,
Dragging its spinal cord like to a tail,
Waving its nerves like sorcery-poisoned stings.
It’s coming for me—see it? It’s his brain!

No, no, young fellow, don’t run off like that,
Don’t leave me here to meet that thing alone!
Come back!


SIMON KURT
UNSWORTH
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The Lemon in the Pool

SIMON KURT UNSWORTH WRITES when he’s not working, spending time with his family, cooking, walking the dogs, watching suspect movies, eating pizza or lazing about.

His stories have appeared in the Ash-Tree Press anthologies At Ease with the Dead,Exotic Gothic 3 and Shades of Darkness, as well as in Lovecraft Unbound, Gaslight Grotesque, The Sixth Black Book of Horror, Never Again and Black Static magazine. His story “The Church on the Island” was nominated for a World Fantasy Award, and was reprinted in The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror Volume Nineteen and The Mammoth Book of the Best of Best New Horror.

His first collection, Lost Places, was published by Ash-Tree in 2010, and his collections Quiet Houses and Strange Gateways are due from Dark Continents and PS Publishing, respectively.

“In the summer of 2009, I went on holiday with my family – the extended version. As well as my wife and son, Wendy and Ben, there were my parents, my sister and her husband, and my mother-in-law all sharing a villa in Moreira, Spain.

“One of the delights of the holiday was having a private pool, and seeing Ben enjoy himself in the water, where over the course of seven days he learned to swim. Perhaps even more fun was seeing his joy when things started to appear in the pool on a daily basis – a tomato, a lemon, two courgettes, three green chillies.

“I have no idea where they came from, but I suspect that children in a neighbouring villa were playing a joke on us and Ben loved it. It got to be one of the most exciting things about the holiday, waiting to see what would appear that day. After the appearance of the courgettes, my sister said, ‘This’ll fi nd its way into one of Simon’s stories,’ and everyone laughed and someone (I think my mum) said, ‘Even he couldn’t write a story about this.’

“Mum, if it was you that said that, this story is entirely your fault.”

 

ON THE THIRD AFTERNOON, it was a lemon.
 
The first day, it had been a tomato, half-battered and sunk to the bottom of the pool, and on the second a courgette which floated and bobbed merrily on the wavelets by the filter intake, and Helen had laughed. The tomato, she fi rst assumed, had been dropped by a bird; it was small and the damage to it could have been caused by the fall but the courgette was flawless, its green skin mottled and undamaged.

Thinking about it then, she reasoned that it must be an odd sort of joke. Oblique and impenetrable unless you were its perpetrator, certainly, and not something that she understood, it was the kind of joke that children carried out, young children like the ones from the villa up the hill. By the time the lemon appeared, also floating like a reflection of the sun at noon, she was sure of it.

Helen’s rented villa was built into the side of a hill. Below her, if she peered over the wall at the end of the garden, she could see the roofs of the shops that lined the road around the base of the hill, and to either side were villas inhabited by retired couples. Neither had grandchildren that visited as far as she knew, which only left the villa behind her, up the slope.

Standing by her pool, holding the lemon (still warm from bobbing at the surface of the water in the afternoon’s heat), she looked up at it. Her back wall was high, over fifteen feet, and it obscured most of the villa’s lower floor, but she could still see the upper storey. No one moved on the balconies or behind the windows, and she could not hear the children playing.

She put the lemon in the kitchen, next to the courgette. It was full and bright, and Helen thought she might cut it into slices for her evening gin and tonic. She hadn’t thrown either of them away because it seemed a shame to waste them and, although she didn’t find the mysterious appearance of fruit and vegetables particularly funny, she was slightly touched by the effort the children were going to.

Every day for three days now, they must have waited until she went in for her siesta and then thrown things into her pool. Or, if they weren’t throwing them, they were sneaking in and placing them in the water. Either way, it showed a strange commitment that she liked. It was, she thought, nice to be the focus of someone’s attention again, however gentle and odd that attention might be.

On the fourth day it was green peppers, large and emerald, the type she had thought were overlarge chillies when she first arrived in Spain. She fished them out and turned to the villa up the hill, waving at it even though she could see no one. She hoped she might hear the laughter of hidden children, and intended for her wave to show that she was enjoying the joke, but she received no response. The villa’s white walls and glittering windows reflected the afternoon sunlight back at her, sending glints across the pool’s surface and catching the splashes on the tiled poolside. Shielding her eyes helped block the brightness; she kept looking at the villa, tracing around its whitewashed walls and shaded verandas with vision that was bleached by the glare, but still she saw no movement. The building remained blank and stolid.

Helen put the peppers with the courgette and lemon, still untouched in her kitchen. She hadn’t wanted to slice the fruit in the end, partly because she felt that cutting it up would be in some way rude or dismissive of the joke that the children were taking such care over, and partly because of the way it felt. Mostly because of the way it felt, actually. When she picked up the lemon the previous evening, it hadn’t felt very right, not at all. It was still bright, its yellow skin gleaming and slightly waxy, but it was soft and pulpy when she squeezed it and she wondered if its time in the pool had affected it in some way. It felt mushy, somehow. Rotten inside. In the end, she found another lemon and used that, having a couple of drinks on her veranda and enjoying the cooling day’s end as the pool chuckled to itself in the slight breeze.

On the fifth day, the joke started to wear a little thin. Helen came out after her afternoon rest (Siesta, she told herself, it’s a siesta and everyone does it) to find that the pool was covered with a floating scum of redcurrants, a myriad little spheres dancing in the splintering gleam of the sun. Like the courgette, lemon and peppers, the redcurrants were undamaged and looked juicily ripe, but there were so many of them. They covered most of the surface, a slick that tinged the pool a deep and lustrous pink as the light glittered off them and down into the water.

It took Helen almost half an hour to clear them all, scooping them out with the net she usually used to clear dead insects and leaves from the surface of the water before they were drawn into the filter. By the time she finished, she had filled a large metal bucket with the fruit and it was almost too heavy to lift, so that she had to tug it to make it move and then drag it tilted onto its lower rim, shrieking and leaving a white track behind it. Hauling it across to the kitchen so that she could put the fruit into bags, she looked once more at the villa up the hill, hoping that the children would see her, see that her face no longer showed amusement. Apart from anything, it was a waste of fruit because she couldn’t possibly eat all these redcurrants, and she had left her jam-making days behind her when she left the grey drear of England and moved to Moreira.

Day six, and the joke collapsed in on itself completely.

Emerging from the cool shade of the villa when the sun had moved around far enough to lose some of its glaring power, Helen found two large fruit floating in the pool. They were the size of melons, but it was impossible to tell what they actually were; they were disintegrating and rotten. Strings of yellowing, slimy flesh trailed from the fruit, whose dark skin was mottled green and brown. The water around the two floating things was hazy and opaque, coloured like stale urine with the fruits’ juices. Even as Helen watched, tendrils of pulpy flesh drifted from two globes, along with things that looked like seeds, performing somnambulant spirals as they sank to the pool’s bottom. Once there, they joined more of the yellowing tendrils, like shed snakeskin, all of them drifting in currents that made them dip and rise in a low harmony. It looked like they were dancing.

Helen tried to fish the large pieces of fruit out with the net but they broke apart as she pulled them to the side, the green skin flapping like a torn flag and the insides escaping and floating back towards the centre of the pool, spreading in the eddies created by the net’s movement and the breeze that tickled at the water’s surface.

“Shit,” muttered Helen. There was no way that she could get it all out with the net; it was dissolving as she watched, breaking into tiny fibrous pieces and giving the surrounding water a pale yellow corona as though it were haloed by corruption. It smelled too, a sharp, scraping odour that itched in her nose. The whole of the pool was fouled with it, and she needed to run a full backwash filter cycle before she could use it again.

As Helen went to the pool controls, she looked up at the hillside villa and glared, wondering if the children could see her and tell how angry she was. She only ever had to run a full fi lter cycle once every few weeks normally; apart from bugs and a floating layer of sun cream, the pool stayed generally clean and she could freshen it by hand and with a little water turbulence from the jets once a day. Between the net and the pool’s own filter, she had little to do to maintain the water and could, instead, just enjoy it. She had only run the full cycle 6 days ago, and now she had to do it again, and it annoyed her. It wasn’t funny.

As the jets circulated the water in the pool, pushing the debris towards the fi lters, Helen fished out the larger pieces as best she could. Most of it had sunk and she had to reach deep with the net to catch it, and it was hard work; the water was heavy against the mesh, pushing the pieces into a swirling dance around the pole and making her arms ache as she dug and chased. She couldn’t reach the middle of the pool very easily from the side, but she didn’t want to get into the water. It might have made things easier, but the smell of the fruit hovered, viscous and unpleasant, and if that was how it smelled, it would surely feel worse. She didn’t like the idea that, unseen, tiny particles of it would be brushing against her, clammy against her skin, worming their way below her costume, tangling themselves in her pubic hair, getting inside her, into her mouth, her throat, her nose. Her stomach. No, whatever this rotten fruit was, she wanted as little contact with it as possible.

The last thing Helen had to do was clean the fi lters themselves; she had removed all of the larger pieces from the water and had regulated the level of chlorine, testing and adding until the water was back to something approaching normal and safe. In the hours that it had taken her, the water in the pool had been cycled through the filtration system, which meant she now had to remove and clean the meshes themselves. It was never a particularly pleasant job, cleaning away the broken bodies of insects and scraping off the scum of dirt and grease that collected across the fine nylon netting but today it was awful. The fi lters were clogged with torn and pulpy flesh and with a thick, clinging slime that stank. Seeds clustered in the slime, nestling against dead insects whose bodies looked wrong somehow, half-formed and dissolving as though the slime was corrosive. Helen didn’t want to touch it.

She found a pair of old rubber gloves in the kitchen, and a wooden spoon that she no longer used, and began to scrape the filters clean. Each time she dragged the spoon through the muck, she uncovered new things, little treasures given up like dinosaur bones from tar pits. A large grasshopper, its wings almost gone and its face weirdly distorted; a clump of leaves, soaked down to a dark blob like melting toffee; a single cranberry, ripe and apparently unmarked but softer than it should have been, shifting between her fingers like jelly as Helen squeezed it; a larger piece of fruit that smelled like fermenting star fruit. She put it all into the bucket along with the pieces she had managed to strain from the pool, where it settled in viscid puddles. The smell from the bucket as it baked in the heat was overpowering, like ammonia or bleach.

By the time Helen finished, the bucket was full and heavy and getting it to the villa was difficult. She didn’t want to slop its contents on her as she walked, so she ended up dragging it, stretched out, her back aching and her muscles singing in protest. This wasn’t what she had thought she’d be doing when she retired, she reflected, looking again at the villa up the hill. All those years of drudgery in the office, all the meetings and reports and filing, all the late nights in the office completing the work for bosses, and the lonely nights at home, all the insincere greetings and hollow works’ parties, they were the bedrock on which her villa was built. Somewhere hot and private, where she could rest, read and never, ever be at anyone else’s beck and call again, that was the plan. Not this.

“Shit,” she muttered again, and carried on dragging the bucket towards the bin.

The next day, it was meat.

One of the pieces looked like a haunch; the other was a ragged mess of redly-gleaming flesh and white bone that she couldn’t identify. Furious, she swung at them with her net, watching in dismay as both chunks broke into smaller pieces even as she drew them from the pool, watching as the water tinged pink around them and knowing that she would have to run a full filter cycle again. Like the fruit, the meat smelled, a corrupted, sour scent of bile and decay, and as it dried in the heat its surface mottled to a patched and bruised grey. It had looked fresh in the water, certainly, but the way the flesh sloughed off the bone as it lay in her net convinced Helen that it was old, kitchen waste or something scavenged from the bins behind the supermarket.

Using the net to keep the meat away from her, she went to the gate, intending to go to the villa up the hill and complain, but she stopped before going out onto the road. She had no proof, only suspicions, and besides, even if she was right, the likelihood was she would be dismissed as a foolish, raving woman, going senile in the heat. Meat? they would say. Our children? No, not our children. You must be mistaken.

As the filter cycle ran, Helen sat in the shade drinking juice and wondering about her options. The sound of the pumps was calming, like hearing the distant hum of bees. She could go to the villa in person, she thought. Not carrying a net of meat and not in her swimming costume, definitely, but still go, explain politely and rationally that it had been amusing at first but that it wasn’t amusing now, that it was a waste of her time having to keep cleaning her pool. The problem was, she knew, she had no proof. She had never seen the children throw anything, never seen them looking at her over their wall or heard them laughing. And besides, she thought, how likely is it that this is the work of young children? The fruit, maybe, but meat? No. It didn’t seem likely.

Then what? Tell the police? Again, no. Moreira was a tourist town, so she wouldn’t be dismissed entirely because they relied on tourism and had to make sure they listened when tourists complained, but they wouldn’t take her seriously. It wasn’t exactly a major crime. “Excuse me, officer,” said Helen quietly to herself, “someone appears to have thrown a courgette into my pool, and then a lemon, and then redcurrants and then some meat. No, I don’t want it stopped, I just wondered if you could find out who it was and ask them for an onion and rice and some pastry as well. I was hoping to make a risotto and then a fruit pie to follow.” She sighed and sipped her drink. It was so stupid.

The filters were clogged with meat, greying and semi-liquid, and Helen wore the gloves again to clean them. There were more pieces of fruit in the mesh as well, tiny fragments of something that looked like it might once have been orange segments and more of the yellowing slimy residue that wrapped itself around her gloved fingers and stank like raw shit. At the bottom edge of one of the filter screens she tugged loose a long, thin piece of meat. It stretched out before snapping free and she had the impression that it was covered in tiny suckers like an octopus’ tentacle. It curled around itself in the palm of her hand, disintegrating as she tried to unwrap it so that she could look more closely and releasing an oily, bitter smell. Finally she dropped it in the bucket with the other pieces of flesh and slime; whoever it was was dropping pieces of octopus in her pool now. Fine. Brilliant. Fucking wonderful. And Helen, kneeling by her pool in the day’s dying sun began, very quietly and calmly, to weep.

The next day, Helen didn’t go inside for her usual siesta. Instead, she set herself up at a table in the shade, where she could read and keep an eye on the pool. She brought a huge jug of juice, clinking with ice cubes, several magazines and a book she had been intending to start for a while. Let them, whoever them was, try to throw things into her pool now. Perhaps, if she did this for several days and stopped them having their fun, they would grow bored. Helen no longer thought it was the children in the villa; the addition of meat had made it feel nastier, one of the pranks of youth rather than childhood. Expats were, she knew, not always popular and she was particularly vulnerable. Older, female and on her own, she must have seemed like a perfect target.

“Well, fuck you,” she said loudly, pouring herself her first glass of juice, using the language she would never have used back home but which she had secretly always loved. “Fuck you all.”

Even though she sat and read through the hottest part of the day, the sweat gathering in a thin slather across her skin despite the shade, Helen saw nothing. Several times, she rose and walked to the edge of the pool, peering into its blue waters in case she had missed something falling or being thrown in, but the water remained clear and clean. She managed to read her magazines, but the book proved too dense for her to cope with when she came up against the impenetrable wall of unbroken black text and heat and sun and her mind moving far more slowly than she would have liked it to. Instead, she finished the juice, the ice cubes long since melted into nothing, and was almost dozing when she heard the noise.

It was like a bath emptying, she thought as she jerked her head up from the table. Or, more accurately, it was like the sound air made as it broke the surface as water emptied away, a sort of deep, bass rumble that seemed to have no end and no real beginning. She went to the poolside, not sure what to expect, and found that the surface was choppy and broken. Fat bubbles rose from under the water, emerging in gross mushroom domes that burst and splashed. Watching the agitation, Helen smelled something sulphurous and dank and corpulent that bloomed with every new bubbleburst and then faded as the water calmed, dissipating like the scent of a match after it had been extinguished, until nothing of it remained but a sour memory and the itch of it in her nose.

When the water finally settled, Helen checked the pool carefully. She thought at first that it was empty but then saw, floating near the bottom of the deeper end, something small and black.

“Another piece of fruit?” she asked herself aloud, and then the black thing shifted sluggishly. Helen watched as it unfurled, stretching out until it was a few inches long. It jerked and then moved through the water before slowing and stopping, finally drifting to the bottom like a half-furled parachute. She picked up the net and trawled for it but couldn’t reach; the bottom of the net passed over the top of the thing, making it drift towards the centre of the pool in lazy, curling arcs. She tried to use the net to create updrafts in the water to bring the thing within grabbing distance but it remained stubbornly low and out of reach. Not liking the way it hung there like a tiny black shadow intruding into her clean, clear pool, Helen took her sarong off and slipped into the water.

Diving down, Helen remembered with something almost like surprise how much she enjoyed being in the water, and why she had been so insistent about finding a villa with a pool for her retirement. These last days had taken away the joy of it, replacing it with dull irritation and a tension in her chest whenever she thought about the pool, and it was nice to rediscover pleasure once more in the water’s cooling embrace.

She swam around the pool’s floor until her breath gave out, looking for the thing and not finding it but not really minding. Surfacing, she released the stale air from her lungs and drew in a fresh breath. It was sweet and warm, and she liked the taste of it in her mouth. Turning onto her back, she floated for a while without moving, feeling the light against her face and her closed eyes and enjoying its warmth. This was why she had come here; the lightness of the air and the caressing weight of the heat, the way her skin seemed to open when the sun hit it and the smell of olives and oranges and the sea, all of it making a world as delicate and far removed from her lumpen, leaden old home as could be. There were no commuter journeys here, no weekends trapped inside by rain and boredom, no layers of clothing to deal with unexpected rain or cold snaps, no dismissive bosses or condescending work colleagues, no pitying looks in shops when she bought only enough food for one, no endless days of drudgery and repetition, only lightness and exhilaration and enjoyment.

And no one was going to spoil it for her.

Turning, she dived again, this time making a more precise search for the small, dark thing. She found it in the corner of the pool, not quite sunk to the bottom. Without her goggles on she couldn’t see it clearly, grabbing it and rising to the surface rather than trying to work out what it was whilst underwater. It felt warm and soft, rubbery and smooth. An olive, she wondered? A ball of some sort? Emerging and making her way to the side, she shook water from her eyes and looked at the thing in her hand.

It might have been an octopus or a squid, it was hard to be sure. It had tentacles, to be sure, seven of them and a ragged stump where an eighth might have been and two smaller, almost vestigial nubbins above them. Above these limbs was a bulbous body, looking and feeling like a ripe and boneless fruit in her hand. It was only two inches long and out of the water it was an iridescent black, sparkling with colours that prickled over its surface and faded as she watched.

Even as she held it, it deflated somehow, its little bulb body collapsing in on itself. Black liquid like coagulated ink spattered out from between the tentacles and slicked across her fi ngers. It was warm and sticky and smelled of fish that had been left to rot in the heat and light and closeness.

Helen gagged, spat, gagged again and then dropped the thing onto the side of the pool, far enough away so that it wouldn’t drip back into the water; she had no desire to clean the pool for a third time. She moved away from it before climbing out, not wanting to be near it, still feeling the bitter swirl of bile in her throat and stomach and unsure whether she was going to vomit or not. The smell of it still clung to her, the tepid clamminess of the liquid on her hand making her want to scream or cry again. She was so angry, and terribly sad at the same time. Whoever was doing this, and however they were doing it, this was horrible. The octopus thing, some local fish she assumed, had done nothing wrong except be unable to survive outside of saltwater and had been sacrificed for the sake of what she now thought of as a campaign of harassment. Well, no more.

She washed her hands in the outside shower, went inside and got as far as picking up the phone to call the police before stopping. What, really, could she say to them? Really? The only time she had called them previously, when someone had tried to force a window one afternoon as she slept, had not been a good experience. The young policeman had listened to her concerns and looked at the scratched window lock and asked bored-sounding questions, but seemed more interested in letting his eyes crawl up and down her chest, making her wish she had put on something more covering than a sarong and swimsuit before he had arrived. He had told her, in halting English, that he would file a report and that she should not worry, and left and she never heard from him again.

How would they treat her if she tried to report this, she wondered. Not well, she thought. They would, she imagined, see her as a silly old woman, come here to escape the casual cruelties of life and to die in peace but unable to stop seeing ghosts in the shadows of every corner. She was too easy to dismiss, neither rich enough nor well known enough to demand attention, another incomer who didn’t speak the language and who didn’t belong. She replaced the phone in the cradle without dialling. This was supposed to be her safe place, and she did not want to open herself to ridicule within its walls. She went to clean the mess of the dead thing up.

The next day, she had a new idea. At the time she normally went back into the villa to escape the harshest of the afternoon sunlight, she instead slathered herself with the strongest sun cream she possessed and lowered herself into the pool. If whoever it was threw or dropped something in the pool today, fruit or beast, she would know. She would see it. See if they dare, she thought, and out loud said, “See if you dare, you little bastards.”

Helen floated. She could swim well, but she enjoyed more letting the water support her, take her where it wanted to go. It was as though a huge hand was holding from below, cupping her buttocks and back and shoulders with the gentlest touch she had experienced in a long and not always easy life. In the water she wasn’t old or young, she was neither spinster nor maid, she wasn’t retired or working, she wasn’t a collection of aches and pains, she wasn’t even female, she was just Helen. Helen, who had learned to like her own company but sometimes would have liked to share it, Helen who could cook but rarely did, Helen who read books and wanted to write one but knew she never would. Just Helen, whole and complete and real.

There was something in the water with her.

It was something about the way the water moved, the way it rose and dropped again in a gentle swell, scooping her and then letting her down, that gave it away. Something large had passed below her; impossible, but it had happened.

She rolled onto her front, more surprised than anything else, and dipped her face into the water. Her vision blurred, her eyes wanting to shut, treading water and seeing little but the fizzing blue of the water pressed against her pupils. She held it as long as possible, turning around and peering as best she could all around the pool. Nothing.

Only, the pool looked deeper, felt deeper than it should be, the water chilled suddenly as though she had somehow floated far out into a place where the sun no longer had the strength to reach and reflect back from the tiled floor.

Impossible.

Helen raised her head, convinced that she’d spooked herself but not knowing how, and as she shook her face free from her wet hair, a shadow moved in front of her. It was under the water, large and dark and swift, moving around from her front to her rear. Circling her. Instinctively, she stopped swimming; there was something predatory and cold about the shape that made her imagine teeth and black eyes and mouths that stretched wide and gaping. As slowly as she could, Helen turned, letting the currents take her towards the poolside.

It wasn’t there.

Or rather, it was, but it wasn’t where it should be. The pool was only forty feet long and about twenty wide, but now the side looked as though it were a hundred yards or more away.

The water was chilling further, darkening down to a slate grey and beyond, to the roiling near-black of storm clouds in leaden skies. The surface of the water was choppier now, wavelets breaking over her face and sending questing fingers into her nose and mouth, making her choke and cough.

She could not see the shadow now, the water opaque and dark, but the moving thing was still there. Helen could sense it, feel the current buffet her as it circled, the play of the water stronger and stronger around her legs and belly as whatever it was drew closer. A haze gathered above the water like a heat flicker but denser, distorting the now-distant lip of the poolside, and she wondered for a brief, fractured moment if she had put too much chlorine in the water before dismissing the thought.This wasn’t a hallucination brought on by too many chemicals, nor too vivid an imagination. This was no longer her pool; it was somewhere she did not recognise, somewhere vast and chill, and then something bumped against her foot.

The bump itself was not hard, but it was rough like sandpaper and it tore at her skin and she screamed and started to swim. All thoughts of motionlessness, of remaining a fl oating thing and not attracting attention were gone. The water rose and fell, knocking her, as the dark shape passed underneath her, close enough for her to make out scales and eyes like slick black plates and a fin curved like a sickle and then she was swimming with wild, thrashed strokes.

She choked as she swam, water that tasted flat and stagnant filling her mouth and a smell of sour, flat bile burning in her nostrils. She didn’t know whether the smell was her own fear or the haze above the water, and didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was to reach the side.

It was behind her. She knew it, could feel the water drive her forward as something pushed a bow-wave ahead of itself, the curl of it gathering behind her head and threatening to overwhelm her. She kicked her legs, urging her body on, pulling at the water with hands that felt numb and clumsy, sure she could feel lips kiss at her toes, teeth nip at her ankles. The side was still so far away, shrinking away from her rather than coming closer, the water bucking now, the air leached of colour and metallic-tasting, her hair draggling into her eyes and her body weighted and slow. She choked again, spitting out foul water, and struck out, trying to reach further, pull harder.

Trying to swim faster.

The thing in the water came at her from behind. Something banged into her legs and pushed her up, lifting her out of the water. Helen shrieked, kicking back and feeling her feet strike something rubbery and soft, going into a frenzy as the something clamped heavily around her calves and kicking even harder. Her left foot shifted within a writhing, sucking thing and she shrieked again, still rising from the water as she was pushed from below, water in her mouth and burning her nose. Her other foot scraped against a gelid mass and she kicked as best she could, feeling like her legs were wrapped in a heavy rubber sheet that constricted them and stole their strength. Her toes pushed against something that was warm and pulsed and she pushed, pushed, and then she felt it burst and her legs were suddenly enveloped in slimy warmth.

The thing that had hold of her bucked, thrashed her further out of the water and she felt something like pulsing plastic ropes grip at her thighs and then she banged into the side of the pool and was gripping at the smooth tile surface and climbing. The thing gripping her legs pulled and she slammed down into the hard poolside and started to slip back into the water, the ropes around her thighs tightening and the sucking about her legs increasing. She screamed and spat, tensing her arms and pulling and kicking and dragging and then, with a noise like a tooth pulling from a rotten gum, she slithered out of the water, skin scraping against the edge of the wall. She flailed, pulling at the tiled floor and thrashing with her legs so that it could not grab her again and she heaved, heaved with everything she had, and she was out.

Helen collapsed on the floor, gasping and weeping. Sunlight played across her face, warming her skin. She opened her eyes into a bright sky, wincing as the light lanced into them. She squinted and rolled over, rising to her hands and knees and looking out across the pool. It was twenty feet wide, and forty long, the water clear and blue and its surface, apart from the rapidly settling evidence of her own exit from it, was smooth and unbroken. There was nothing in its depths.

Nothing? No. There was a shadow at its centre, a darker smear that dwindled as she watched, shrinking in upon itself until nothing remained except the tiniest patch of shade which broke apart into droplets and dispersed. It was like watching ink escaping from a bottle in reverse and she had the sense of something closing. Those droplets, though, were still there in the water even though she could not see them; it wasn’t completely closed, was still open the tiniest invisible fraction somewhere in the pool.

Helen spat; the taste of the water was still in her mouth, rich and bitter and foetid. Was she going mad? Unexplained tastes were a symptom of brain tumours, she remembered. Was that it? Was she ill?

No. The stain from the dead thing yesterday was still clear on the poolside; she could see it from where she knelt. Looking down at herself, she saw scratches across her legs, stark against her pale skin. Her thighs were marked with abrasions that curled around in spirals, rising from her knees to just below her crotch. A slick of some darker liquid like grey oil covered her up to her knees and under it, her skin prickled.

She stood, unsteady but determined, and went to the outdoor shower. Turning it as hot as she could bear, she let the water flow over her, filling her mouth and swilling it around, spitting to clear the taste. It did not clear the slime on her legs until she rubbed at it and then it fell away in clumps, slithering down the drain like jelly. Helen cried as she scrubbed at her skin, the sick wash of old adrenaline and spent fear making her shake. When she vomited, thin strings of bile spattering from her mouth and disappearing down the drain with the pallid jelly, she hardly noticed.

Later, Helen brought her old photo albums out to the table and leafed through them. Even though they were mostly colour, they appeared black and white to her, fragments of a life that had died the moment she stepped out from the plane in Alicante, collected her luggage and walked to the hire car offi ce. Who were these people, she wondered. People in office clothes, in jeans, in gardens and on beaches, in winter, in summer, smiling and drinking and walking and posing, all of them forgotten by her and who almost certainly didn’t remember her. When were they taken, these endless photos of men and women, smiling and blank and unknown? She didn’t know. None of the photographs showed her in the villa; she had no friends here to take her photograph, no one to share this place with.

No one to tell about the pool.

She didn’t know what was happening in the water, or why, but she knew that it was real. She had seen it, smelled it. Felt it. She looked down at her photographs again and suddenly wished that she was home, not the home she had tried to make here but the dismal home she had left behind. In one of the photographs, she was smiling at the camera and wearing a heavy woollen hat. Had she still got that hat? She couldn’t remember but suspected she had thrown it away, thinking she would never need it because she was moving somewhere hot. She was hit by a terrible sadness, wishing that she still had the hat, that things were different, that they were back to normal and dull and boring and grey and cold. Back to safe.

The pool glittered in front of her, blue and calm in the Moreira sun.
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THE TOWN OF STRASGOL is situated in a corner of Eastern Europe forgotten by all but nationalistic Poles and Ukrainians. Their governments have squabbled over this tiny piece of territory for decades. Since neither claim has received international recognition, and its aged, insular citizens have scarcely any interest in politics, it has been allowed to fall into a state of decay. Its cobbled streets are mossy. Its mixture of architectural styles, ranging from Neo-Classical to Art Deco, has been disfigured by the state of near dereliction into which its buildings have fallen. Windows are sooty, with cracked panes, and once-elegant balconies now rot on lichen-crusted facades. At night scarcely half of the street lamps light up, due to either a lack of sufficient electrical power or their not being kept in a state of proper repair. In daytime the sky is invariably leaden, and low thick clouds hang heavy just above Strasgol. The myriad bell towers and spires of the town disappear upwards into the mist as if only half-constructed.

What had brought Eddie Charles Knox to the town had been an incorrigible wanderlust and a desire to escape from his commitments by retreat into an alcoholic haze. He had been looking for an unknown quarter of the continent where Americans were absent; such was his desire to escape from every trace of their pernicious worldwide influence. His only means of communication with people in this part of the globe was via the foreign language phrasebooks he carried with him, and by hand signals. He wanted nothing more by way of interaction.

Like the buildings of Strasgol, Knox was derelict. Only forty-eight, he had managed to destroy his liver. With his mottled face, broken capillaries and beer gut, he had long since ceased to draw attention from the young women at whom he stared and over whom he dreamed and wove impossible romantic fantasies as he sat in the Zacharas Café nursing a glass and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s.

Being a true son of Tennessee, he had a thirst for Old No. 7 whiskey. And had done for the last thirty years.

Back in the USA, devotees of supernatural fiction in mass-market paperback called Eddie Knox the “Berserker of Horror”. His heavy bulk, the flaming mane of red hair and beard, the mirror shades, had all added to the legend that had grown up around him. Only the incongruous Harris Tweed jacket with the worn elbows distorted the overall image. But he couldn’t bring himself to do away with it. Each ink blot, each smear of lipstick, each booze or ingrained powder stain on the fabric, recalled a precious memory he did not care to forget. First drafts in longhand with his trusty Waterman, drinking alcoholic English editors under the table at conventions, educating groupie nymphs in seedy hotel rooms, the acrid tang of cocaine as it hit the sinuses and the back of the throat after being snorted in toilets on first-class transatlantic flights and in stretch limos. Now those glories were of the past and had faded away like ripples, like echoes, like the dying of the light.

Eddie Knox chuckled to himself grimly. He took another swig of Jack Daniel’s from his personal shot glass engraved with a Confederate flag and looked around the Zacharas Café. Black humour with your choice of poison, Fortunato? But of course, Knox replied to himself, emptying his glass and making a silent toast; “The South will Rise”. Another toast – “to Edgar A. Poe”. Not “Allan” and certainly never “Allen”. America was an ignorant Yankee Military-Industrial Complex, and traditional southern gentlemen were not required. The bastards had got to Poe in the end. Banged him on the head in Baltimore. Damn the Freemasons!

Knox wished he could drown his sense of self-contempt. Sure, it was delightful to be here in the Zacharas Café, with its intimate booths for private intellectual conversation, with its rococo plaster ceiling, its air of 1920s European decadence, pre-war cabaret, and engraved windows of dazzling green glass. But it was dirty money that got him here. And he believed he wasn’t even worthy of raising a fellow author’s silent toast to the likes of Poe.

Knox felt like a fake. It wasn’t his tales of horror that seemed cheap; sure, they were hard to find but when found were nevertheless rightly lauded for their authenticity. No, it was the endless novels he’d written detailing the pulp adventures of Mungo the Barbarian and the sexual shenanigans of Mother Superior Lucia Vulva that had paid the bills and that had given respectability to the bank account. Those were what felt like cheating. When he was talking with fellow professionals, he laughed off any other objective than making big bucks. He was only a working writer. Fuck the pretentious snobs amongst us. But when he was alone, the compromise hit him hard. He wanted to be remembered as an artist. Nothing else really mattered in the end. There was no other form of survival after death. In the final analysis, all writers find out this hard truth. Whether or not they admit to it is a different matter.

Knox loved Europe. He adored its sense of history and slow decay. He wanted to be absorbed into its fabric and leave behind every single last trace of the obnoxiously optimistic and bogus “American Dream”. He’d lived and fulfilled that dream; and found it as nightmarish as an endlessly repeated TV advert for fast food, as a “you’re worth it” fixed smile with oh-so-perfect white teeth. And so he stopped dreaming, and crashed headlong into a sea of reality he couldn’t bear, but which suited him better. He preferred to drown quickly than die via a suicide stretched out across years.

He downed another dose of Jack Daniel’s from his shot glass and stared across the expanse of the Zacharas Café. It was sparsely occupied. There were one or two eastern European businessmen in sharp suits nursing beers, a couple arguing quietly in a corner, and, behind him, a fat man slouched back into a booth with his face lost in shadow. Knox had turned around once, pricked by the sensation of being watched, and, although he could not make out the man’s face clearly enough to tell, he had the distinct impression this person was staring fixedly at him. Maybe, Knox thought, he’s one of the natives who hates tourists just as much as I, another tourist, do. The way the lights were arranged in that part of the bar meant the fat man was visible only as a shadowy bulk, except for his gnarled powerful hands. These were resting on the table, in a pool of light cast by a shaded lamp. They were every inch as large and impressive as Knox’s own.

After a couple more shots, Knox’s agitation increased. He tried to resist the impulse to glance behind him, but it was impossible. Each time he had the impression the fat man was not only staring at him with a malicious contempt, but also with a sneer about his lips. There was no way he could be sure of this, for the shadow over the stranger’s face masked it, but he felt certain, on some primal, instinctive level, it was true. Finally, with enough booze in his gut to overcome any sense of restraint, and with his bill settled by the US banknote he left behind, he stood up abruptly, spun round and made directly for the booth containing the fat man in order to confront him.

But the stranger was no longer seated there. The booth was empty.

Knox cast his gaze around and saw the fat man outside, through one of the café windows. He was making his way into the fog and the back of his bulk was only visible for a moment before it was swallowed up entirely.

Knox decided to go after him. Had he been sober, the idea would have seemed ridiculous. Chase after someone in the fog, in a foreign city, for the offence of having apparently stared at you with contempt? But he was not sober. He was drunk. Moreover, he was drunk and he was sick of everything. And the stranger had become a symbol of that “everything” in his mind. Knox did not know what he would do when he confronted the fat man, but he didn’t think the outcome would be pleasant. Back in Tennessee, Knox used to shoot snakes on his porch.

Outside, the air was cold, clammy and thick. The shock of it made Knox gasp for breath momentarily. For a second he thought of returning to the café and forgetting about the whole thing. But he pressed on instead, accompanied by the sound of his heels clattering across the slippery cobblestones. He could see only a short distance ahead, and the street lamps burned like spectral pools of light in the gloom. Knox knew he could not have kept pace with a younger, slimmer, fitter man, and it was only the fact that his quarry was as overweight as Knox that made the chase a contest. He had no idea if the stranger even knew he was being followed along the series of narrow alleyways and claustrophobic courtyards, although from the circuitous route taken, it seemed likely.

The streets became a delirium of images, of skeletal trees, arched passageways and tendrils of fog.

Just as Knox had reached the point of breathless collapse and could not continue, he found that the stranger’s stamina had also given out only moments before. He saw the fat man’s bulk leant up against railings, hunched over and gasping for air. Knox summoned his last reserves of energy and hurled himself towards the fat man before he could land a first blow.

All the hatred, rage and disappointment he had ever felt in life seemed to well up inside him and demanded vengeance upon this individual. Knox could not even bring himself to say anything to the fat man, but found his hands fumbling madly towards the stranger’s throat. The fog fortuitously closed in around them in order to hide Knox’s crime. The blood seemed to boil in his veins, and he squeezed and squeezed the fat man’s fl eshly throat, choking him to death. Knox heard a voice, its accent indistinguishable, croak out the words I waited for you, or what sounded like them, before a gurgling sound and then final silence.

Impossible that he had not seen his tormentor’s – his victim’s – face. But it was true. And Knox realised that, had the fog not closed in, he would have deliberately avoided looking at it, because he was unaccountably terrified of what he would see. He was grateful to have been spared the sight of the dead stranger’s face at the end, since he had pulled out the jack-knife he always carried in his breast pocket, the one with the corkscrew at one end and the blade at the other, and slashed madly at the countenance of the corpse, tearing through flesh and scratching against the bone of the skull. He used the weapon to slice and hack until his hands were dripping, and the cuffs of his Harris Tweed jacket soaked with blood.

But the deed had not been carried out silently. The sounds of the struggle, and of his victim’s cries, had been heard. Knox heard the noise of advancing footsteps racing across the cobblestones behind him. There was more than one person closing in. Knox was sure no one could have seen him commit the murder, for the darkness and all-encompassing fog had been his ally, but he had to flee now and flee quickly.

A return to his hotel in order to collect his meagre luggage seemed out of the question, for haste was of the essence, and Knox resolved to make his way to Strasgol Station, which he recalled was close by. He would board the first available train; clean himself up immediately in one of the compartment toilets and travel as far away from the town as he was able. As he stumbled through the narrow alleyways that weaved between the mouldering buildings, he thought to check his wallet. He’d cashed some traveller’s cheques yesterday, and had a sudden fear he might have lost it in the struggle with the fat man. Nothing was missing.

Knox heard no sound of pursuit and, after walking for some ten minutes, arrived at the ill-lit and rundown concourse of the train station. A few passengers milled around inside under grimy fluorescent strip lighting, but it was late at night, and, in order to hide the blood on his hands and on the cuffs of his jacket, he stuffed his hands deep into his pockets. The ticket office had closed, and a sign on the notice board indicated that payment should be made to the conductor on the train. Also pinned to the notice board was a timetable. The final service, at eleven fifty, was scheduled to depart in five minutes, and was the express to Losenef.

Knox kept his head down as he joined the other seven passengers who were making their way onto the platform. The train was already waiting for them. It consisted of six coaches painted with olive livery and a driving cab, marked PKP SN-61. The passengers climbed aboard, hauling their luggage into the compartments, and Knox waited until the other seven travellers had chosen seats before he joined the service. He wanted to find a seat where he could not easily be seen by anyone else, at least until he had managed to clean himself up. The very last compartment of the rear coach was completely unoccupied and so Knox chose this one for his purposes, climbing inside only as the platform guard blew his whistle and the train actually began to move.

Once he was seated and the train picked up speed, leaving Strasgol Station behind, he removed his jacket with the bloodied cuffs and rolled up his shirtsleeves in order to conceal the blood that had soaked through. He folded his jacket so that its arms were hidden beneath folds, and nestled the garment under his arm. Then he left his compartment and looked along the narrow, rubbish-strewn corridor that ran along the length of the coach. It was deserted. At the end was the door to the toilet, and Knox was relieved to see, as he approached, that the indicator above the handle was green; it was unoccupied.

The inside was tiny and dirty. There was not even enough room to stretch one’s arms out to their full extent. A light bulb had been screwed into a socket on the low ceiling and provided a urine yellow glare by way of illumination. The lid of the squat plastic toilet was down, and for this mercy Knox was grateful, for he could detect the lingering stench of unfl ushed excrement. Above the crack-webbed washbasin was a round mirror about six inches in diameter. Its surface was coated with a thin layer of silvery-white residue, making it appear to be filled with mist. Knox turned on the tap above the sink, put the bloodied cuffs of his jacket underneath the dribble of cold running water and rubbed them vigorously with a token sliver of hand soap. After a few minutes of work, the cuffs turned from crimson to pink. No further change seemed likely, and the soap had been used up, so Knox ceased his labours. He looked up from the sink into the recesses of the small mirror.

At first he saw his own haggard face staring back at him, the eyes haunted, but then the image lost focus, and it dissolved into something else. He discerned a smear of red and black, until at last the vision gained form, and Knox stared at the ravaged features of the man whose face he had obliterated with his knife. The mutilated reflection in the mirror gazed back at him with Knox’s eyes. Its lipless grinning mouth breathed out a single sentence in a gloating whisper; I still await. For one terrifying instant it even seemed to Knox that he had switched bodies with the revenant in the mirror and was looking out from it through a cloud of mist at his own face. He raised his hands and covered his eyes to block out the sight, and when he lowered them, it had vanished. His hands were trembling and his nerves were shredded. He needed a drink to calm himself down. No, he needed much more than that; enough to blot out the night journey until morning came, and he was hundreds of miles away from Strasgol and the scene of the senseless murder he had committed.

He cupped water from the tap in his hands and splashed it across his forehead, his cheeks and his beard. He looked again in the mirror, and to his relief, saw only his own face and the background of the toilet, but nothing more.

He passed along the corridor to the next carriage and found the buffet cabin situated in a small section at the end. The metal shutter in front of the counter was down, and Knox knocked on it, hoping to draw the attention of a recalcitrant railway staff member. The possibility that the buffet was closed on this service was one he did not wish to entertain; such was the desire he had for the relief only alcohol could provide. There had been no initial response to his knocking and so Knox tried again, more forcefully this time, using his fist, until he felt someone tap him on the shoulder. Knox turned and saw the train conductor. This individual was muffled up against the cold and had wrapped a scarf high above his neck and just beneath his nose. He wore a tatty railway-issue greatcoat, with the collar turned up and it seemed, from its condition, the garment had seen many years of service. His dark green cap was pulled down low across his forehead, its brim resting on the top of thick-lensed and impenetrable eyeglasses.

“Ticket, sir?” the conductor said, his voice hollow and his English heavy with an Eastern European inflexion.

Knox rummaged in the pockets of his jacket, turning over loose scraps of paper, until he remembered he had no ticket and had intended to pay his fare on the train.

“I have no ticket,” Knox said, “can’t I buy one from you now?”

“More money. Two hundred zlotys,” he said.

“I see,” Knox replied, irked that the conductor had immediately marked him out as an American tourist, and was prepared to take financial advantage accordingly. Still, Knox thought, perhaps the man could be useful.

“How much extra would it cost to get a bottle of something warming to drink from the buffet? How about a discount for US dollars?” he asked, pulling out his wallet from the inner recesses of his tweed jacket with the pinkish cuffs.

“Buffet is closed. No buffet. No drink. Unless you pay maybe,” the conductor said, as his head nodded towards the notes Knox had drawn out and held in his hand.

The conductor flashed a set of keys attached to a chain that he drew from the pocket of his greatcoat and rattled them ostentatiously. He unlocked the door of the buffet cabin, disappeared inside and then emerged a few moments later bearing a half litre glass bottle and a plastic cup.

Knox handed over twenty dollars in denominations of five each. He was not at all sure whether this amount would cover both the cost of the ticket and the unknown booze provided by the conductor, but the man looked at the notes, held them up to the lamplight above their heads and grunted something unintelligible Knox took as a sign of satisfaction.

For his part, Knox was busy examining the bottle he’d just purchased. It contained a cloudy green liquid. The label gave no clue, at least in English, as to its contents. It was decorated with an obscure design, something five-pointed and akin to a swastika. Certainly, at least, the legend “85% vol” inspired confidence.

“It’s good,” the conductor said, as if aware an American would not be familiar with the brand. “It is the Nepenthe drink.”

“A brand of absinthe?” Knox asked.

“Better. You drink. Have a good trip.” He laughed and then shuffled off, making his way along the length of the corridor, swaying with the motion of the train.

Knox went in the opposite direction, back towards the coach in which he’d boarded the train. He wanted to lose himself in the strange green liquid as quickly as possible and feel it coursing down his throat, filling his stomach with warmth and turning his brains into a soothing grey mush. He noticed that his fellow passengers appeared to be as uninterested in mingling with one another as was he; they sat as far apart from one another as they could, in individual compartments where possible, or at the opposite ends of seating where a compartment was already occupied. They slumped in their places as if they had already travelled for hours and hours. Some were either already drunk or else in a dull confused state between sleep and waking. One could not easily tell which.

He pulled open the door to the unoccupied compartment at the rear where he’d boarded and sat down on the edge of the seat, gazing at the liquid in the bottle finding its level as the train rattled over points on the track. It had a screw top, for which he was grateful; since his hands still trembled to the extent he was not confident about working a cork free with his jack-knife (say rather, he thought, grimly, murder weapon). As it was, he still fumbled with the plastic cup whilst pouring out a large measure, and almost spilt its contents. He knocked back the fi rst dose swiftly, coughing as the liquid passed down into his insides. Christ, he thought, what is this stuff? It felt as if someone had kicked him in the head. He leant forward, feeling a wave of nausea, and was momentarily afraid he would vomit. But after the second shot, taken as quickly as the first, all the unpleasant sensations passed and he was overcome with a deadening numbness. He could not feel the ends of his fingers and toes, his anxiety ebbed away, the tide of fear was at last drawing out, and he exhaled what seemed to be an eternal breath. He slumped back into the long seat and nestled the bottle on his lap, watching the green liquid inside tumble like a captured ocean wave.

The darkness outside made it seem, from within, as if the train were stationary. Knox flopped along the length of the seat towards the carriage window and peered out through the glass into the gloom. He saw vague shapes and branches of trees that had not been sufficiently cut back – their sharp ends scraped along the sides and roof of the train.

His eyes refocused and instead of looking through the glass, he now saw his own reflection on the surface of the window. His gaze was filled with hatred. There was a sneer on his lips. Knox was terrified the reflection would reach across the divide and strangle him. He backed away from the sight, afraid of its taking on the appearance of the torn and bloodied revenant he’d seen earlier. He heard a voice in his head, the same voice as before, but this time the words it spoke were different: “you come closer,” it said, “you draw close to me”.

Knox pulled down the blinds on all the windows and poured himself another dose of the potent bad medicine. His head was swimming, and he heard the sound of his teeth chattering in his mouth. The compartment around him blurred, the overhead luggage racks, the electric lamps and the advertisements on the walls faded from view and he passed out.

When he awoke it must have been hours later. His watch had stopped, so he had no precise way of telling just how long it had been. But he knew he still travelled by night for it was dark outside; he had lifted the blind a little to see if it were daylight yet. His mouth was dry and his lips were encrusted with the scum of dried saliva.

The half-drunk bottle of booze had wedged itself between the cushions of the long seat. Alongside it was the remains of the plastic cup, crushed by the weight of Knox’s body where he had lain slumped after having passed out. The light from the compartment’s electric lamps hurt his eyes and so he took out his mirror shades from the glasses case he kept in the breast pocket of his tweed jacket, and put them on. The hangover was so bad he felt he would never recover from it. He took a swig from the bottle,but the taste made the bile rise in his throat. He decided to go in search of the train conductor in order to find out how much further it was to Losenef.

As he passed the compartment adjacent to his own he heard a groaning from within and stopped to look inside. A solitary passenger was sprawled across the floor, face down and motionless. The man was dressed in a badly crumpled light grey suit covered with dark brown stains. He had a foul odour about him, of eggs that had turned rotten. Knox considered, for a moment, ignoring him but then the groan came again and this time it was louder and more prolonged than before. The man in the grey suit had, like Knox, been drinking the green spirit. An empty bottle of it lay just outside his reach.

Knox knelt down, pinching his nose and covering his mouth with one hand to guard against the stench and, with the other, he grabbed the shoulder of the man’s jacket and turned his body over.

His face was a grisly ruin. Half of it had been eaten away by the maggots that writhed and burrowed through yellowish flesh. There was nothing at all left of the eyes; only vacant sockets remained. And then the corpse groaned for a third time, a hollow and despairing groan that issued from unimaginable depths of suffering. Something conscious existed within the shell.

Knox backed away, leaving the hideous cadaver face-upright. And still it continued to issue its uncanny cries.

The next compartment along contained a similar horror. The occupant, a woman with long dusty blonde hair, faced the wall with her hands reached out as if clutching at it for support. She made heartrending sobbing and snuffling noises. But she was dead. The skin on her hands was flaking away like paint on a weather-beaten wall, and Knox was glad he was spared the sight of her face, for the malformed sound of sobbing could only emanate from a deformed mouth.

The litany of terror was repeated throughout the whole of the carriage and, so too, throughout the next. All the passengers were dead but not one was silent.

Knox took a deep breath and leant with his back to the wall behind him. He took off his mirror shades, rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, and spat on the floor. This was junk, he thought. He’d written stories worse than this in his time. He didn’t believe any of it. He must have bashed his head on something whilst he was sozzled, causing him to hallucinate. He had impacted his skull, affecting the brain, resulting in a wild bout of concussion. The more he thought of it, the more the idea fitted. He was having a psychotic episode. Nothing more. He had killed no one back in Strasgol; he’d only imagined he had. All this business on the train was brought on by a bump to the head. He put his shades back on and grinned. Then he ran his fingers over the entirety of his skull, working through the mass of red hair that covered it. His grin evaporated. There was no damage to his skull.

The train began to slow down and finally drew to a halt amidst a grinding screech. From further along the corridor, out of the buffet cabin, the conductor emerged. He’d removed the long scarf he had wound around the lower half of his face. Now Knox could see why it had been covered up. There was no lower half of his face. Where there should have been a bottom jaw there was instead a gaping bloody hollow. The conductor’s voice issued from a vacuum, and without tongue or lips should have been impossible to form. Yet the sound was as real as when he had spoken previously.

“Last stop, sir,” the conductor breathed, “Losenef.”

What was odd was that, after disembarking from the train, Knox found Losenef to be an exact duplicate of Strasgol and, moreover, he had arrived an hour earlier than he departed. It was only in the Zacharas Café, having spotted the duplicate of himself drinking Jack Daniel’s, that he realised the truth. He’d wait a little longer and then try yet again to take his revenge. Eventually, he hoped, he would succeed.


CAITLÍN R. KIERNAN

[image: image]

As Red as Red

CAITLÍN R. KIERNAN IS an award-winning, Irish-born author living in Providence, Rhode Island. She has to her credit eight novels, including Daughters of Hounds, The Red Tree and, forthcoming, The Drowning Girl: A Memoir.

Her tales of the fantastic, macabre and science fi ction have been collected in Tales of Pain and Wonder, From Weird and Distant Shores, To Charles Fort, with Love, Alabaster, A is for Alien and, most recently, The Ammonite Violin and Others.

In 2012, Subterranean Press will release both her short SF novel, The Dinosaurs of Mars, and Two Worlds and In Between: The Best of Caitlín R. Kiernan (Volume One), a comprehensive retrospective of the first eleven years of her work.

“I don’t know that ‘As Red as Red’ had any single source of inspiration,” says Kiernan. “It coalesced from numerous experiences and accounts of the supernatural in Rhode Island. Also, I very much wanted to write a non-conventional vampire story which was also (and maybe more so) a werewolf story and a ghost story.

“It’s also true that I was just coming off having finished The Red Tree, and, in some ways, ‘As Red as Red’ is an extended footnote to that novel. I was still trying to get The Red Tree out of my system.”

I

“SO, YOU BELIEVE IN vampires?” she asks, then takes another sip of her coffee and looks out at the rain pelting Thames Street beyond the café window. It’s been pissing rain for almost an hour, a cold, stinging shower on an overcast afternoon near the end of March, a bitter Newport afternoon that would have been equally at home in January or February. But at least it’s not pissing snow.

I put my own cup down – tea, not coffee – and stare across the booth at her for a moment or two before answering. “No,” I tell Abby Gladding. “But, quite clearly, those people in Exeter who saw to it that Mercy Brown’s body was exhumed, the ones who cut out her heart and burned it, clearly they believed in vampires. And that’s what I’m studying, the psychology behind that hysteria, behind the superstitions.”

“It was so long ago,” she replies and smiles. There’s no foreshadowing in that smile, not even in hindsight. It surely isn’t a predatory smile. There’s nothing malevolent, or hungry, or feral in the expression. She just watches the rain and smiles, as though something I’ve said amuses her.

“Not really,” I say, glancing down at my steaming cup. “Not so long ago as people might like to think. The Mercy Brown incident, that was in 1892, and the most recent case of purported vampirism in the north-east I’ve been able to pin down dates from sometime in 1898, a mere hundred and eleven years ago.”

Her smile lingers, and she traces a circle in the condensation on the plate-glass window, then traces another circle inside it.

“We’re not so far removed from the villagers with their torches and pitchforks, from old Cotton Mather and his bunch. That’s what you’re saying.”

“Well, not exactly, but . . .” and when I trail off, she turns her head towards me, and her blue-grey eyes seem as cold as the low-slung sky above Newport. You could almost freeze to death in eyes like those, I think, and I take another sip of my lukewarm Earl Grey with lemon. Her eyes seem somehow brighter than they should in the dim light of the coffeehouse, so there’s your foreshadowing, I suppose, if you’re the sort who needs it.

“You’re pretty far from Exeter, Ms Howard,” she says, and takes another sip of her coffee. And me, I’m sitting here wishing we were talking about almost anything but Rhode Island vampires and the hysteria of crowds, tuberculosis and the Master’s thesis I’d be defending at the end of May. It had been months since I’d had anything even resembling a date, and I didn’t want to squander the next half-hour or so talking shop.

“I think I’ve turned up something interesting,” I tell her, because I can’t think of any subtle way to steer the conversation in another direction; there are things I’d rather be talking with this mildly waiflike, comely girl than shop. “A case no one’s documented before, right here in Newport.”

She smiles that smile again.

“I got a tip from a folklorist up at Brown,” I say. “Seems like maybe there was an incident here in 1785 or thereabouts. If it checks out, I might be onto the oldest case of suspected vampirism resulting in an exhumation anywhere in New England. So, now I’m trying to verify the rumours. But there’s precious little to go on. Chasing vampires, it’s not like studying the Salem witch trials, where you have all those court records, the indictments and depositions and what have you. Instead, it’s necessary to spend a lot of time sifting and sorting fact from fi ction, and, usually, there’s not much of either to work with.”

She nods, then glances back towards the big window and the rain. “Be a feather in your cap, though. If it’s not just a rumour, I mean.”

“Yes,” I reply. “Yes, it certainly would.”

And here, there’s an unsettling wave of not-quite déjà vu, something closer to dissociation, perhaps, and for a few dizzying seconds I feel as if I’m watching this conversation, a voyeur listening in, or I’m only remembering it, but in no way actually, presently, taking part in it. And, too, the coffeehouse and our talk and the rain outside seem a lot less concrete – less here and now – than does the morning before. One day that might as well be the next, and it’s raining, either way.

I’m standing alone on Bowen’s Wharf, staring out past the masts crowded into the marina at sleek white sailboats skimming over the glittering water, and there’s the silhouette of Goat Island, half hidden in the fog. I’m about to turn and walk back up the hill to Washington Square and the library, about to leave the gaudy, Disney-World concessions catering to the tastes of tourists and return to the comforting maze of ancient gabled houses lining winding, narrow streets. And that’s when I see her for the first time. She’s standing alone near the “seal safari” kiosk, staring at a faded sign, at black-and-white photographs of harbour seals with eyes like the puppies and little girls from those hideous Margaret Keane paintings. She’s wearing an old pea coat and shiny green galoshes that look new, but there’s nothing on her head, and she doesn’t have an umbrella. Her long black hair hangs wet and limp, and when she looks at me, it frames her pale face.

Then it passes, the blip or glitch in my psyche, and I’ve snapped back, into myself, into this present. I’m sitting across the booth from her once more, and the air smells almost oppressively of freshly roasted and freshly ground coffee beans.

“I’m sure it has a lot of secrets, this town,” she says, fi xing me again with those blue-grey eyes and smiling that irreproachable smile of hers.

“Can’t swing a dead cat,” I say, and she laughs.

“Well, did it ever work?” Abby asks. “I mean, digging up the dead, desecrating their mortal remains to appease the living. Did it tend to do the trick?”

“No,” I reply. “Of course not. But that’s beside the point. People do strange things when they’re scared.”

And there’s more, mostly more questions from her about Colonial-Era vampirism, Newport’s urban legends, and my research as a folklorist. I’m grateful that she’s kind or polite enough not to ask the usual “you mean people get paid for this sort of thing” questions. She tells me a werewolf story dating back to the 1800s, a local priest supposedly locked away in the Portsmouth Poor Asylum after he committed a particularly gruesome murder, how he was spared the gallows because people believed he was a werewolf and so not in control of his actions. She even tells me about seeing his nameless grave in a cemetery up in Middletown, his tombstone bearing the head of a wolf. And I’m polite enough not to tell her that I’ve heard this one before.

Finally, I notice that it’s stopped raining. “I really ought to get back to work,” I say, and she nods and suggests that we should have dinner sometime soon. I agree, but we don’t set a date. She has my cell number, after all, so we can figure that out later. She also mentions a movie playing at Jane Pickens that she hasn’t seen and thinks I might enjoy. I leave her sitting there in the booth, in her pea coat and green galoshes, and she orders another cup of coffee as I’m exiting the café. On the way back to the library, I see a tree filled with noisy, cawing crows, and for some reason it reminds me of Abby Gladding.

II

That was Monday, and there’s nothing the least bit remarkable about Tuesday. I make the commute from Providence to Newport, crossing the West Passage of Narragansett Bay to Conanicut Island, and then the East Passage to Aquidneck Island and Newport. Most of the day is spent at the Redwood Library and Athenaeum on Bellevue, shut away with my newspaper clippings and microfiche, with frail yellowed books that were printed before the Revolutionary War. I wear the white cotton gloves they give me for handling archival materials, and make several pages of hand-written notes, pertaining primarily to the treatment of cases of consumption in Newport during the fi rst two decades of the 18th century.

The library is open late on Tuesdays, and I don’t leave until sometime after 7:00 p.m. But nothing I find gets me any nearer to confirming that a corpse believed to have belonged to a vampire was exhumed from the Common Burying Ground in 1785. On the long drive home, I try not to think about the fact that she hasn’t called, or my growing suspicion that she likely never will. I have a can of ravioli and a beer for dinner. I half watch something forgettable on television. I take a hot shower and brush my teeth. If there are any dreams – good, bad, or otherwise – they’re nothing I recall upon waking. The day is sunny, and not quite as cold, and I do my best to summon a few shoddy scraps of optimism, enough to get me out the door and into the car.

But by the time I reach the library in Newport, I’ve got a headache, what feels like the beginnings of a migraine, railroad spikes in both my eyes, and I’m wishing I’d stayed in bed. I fi nd a comfortable seat in the Roderick Terry Reading Room, one of the armchairs upholstered with dark green leather, and leave my sunglasses on while I flip through books pulled randomly from the shelf on my right. Novels by William Kennedy and Elia Kazan, familiar, friendly books, but trying to focus on the words only makes my head hurt worse. I return The Arrangement to its slot on the shelf, and pick up something called Thousand Cranes by a Japanese author, Yasunari Kawbata. I’ve never heard of him, but the blurb on the back of the dust jacket assures me he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1968, and that he was the first Japanese author to receive it.

I don’t open the book, but I don’t reshelve it, either. It rests there in my lap, and I sit beneath the octagonal skylight with my eyes closed for a while. Five minutes maybe, maybe more, and the only sounds are muffled footsteps, the turning of pages, an old man clearing his throat, a passing police siren, one of the librarians at the front desk whispering a little louder than usual. Or maybe the migraine magnifies her voice and only makes it seem that way. In fact, all these small, unremarkable sounds seem magnified, if only by the quiet of the library.

When I open my eyes, I have to blink a few times to bring the room back into focus. So I don’t immediately notice the woman standing outside the window, looking in at me. Or only looking in, and I just happen to be in her line of sight. Maybe she’s looking at nothing in particular, or at the bronze statue of Pheidippides perched on its wooden pedestal. Perhaps she’s looking for someone else, someone who isn’t me. The window is on the opposite side of the library from where I’m sitting, forty feet or so away. But even at that distance, I’m almost certain that the pale face and lank black hair belong to Abby Gladding. I raise a hand, half-waving to her, but if she sees me, she doesn’t acknowledge having seen me. She just stands there, perfectly still, staring in.

I get to my feet, and the copy of Thousand Cranes slides off my lap; the noise the book makes when it hits the fl oor is enough that a couple of people look up from their magazines and glare at me. I offer them an apologetic gesture – part shrug and part sheepish frown – and they shake their heads, almost in unison, and go back to reading. When I glance at the window again, the black-haired woman is no longer there. Suddenly, my headache is much worse (probably from standing so quickly, I think), and I feel a sudden, dizzying rush of adrenaline. No, it’s more than that. I feel afraid. My heart races, and my mouth has gone very dry. Any plans I might have harboured of going outside to see if the woman looking in actually was Abby vanish immediately, and I sit down again. If it was her, I reason, then she’ll come inside.

So I wait, and, very slowly, my pulse returns to its normal rhythm, but the adrenaline leaves me feeling jittery, and the pain behind my eyes doesn’t get any better. I pick the novel by Yasunari Kawbata up off the floor and place it back upon the shelf. Leaning over makes my head pound even worse, and I’m starting to feel nauseous. I consider going to the restrooms, near the circulation desk, but part of me is still afraid, for whatever reason, and it seems to be the part of me that controls my legs. I stay in the seat and wait for the woman from the window to walk into the Roderick Terry Reading Room. I wait for her to be Abby, and I expect to hear her green galoshes squeaking against the lacquered hardwood. She’ll say that she thought about calling, but then figured that I’d be in the library, so of course my phone would be switched off. She’ll say something about the weather, and she’ll want to know if I’m still up for dinner and the movie. I’ll tell her about the migraine, and maybe she’ll offer me Excedrin or Tylenol. Our hushed conversation will annoy someone, and he or she will shush us. We’ll laugh about it later on.

But Abby doesn’t appear, and so I sit for a while, gazing across the wide room at the window, a tree outside the window, at the houses lined up neat and tidy along Redwood Street. On Wednesday, the library is open until eight, but I leave as soon as I feel well enough to drive back to Providence.

III

It’s Thursday, and I’m sitting in that same green armchair in the Roderick Terry Reading Room. It’s only 11:26 a.m., and already I understand that I’ve lost the day. I have no days to spare, but already, I know that the research that I should get done today isn’t going to happen. Last night was too filled with uneasy dreaming, and this morning I can’t concentrate. It’s hard to think about anything but the nightmares, and the face of Abby Gladding at the window; her blue eyes, her black hair. And yes, I have grown quite certain that it was her face I saw peering in, and that she was peering in at me.

She hasn’t called (and I didn’t get her number, assuming she has one). An hour ago, I walked along the Newport waterfront looking for her, but to no avail. I stood a while beside the “seal safari” kiosk, hoping, irrationally I suppose, that she might turn up. I smoked a cigarette, and stood there in the cold, watching the sunlight on the bay, listening to traffic and the wind and a giggling flock of grey sea gulls. Just before I gave up and made my way back to the library, I noticed dog tracks in a muddy patch of ground near the kiosk. I thought that they seemed unusually large, and I couldn’t help but recall the café on Monday and Abby relating the story of the werewolf priest buried in Middletown. But lots of people in Newport have big dogs, and they walk them along the wharf.

I’m sitting in the green leather chair, and there’s a manila folder of photocopies and computer printouts in my lap. I’ve been picking through them, pretending this is work. It isn’t. There’s nothing in the folder I haven’t read five or ten times over, nothing that hasn’t been cited by other academics chasing stories of New England vampires. On top of the stack is “The ‘Vampires’ of Rhode Island”, from Yankee magazine, October 1970. Beneath that, “They Burned Her Heart . . . Was Mercy Brown a Vampire?” from the Narragansett Times, October 25 1979, and from the Providence Sunday Journal, also October 1979, “Did They Hear the Vampire Whisper?” So many of these popular pieces have October dates, a testament to journalism’s attitude towards the subject, which it clearly views as nothing more than a convenient skeleton to pull from the closet every Halloween, something to dust off and trot out for laughs.

Salem has its witches. Sleepy Hollow its headless Hessian mercenary. And Rhode Island has its consumptive, consuming phantoms – Mercy Brown, Sarah Tillinghast, Nellie Vaughn, Ruth Ellen Rose, and all the rest. Beneath the Providence Sunday Journal piece is a black-and-white photograph I took a couple of years ago, Nellie Vaughn’s vandalised headstone, with its infamous inscription: I AM WAITING AND WATCHING FOR YOU. I stare at the photograph for a moment or two, and set it aside. Beneath it there’s a copy of another October article, “When the Wind Howls and the Trees Moan”, also from the Providence Sunday Journal. I close the manila folder and try not to stare at the window across the room.

It is only a window, and it only looks out on trees and houses and sunlight.

I open the folder again, and read from a much older article, “The Animistic Vampire in New England” from American Anthropologist, published in 1896, only four years after the Mercy Brown incident. I read it silently, to myself, but catch my lips moving:

In New England the vampire superstition is unknown by its proper name. It is believed that consumption is not a physical but spiritual disease, obsession, or visitation; that as long as the body of a dead consumptive relative has blood in its heart it is proof that an occult infl uence steals from it for death and is at work draining the blood of the living into the heart of the dead and causing his rapid decline.

I close the folder again and return it to its place in my book bag. And then I stand and cross the wide reading room to the window and the alcove where I saw, or only thought I saw, Abby looking in at me. There’s a marble bust of Cicero on the window ledge, and I’ve been staring out at the leafless trees and the brown grass, the sidewalk and the street, for several minutes before I notice the smudges on the pane of glass, only inches from my face. Sometime recently, when the window was wet, a finger traced a circle there, and then traced a circle within that first circle. When the glass dried, these smudges were left behind. And I remember Monday afternoon at the coffeehouse, Abby tracing an identical symbol (if “symbol” is the appropriate word here) in the condensation on the window while we talked and watched the rain.

I press my palm to the glass, which is much colder than I’d expected.

In my dream, I stood at another window, at the end of a long hallway, and looked down at the North Burial Ground. With some difficulty, I opened the window, hoping the air outside would be fresher than the stale air in the hallway. It was, and I thought it smelled faintly of clover and strawberries. And there was music. I saw, then, Abby standing beneath a tree, playing a violin. The music was very beautiful, though very sad, and completely unfamiliar. She drew the bow slowly across the strings, and I realised that somehow the music was shaping the night. There were clouds sailing past above the cemetery, and the chords she drew from the violin changed the shapes of those clouds, and also seemed to dictate the speed at which they moved. The moon was bloated, and shone an unhealthy shade of ivory, and the whole sky writhed like a Van Gogh painting. I wondered why she didn’t tell me that she plays the violin.

Behind me, something clattered to the floor, and I looked over my shoulder. But there was only the long hallway, leading off into perfect darkness, leading back the way I’d apparently come. When I turned again to the open window and the cemetery, the music had ceased, and Abby was gone. There was only the tree and row after row of tilted headstones, charcoal-coloured slate, white marble, a few cut from slabs of reddish sandstone mined from Massachusetts or Connecticut. I was reminded of a platoon of drunken soldiers, lined up for a battle they knew they were going to lose.

I have never liked writing my dreams down.

It is late Thursday morning, almost noon, and I pull my hand back from the cold, smudged windowpane. I have to be in Providence for an evening lecture, and I gather my things and leave the Redwood Library and Athenaeum. On the drive back to the city, I do my best to stop thinking about the nightmare, my best not to dwell on what I saw sitting beneath the tree, after the music stopped and Abby Gladding disappeared. My best isn’t good enough.

IV

The lecture goes well, quite a bit better than I’d expected it would, better, probably, than it had a right to, all things considered. “Mercy Brown as Inspiration for Bram Stoker’s Dracula”, presented to the Rhode Island Historical Society, and, somehow, I even manage not to make a fool of myself answering questions afterwards. It helps that I’ve answered these same questions so many times in the past. For example:

“I’m assuming you’ve also drawn connections between the Mercy Brown incident and Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’”?

“There are similarities, certainly, but so far as I know, no one has been able to demonstrate conclusively that Le Fanu knew of the New England phenomena. And, of course, the publication of ‘Carmilla’ predates the exhumation of Mercy Brown’s body by twenty years.”

“Still, he might have known of the earlier cases.”

“Certainly. He may well have. However, I have no evidence that he did.”

But, the entire time, my mind is elsewhere, back across the water in Newport, in that coffeehouse on Thames, and the Redwood Library, and standing in a dream hallway, looking down on my subconscious rendering of the Common Burying Ground. A woman playing a violin beneath a tree. A woman with whom I have only actually spoken once, but about whom I cannot stop thinking.

It is believed that consumption is not a physical but spiritual disease, obsession, or visitation . . .

After the lecture, and the questions, after introductions are made and notable, influential hands are shaken, when I can finally slip away without seeming either rude or unprofessional, I spend an hour or so walking alone on College Hill. It’s a cold, clear night, and I follow Benevolent Street west to Benefi t and turn north. There’s comfort in the uneven, buckled bricks of the sidewalk, in the bare limbs of the trees, in all the softly glowing windows. I pause at the granite steps leading up to the front door of what historians call the Stephen Harris House, built in 1764. One hundred and sixty years later, H.P. Lovecraft called this the “Babbitt House” and used it as the setting for an odd tale of lycanthropy and vampirism. I know this huge yellow house well. And I know, too, the four hand-painted signs nailed up on the gatepost, all of them in French. From the sidewalk, by the electric glow of a nearby street lamp, I can only make out the top half of the third sign in the series; the rest are lost in the gloom – Oubliez le Chien. Forget the Dog.

I start walking again, heading home to my tiny, cluttered apartment, only a couple of blocks east on Prospect. The side streets are notoriously steep, and I’ve been in better shape. I haven’t gone twenty-five yards before I’m winded and have a nasty stitch in my side. I lean against a stone wall, cursing the cigarettes and the exercise I can’t be bothered with, trying to catch my breath. The freezing air makes my sinuses and teeth ache. It burns my throat like whiskey.

And this is when I glimpse a sudden blur from out the corner of my right eye, hardly more than a blur. An impression or the shadow of something large and black, moving quickly across the street. It’s no more than ten feet away from me, but downhill, back towards Benefit. By the time I turn to get a better look, it’s gone, and I’m already beginning to doubt I saw anything, except, possibly, a stray dog.

I linger here a moment, squinting into the darkness and the yellow-orange sodium-vapour pool of streetlight that the blur seemed to cross before it disappeared. I want to laugh at myself, because I can actually feel the prick of goose bumps along my forearms, and the short, fine hairs at the nape of my neck standing on end. I’ve blundered into a horror-movie cliché, and I can’t help but be reminded of Val Lewton’s Cat People, the scene where Jane Rudolph walks quickly past Central Park, stalked by a vengeful Simone Simon, only to be rescued at the last possible moment by the fortuitous arrival of a city bus. But I know there’s no helpful bus coming to intervene on my behalf, and, more importantly, I understand full fucking well that this night holds nothing more menacing than what my over-stimulated imagination has put there. I turn away from the streetlight and continue up the hill towards home. And I do not have to pretend that I don’t hear footsteps following me, or the clack of claws on concrete, because I don’t. The quick shadow, the peripheral blur, it was only a moment’s misapprehension, no more than a trick of my exhausted, preoccupied mind, filled with the evening’s morbid banter.

Oubliez le Chien.
 
Fifteen minutes later, I’m locking the front door of my apartment behind me. I make a hot cup of camomile tea, which I drink standing at the kitchen counter. I’m in bed shortly after ten o’clock. By then, I’ve managed to completely dismiss whatever I only thought I saw crossing Jenckes Street.

V

“Open your eyes, Ms Howard,” Abby Gladding says, and I do. Her voice does not in any way command me to open my eyes, and it is perfectly clear that I have a choice in the matter. But there’s a certain je ne sais quoi in the delivery, the inflection and intonation, in the measured conveyance of these four syllables, that makes it impossible for me to keep my eyes closed. It’s not yet dawn, but sunrise cannot be very far away, and I am lying in my bed. I cannot say whether I am awake or dreaming, or if possibly I am stranded in some liminal state that is neither one nor the other. I am immediately conscious of an unseen weight bearing down painfully upon my chest, and I am having difficulty breathing.

“I promised that I’d call on you,” she says, and, with great effort, I turn my head towards the sound of her voice, my cheek pressing deeply into my pillow. I am aware now that I am all but paralysed, perhaps by the same force pushing down on my chest, and I strain for any glimpse of her. But there’s only the bedside table, the clock radio and reading lamp and ashtray, an overcrowded bookcase with sagging shelves, and the fl oral calico wallpaper that came with the apartment. If I could move my arms, I would switch on the lamp. If I could move, I’d sit up, and maybe I would be able to breathe again.

And then I think that she must surely be singing, though her song has no words. There is no need for mere lyrics, not when texture and timbre, harmony and melody, are sufficient to unmake the mundane artefacts that comprise my bedroom, wiping aside the here and now that belie what I am meant to see, in this fleeting moment. And even as the wall and the bookshelf and the table beside my bed dissolve and fall away, I understand that her music is drawing me deeper into sleep again, though I must have been very nearly awake when she told me to open my eyes. I have no time to worry over apparent contradictions, and I can’t move my head to look away from what she means for me to see.

There’s nothing to be afraid of, I think, and No more here than in any bad dream. But I find the thought carries no conviction whatsoever. It’s even less substantial than the dissolving wallpaper and bookcase.

And now I’m looking at the weed-choked shore of a misty pond or swamp, a bog or tidal marsh. The light is so dim it might be dusk, or it might be dawn, or merely an overcast day. There are huge trees bending low near the water, which seems almost perfectly smooth and the green of polished malachite. I hear frogs, hidden among the moss and reeds, the ferns and skunk cabbages, and now the calls of birds form a counterpoint to Abby’s voice. Except, seeing her standing ankle-deep in that stagnant green pool, I also see that she isn’t singing. The music is coming from the violin braced against her shoulder, from the bow and strings and the movement of her left hand along the fingerboard of the instrument. She has her back to me, but I don’t need to see her face to know it’s her. Her black hair hangs down almost to her hips. And only now do I realise that she’s naked.

Abruptly, she stops playing, and her arms fall to her sides, the violin in her left hand, the bow in her right. The tip of the bow breaks the surface of the pool, and ripples in concentric rings race away from it.

“I wear this rough garment to deceive,” she says, and, at that, all the birds and frogs fall silent. “Aren’t you the clever girl? Aren’t you canny? I would not think appearances would so easily lead you astray. Not for as long as this.”

No words escape my rigid, sleeping jaws, but she hears me, all the same, my answer that needs no voice, and she turns to face me. Her eyes are golden, not blue. And in the low light, they briefly flash a bright, iridescent yellow. She smiles, showing me teeth as sharp as razors, and then she quotes from the Gospel of Matthew.

“Inwardly, they were ravening wolves,” she says to me, though her tone is not unkind. “You’ve seen all that you need to see, and probably more, I’d wager.” And with this, she turns away again, turning to face the fog shrouding the wide green pool. As I watch, helpless to divert my gaze or even shut my eyes, she lets the violin and bow slip from her hands; they fall into the water with quiet splashes. The bow sinks, though the violin floats. And then she goes down on all fours. She laps at the pool, and her hair has begun to writhe like a nest of serpents.

And now I’m awake, disoriented and my chest aching, gasping for air as if a moment before I was drowning and have only just been pulled to the safety of dry land. The wallpaper is only dingy calico again, and the bookcase is only a bookcase. The clock radio and the lamp and the ashtray sit in their appointed places upon the bedside table.

The sheets are soaked through with sweat, and I’m shivering. I sit up, my back braced against the headboard, and my eyes go to the second-storey window on the other side of the small room. The sun is still down, but it’s a little lighter out there than it is in the bedroom. And for a fraction of a moment, clearly silhouetted against that false dawn, I see the head and shoulders of a young woman. I also see the muzzle and alert ears of a wolf, and that golden eyeshine watching me. Then it’s gone, she or it, whichever pronoun might best apply. It doesn’t seem to matter. Because now I do know exactly what I’m looking for, and I know that I’ve seen it before, years before I first caught sight of Abby Gladding standing in the rain without an umbrella.

VI

Friday morning I drive back to Newport, and it doesn’t take me long at all to find the grave. It’s just a little ways south of the chain-link fence dividing the North Burial Ground from the older Common Burying Ground and Island Cemetery. I turn off Warner Street onto the rutted, unpaved road winding between the indistinct rows of monuments. I find a place that’s wide enough to pull over and park. The trees have only just begun to bud, and their bare limbs are stark against a sky so blue-white it hurts my eyes to look directly into it. The grass is mostly still brown from long months of snow and frost, though there are small clumps of new green showing here and there.

The cemetery has been in use since 1640 or so. There are three Colonial-Era governors buried here (one a delegate to the Continental Congress), along with the founder of Freemasonry in Rhode Island, a signatory to the Declaration of Independence, various Civil-War generals, lighthouse keepers, and hundreds of African slaves stolen from Gambia and Sierra Leone, the Gold and Ivory coasts and brought to Newport in the heyday of whaling and the Rhode Island rum trade. The grave of Abby Gladding is marked by a weathered slate headstone, badly scabbed over with lichen. But, despite the centuries, the shallow inscription is still easy enough to read:

HERE LYETH INTERED Ye BODY
OF ABBY MARY GLADDING
DAUGHTER OF SOLOMON GLADDING esq
& MARY HIS WYFE WHO
DEPARTED THIS LIFE Ye 2d DAY OF
SEPT 1785 AGED 22 YEARS
SHE WAS DROWN’D & DEPARTED & SLEEPS
ZECH 4:1 NEITHER SHALL THEY WEAR
A HAIRY GARMENT TO DECEIVE

Above the inscription, in place of the usual death’s head, is a crude carving of a violin. I sit down in the dry, dead grass in front of the marker, and I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting there when I hear crows cawing. I look over my shoulder, and there’s a tree back towards Farewell Street filled with the big black birds. They watch me, and I take that as my cue to leave. I know now that I have to go back to the library, that whatever remains of this mystery is waiting for me there. I might fi nd it tucked away in an old journal, a newspaper clipping, or in crumbling church records. I only know I’ll find it, because now I have the missing pieces. But there is an odd reluctance to leave the grave of Abby Gladding. There’s no fear in me, no shock or stubborn disbelief at what I’ve discovered or at its impossible ramifications. And some part of me notes the oddness of this, that I am not afraid. I leave her alone in that narrow house, watched over by the wary crows, and go back to my car. Less than fifteen minutes later I’m in the Redwood Library, asking for anything they can find on a Solomon Gladding, and his daughter, Abby.

“Are you sick?” the librarian asks, and I wonder what she sees in my face, in my eyes, to elicit such a question. “Are you feeling well?”

“I’m fine,” I assure her. “I was up a little too late last night, that’s all. A little too much to drink, most likely.”

She nods, and I smile.

“Well, then. I’ll see what we might have,” she says, and, cutting to the chase, it ends with a short article that appeared in the Newport Mercury early in November 1785, hardly more than two months after Abby Gladding’s death. It begins, “We hear a ftrange account from laft Thursday evening, the Night of the 3rd of November, of a body difinterred from its Grave and coffi n. This most peculiar occurrence was undertaken at the beheft of the father of the deceafed young woman therein buried, a circumftance making the affair even ftranger ftill.” What follows is a description of a ritual which will be familiar to anyone who has read of the 1892 Mercy Brown case from Exeter, or the much earlier exhumation of Nancy Young (summer of 1827), or other purported New England “vampires”.

In September, Abby Gladding’s body was discovered in Newport Harbour by a local fisherman, and it was determined that she had drowned. The body was in an advanced state of decay, leading me to wonder if the date of the headstone is meant to be the date the body was found, not the date of her death. There were persistent rumours that the daughter of Samuel Gladding, a local merchant, had taken her own life. She is said to have been a “child of singular and morbid temperament”, who had recently refused a marriage proposal by the eldest son of another Newport merchant, Ebenezer Burrill. There was also back-fence talk that Abby had practised witchcraft in the woods bordering the town, and that she would play her violin (a gift from her mother) to summon “voracious wolves and other such dæmons to do her bidding”.

Very shortly after her death, her youngest sister, Susan, suddenly fell ill. This was in October, and the girl was dead before the end of the month. Her symptoms, like those of Mercy Brown’s stricken family members, can readily be identifi ed as late-stage tuberculosis. What is peculiar here is that Abby doesn’t appear to have suffered any such wasting disease herself, and the speed with which Susan became ill and died is also atypical of consumption. Even as Susan fought for her life, Abby’s mother, Mary, fell ill, and it was in hope of saving his wife that Solomon Gladding agreed to the exhumation of his daughter’s body. The article in the Newport Mercury speculates that he’d learned of this ritual and folk remedy from a Jamaican slave woman.

At sunrise, with the aid of several other men, some apparently family members, the grave was opened, and all present were horrified to see “the body fresh as the day it was confi gned to God”, her cheeks “flufhed with colour and lufterous”. The liver and heart were duly cut out, and both were discovered to contain clotted blood, which Solomon had been told would prove that Abby was rising from her grave each night to steal the blood of her mother and sister. The heart was burned in a fire kindled in the cemetery, the ashes mixed with water, and the mother drank the mixture. The body of Abby was turned facedown in her casket, and an iron stake was driven through her chest, to ensure that the restless spirit would be unable to find its way out of the grave. Nonetheless, according to parish records from Trinity Church, Mary Gladding died before Christmas. Abbey’s father fell ill a few months later, and died in August of 1786.

And I find one more thing that I will put down here. Scribbled in sepia ink, in the left-hand margin of the newspaper page containing the account of the exhumation of Abby Gladding is the phrase Jé-rouge, or “red eyes”, which I’ve learned is a Haitian term denoting werewolfery and cannibalism. Below that word, in the same spidery hand, is written As white as snow, as red as red, as green as briers, as black as coal. There is no date or signature accompanying these notations.

And now it is almost Friday night, and I sit alone on a wooden bench at Bowen’s Wharf, not too far from the kiosk advertising daily boat tours to view fat, doe-eyed seals sunning themselves on the rocky beaches ringing Narragansett Bay. I sit here and watch the sun going down, shivering because I left home this morning without my coat. I do not expect to see Abby Gladding, tonight or ever again. But I’ve come here, anyway, and I may come again tomorrow evening.

I will not include the 1785 disinterment in my thesis, no matter how many feathers it might earn for my cap. I mean never to speak of it again. What I have written here, I suspect I’ll destroy it later on. It has only been written for me, and for me alone. If Abby was trying to speak through me, to find a larger audience, she’ll have to find another mouthpiece. I watch a lobster boat heading out for the night. I light a cigarette, and eye the herring gulls wheeling above the marina.
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