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  Foreword


  There is something mildly surreal about writing this introduction for Charles Grant’s Tales from the Nightside, or so it has seemed to me in the last few days as I thought about what I might say and how I might say it. I think I finally pinned down the cause of that surreal feeling about ten minutes ago, as I changed the ribbon on the typewriter I am using to write this, the hands doing their own work, the mind tracking free. The oldest cliché in the book suddenly popped into my head as an opening line (give me credit, folks: I didn’t use it). That line was: “Here is a man who needs no introduction.”


  Following the thought I realized that there was more truth than whimsy in it, at least as applies to the Arkham edition of the fine collection that follows. Arkham House has specialized in exceptional volumes of fantasy, horror, and weird tales for more years than either Charlie Grant or I have lived: in its history of just over forty years it has published books by Ray Bradbury, Carl Jacobi, Ramsey Campbell, Clark-Ashton Smith, Robert Bloch, and, of course, H. P. Lovecraft. All the same, they are not books you are apt to find at your local B. Dalton or Waldenbooks, and the reason is simple: Arkham Mouse has always catered to the intelligent reader of fantasy and strange tales, the literate fan of the genre, the man or woman who has progressed beyond The Tomb of Dracula, Swamp-Thing, and the works of such writers as John Saul and Frank De Felitta. In its nearly half-century of publishing Arkham House has, in short, served those whose imaginations crave something more than shopworn pulp and gore; it has published for those whose sense of wonder does not begin with worm-eaten corpses and end with a stake through the heart.


  In this context, Grant’s work really doesn’t need an introduction; for me to be standing here (sitting, actually, with a can of beer close at hand, thank you very much), taking up your time introducing Charles Grant is like any of the following:


  Jon Landau giving the assembled multitudes at Woodstock a lecture on the meaning of rock and roll.


  An Irish priest explaining to his parish how to make a good confession.


  Judith Crist telling a group of film buffs who Paul Newman is.


  Sammy Davis Jr. explaining to a group of Roxbury high school students what the black experience is all about.


  Me telling my grammy how to suck eggs.


  The stunning (at least to me it seems stunning) fact of the matter is this: if you are holding the Arkham House edition of Charlie Grant’s book in your hot little paws, the chances are very, very good that you have met the man either in person (he travels tirelessly to science fiction and fantasy conventions across the United States, spreading not the gospel of Charles Grant but the gospel of fantasy as an honorable and uplifting form of literature and story-telling) or through his work…which has been fairly prolific, a fact for which all fans of the imaginative story can give thanks. He won the Nebula Award for the best short sf story of the year in 1977 and for the best sf novelette in 1979, and has been nominated for that award five times. He has been nominated for the World Fantasy Award eight times—a staggering number when one considers the fact that such awards have been given for less than ten years and also when one reflects on the great number of talented writers in the fantasy field; he has also won the WFA while wearing his anthologist’s hat for the original Shadows collection.


  To suggest that Charlie Grant is a household name would be to suggest the ridiculous (we reserve that dubious honor for corrupt politicians, TV stars with big breasts, insane international leaders, and international terrorists, cute dogs such as Benji, and inane comedians who make megamillions saying such things as “Mork calling Orson” and “Ex-cuuuse ME!”). But in the fairly circumscribed world of the fantasy fan, Charles Grant is known well enough so that I feel no compunction at all to enumerate either his bona fides or his cards of identity. I could tell you that he is one of the premier fantasists of his generation, but most of you will know that already and those of you who don’t will discover that fact in the stories that follow—stories that are by turns amusing, grotesque, terrifying, dramatic, and, above all, engrossing. Some are tales that you finish and that hit you suddenly, an hour or a day later, like a blow around the heart. Some may cause you to flinch, others may leave you with a sense of thoughtful sadness…a sense that seems to pervade the best of Grant’s work. He is an autumnal writer, and in the best of his fiction, the reader goes away with something rather more complex than a simple scare; there is a loneliness in these tales that is also civilized and, in the best sense, sensual. They are good stories, but you don’t need me to tell you that when you can read the stories themselves.


  The things I don’t know about Charlie Grant would fill a book. I don’t know what kind of shaving cream he uses, what kind of chair he sits in when he writes, what his bookcases look like, what sort of pictures hang in the room where he sleeps. Because we’ve corresponded, I know that he has an IBM electric typewriter, but I don’t know if he types two-finger (as I do, using the Biblical Typing Method—“seek and ye shall find”) or ten-finger touch. I don’t know if he has pets, a favorite fast-food restaurant, a favorite barber shop.


  I know that he is a bit taller than average, that his face is narrow in a way that seems scholary, that his eyes are wide-set enough in that narrow face to be arresting even behind his spectacles. He speaks rapidly and can be wildly funny…but never in an angry or cruel way. I suspect that he may be the only man of my acquaintance who could wear red pants, a white belt, and white shoes…and get away with them.


  And none of that matters at all to the person holding this book at this moment. The one thing that does (and I suppose the stories also say this, but it is worth pointing out) can be summed up in five words of one syllable, none of them longer than three letters. It doesn’t take long to write or to say, but from where I sit, those five words say about everything that needs to be said: The man is a pro.


  Charlie Grant works at it. Not all of these stories came easy; he probably had physical headaches over some and mental headaches over plenty. His stomach was probably upset as he wrote some of them, he probably smoked too much over some of them, lay awake over some of them. He probably wrote some of them thinking in the back of his mind that it would be a hell of a nice day to go to the beach, and wrote others thinking it would be a hell of a nice day to find, some long field bordered with blazing autumn trees and ramble it to its far end. If he is like most writers, I imagine his back ached and his kidneys felt crunched during mora than one stint at the typewriter and I imagine that more than once his brain itself felt crunched, dismal; and as devoid of inspiration as a sleety afternoon in late December.


  But the opposite holds, the sunny side to this art/business that balances off the writer’s sometime (often!) malaise, and his almost constant sense of loneliness as he voyages at his typewriter alone (writing a story is like having a pee—you can’t get anyone else to do it for you): the days when your head feels like it’s busting with the need to tell the story, the days when the story simply spills out all at once, and you are reduced to chasing it with a silly, slap-happy grin on your face, the days when you feel you got, in one story or on one page or in one phrase, exactly what you meant. There are days when you finish, and put a paper clip on the manuscript, and put the manuscript in an envelope, and mail it off somewhere, and you think, “I sent off a good one. Boy, did I ever.”


  One of the crucial differences between the pro and the amateur is that the pro is able to place both of these sets of feelings—the good and the bad—within a fairly narrow range; unlike the students of many college creative-writing courses, who may consider themselves Prousts one day and feel like killing themselves the next, the pro is able simply to push on, determined to do the best he can possibly do, to grow as much as he can grow, and to perform, each day, one almost incredible feat of intellectual and imaginative strength: to look at the ream of blank paper beside the typewriter without quailing, to see not so much hostile and inimical whitespace but invisible words that need only be brought up and out.


  Charlie Grant is this sort of writer, and, so far as I know, always has been. If you don’t thank God for it, I’ll thank Him for both of us. In a world that is usually far too grim and much too grey, the writer who can produce consistently good fiction is a rare and wonderful resource.


  Listen here, sir or madam: these stories break out. Let me tell you what I mean by that by using an example. In the first of C. S. Lewis’s Narnia novels, the girl Lucy reaches the land of Narnia by stepping through a wardrobe into which she has gone to hide herself during a game of what our British cousins call “seek-and-find.” There is darkness, a stuffy smell of wool and mothballs…and a sense of space. Lucy advances into the wardrobe, marveling to herself at its size. She feels a particular coldness around her ankles, bends down, and scoops up snow. She has entered Narnia.


  It is a breakout moment, a fancy so right and yet so breathtaking that we are transfixed with the wonder of it: the magical and the commonplace are juxtaposed with the courage and the imagination of a Magritte painting, the kicker of a good Twilight Zone episode, or the instrumental break in a Chuck Berry top-tenner. We may be horrified or transfixed with the strangeness of the situation, but we are also simply delighted. When a story breaks out in this fashion, it enhances our lives.


  In the first of these stories, “Coin of the Realm,” the toll takers in Charles Grant’s half-magical little town of Oxrun Station begin to receive strange coins from the drivers shooting through—in size and shape they could almost pass for quarters, but when the toll takers look at them closely, they find a stylized pyramid on one side, and various designs they can’t understand on the other. The story progresses from there, of course, moving toward a denouement that is both bizarre and believable, but that is almost secondary to the point I’m trying to make; the fact of those coins themselves, so strange and out of place in a situation we can all visualize, is the breakout—Charlie Grant has managed to shunt us off the major tracks of everyday reality and onto his own weird and compelling spur line…and all without even breathing hard.


  The rest of the tales here are as equally compelling and as equally well told. You’ll meet the inhabitants of Oxrun Station, of Hawthorne Street, and of half a dozen other locations. I could summarize the tales, but as Richard Nixon so memorably said, “that would be wrong.” Charlie can tell you this set of tales better than I could; he can draw the line between the living and the dead indelibly in your mind. You’ll meet a man who keeps toys on his lawn and a sandbox in his backyard in what may be one of the three finest horror stories I have ever read (the other two would be Ramsey Campbell’s “The Companion” and “The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman). You’ll meet a Montagnard boy with a pony…a carnival pitchman with a particularly sinister grab-bag concession…a baker’s dozen more.


  None of them takes place on distant planets, none of them takes place in any environment more exotic than suburban England. Most of them could have happened two streets over and one block down from where you yourself live—this is your world and my world, but Charlie Grant’s world has some vital differences. Deadly differences, you might say.


  But in each case (yes, I’m going now. I’m going, dammit, be patient a minute longer and I’ll be out of your hair), watch for that wonderful moment when the story breaks out, when—to make a phrase—the quarter with the stylized pyramid on one side and the curious indecipherable designs on the other is slapped into your unwary hand. Only here you don’t have to stand in the gate while the car passing through takes off for some strange and unknown place; Charles Grant is inviting you along for the ride. Because he’s a pro, the ride is going to be a good one. Because he cares about stories and the people who walk through his stories, it may be something more than just good; it may be memorable.


  This is what Charles Grant does to earn his living, and because he does it well, I don’t think there’s any need for me to ramble on any longer, telling you how good he is or how lucky you are. Both are true, but enough is enough, already.


  We’re headed over to the nightside now, so grab on, people. Get ready to break out.


  In a hellish sort of way, I think you’re going to enjoy yourself.


  STEPHEN KING


  Bangor, Maine


  TALES FROM OXRUN STATION


  Coin of the Realm


  It was the wrong time of year and the wrong hour of the day. In sunlight, in spring, the tollbooths that stretched eight across the highway bounced back the clean sharp air of April as though they had just been painted. Green, and gold, with red lights, green lights, guiding into the lanes beyond the cars that jerked, that halted, that separated once through and vanished down the road.


  In autumn, in the afternoon, the paint on the booths mellowed in tune with the trees that flanked the tarmac, and the air was brisk and brittle and filled with the cries of Canadian geese.


  But it was November, past midnight, and Wes rubbed at his heavy arms encased in khaki as he waited for the next automobile to break from the darkness and feed him its toll.


  The air was damp, the stars gone, birds gone, and there seemed nothing left alive on the road except him.


  He’d taken the job, though hating the night shift when the electronics firm he’d managed folded in the dead wake of a dying space industry, and his engineering skills abruptly cheapened to less than a dime a dozen. For months he’d driven; from California to Florida to Houston and finally to a small apartment in Oxrun Station. For months he had filled with his precise small handwriting all the blanks and the boxes and the circles on applications, answered questions about his ambitions, and shook soft tanned hands that bade him wait by the telephone for that miraculous call. That never came.


  “Wes?” It was a woman’s voice, and he looked up and across the narrow space to the booth opposite. Terry was there, beckoning, and he shrugged.


  “Can’t,” he said ruefully… “Pete’s not out here yet.”


  “Oh, come on! There’s no one coming. We’ll get him out of the office, okay?”


  She was dark, less than half his weight, an Oxrun native and mother of six who needed the money as badly as he and worked the nights because the pay was twice as high. Normally she grinned constantly even when she was silent; but now her face, too much aged, was folded into a concerned frown that bothered him. She called him again, impatiently, and he nodded, pushed open the gate that penned him in, and lumbered down the single step to the gap between them. He glanced back up the road with an uncertain shudder, saw nothing, and hurried out of the November dark into the garish fluorescent glare of the highway-authority office building squatting green and gold between four large pines.


  There were generally four on duty throughout the graveyard shift: two in the booths, to keep each other awake, and two inside who spelled the others several times an hour…to keep them all awake.


  Pete Hawkins, Wes’s relief, pushed past him through the door, a punch to his arm and a smile and a nod. Wes didn’t speak to him. There was nothing to say. Hawkins had known him for less than a week, and since they’d never shared coffee, they never shared dreams.


  Terry was already sitting at a long and low table, a paper cup in front of her, steaming grey.


  Wes sat, rubbing gratefully at his stomach, scratching at his thick neck. He remembered a time, when he was reasonably thin, but with money tight only starches and the like were easy to come by.


  “Wes, I’ve been had again.”


  “Again?” He couldn’t believe Terry would allow herself to be cheated more than once a month. But twice? Twice in the past two days some jokers had driven through her lane and had given her fake coins in place of the real. And they weren’t even imitations of quarters, but only the same size and texture. On their front a small stylized pyramid, on their backs various designs he hadn’t understood.


  “Wes, what am I going to do, huh? I can’t keep putting in my own money this way. I need every penny I can get. You know that. Four dollars’ worth in the last two weeks. You know how much I can do with four dollars and six kids?”


  Wes nodded, and a strand of black hair dropped to his forehead. He pushed at it, waited with one hand poised until he was satisfied it would stay. “They must know when you’re on, Ter,” he said finally. “They must think you’re a sucker—”


  “I am, obviously.”


  “—so they’ll keep at it until you tumble at the wrong time. Wrong time for them, I mean. Don’t you ever look at the money first?”


  She laughed and shook her head. “You like people too much, Wes, and you trust them too far. Someone could hand you a boiler plate and you wouldn’t know it until they were in Canada. Of course I look at them, but they’re silvery and they weigh the same. Only when I got time to count and stack, then I notice. Damn, Wes, what am I going to do?”


  You’re going to get fired, he thought, when Pete finds out and tells the right people—for him—what’s happening. And she must have sensed it because immediately her eyes filled with watery light.


  “If Lou were still here, or Jess—”


  “Or Mac or Dave,” he finished. “But they’re not, Terry. They’re gone.”


  Over the past four weeks, as many workers had walked off their jobs. Wes, who had been on the booths for just over three months, had gaped in astonishment every time it happened. It was, invariably, in the middle of the shift, somewhere near three when the road was at its most still, its most invisible. The lights from the gas station a mile east were out, the goosenecked lamps overhanging the broad toll plaza had been reduced to one on either side, and all the toll lights were red save one green facing in either direction. One by one, then the men had climbed out of their booths and into their cars. Backed them up, went through the lanes like ordinary commuter travelers or tourists, and vanished beyond the edge of the light.


  Not a word to anyone, not a letter once they had gone.


  And each one had passed to Terry one of the bogus coins.


  “Listen, Terry,” he said when the silence began to unnerve him, “tell you what I’ll do. I’ll switch booths with you, all right? And when one of them jerks tries anything on me. I’ll…”


  “Break their arms?”


  “Sit on them,” he said, and spread his arms to display his bulk.


  She pushed at her hair, shaking her head but smiling in spite of herself, and Wes relaxed. It would have been a hell of a long night if he and Terry hadn’t been able to call to each other from their respective stations. Jokes. Stories. About her kids, his jobs, complaints about traffic and the lack of it…anything at all to keep from turning on the portable radio. Radios were death in the middle of the night. The music was loud enough to keep him awake, but the jockeys kept telling him the time he didn’t want to know until the sun broke over the horizon.


  He supposed, he knew, it would have been cheaper just to keep the exact-change lane open, but there was always some idiot with a five-dollar bill…at four in the morning with a five-dollar bill.


  His eyes would be stinging by then, because instead of sleeping when the sun came up he would write his resumes and make calls and once in a while take a sick day to drive out to an interview. He had done that yesterday, in fact, and finally there was a chance that he could kiss nickels and quarters and dimes good-bye forever. He had not mentioned it to Terry, though, because he didn’t want to jinx it.


  He waited, instead.


  And walked with her back to the road.


  A yellow van was waiting in his lane, honking his horn and shouting for attention. At first Wes thought the driver might be in trouble, but when he hurried to the island and tightroped to the gate, the booth was empty.


  The driver was mad.


  Wes apologized for the delay, received a curse for a tip, and the quarter was thrown against his chest as the van sped away.


  “Terry,” he called, “do you see Pete anywhere?”


  Silence. Then, “No,” her voice thin in the damp air.


  It wasn’t the best damned job in the world, he thought as he strode angrily toward the parking lot behind the authority building, but damnit, whoever’s doing it ought to do it right, for God’s sake.


  He heard Terry calling him, ignored her and rounded the back corner, and stopped. The lot was empty except for her station wagon and his sedan. Both of them were old, and both of them were alone.


  Good God, he thought, walked back to the plaza and stared east, then west, shaking his head.


  The following night there were two new takers and one, a young blond man with a wisp for a mustache, appealed to Wes instantly. During one break then, instead of going inside with Terry, he leaned against the booth and they talked, trading lies and histories until Wes learned that Joseph was a student looking to make ends and tuitions meet somewhere, it was hoped in the direction of a bank account


  “You’re crazy, you know that?” Wes said with a grin. “How you going to study and do your papers out here, huh? You’ll be dead for your classes, you know. You won’t be able to stay awake.”


  Joseph grinned, gap-toothed and pleasant. “I’ll work it out, Wes, don’t worry. As long as I don’t get fired for being cheated—”


  “Terry told you?”


  “Yeah. As a matter of fact, I got one of them things just a few minutes ago, while you were getting coffee.”


  He held out his palm and Wes picked at the coin clumsily, finally grabbing it and holding it close to his face. There was the pyramid, and on the opposite face…an odd representation of what looked to be some kind of bird. A hawk, he thought, or maybe an eagle.


  “Osiris,” Joseph said.


  “What?”


  That’s Osiris there, I think. The head, I mean.”


  “You’re kidding,” Wes said. “You mean, folks are dumping Egyptian coins on us?”


  He couldn’t wait to tell Terry. Not that it would do her much shrugged and had turned to step down from the ledge when a station wagon pulled up and a hand stuck out. He couldn’t move. It was Terry. He saw her through the windshield and she was…not exactly crying, not exactly happy. Her lips fought to give him a smile, but as soon as Joseph had taken her toll, her hand snapped back to the steering wheel and he had to press tight against the booth to keep from being knocked off the island when she floored the accelerator and raced west toward the hills.


  “Goddamn,” Joseph said. “She stuck me! Do you believe it? Terry…” He held out his hand. The coin was there.


  In the glove compartment, Wes remembered suddenly; when they had arrived simultaneously at the parking lot and he’d hurried over to greet her and help her from the wagon, she’d been fumbling in the glove compartment, had snatched back her hand as though it had been burned. She’d slid out quickly, grabbing his arm, but not before he saw the silver glitter lying on top of a folded worn map.


  “Joe, cover for me,” he said quickly, and without waiting for an answer, raced for his car, put it in gear, and spewed gravel and dust in his haste to get on the highway.


  West of the toll plaza the road ran straight for nearly two miles, then began a sinuous curve that climbed up the sides of two consecutive mountains. At the end of the level stretch was an exit, closed now for repairs and barricaded heavily, the shoulders flush against massive boulders that would prevent a car of any size from squeezing around it. Because of the land and the trees, then, he knew there wouldn’t be any way for Terry to leave the road for the next twenty-two miles. Foolish, he thought, as the speedometer climbed from fifty to sixty, sixty-five to seventy. What the hell is she running away from?


  His headlights punched weak holes in the blackness, and it seemed less like he was driving, more like he was floating through air that thickened the faster he went.


  He glanced down at the odometer and frowned when he realized it wasn’t registering the miles he was traveling. Damn, he thought; another expense.


  He looked up, suddenly wrenched at the wheel and slammed on the brakes, the car skewing to one side, the smell of burning rubber already sharp in his nostrils. When he stopped, he was shaking and he laid his forehead against the cool plastic of the wheel until his stomach calmed and his arms stopped trembling.


  Then he slid out of the car.


  Directly ahead of him was a soft wavering light that stretched across the road from forest to forest. It wasn’t the sun, he was facing west, and it wasn’t a fire because he could smell nothing but the rubber, felt no heat as he approached it. It was…just a light, that illuminated nothing.


  He wiped his hands nervously against his shirt, telling himself he was too tired to think straight, too anxious about the possible new job to think anything through. But he walked cautiously forward until, with a step, he was in the light. In it, not beyond it. And stretched for what seemed like miles in every direction were lines of automobiles. Abandoned. Rusting. He reached out to touch one, pulled his hand back when his legs began to feel weak.


  Tired, that’s all.


  The land was sloped down and away from him, and in the middle distance was a broad blue-white river. He could see on the near bank a small group of people straggling onto a rivercraft whose bow and stern were arched high and bent down toward the center of the deck; like a double-sting scorpion, he thought. In the middle of the deck was a tiny cabin. The people, their faces dimmed by the suffusion of the light, bent and entered until they were all inside. Then, from a shadow on the bank came a tall man who stepped up the gangway, pulled it to after him, and reached out for a pole attached to a rudder. As he did so he looked up…and Wes blinked, turned abruptly, and ran.


  The man’s head was not human. It was black. It was a dog.


  Suddenly the light was behind him and he was in his car, racing the engine and skidding into a U-turn. A cloud of deep black fear settled over him until, with a check in his rearview mirror, he realized that the light was gone. There was nothing behind him but the road. And it wasn’t until he had stopped his sedan in the parking lot that he realized the car he’d almost touched on that congregated slope had been a station wagon, had been Terry’s.


  “So,” Joe said near the end of the shift, “he would finish wrapping up the dead, see, and take them to something like a courthouse where they’d be judged for whatever they did when they were alive. But Wes, I don’t understand what all this has to do with Terry.”


  Wes smiled weakly, said nothing, and as soon as the morning shift began filing out of the office, he waved a brusque good-bye and headed for his car. He drove for several hours, aimlessly, though keeping to the back roads to minimize contact with other cars. Then, when he could no longer see without squinting, he returned to his apartment and threw himself onto the couch, one arm over his eyes.


  He slept.


  Did not dream.


  Woke only once: when the telephone rang and a man, his voice officiously contrite, said, I’m sorry, Wes, but that’s the way it goes. Good luck.


  It was nearly nine when he roused himself again, showered the sleep and fog from his mind, and dressed in the near-military uniform of khaki and green he was required to wear. Then he made himself a dinner of steak and potatoes, carrots and lima beans—the steak he had been saving for the celebration of freedom. He tasted almost nothing, spent most of the time chewing absently and staring at the wall clock over the counter by the sink.


  I am an engineer, he told himself; I do not believe in what I saw last night.


  But he could see how others might, and that’s what frightened him. Times were bad—not for everyone, but for enough—and when this town becomes intolerable you look toward the next one. The same with worlds. When life is lousy, like butting against a wall that doesn’t even show the marks, you look for the afterlife; it has to be better there, right? It sure as hell can’t get worse. And with organized religions falling apart under the weight of secular advancement and no scientific proof, it didn’t take him long to see that somewhere, someone decided that maybe the good old days might hold the answer—and in this case, those “good old days” were numbered in the thousands of years. Someone who was steeped in Egyptology. Someone who deluded himself into thinking that if this life wasn’t fair, maybe the gods would be.


  After all, gods don’t die; they simply go into retirement until someone believes again.


  And if enough people believe, if enough people are miserable…


  “Nonsense,” he snapped at his knife and fork. “Damned utter nonsense.”


  But, something told him, you can’t deny the coins and you can’t deny the light, and you can’t deny the fact that Terry has gone.


  He raced into the living room and scrambled for the phone book, found Terry’s number and called it.


  “I’m sorry,” a man’s voice said, “but there’s no one here by that name.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure, believe me. I’ve lived here for six years.”


  He tried Peter Hawkins, who had lived with two friends.


  “Hawkins? I’m sorry, there’s no one here by that name.”


  He tried Dave Sparker, who lived with his parents.


  “Is this a joke? We ain’t never had any kids, Mac.”


  I’m sorry, Wes, but that’s the way it goes.


  He closed his eyes to imagine Terry as he’d last seen her: hands clutching the wheel, eyes determinedly straight ahead; but the look she had given him before she drove off…relief. Sad, but relieved.


  He shook his head and left for work, found Joe already seated at the table in the break room, and slid in beside him with a cup of coffee. “I’m cracking up, kid,” he said, and explained.


  Joe listened attentively, tracing designs on the table’s plastic top until Wes had done. “Interesting,” he said. “But for crying out loud, Wes, you know it can’t be true.”


  “I know what I saw.”


  The young man grinned. “You know what you think you saw, right? Look, Wes, just for the sake of argument let’s assume that what you’re saying is true. Then why are there still ghettos and rundown slums and unemployment and stuff like that? I mean, if life is so rotten, why haven’t all those people taken this way out? It doesn’t make sense. Terry just decided it was time to get out before she cracked, that’s all. She was doing something for herself for a change.”


  “But the kids!”


  “Did you ever see them?”


  Wes frowned. Shook his head. “But,” he said, “our whole society is based on the reach of the automobile, right? How many really poor folks have one? The car gets you out, see. You wake up one day and your fare is in the glove compartment and off you go. A little sad, maybe, because you’re leaving your friends and what all, but you know it’s going to be better, so you go.”


  Joe shook his head, grinning. “Wes, you should have been a writer or something. For an engineer, you got a hell of an imagination. But,” he added quickly, a hand up to quiet him, “assuming one more time that this is all so, what do you and I have to worry about? We’re not starving, are we? I’m getting good grades all the time, and you’re getting more and more interviews so that you’re bound to hit one sooner or later. You’re too good. It’s just a matter of time.”


  He clapped Wes on the shoulder, pointed at the clock on the wall, and reached up for the fur-lined jackets they would be wearing that night. He helped Wes into his, Wes returned the favor, and they trudged out to the tollbooths to begin the shift.


  He’s right, Wes thought, as he nodded to the man leaving his booth; I’m letting myself panic, that’s all. I’m losing faith in myself, and I can’t let that happen.


  At the first break, neither of them had been handed the silver pyramid coins.


  At the second, Joe had had one.


  Wes decided to do some figuring and, for the next few nights, kept a record of the fake coins as they flowed into the booths. Joe was getting worried, but like Terry he replaced the fares with money of his own. So did Wes. And by the end of the month, he noted with curious calm that there was an increase in the number of cars that passed along the road between the hours of twelve and three, so much so that the authority was toying with the idea of putting on two extra men. And as the cars increased, so did the coins. There was no geometric progression, only one or two more each night, but in no case was he able to catch a glimpse of the driver after he’d realized what he’d been handed.


  “If this keeps up,” he said to Joe one January night, “we’re both going to be broke.”


  “Not me,” Joe said, grinning. “You’ll be happy to know, sir, that this toll taker is giving his notice.”


  “What?”


  “That’s right, Wes. I just got word there’s a scholarship waiting for me on the West Coast, and I’m taking the first flight to San Francisco I can get.” He slapped at the table and laughed. “Done, pal. This boy is done taking quarters for the rest of his life.”


  “I’ll kill him,” the supervisor said when Joe left an hour early, laughing, shrieking his delight that his nights would now be his own. “I’ll get that punk if it’s the last thing I do. He can’t leave me short like this, damnit! He can’t!”


  Wes tsked and shook his head. “Revenge is not charity,” he said, unable to keep back a grin.


  He slept well that day, rose just after six, and made himself breakfast. Then he checked his mail, opened one rather thick envelope, and threw
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