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 PREFACE

Some of these
stories are old and dear friends of mine; others, after
visiting them for the first time in ten or twenty years since
their publication, seem like new ones. I was
particularly pleased to reread one tale and be totally surprised by
the ending: is that craftsmanship allied to a bad memory, which I
have ever owned, or merely incipient senility? Two stories are
brand new to both of us.

In any event, dear reader, I do hope you find
something herein to enjoy, and, more importantly, something
that scares you...

Al Sarrantonio – May, 2003

 



 The Ropy
Thing

The ropy thing got
most of the neighborhood while Suzie and Jerry were watching
Saturday morning cartoons on TV. Then the cable went out and
Jerry's dad put on the radio but then that went out too. By then
Suzie and Jerry were watching the ropy thing from the big picture
window in Jerry's living room. The ropy thing was very fast, and
sometimes they saw only its tip stretched high and straight, or
formed into a loop, or snaking over a house or between trees or
moving over cars. It hesitated, then shot into the moving van in
front of Suzie's house across the street, pulling a fat uniformed
mover out, coiling around him head to toe like a mummy and then
yanking him down into the ground. It pulled Suzie's mom into the
ground too, catching her as she tried to run back into the house
from where she had been directing the movers from the curb.

"We're getting out!" Jerry's dad shouted,
giving Jerry a strange look, and the ropy thing got him in the
front yard between the garage and the car. Behind him was Jerry's
mom, with an armful of pillows, and the ropy thing got her too. It
got Jerry's sister, Jane, as she was sneaking away from the house
to be with her boyfriend, Brad, down the block. Suzie and Jerry
watched the ropy thing jump out of the bushes in front of Brad's
house like a coiled black spring, getting Jane right in front of
Brad, just as she reached to hold his hand. Brad turned to run but
it got him too, shooting up out of the lawn and over the sidewalk,
thin and fast. It whipped around Brad and squeezed him into two
pieces, top and bottom, then pulled both halves down.

Suzie and Jerry ran up to the attic, and the
ropy thing snaked up around the house but didn't climb that high
and then went away. From the small octagonal attic window they
watched it wrap around the Myers' house and pull the Myers' baby
from the second-story window. Then it curled like a cat around the
Myers' house's foundation, circling three times around and
twitching, and stayed there.

"This is just like—" Jerry said, turning to
Suzie, fear in his voice. "I know," Suzie said, hushing him.

When they looked back at the Myers' house all
the windows were broken and the porch posts had been ripped away,
and the ropy thing was gone. They spied it down the block to the
right, waving lazily in the air before whipping down; then they saw
it up the block to the left, moving between two houses into the
street to catch a running boy who looked like Billy Carson.

The day rose, a summer morning with nothing
but heat.

The afternoon was hotter, an oven in the
attic.

The ropy thing continued its work.

They discovered that the ropy thing could
climb as high as it wanted when they retrieved Jerry's dad's
binoculars and found the ropy thing wrapped like a boa constrictor
around the steeple of the Methodist church in the middle of town,
blocks away. It pulled something small, kicking and too far away to
hear, out of the belfry and then slid down and away.

"I'm telling you it's—" Jerry said again.

Peering through the binoculars, Suzie again hushed
him, but not before he finished: "—just like my father's
trick."

They spent that
night in the attic with the window cracked open for air. The ropy
thing was outside, moving under the light of the moon. Twice it
came close, once breaking the big picture window on the ground
floor, then shooting up just in front of the attic window, tickling
the opening with its tip, making Jerry, who was watching, gasp, but
then flying away.

They found a box of crackers and ate them.
The ropy thing's passings in front of the moon made vague,
dark-gray shadows on the attic's ceiling and walls.

"Do you think it's happening everywhere?"
Jerry asked.

"What do you think?" Suzie replied,
and then Jerry remembered Dad's battery shortwave radio that pulled
in stations from all over the world. It was in the back of the
attic near the box of flashlights.

He got it and turned it on, and up and down
the dial there was nothing but hissing.

"Everywhere..." Jerry whispered.

"Looks that way," Suzie answered.

"It can't be..." Jerry said.

Suzie ate another cracker.

Suddenly, Jerry dropped the radio and began
to cry. "But it was just a trick my father played on me! It wasn't
real!"

"It seemed real at the time, didn't it?"
Suzie asked.

Jerry continued to sob. "He was always
playing tricks on me! After I swallowed a cherry pit he hid a bunch
of leaves in his hand and made believe he pulled them from my
ear—he told me the cherry pit had grown inside and that I was now
filled with a cherry tree! Another time he swore that a spaceship
was about to land in the backyard, then he made me watch out the
big picture window while he snuck into the back and threw a toy
rocket over the roof so that it came down in front of me!" He
looked earnest and confused. "He was always doing things like
that!"

"You believed the tricks while they were
happening, didn't you?" Suzie asked.

"Yes! But—"

"Maybe if you believe something hard enough,
it happens for real."

Jerry was frantic. "But it was just a trick!
You were with me, you saw what he did! He buried a piece of rope in
the backyard, then brought us out and pulled the rope partway out
of the ground and said it was part of a giant monster, the Ropy
Thing, which filled up the entire Earth until it was just
below the surface—and that anytime it wanted it would throw out its
ropy tentacles and grab everybody, and pull them down and suck them
into its pulsating jelly body—"

He looked at Suzie with a kind of pleading on
his face. "It wasn't real!"

"You believed."

"It was just a trick!"

"But you believed it was real," Suzie said
quietly. She was staring at the floor. "Maybe because my mother was
moving, taking me away from you, you believed so hard that you made
it real." She looked up at him. "Maybe that's why it hasn't gotten
us—because you did it."

She went to him and held him, stroking his
hair with her long, thin fingers.

"Maybe you did it because you love me," she
said.

Jerry looked up at her, his eyes still wet with
tears. "I do love you," he said.

They ate all the
food in the house after a week, and then moved to the Myers' house
and ate all their food, and then to the Janzens' next door to the
Myers'. They ate their way, uninvited guests, down one block and up
the next. They ran from house to house at twilight or dawn. The
ropy thing never came near them, busy now with catching all the
neighborhood's dogs and cats.

Even when they did see the ropy thing, it
stayed away, poking into a house on the next block, straining up
straight, nearly touching the clouds, black and almost oily in the
sun, like an antenna. It disappeared for days at a time, and once
they saw a second ropy thing, through the telescope in the house
they were living in, so far away from their own now that they
didn't even know their hosts' names. They were near the edge of
town, and the next town over had its own ropy thing curling up into
the afternoon, rising up like a shoot here and there, pausing for a
moment before bending midriff to point at the ropy thing in their
own neighborhood. Their own ropy thing bent and pointed back at
it.

Suzie looked at Jerry, who wanted to cry.

"Everywhere," she said.

As the summer wore
on the squirrels disappeared, and then the birds and crickets and
gnats and mosquitoes. Jerry and Suzie moved from house to house,
town to town, and sometimes when they were out they saw the ropy
thing pulling dragonflies into the ground, swatting flies dead and
yanking them away. Everywhere it was the same: the ropy thing had
rid every town, every house, every place of people and animals and
insects. Even the bees in the late summer were gone, as if the ropy
thing had saved them for last, and now pulled them into its jelly
body along with everything else alive. In one town they found a
small zoo, and paused to look with wonder at the empty cages, the
clean gorilla pit, the lapping water empty of seals.

There was plenty to eat, and water to drink,
and soda in cans, and finally when they were done with the towns
surrounding their town they rode a train, climbing into its engine
and getting the diesel to fire and studying the controls and making
it move. The engine made a sound like caught thunder. Even Jerry
laughed then, putting his head out of the cab to feel the wind like
a living thing on his face. Suzie fired the horn, which bellowed
like a bullfrog. They passed a city, and then another, until the
train ran out of fuel and left them in another town much like their
own.

They moved on to another town after that, and
then another after that, and always the ropy thing was there,
following them, a sentinel in the distance, rising above the
highest buildings, its end twitching.

Summer rolled toward autumn. Now, even when he
looked at Suzie, Jerry never smiled anymore. His eyes became
hollow, and his hands trembled, and he barely ate.

Autumn arrived, and
still they moved on. In one nameless town, in one empty basement of
an empty house, Jerry walked trembling to the workbench and took
down from its pegboard a pair of pliers. He handed them to Suzie
and said, "Make me stop believing."

"What do you mean?"

"Get the ropy thing out of my head."

Suzie laughed, went to the workbench herself
and retrieved a flashlight, which she shined into Jerry's ears.

"Nothing in there but wax," she said.

"I don't want to believe anymore," Jerry said
listlessly, sounding like a ghost.

"It's too late," Suzie said.

Jerry lay down on the floor and curled up
into a ball.

"Then I want to die," he whispered.

Winter snapped at
the heels of autumn. The air was apple cold, but there were no more
apples. The ropy thing spent the fall yanking trees and bushes and
late roses and grass into the ground.

It was scouring the planet clean of weeds and
fish and amoebas and germs.

Jerry stopped eating, and Suzie had to help
him walk.

Idly, Jerry wondered what the ropy thing
would do after it had killed the Earth.

Suzie and Jerry stood between towns gazing at
a field of dirt. In the distance the ropy thing waved and worked,
making corn stalks disappear in neat rows. Behind Jerry and Suzie,
angled off the highway into a dusty ditch, was the car that Suzie
had driven, telephone books propping her up so that she could see
over the wheel, until it ran out of gas. The sky was a thin dusty
blue-gray, painted with sickly clouds, empty of birds.

A few pale snowflakes fell.

"I want it to end," Jerry whispered
hoarsely.

He had not had so much as a drink of water in
days. His clothes were rags, his eyes sunken with grief. When he
looked at the sky now his eyeballs ached, as if blinded by
light.

"I...want it to stop," he croaked.

He sat deliberately down in the dust, looking
like an old man in a child's body. He looked up at Suzie, blinked
weakly.

When he spoke, it was a soft question: "It
wasn't me, it was you who did it."

Suzie said nothing, and then she said, "I
believed. I believed because I had to. You were the only one who
ever loved me. They were going to take me away from you."

There was more silence. In the distance, the
ropy thing finished with the cornfield, stood at attention,
waiting. Around its base a cloud of weak dust settled.

Quietly, Jerry said, "I don't love you
anymore.”

For a moment, Suzie's eyes looked sad—but
then they turned to something much harder than steel.

"Then there's nothing left," she said.

Jerry sighed, squinting at the sky with his
weak eyes.

The ropy thing embraced him, almost
tenderly.

And as it pulled him down into its pulsating
jelly body, he saw a million ropy things, thin and black, reaching
up like angry fingers to the Sun and other stars beyond.

 



 The Only

When you meet
Harbor Road, turn south. Now I can almost hear your footsteps. Walk
until the breakers on your left seem about to wash up around you
over the boardwalk, and the shop lights become dimmer, more secret.
The shadows hug themselves here. Your footsteps are tentative now,
but you are close—when you pass under a dull yellow streetlamp that
hums, blinking out and then flaring on again, on the verge of an
extinction never achieved, look up. There is a sign in a window, of
three letters, and inside and upstairs, as they told you, you will
find me. This is what you must do.

I can hear you coming.

Bill was drunk when
they met him at the bus terminal. When Paul held out his hand, a
lopsided smile of welcome on his face, Bill only grinned widely and
put a half-empty pint of Jim Beam into his palm. "There's one or
two more of those somewhere," he said, patting at his drab green
coat. He grinned again, an elfin thing from this small man,
smaller-looking under the army crew cut that was beginning to fill
out on his head.

"Bastard," the third member of their party,
silent till now, said. He looked as if he was brooding, but the
other two knew he wasn't.

"Bastard yourself," Bill said, and then he
hugged the other, holding him out then at the shoulders. "How are
you, Jimmy?"

"Good enough." The thin, sour features turned
wry. "Better than you, you drunk bastard."

"Hah! And more of that to come! I want to hit
Harbor Road."

Paul began, "I thought we'd go back to my
place for a while, have a couple of beers—"

"Beers, bullshit. I want to see the Bay,
relive old times. Four friggin' years..."

He looked down at his shoes, shiny black,
trying to remember something, feeling around his memory.

"Four friggin' years..."

"Come on," Paul said, taking him by the arm.
"We'll do it your way. I know just where to start."

"Oh?" Bill said, and then he smiled and held
out his hand to take the pint of Jim Beam from his friend.

It was late and grey. It had been warm in the
afternoon, the thermometer crawling up from the damp thirties to
hover, exactly at midafternoon, near fifty. But now the mercury was
falling again, and the sky was falling with it. It had been a damp
October and now a damp November, and the weak try at Indian summer
the weather had given the past couple of days looked now to be
losing out to the inevitable cold. It would be chilly tonight, and
there was already, out over the edge of the Bay, a hint of
mistiness that would turn to thick fog by morning.

They walked east, toward the water. A movie
marquee said HALLOWEEN FRIGHT WEEK, but the K in week
was already down and an attendant on a ladder was carefully
removing the other letters one by one; the posters in the window
now showed two lovers in a close-up 1940's-style embrace. They
walked past a couple of bars, but even Bill didn't turn his head;
this wasn't their section.

"The Sirens?" he asked. "To see Snooky
again."

Jimmy nodded dourly, and Bill smiled.

A hard left onto Harbor Road, and there was
the water to meet them. Their legs carried them on, but suddenly
Bill stopped short, staring out at the Bay.

"What is it?" Paul asked.

"Nothing," Bill answered, staring into space.
Again he seemed lost, searching for something. He shook his head.
"It's just that I haven't seen that water in a long time, but it
seems like I never left it."

The Seven Sirens looked barricaded against
winter's advent. The green and white striped awning was rolled flat
against the front, and the take-out window, open wide in the summer
to serve clams and shrimp to the tourists who didn't know about the
back room or were too shy or polite to barge in on the regulars,
was pressed down tight and caulked. The porthole in the door was
steamed; there was an untidy pile of late-season discards—paper
cups and napkins—that swirled like a miniature leaf storm on the
boardwalk out front.

Jimmy was pushing open the door when Bill
held back. He was looking out over the water again.

"Okay if we stay outside?"

Paul looked at the two round picnic benches
yet to be stored; the seats were up on the tables and the beach
umbrellas—again, green and white striped—were missing from their
holes. "Little cold to sit out, Bill." Then he added, "Sure."

He disappeared inside, returning with a tray
of shrimp and paper cups of beer. "This stuff's on Snooky," he
said. The other two had set up one of the tables, and Bill was once
again smiling, holding the open bottle of liquor under Jimmy's
nose.

"Come on, puritan. Just a sip." He turned to
Paul, beaming. "Goofball still won't drink, will he?"

"Been trying to break him down for
years."

Bill took one of the beers and drained half
of it in a gulp. His back was to the Bay. The open bottle was in
front of him, nearly empty. He was quiet for a few moments and then
said, "I don't know why I came back."

"That's not what your letter said," Paul
offered.

Bill shrugged. "All that stuff about being
with your pals, the guys you grew up with, the places you know..."
He shrugged again, then grinned. "I was drunk when I wrote
that."

"That wasn't hard to figure out," Paul
said.

"You misspelled pals four times,"
Jimmy said, straight-faced. "Spelled it with an I."

"That's what you guys are," Bill said, and
suddenly he stood up, looking down at them. "My pils." He sat down
again. "Hey Paul, you still teaching at the old school?"

Paul nodded.

"Why did you come back?" Jimmy said,
and now there wasn't a hint of anything but seriousness on his
face.

Bill was staring down at his hands, working
his fingers over the knuckles. For a moment they thought he wasn't
going to say anything. He reached for the bottle, then let his hand
fall back on the other one again. "I truly don't know."

He looked up at them, and now there was a
kind of pleading in his eyes. There was something he wanted them to
tell him, some word or phrase to make him say what he wanted to
say. Suddenly he blurted out, "Do you know what a shit I
feel like coming back here? Do you? I was the big mouth, the
one who always said that this wasn't the place to be, that there
was a big world out there, that I was..." His hands were fists and
he knocked them one against the other. ...That I was going to grab
the world by the balls." He laughed. "That's what I said: grab
the world by the balls. You know what I did?" He laughed again,
a snort. "I grabbed myself by the balls."

"Hey, Bill." Paul began.

"No, let me. You knew this would happen. The
two of you knew that if I really did come back I'd go on like
this."

"We knew you'd come back," Jimmy said
quietly.

"That's a really flicked-up thing to
say."

Abruptly the hands unclenched, resting on the
picnic table. There was a small plate of shrimp in front of him
untouched, and as if his hands now saw what his eyes didn't
register, his hands moved the plate away from him.

He went on, his voice lowered. "Do you know
that two weeks ago, when my hitch was up, I had every intention of
signing back up? I'd never even thought of doing otherwise. They
were paying for computer school. I was up for a promotion in rank
in a few months—shit, I was even getting along with the hard-ass
sergeant I wrote you about. Things were going great with Julie
too."

"You wrote about her," Paul said. "Said she
was okay."

Anger crept into Bill's voice. "Did I write
that I wanted to marry her? That was up the line too. And then—" He
made as if he were holding a pen, poised above the table, frozen.
"And then I had that paper in front of me, and suddenly I didn't
want to sign it anymore, I wanted to come back to Greystone Bay.
More than anything else in the world, I wanted to come back
here."

"You remember your early letters? They were
full of homesickness," Paul said.

"Come on, that was three years ago! I told
you later on I washed this place out of me. What the hell is there
for me here except you guys? After my old man died and the bank
took the house—shit, there's nothing here at all." Once again anger
came. "Do you know what my long-range plans were? Another hitch,
then boom, out of the army with all that computer training behind
me. I was going to go to Boston, get a job with one of those big
computer places on Route 128, be set for life. And with Julie. And
then suddenly, none of it means anything anymore. I had a fight
with her just before I got on the bus, and ended up telling her to
go to hell. We'd never even had a serious argument before."

"You can never go home again," Jimmy quoted
laconically.

"Thomas Wolfe my ass. I'm here, aren't
I?"

The anger had drained out of him, leaking
away to the water behind him, and now he saw the bourbon bottle in
front of him and he finished it with one swallow. Another sip of
beer and suddenly he smiled, washing everything else from his face.
"So I'm here, I came home, and, well, I guess it's all right." The
smile trailed a bit and his eyes wandered. "I guess it's all
right..."

It was getting dark. Out in the harbor, where
bay met and kissed ocean, a lonely foghorn sounded once, then
again. Nearer, a buoy slapped itself, the mild lash of a rope on
hollow metal. The air thickened, became moist, and already the few
fall stars twinkled desperately, trying to shine through the heavy
night coming.

They rose, and moved on. As Bill pushed his
chair back he saw Snooky regarding him inscrutably through the
small front window; the old bar owner nodded once in salute, and
Bill waved back. There was more drink in him than he thought. He
stood and found the world turning for him momentarily; then it
steadied and Paul and Jimmy were there beside him. There was a
heaviness in the pocket of his coat and he felt down to find
the smooth glass of an unopened pint of bourbon. He left it there,
tightening the collar of his coat around his neck.

They turned south, passing Port
Boulevard once again, where the bright lights of the shops and
stores were beginning to turn to the dimmer ones of closing time.
Bill felt oddly warm and peaceful. He remembered a time when he had
stolen a newspaper from one of the stands next to Woolworth's,
because his old man liked the Tribune
so much and wasn't buying it because the factory had
had a layoff and they were keeping every nickel until they found
out how permanent it would be. He'd walked two blocks, fast, with
the paper tucked so tight under his arm it hurt, and then when he
finally slowed down he looked down to see that he had taken
The New York Times by mistake. He'd
sneaked the paper back to the newsstand, not so much out of guilt
as that if he had brought the Times
home his old man would know he'd stolen it and whip him till
his pants bled.

They passed the Boulevard, leaving the lights
behind. Again the buoy slapped itself, and suddenly Bill crossed
the boardwalk, facing the Bay; he put his arms on the railing and
looked down the steep embankment before turning to his two friends.
They saw he had a newly opened bottle of bourbon in his hand.

"Had enough?" Jimmy asked.

Bill answered, "Never, I want to toast you
two guys now." He held the bottle out straight over the railing.
His head swam but his arm was steady as the rocks below. "To the
two biggest bastards I know."

He offered Paul the bottle, and, after
Paul swallowed, he was astonished to see Jimmy take it
also, a discreet sip passing into his mouth. "Mother of God," Bill
said, his eyes growing wide, clutching at his chest. "The world is
surely ending when Jimmy Hoffman takes a drink." Jimmy shrugged
sourly and handed the bottle back.

"Do you know," Bill said, pausing to lighten
the bottle himself, "what I thought of the other day? I thought of
the time the three of us went looking for that old man in the
chair. Remember? There was that story we heard, I can't remember
any of it, but there was something about an old man who sat in a
chair all the time."

He looked at his friends; Paul was staring
out at the water, Jimmy moving a hand along the railing, lips
puckered, the taste of alcohol still in his mouth.

"Come on," Bill continued, "don't you
remember? It was one of the biggest things we ever did. We
found the guy in the chair. We must have been in third, no, fourth
grade. Mrs. Johnson was our teacher. She still at the school, Paul?
You ever see her?"

"She's Vice Principal," Paul said flatly.

"You see? I remember it was fourth grade
because we had Mrs. Johnson for our teacher and because that was
the year we all fooled Benny Lakeland into asking his old man for a
box of rubbers for Christmas. You remember that? The poor dumb
bastard didn't know what a box of rubbers was."

Jimmy was smiling, and suddenly Paul broke
into a laugh. "I remember that."

"Don't you remember the other thing? The guy
in the chair?"

"Do you?" Jimmy asked, oddly.

"Sure I do!" He stopped, racking his memory.
"Somebody told us all about this guy who did nothing but sit in a
chair in a little room somewhere in Greystone Bay, and the three of
us went looking for him, and we found him."

"And?"

"And nothing! That's all there is. What's the
big deal? The point was, we found the guy and nobody else
did." He pulled the bottle up to his mouth and kept it there a long
time. "Jeez, you guys are bastards all right."

"I remember," Paul said, almost in a
whisper.

"There, you see!" Bill's eyes brightened.

Paul took the bottle from him and they all
looked out over the Bay. There wasn't much to see now, but they had
never needed eyes here anyway. The ears and the nose did all the
work, with the salt in the air and the good dampness that was
always there, especially in the summer, and the squawk of gulls and
the tiny splash they made when they dived to snare a shiner from
just below the surface of the water. The foghorn wept again, out
somewhere in the loneliness, and now, close by, they heard that
tiny splashing sound and then the triumphant sound as a gull reared
blackly up away from them, its prize in its mouth.

"This is a beautiful place," Bill said
quietly.

The others nodded, and then Paul used the
bottle before Bill took it back.

The night closed in on them, and they walked
on. South, still, along the boardwalk that creaked in places like
the steps in a haunted house. "You remember the time we went to
that haunted house near South Hill?" Bill began, but then he said,
"Forget it." He was awash in alcohol, and the red and white neon
lights stabbed at his eyes painfully, making him shield them.
Everything was too bright, surrounded by too much darkness. He
heard Paul and Jimmy walking beside him, but had to reach out his
hands to clutch their coats to make sure they were really there. He
wanted to throw up, but instead, took the bottle to his mouth
again, as a baby might take a nipple.

"Where are we?" he said, not sure if the
words had made it to his lips, but he nodded when Jimmy answered,
"Harbor Road still, down near the end."

"Ah," he said, once more wanting to throw up
and then suddenly, from far away, he heard a vomiting sound but was
surprised to find that it wasn't himself but Jimmy who was bent
double.

"Never could hold your liquor," Bill said,
slurring out a laugh. "One drink in his whole friggin' life and he
barfs up. Here, have another." He held the bottle under Jimmy's
nose but Jimmy pushed it gently away, rising up slowly.

"Where are we now?" Bill asked, and then he
stared at the front of the building they stood before.

"This is it. Goddammit, this is it!" There
was drunken victory in his voice. He turned to his two companions,
who only stared at the front glass window, a small square cutout
with a neon-scripted Bud sign that was not lit.

"This is where the guy in the chair was!"

Suddenly he heaved over, throwing the acidy
contents of his stomach onto the small stoop in front of the bar.
He stood, cleaning his mouth with his sleeve, and then found that
the hand within the sleeve still held a bottle with a half-inch of
bourbon in it. His stomach protested loudly, but he took it down
anyway, closing his eyes momentarily before focusing them again on
the building before him. He dropped the empty bottle and it spun
once on the sidewalk before settling, label down, next to the
stoop.

The liquor, all-encompassing as it was, had
now deposited him in a place that was crystal-clear. He saw the
door, the brass handle on the door -

"We're going in."

His leg lifted, and he was up on the stoop.
Without looking, he knew that Paul and Jimmy were with him. He
could feel their bodies beside him, their wordless rapport.

"You don't remember anything?" Paul asked;
his voice was low and Bill couldn't locate Paul's face to go with
the voice.

"Dammit, this is the place!" he said
in answer.

His hand was on the door—old, notched wood, a
lock that had been replaced more than once; he pressed his hand,
his body, against it.

The door opened inward easily. A push of
tobacco smoke, thick as dust, greeted him, along with the stronger
smells of any old bar: urinals long uncleaned, their towel machines
empty, soap dish empty, a run of gurgling water in the
brown-bleached sink, and a protesting squeal followed by nothing
when the hot tap is turned; and beer, sour, run into every corner,
dried but never gone, spills on the floor, green tiles rubbed
nearly black with cigarette filters and the detritus from a
thousand heavy shoes. There was a jukebox flat against one wall, in
the shadows, its lights out save one faint amber bulb that pulsed
like a retreating heartbeat. Pegs set into the warping paneled
walls, dark as the floor, stained, another leak of water running
silently from one ceiling corner to meet an ancient pool on the
ground that never grew and never receded. The bar was not long but
filled, smudged wood polished by coatsleeves, tarnished footstools
with torn red leatherette seats. A bowling machine off in another
corner showed no lights at all, a rug of dust covering its alley,
the plug draped across the top.

The seats were filled with old men who turned
as they entered; it was as if a nest of old birds had been
disturbed, swiveling their hooded eyes to see what sort of animal
approached. The bartender looked like one of them, perhaps elected
to lift his aging body from his barstool, worn topcoat and all, and
serve his fellow passengers. There was a glass in his hand,
clouded, and he paused only a moment as they entered before turning
his back on them to refill it from a bottle under the smoky mirror
in back of the bar. His eyes turned up to the mirror, watching them
there.

Someone at the bar snorted; swallowed
phlegm.

"North Hill boys," someone grunted in
dismissal, and the old men turned back to the bar, but all the eyes
in the mirror, between the whiskey bottles, stayed on them.

"Dammit, this is it," Bill said too loudly.
The world pendulumed up away from him, came to a standstill,
pendulumed back the other way. He wanted to sit down. Once again
his eyes hurt, and the world was divided into glowing blobs of
light and surrounding darkness.

"We sneaked in and went right over there," he
got out, pointing crookedly to an indistinct dark corner next to
the jukebox.

"Follow me," he said, stumbling toward the
dark corner.

His feet would not work properly, but
suddenly he was there, falling onto the jukebox, his face bumping
flush with the scratched dusty glass. "NIGHT AND DAY" —A-4, he saw,
and then, mercifully, there were hands under his arms and he was
pulled away. He expected to be taken to where damp sea air would
greet him, but instead, there was a shuffling and his feet were on
steps leading upward. He had never been so drunk. His boots scraped
leadenly but then he remembered how to use them and he lifted one,
then the other. He felt like a marionette, his feet flailing out
and up in an approximation of climbing and yet smoothly supported
by the arms that held him.

"Up?" he said, slurring his word horribly so
that it sounded like the cry of a baby. He tried hopelessly to
right his head and bring his eyes to focus, and then abruptly he
could see for a moment. There was a steep up-sloping bank of steps
ending in a wall. The wall got closer and then turned, and he
looked up to see another series of steps ending at a huge—

"Paul? Jimmy?" A trapdoor dropped open in his
mind, and he remembered it. He
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