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Introduction

Speak Softly and Listen: Tales of the Invisible

I was nine, the oldest of three boys, when my parents decided it was time to move me into a bedroom of my own. The fact that it was getting more than a little crowded with my brothers and I in the same bed, and that I had recently discovered the perverse pleasure of tormenting them after the lights went out, were no doubt contributing factors. “You’re gonna be damn sorry if I have to come in there,” had become my father’s favorite post-bedtime admonition.

They moved me into the only room available: “the front room”, also known as “the guest bedroom” (not that I can recall a single guest spending the night in our home, but I suppose good etiquette requires such preparation). Now and then it was also referred to as “the sick room”—the place to which we were banished when a risk of contagion was suspected.

I didn’t much like my new room. Although it was supposedly my bedroom, I wasn’t allowed to move any of my things into it, so it was really just a sleeping room. I think my mother was never quite able to let go of the promise of “guests”. So this spare room was kept pretty much the same as it had always been: the nicest bed, the nicest sheets, flowery decorations, and one of the only scatter rugs in our house at the time. A stranger’s room, a room from someone else’s home—certainly not from ours.

The neatest thing, for me, was the large dresser, once I realized that my mother never inspected the drawers. These were for storage, and virtually forgotten. My investigations uncovered a stockpile of linens and ancient clothes which had not seen the light in decades. And at the back of the bottom drawer a nest of tiny, hairless mice babies (although now I think they may have been rats). I’d never seen such a thing. In fact they were so strange looking I at times convinced myself that they might be some rare breed of miniature pig. My private pets.

There was also a tree outside the window which became so linked to this guest room in my mind that it seemed as much a piece of furniture as the bed or dresser.

I had always dreaded sleeping in this room when I was sick because of that tree. During the day, like as not you’d have seen me sitting in its lower branches, but at night, in the dark, it became something else entirely. It grew taller, spread larger, until I was quite convinced it must overshadow the house. And its limbs were inhabited by all manner of invisible things. That tree outside my new bedroom became everything I knew about the dark. It was the dark, as far as I was concerned. And I was absolutely terrified of the dark.

The intensity of this fear had always embarrassed and humiliated me. Certainly I had friends who were scared of the dark, who had to sleep with a light on after an evening watching Shock Theater, but the depth of my own fear made theirs pale into insignificance. I was worse than a baby. I desperately needed to know if someone could die from fright, but I didn’t know anyone I could trust enough to ask. I watched The Tingler every time it was on TV, trying to determine if the events it depicted were possible or not.

I always slept with layers of bedclothes wrapped tightly over my head, even during the hot and humid Virginia summers. Sleeping with my brothers, I’d told myself it was to block the bright light from the hall, or a way to maintain hard-won mattress territory. Once I started sleeping in the guest room, however, I found I could make no more excuses. I covered my head because I was terrified.

There was nothing particularly unique about my fear of the dark, of course. I heard things I could not explain. When I dared peek out from under the covers I invariably saw things that could not be there. Someone was trying to get into the room. Someone had got into the room, and now stood just over there, no more than three feet away, watching me pretend to sleep, and knowing that I was pretending. Kid stuff. Baby stuff.

And everything I tried made it worse. If I took a flashlight into bed with me it only emphasized my isolation, making the night outside my bright circle that much darker. A light on in the room itself made me feel trapped in a dim spaceship, everything outside having ceased to exist. Music played softly on the radio made me even more anxious about the “real” noises the music disguised.

But my worst idea was to cover my ears with my hands. Even now it seems strange to me that I would have chosen this solution which eventually caused me so much terror.

For in covering my ears I uncovered the fragile beat of my own life, the shaky, static-filled pulse which announced not only that I was alive, but that death was a very real possibility.

I used to wonder if the real difference between humans and animals was that human beings were aware of their own pulses. I used to wonder if in the history of humankind anyone had ever heard his or her own pulse stop.

Once when I was about ten, I thought I heard my own pulse stop and I screamed at the top of my lungs until the rest of the family rushed into the room. I was too embarrassed to tell them what was wrong—perhaps I didn’t even know what was wrong—so I told them I thought I saw a face in the window. My brothers ribbed me for days, calling me crazy. But I was too smart to tell anyone what had really frightened me.

Some of my first stories were the stories I told myself in the dark, as a distraction when I could not sleep. What the doorknob became when the family went away. What happened to the cat lost beneath the rug. The separated Siamese twin who awakened to discover that his brother had received their shared soul, leaving him an empty shell.

The very existence of these stories, more than their particular events, haunted me. I never had the feeling I was making up stories. The stories were making up me, one idea, one impression at a time. All I had to do was listen to the pulse of my own blood as it pumped mechanically through every room of the dark house. Speak softly, or don’t speak at all, else I wouldn’t be able to hear it.

To this day I have no particular aversion to graphic horror—I’ve written quite a bit of it myself. I enjoy writing about and reading loving descriptions of hideous creatures and events. But it has always been the quieter works, the ghostly tales of loss and memory and things invisible, which have continued to haunt me.

This preference began all those years ago in the sick room, the stranger’s room, that guest bedroom in which a dark tree, a nest of mice, and the sound of my own too-rapid pulse were part of the furniture. Because I didn’t believe I was completely making up those stories: I was keeping quiet, and listening carefully, and recording the events which no one sees but which grab our hearts and drive our passions. The creatures I sensed in the dark and heard between systole and diastole seemed more real than Dracula or Frankenstein or any of a number of imaginings capable of maiming and dismembering. To my mind the invisible world of passions and presences was not a part of a fantasy genre at all, but as real as the doors and windows and curtains and darkness they possessed. These were the things people thought about, but did not talk about. Rarely do we encounter a monster in the middle of the street ready to eat us (after first torturing us in some detail). Almost as rarely do we meet that monster’s first cousin, the serial killer.

But we are locked alone in our heads every day, forced to listen to these invisible happenings in the dark. More real, more immediate than a thousand graphic entertainments, they require our sustained attention.

Steve Rasnic Tem

Denver, Colorado

2001


At the Bureau

I’ve been the administrator of these offices for twenty-five years now. I only wish my employees were as steady. Most of them last only six months or so before they start complaining of boredom. It’s next to impossible to find good clerical help. But I’ve always been content here.

My wife doesn’t understand how I could stay with the job this long. She says it’s a dead end; I’m at the top of my pay scale, there’ll be no further promotions, or increase in responsibilities. I’ve no place to go but down, she says. Her complaints about my job always lead to complaints about the marriage itself, of course. No children. Few friends. All the magic’s gone, she says. But I’ve always been content.

When I started in the office we handled building permits. After a few years we were moved to peddling, parade, demolition licenses. Two years ago it was dog licenses. Last year they switched us to nothing but fishing permits.

Not too many people fish these days; the streams are too polluted. Last month I sold one permit. None the two months before. They plan to change our function again, I’m told, but a final decision apparently hasn’t been made. I really don’t care, as long as my offices continue to run smoothly.

A photograph of my wife taken the day of our marriage has sat on my desk the full twenty-five years, watching over me. At least she doesn’t visit the office in person. I am grateful for that.

Last week they reopened the offices next door. About time, I thought; the space had been vacant for five years. Ours was the last office still occupied in the old City Building. I was afraid maybe we too would be moved.

But I haven’t been able as yet to determine what it is exactly they do next door. They’ve a small staff, just a lone man at a telephone, I think. No one comes in or out of the office all day, until five, when he goes home.

I feel it’s my business to find out what he does over there, and what it is he wants from me. A few days ago I looked up from my newspaper and saw a shadow on the frosted glass of our front door. Imagine my irritation when I rushed out into the hallway only to see his door just closing. I walked over there, intending to knock and ask him what it was he wanted, but I saw his shadow within the office, bent over his desk. For some reason this stopped me, and I returned to my own office.

The next day the same thing happened. Then the day after that. I then refused to leave my desk. I wouldn’t chase a shadow; he would not use me in such a fashion. I soon discovered that when I didn’t go to the door, the shadow remained in my frosted glass all day long. He was standing outside my door all day long, every day.

Once there were two shadows. That brought me to my feet immediately. But when I jerked the door open I discovered two city janitors, sent to scrape off the words “Fish Permits” from my sign, “Bureau of Fish Permits”. When I asked them what the sign was to be changed to, they told me they hadn’t received those instructions yet. Typical, I thought; nor had I been told.

Of course, after the two janitors had left the single shadow was back again. It was there until five.

The next morning I walked over to his office door. The lights were out; I was early. I had hoped that the sign painters had labelled his activity for me, but his sign had not yet been filled in. “Bureau of …”. A few black streaks showed where the paint had been scraped away years ago, bare fragments of the letters that I couldn’t decipher.

I’m not a man given to emotion. But the next day I lost my temper. I saw the shadow before the office door and I exploded. At the top of my voice I ordered him away from my door. When three hours had passed and he still hadn’t left, I began to weep. I pleaded with him. But he was still there.

The next day I moaned. I shouted obscenities. But he was always there. Perhaps my wife is right; I’m not very decisive. I don’t like to make waves. The last time we went out to dinner—it must have been years ago—the waitress gave me someone else’s meal. Despite my wife’s pleadings, I could not bring myself to return it. When the intended recipient of the meal complained and the waitress asked me why I hadn’t said anything, I could only shrug.

It’s been days. He is always there.

Today I discovered the key to another empty office adjacent to mine. It fits a door between the two offices. I can go from my office to this vacant office without being seen from the hallway. At last, I can catch this crazy man in the act.

I sit quietly at my desk, pretending to read the newspaper. He hasn’t moved for hours, except occasionally to peer closer at the frosted glass in my door, simulating binoculars with his two hands to his eyes.

I take off my coat and put it on the back of my chair. A strategically placed flower pot will give the impression of my head. I crawl over to the door to the vacant office, open it as quietly as possible, and slip through.

Cobwebs trace the outlines of the furniture. Files are scattered everywhere, some of the papers beginning to mold. The remains of someone’s lunch are drying on one desk. I have to wonder at the city’s janitorial service.

Unaccountably, I worry over the grocery list my wife gave me, now lying on my desk. I wonder if I should go back after it. It bothers me terribly, the list unattended, unguarded on my desk. But I must push on. I step over a scattered pile of newspapers by the main desk, and reach the doorway leading into the hall.

With one mighty swing I leap through the doorway, prepared to shout the rude man down, in the middle of his act.

The hall … is empty.

I am suddenly tired. I walk slowly to the man’s office door, the door to the other bureau. I stand, waiting.

I can see his shadow through the office door. He sits at his desk, apparently reading a newspaper. I step closer, forming my hands into imaginary binoculars. I press against the glass, right below the phrase “Bureau of …” lettered in bold, black characters.

He orders me away from his door. He weeps. He pleads. Now he is shouting obscenities.

I’ve been here … for days.


Crutches

A tap, a thump. A tap, a thump. Michael listened to his mother pacing her room with the crutch, just overhead. He had awakened to the sound, three a.m., and that was two hours ago. Two hours of steady pacing, and how many before that?

He slipped on his robe, trying not to awaken Doris, and climbed the stairs slowly. He paused on the landing, where a great bay window displayed the western slope of the Rockies, the dark houses at its base, and the slow drift of snow like sleep falling from the peak. A narrow road ran between Michael’s borrowed house and those darkened houses, a passageway that held few cars this time of year. A few local vehicles, certainly, but as the snow season reached its height even they would no longer be venturing out. People in Elkins Park took out their cars only when they needed something from another town, or if they were going on vacation. Otherwise, they walked. Or made their way cross-country on skis.

He reached the top of the stairs and looked at the bottom of her door. The light was still on, and now he could hear the tap-thump of her one crutch, although much fainter than it had been downstairs. Once again he blamed himself for dragging his mother up here, but they really had no other place to go. Joe Jensen had offered him the place rent free for a year, just to take care of it, and Michael and Doris had both been out of work for almost two years at that point. And afraid of failing again, Michael thought, then shook himself irritably. Elkins Park did have its advantages—it was cheap to live here, and a quiet place for Doris to do her painting.

There was no energy left in the marriage; there hadn’t been for some time. Lack of money only made it worse. At least sometimes money could buy the energy: concerts, plays, ski trips. They seemed to have no more words for each other. And finally here, in this house, time had stopped completely. They didn’t go forward, but with some relief Michael realized things weren’t falling back, either.

He paused in front of the door, then knocked before gently swinging it open.

His mother stood by the window, grey hair hanging over her cheeks, her tattered housecoat bunched into odd, shapeless lumps; she appeared suspended from the one crutch like a broken scarecrow. A cigarette dangled from the front of her mouth, the long ash suspended impossibly from its tip.

“You’ll burn yourself, Mother.”

She reached up and jerked the cigarette out of her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said softly, and turned to the window.

Tap thump. A hollow sound, and for a moment Michael imagined that her entire leg was wood.

She had gone downhill fast since the accident. Their first day there she had fallen through a rotten board in the front steps. Michael had thought, momentarily, of suing his good friend Joe, who had no homeowner’s insurance for this old derelict, but his family wasn’t the kind to sue. What happens, happens, as his mother had put it at the time.

She looked awful. The broken leg seemed to have sapped the strength from the rest of her body. He remembered the way it had swollen, so quickly, and even at the time it had seemed the swelling was draining her face, her eyes, her long narrow fingers of their small store of vitality.

“You should try to get some rest,” he said.

She looked at him as if he couldn’t possibly know what he was talking about. Then she gazed out the window again. “I can’t sleep.”

“You look worried.”

She gazed at him distractedly. “I’m going to be on this crutch for the rest of my life.”

“That’s nonsense. You’re healing fine. You never let anything like this get you down before.”

“I was never this old before. I can feel it, Michael. Something’s different inside me. I won’t be letting go of this crutch until the day I die.”

Michael started to speak, but thought better of it. At least she was up out of bed; she’d stayed in bed for a long time after the accident. She wouldn’t even try. Then the town doctor brought the crutches—he said there was a man in town who carved them himself—and she’d pulled herself up on them, so at least she could pace. There was something about the crutches that moved her, pulled her right up out of bed. Michael’d seen the look on her face when the doctor brought them. As if they were arcane objects, mysterious and magical.

“You’re scaring me, Mother.” It was embarrassing to say, but he suddenly realized it was true.

“I don’t mean to, son.”

As he started down the stairs he noted the change in sound. She had taken the other crutch out of the closet and now she was using two.

Tap thump tap. Tap thump. Tap thump thump.

The next morning Michael didn’t get out of bed immediately. His wife was already up, and that made it easier for him to stay in bed. If she were still there in the room she would be able to see he wasn’t really tired at all, and he’d feel too guilty to stay in bed. There was nothing to do. He should have been out looking for a job, he thought irritably, but he knew he wasn’t going to even try for a while.

It was the same every day. The same thoughts, the same worries. The lack of energy. It was the sameness that was wearing him down. He thought it was the sameness that would finally kill him.

The same. Each day. Always. Tap. Tap. Thump.

Elkins Park was a poor place to find work in any case. The general store and gift shop, the trail guide center, were all run by people who had been in Elkins Park for some time. It seemed unlikely there would be any more openings. Most of them had no more on the ball than he did, but they’d got here first and settled. They wouldn’t budge. Jacobs at the guide center was a failed lawyer. Matthews at the gift shop a failed crafts store owner. The gift shop was owned by a friend in Denver and he merely worked there.

Michael didn’t know a single person in town who hadn’t failed somewhere else. The realization troubled him. It was as if they had all gathered here. He couldn’t figure what was so attractive about the place.

The next day he had to go into town for supplies. Willis had had the grocery store in the Park for over ten years. But before that he had had a chain, ten of them all along the Front Range. He’d lost them all in little over two years. Tap. When Michael walked through the door … tap … Willis looked up and smiled wanly. Thump. He had a crutch. Michael wasn’t surprised.

“What can I get for you today, Michael?” Tap tap.

Not wanting to talk to the man, Michael just handed him Doris’s list. Thump.

While Willis was filling the order Michael wandered out onto the wide wooden boardwalk fronting the store. The day already seemed to have turned cooler since the morning. He hunched his shoulders inside his jacket and turned to walk down the street. But he was stopped by the sight of dozens of crutches stacked haphazardly in the alley next to the store.

A bearded man in a checkered shirt lumbered into view, rearranging the crutches into a neat stack. Michael could see now that the crutches looked hand-carved—like the others he had seen around town, like the kind his mother had—each one slightly different.

The big man stopped and stared at Michael, seeming to appraise him, then returned to his workbench set up deeper in the alley.

“Hey, wait!” Michael cried, and ran after him.

The man picked up a rough-shaped crutch and began smoothing it with knife and sandpaper.

“What are you doing?”

The man edged a crutch forward to the front of the bench. “Crutches,” he said.

Michael peered at the man. He could swear there were tears in his eyes. “Everybody needs a crutch now and then, eh?” He wasn’t sure why he said it. “What does a pair cost?” he asked, and immediately regretted it.

“I only sell one at a time,” the man said softly. “And you don’t seem to need one, not just yet.”

Michael glanced away. The man was grinning now. “You think this a pretty good joke, don’t you!” Michael suddenly shouted, and slammed his fist on the crutch on the bench. It snapped like a twig. Michael’s eyes widened. “Why … why it wouldn’t support a kitten!” he cried.

Tap. The man said nothing. Tap. After an awkward moment Michael turned and left.

He drove home quickly, trying not to glance at pedestrians. But every now and then he couldn’t help looking to the side, and seeing that a quarter of the people were using crutches. Tap tap. Tap tap.

Workers were renovating an old house on the outskirts, just before the turnoff to Michael’s own residence. Hammer shots echoed in the winter stillness. Tap tap tap tap. He tried to ignore the sound. Beams had been propped up against one side; the house leaned precariously, as if the beams were all that held it erect.

One of the workers pulled tools out of a metal box, then tossed them one at a time into the tall weeds behind the structure. Then he sat down on the box, and rubbed his legs.

Michael drove more slowly the rest of the way home, afraid he might miss something. Something was happening in Elkins Park.

When he got home he found all of Doris’s painting supplies in the trash, along with most of her paintings. He picked them out one at a time, sadly, examining torn canvas and broken frames. Some of her best work: that old lady back in the city, her grandfather’s house, Michael’s own portrait.

She was sitting on the couch in the living-room, watching television. “Why’d you do it, Doris?” he asked, feeling uneasy about the trembling in his voice.

“I’m giving it up, Michael. There just isn’t any point.” She looked years older than she had that morning. Tap. Michael was numbed.

“You’ve felt discouraged before …” Tap.

“It’s different this time. I have nothing to paint about, nothing to say.” Tap. “Painting is about the last thing I want to be doing with my time.” She turned her head and locked her eyes onto the television screen.

Michael watched her face glaze over. “So what do you want to do with your time?” He knew it must sound sarcastic. Tap. But she didn’t react. Tap. It was as if she hadn’t even heard him.

Suddenly she was looking up at the ceiling. Examining it. As if she were looking for the point of contact of his mother’s crutch and the floor. Tap. As if she might see the sound. Her eyes out of focus, glazed.

His mother hung over the bed, her hips and belly gone to fat. She glided over the covers and suddenly it seemed to Michael that she was a great dark poisonous spider. He stared at the wall and moaned. It was true—the shadow had eight legs. He turned to see her creeping up over his face, and was almost relieved to see it wasn’t his mother at all, but a small spider made larger in shadow by the porch light, crawling up his bedclothes. But then he looked more closely, and saw that the spider had no legs at all, but eight crutches supporting its fat, limp abdomen.

In the morning, when he opened the front door to receive the mail from the carrier, he saw that the bearded young man was leaning weakly on a crutch. “Won’t be coming out here anymore; they’ll have to replace me. See, my leg here …”

Michael shut the door in his face.

Normally he worked around the house on Saturdays, then read out on the enclosed front porch. But he couldn’t bear to be there that weekend; he couldn’t sit still: Doris with the TV going the whole time, staring at it silently, his mother pacing with her two crutches in hollow syncopation on the loose floorboards. He saw the way Doris watched his mother sometimes now—the glow of excitement in her eyes. Following the movement of crutch, arm, and leg as if it were some sort of ballet. Tap thump. Tap thump. The noise wasn’t very loud, but he found it impossible to ignore. He found himself listening for it, focusing his hearing, holding his breath until he could make out the faint tap tap thump, becoming more and more irritated.

Michael threw down the paperback and got into his coat. He opened the door, hesitated at the first blast of sharp cold wind, then plunged ahead. And almost jumped at the sound of the screen door bouncing off the inner door. Tap tap tap tap. Following him.

He had no idea where he was going. The snow made the road all but impassable; there would be virtually no traffic. About a half-mile before town he looked off towards the Carter place up on the hill. A tiny figure in a red coat, shoveling snow. It looked awkward, crippled. Michael shielded his eyes, squinted, and could just make out the crutch wedged under one arm.

He turned and picked up his pace towards town. And saw someone not more than ten yards ahead of him, standing by the side of the road.

A large bearded man. With an armful of crutches. Michael turned.

Tap tap tap tap behind him.

Michael was out of breath by the time he got back to the house, his lungs almost splitting from the cold and exhaustion. He couldn’t quite see the details of the room once he stepped through the door; the snow had blinded him. But he heard it. Tap thump. Tap thump. With a slight variation in rhythm. Two slightly different rhythms.

He walked into the kitchen. “Hello, son.” His mother’s tired voice. Tap.

“Michael?” Tap tap tap.

As his vision cleared he could see them by the stove—wife and mother. Doris had borrowed his mother’s second crutch. They stared at him. And he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

She woke him up in the middle of the night, every night the next few nights. Tap. Hobbling into the bathroom. Tap tap. Going to the kitchen for some milk. Thump. Letting the cat in. Tap thump. Doris, or his mother—he soon lost track. His mother pacing. Doris moving. Back and forth in the darkened house. The syncopation of their crutches. The synchrony.

Tap thump. Tap thump. No peace. No peace.

After the snow melted that year he was able to walk in the woods again. Until the little boys and girls drove him out. The children were the worst. On their crutches. Breaking their dogs’ legs so they could strap on miniature crutches. Tap and tap and tap in every alley, on every sidewalk. The bearded man made them, as he made all the crutches; Michael had seen him pass them out to the kids. The kids just playing with their pets. But when they ran out of dogs, they started putting even smaller crutches on the cats. Then they were out in the woods, looking for squirrels, birds, anything they could catch, bundles of tiny crutches bunched in their fists like flowers.

Michael stopped pretending to seek work and spent most of his time hiding from his neighbors. He hadn’t been bothered yet, but he was the only one in town without a crutch. It made him uneasy, and now he was seeing the large bearded man and his evil-looking sticks of wood everywhere he went.

Doris certainly didn’t notice; she didn’t notice him at all these days. Unless he stood in front of the TV.

Each night he awakened from a fever dream. Suddenly he was frightened. He could not remember how long he had lived in the town, if he had lived in the town forever, if he would be returning to the city after the summer. If he had ever lived in the city at all. His wife slept untroubled beside him, her shoulders, her shadowed face seeming older than he remembered. Had they been there that long?

He stands up out of sleep and reaches for the bedpost. It is soft wood. Seductive. He pats it. Tap tap tap it replies. Thump. There is energy in the wood. The first energy, the first aliveness he has encountered in some time. And he is so tired, and his life is so much the same, again and again the same. He has no energy.

He runs his hands down the sides of the wood and is soothed by it. He turns to the bedroom window and sees the face of the bearded man behind the glass. Grinning. Tap tap tapping with two stubby fingers against the glass. And amazingly, Michael realizes he is not afraid. He strokes the wood, taps it. It is vaguely comforting and he thinks, tap tap, maybe, tap tap tap, tomorrow it might support him.


The Bad People

Something cold and heavy boarded the bus.

It was a silly thought. He knew that if he hadn’t been having another one of those senseless arguments with Bob the perception would never have occurred to him. As it was, Bob and the intense Mexican heat were pushing him right to the edge. Perhaps that sudden, strange fantasy had been a mental defense, a pressure release valve.

But he didn’t feel relieved. He felt as if he had just done something profoundly evil.

It had been a typical argument with the eight-year-old; he was tired and hot. He wanted to stop now; he didn’t want to ride the bus anymore. He was hungry. He had an upset stomach. They never visited the places he wanted to see. He wished they had never gone to Mexico for the summer.

“I’m bored!” With a savage movement of his hand, Bob pushed the thick black hair out of his eyes, stretched back against the worn bus seat, puffed out his cheeks, then blew out the air hard in ill-concealed anger. Lately, rather than shouting or crying as he had done when Marion was alive, he blew instead.

“I’ve just about had it, Bob.” Cliff leaned over and whispered harshly into his ear, looking around at the other passengers, feeling watched. “You have no choice. We’re going on to Tlaxcala tonight. You don’t have to like it, but that’s what we’re doing. I’m not going to stop every time you feel like it, son.”

Cliff felt a sudden drop in his stomach, a cold, hard sensation creeping in, making his chest tight. He really hadn’t meant to put the nasty inflection on “son”. The whole time his wife had been alive, he’d never used the word. He felt bad about that, but it went too far. Bob had been her brother’s son. He turned around in his seat. A man was watching him from the back of the bus, a tall man with dull black hair—no highlights at all—wearing a dark, soiled poncho. Cliff thought at first the man looked friendly, but then saw that what he had mistaken for a smile was an odd scar across the entire upper lip, curving up at the ends like a wide, shallow “U”. The man’s complexion was a deep amber, almost chocolate, but his hands seemed almost impossibly pale, a white man’s hands, a golden Scandinavian’s. Cliff fantasized the man keeping the hands in ice. He pictured mountains full of snow, travelers lost in the cold and dark, frozen bodies recovered months later from beneath the steep cliffs.

The bus stopped briefly at almost every village in the central highlands, most consisting of only a small arrangement of adobe huts. At each of these stops he heard the same.

“Mala gente,” warned an old man tapping at the window.

“Mala gente,” screeched a lady in a dirt-brown dress from her front door.

Mala gente, the bad people, who were reported to occupy the next village down the road. He heard the same thing at each succeeding village.

“Oh, no, señor; not this village. It is the next village. Mala gente. Mala gente!”

There was an old Mexican folk remedy for people talking bad about you: sew up a toad’s mouth with green thread, then leave it on the person’s doorstep. Cliff wondered how the local toad population was holding up. Bob thought it was a wonderful idea.

The morning was sweltering; Cliff stripped down to his T-shirt by noon. He tried to convince Bob to remove his heavy knit shirt; the boy was embarrassed as only an eight-year-old can be, and his obstinacy unaccountably infuriated Cliff.

A grimy arm reached through the open window and shoved a taco into his face. “Taco, señor?” Cliff pushed it away. The taco swung back. “Taco, for the boy?” Cliff slapped at it angrily. Bob had had three tacos so far that day; Cliff was at a loss about controlling his eating. The boy didn’t have to say a word to get back at him.

The windows on his side of the bus were full of arms and hands bearing mangoes, baskets, small souvenirs, as if some great, desperate beast had latched onto the bus.

A young boy peered from under a worn shawl. “Mala gente,” in a high-pitched voice.

Cliff had watched the dark stranger at each of their stops. The man always remained in his seat, staring straight ahead. None of the other passengers seemed to want to have anything to do with him. At first Cliff thought they were just ignoring him completely, but then noted the way people subtly edged from his vicinity. The bus was quite crowded, but there were vacant seats all around the man. Even the outstretched arms bearing merchandise stayed away.

Cliff couldn’t peel his eyes away from the man, his posture, his dress. He could see at least two sweaters beneath the heavy wool poncho. Yet the man wasn’t perspiring at all. The stranger didn’t seem to be affected by anything.

“Mala gente! Mala gente!” The old Indian woman babbled to herself as she delivered their linen. Cliff started to reply but she had already headed down the walk. He wondered if any of the tourists had done something to offend her.

Bob sat outside their motel room, “bored” again. Cliff had tried to ignore him: unpacking, rearranging his shirts in the small bureau, looking through the stack of souvenir Spanish publications he could but half-comprehend. But he always found himself returning to the front window, pulling back the curtains and staring at the boy.

He’d never have agreed to taking Bob in if he hadn’t felt safe. Until Marion, he had never found anyone ready to accept him, even in his most distant, taciturn moments. “It shows character,” she’d laugh, poking his stomach with her forefinger.

He had discovered he could love a child only in the abstract. Bob was every bit as distant, as taciturn as he, maybe more so, and Cliff didn’t find the boy very likeable.

“Good people” loved and cared for children. And he had always wanted to be a “good” person. He was not a cold man, Marion had known that.

He went to his bureau to pull out a heavier shirt; the room had suddenly felt much cooler to him.

That night he found himself staying up watching Bob sleep. After a few hours Bob’s snoring became visible to Cliff, cold puffs clouding the air above the boy’s face.

The first person Cliff saw the next morning was the stranger. The man was sitting in an open air, rundown little restaurant with cloth-covered tables and brown Indian waitresses. Flies were buzzing around outside the place and most of the patrons were drenched in sweat. But the stranger was cool, felt cold to the eye. Sitting in the grey shade of the café in his dark poncho he seemed like an arctic shadow.

As he watched Cliff approach him from the plaza only his eyes showed any signs of light, like sun reflected off twin orbs of ice.

Cliff was exhausted from only two hours’ sleep the previous night, and he was in a bit of a hurry, worried that Bob would wake up soon and come looking for him. For some reason he did not understand, Cliff took a chair at the stranger’s table. But then he found he could hardly look at the man, and found it necessary to watch the other patrons, the passers-by, even the dogs wandering the streets.

The stranger seemed a black sculpture. He leaned forward, as if to say something, tilted his head back, as if signaling Cliff to move closer. But Cliff could not let himself get any closer; his body would not allow it.

The man stared, eyes unblinking, and passed his left hand in front of Cliff’s face, as if he were waving “hello”.

Cliff’s face seemed suddenly numb with cold, his eyes squinted shut, instinctively protecting themselves as if they’d been blasted by a winter gust. He thought it must be some sort of anxiety attack, a nervous effect. Then he felt a sensation as if a sheet had been lifted from his face, his skin again being exposed to the Mexican heat. Water dripped down out of his eyebrows; he pictured hairs losing their coatings of frost.

The stranger settled back in his chair, looking past Cliff, into the distant mountain peaks.

“Is there … something I can do for you, sir?” Cliff stammered, unable to take his eyes off the stranger’s blank looking face.

But the stranger didn’t answer.

“I’m … I’m afraid I don’t understand what’s going on here. Do you speak English?”

One of the emaciated stray dogs wandered closer to their table, obviously seeking some scraps. Cliff watched the stranger shift his eyes a fraction to register this new presence.

Cliff started to pet the dog, then stopped in mid-reach, feeling a sensation near his fingertips, as if they were dipping into cool butter. He watched, spellbound, as the dog sank first on to his haunches, then, his front legs collapsing, on to his snout. The oddest thing, as if the dog were winding down in slow motion, running out of gas.

He touched the dog with his foot; there was no response.

Cliff looked up at the man, squinting, because suddenly the sun seemed to be in his eyes; he couldn’t make out the man’s features because of the glare. The head was a solid black oval. But then Cliff discovered he could see the mouth, and the wide shallow U of the scar making the false smile over the unsmiling lips.

Moments later the café owner was standing over Cliff, alternately apologizing for the dead dog beneath the table, screaming at everyone within earshot for allowing such a thing to happen at his establishment, and suggesting pointedly that perhaps Cliff, after all, had something to do with the animal’s presence. Soon a crowd had gathered, all arguing conflicting points of view in rapid-fire Spanish.

When things had quieted down, Cliff couldn’t find the stranger anywhere.

Cliff sat in a Mexican cowhide chair, looking past the bed where Bob was napping, and out the window at the rain clouds piling up in the sky, the gold and red sunset turning the distant mountains into black cut-outs. The clouds themselves, then the trees, people passing in the street outside had all become silhouettes before he finally broke out of his reveries, stood, and began moving around in the room.

Cliff sat awkwardly in the bus that day, his body tense with expectation. He felt the stranger watching him, the dark eyes cooling the back of his neck. Occasionally he glanced down at Bob, who stared out the window. The boy’s quiet made him uneasy. Cliff was afraid of being exposed now, afraid that Bob would discover how he really felt. The silence made him wonder if Bob already suspected.

This leg of the trip had been essentially dull. Miles of pine trees baking in the hot sun; it seemed they should just curl up and die. As the bus swung around the mountain curves they could look back on the hazy, dusty Mexican valley, and above the haze, in the clear upper air, the snow cap of Popocatepetl. The driver had shut off the engine and coasted part of the way, an unnerving habit of his, since he’d had to round some of those curves at high speed in order to mount the short rises. Cliff had found himself gasping in the mountain air. Occasionally they passed ruins of old haciendas and Cliff had been reminded of the age of the place, the history marked here, where Zapata had ridden with the Indians, and where Cortez had traversed the highlands.

The natives seemed unimpressed, and the tourists too washed out from the heat to pay much attention. Most of them, Cliff and Bob included, were scheduled to be in Cuernavaca the next day; they were saving their enthusiasm.

The boy was unhappy, always had been. Just look at him now, Cliff mused, tossing and turning in the clinging sheets, struggling with any number of demons he could only guess at, since Bob certainly wasn’t one to share his dreams, or anything else, with anyone. Marion had just begun making progress with him, getting him to open up a little with her, when she was killed in the accident.

The drunk jumped the median. Cliff couldn’t have known. It could have happened to anyone. Suddenly the front of the other car filled his windshield. When he looked over at her, the blood streaming from her nose, her hair, matting above that dark place … Bob was screaming, crying in the back seat. Cliff found himself shouting at him.

And looking at her, beginning to scream himself, he knew that he had been daydreaming at the time—Marion’d always been amused by his little trances—but damn, he’d been daydreaming! The drunk hadn’t been travelling that fast. They could have made it.

Bob knew that, too; Cliff was sure of it. But the boy had never said a word. The boy had finally settled down, his thumb at his lips in a peaceful, babyish gesture, the rising moon turning his dark hair almost silver, and bleaching out his face so that he looked more like an old man lying there twisted up in the bright sheets. Cliff could hold him, if only Bob could be like that all the time. He yearned to be able to hold the boy tightly against his own body, inseparable. Awake it was impossible; the boy would anger him. But Cliff remembered the times those barriers had frayed a bit: Bob leaning against him as they climbed aboard the bus, asking him for help picking out clothes, wanting Cliff to do things for him he already knew how to do. Cliff had lived alone most of his life. He hadn’t even been used to the marriage yet when they adopted Bob. He still woke up mornings believing he was single until he rolled over and found Marion there, and he realized at her funeral that he never had become used to her presence in his life. He wasn’t likely to get used to Bob either; it would continue like this, unfinished, as long as they both lived.

He was outside walking briskly away from the inn before he realized he’d even made some sort of decision. The night air felt somehow strange to him, as if the air itself were warm, but too thin, too spread out to transfer any of its heat to his body. The air was full of shadows, silhouettes. The back of his neck began to shiver, the hairs on his arms prickling.

The stranger was sitting on a bench in the darkness; even though only his profile was visible, Cliff recognized him immediately. It was almost as if the man had been waiting for Cliff to leave the room. Cliff stopped, momentarily startled by the stranger’s sharp profile: the hooked nose, the pouting lips, double chin.

“Cold …”

The word came from the direction of the bench, although he hadn’t actually seen the man’s lips move. He stepped impulsively closer to the bench. The man had turned his face slightly and the resemblance to his own profile was gone.

The man made no move to rise, and Cliff didn’t have any intention of stepping closer to the negative-like figure.

“You want me to do something …”

“I don’t think …” Cliff wasn’t sure if that last had been a question, or a statement.

“You want me to do something about … Bob …”

“What? How did you know my son’s name? You couldn’t know.”

Cliff halted, tried to catch his breath. The man just sat there unmoving, his dark form not even wavering against the light. “I don’t understand. This … this has to stop!” Cliff said, suddenly on the verge of tears.

Someone was laughing in one of the bars down the dusty street. A man on a bicycle passed between them, but neither Cliff nor the stranger lost concentration, Cliff’s gaze and the stranger’s imagined gaze locked, unbreakable.

“Cold …”

“Stop it, dammit!” Cliff began walking away, following the cyclist down towards the village, already thinking about getting drunk. “Oh, just do it! Do it, for God’s sake!” he said, almost absent-mindedly, not thinking about the words, just wanting the man to go away, Bob to go away. Then, whispering back over his shoulder, “Please …”

Cliff stopped halfway down the road and turned around. He watched as the stranger rose slowly to his feet and began moving steadily towards the inn and the room where Bob was sleeping. The wind was beginning to pick up; a small dust devil of leaves, grit, and small pebbles swung past the stranger and down the road a few feet from where Cliff was standing. But the stranger’s poncho did not stir, hung draped like clothing on a sculpture. Cliff turned and ran to catch the cyclist, unaccountably wondering how he might beat the rickety bicycle in the race to the village.

Cliff didn’t return to the inn until the next dawn. He walked into a sunny, well-kept room. The maid had been there, the beds made, bureau straightened. There was no sign of his son. The boy’s clothes were missing from the closet. It was as if the boy had never existed.

What had the man done? But Cliff wouldn’t allow himself to think about the logistics involved.

If the other tourists on the bus to Cuernavaca noticed Bob’s absence they said nothing to him. Cliff looked everywhere for the stranger, not only on the bus, but in the crowds along the highway, in the small towns, even trying to imagine the man in other clothes, in false beards and moustaches. But there was no sign of him. By the time they’d reached the outskirts of the city he had begun to relax, almost ready to actually enjoy his vacation. He began daydreaming of moving, finding a new job, perhaps even dating again. For the first time since her death Cliff began to wonder if perhaps there might be another woman for him out there, perhaps even someone like Marion.

The Estrelle de Oro bus dropped him off at the terminal on Ave. Morelos at Calle Veracous. He caught a red and white city bus on Morelos, riding down to Aragon y Leon, where he registered at Casa Marilu, Aragon y Leon, No. 12, plain but clean just as the guidebook had described.

He ate a late lunch at the restaurant Mary & San Miguel: soup, omelet, frijoles, and salad, twenty pesos.

He spent the afternoon wandering the streets, visiting the square Jardon Juarez, vowing to return Sunday evening for the regular band concert held there, shopped the markets, passed Rajon, then Hidelgo, stopping at each dealer in pre-Columbian art, both the authentic and the faked antiques.

He had always been fascinated by the freakish look of these figures, the hysterical eyes and protruding tongues, the fearsome gods in their stiff headdresses. If spirits did live in this world, Cliff was convinced this would be how they looked.

It was strange how many times the new “antiques” would cost just as much as the genuine, old ones. But then, they were made in the same way by the same kinds of people. And it made an ironic sense too, that new gods would be valued the same as the old.

The old woman wore several shawl rebozos in a rainbow of color, no doubt selling them to tourists right off her back. But her main line was the artefacts, old and new arranged side by side on her little table.

Cliff felt gregarious. “Sso, how’s business, señora?” He grinned.

“Mucho trabajo, poco dinero, señor.”

He drew a blank momentarily. He knew mucho meant much, and that last phrase was little money, but he couldn’t remember the meaning of trabajo.

“Much work, little money, mister.”

Cliff looked down gratefully at the small boy who had walked up beside him, then shivered involuntarily as he caught just a glimpse of the boy’s profile. You want me to do something about Bob … The dark hair, the fleshy face.

The little Mexican boy stared up at Cliff quizzically, blinking his dark eyes. He had several boxes of Chiclets thrust forward in one grimy little hand.

Cliff shakily pulled out a coin, accepted a box of Chiclets, and stood there staring at it as the boy ran down the street.

“Mala gente! Mala gente!” the old woman screamed.

Cliff looked up at her, startled. She seemed to be looking slightly past him, her lips tight, the cords standing out in her neck.

He swung around in time to see a shadowy figure turning into the crowd, disappearing almost immediately. The faces of the people were bright, the colors in their clothing standing out distinctly.

He held the woman’s arm so she would not bolt from him. “What did he look like?”

She stared at him in bewilderment.

“Mala gente … that means more than one. Were there more than one?” She opened her mouth soundlessly.

“Woman, were there two?”

The old woman pulled loose, stumbled back against the adobe behind her, then began scrambling up the street, muttering hoarsely, “Mala gente … mala gente … mala gente …”

For two days he wandered bar to bar drinking, watching out for the dark stranger, checking out carefully every small beggar who happened to stumble his way. He developed a cold which threatened to evolve into something worse, giving him an excuse to try the old Mexican cure of Mescal drunk hot with lemons. He seemed to have developed a taste for pulque as well, a milky fermented drink made from the juice of the agave. It had an unpleasant smell and a sour taste, but it provided a sensory distraction.

He tried the herb seller at one of the street markets, hoping the man might sell him some tree bark, plant, or seed from ancient times designed to cure what was ailing him. After all, the man had herbs for headaches, bleeding, love, and lost virginity; why not a herb for him, for “sons, shadows, and cold,” as he had explained to the man, gesturing wildly.

The man had looked frightened, stammered “Ahorita,” right away, then left through a curtain behind his stand. Cliff had become angry, confused, knowing that here Ahorita could mean hours. Ahorita, señor; I’ll bring it. Ahorita, this very afternoon. He heard it all the time.

Cliff slipped away when he saw the herb seller coming back around the corner, a member of the state police in tow, police who consider you guilty until you prove otherwise, especially a drunken, unshaven gringo. Cliff secreted himself within the fast-moving crowd.

Mala gente … mala gente … mala gente …

He felt a little better the fourth day, enough to dress up and treat himself to a small excursion to the Jardin Borda, the Borda Gardens, at Morelos and Hidalgo, the former summer retreat of the Emperor Maximilian and the Empress Carlotta. Fifteen pesos to enter the small preserve of the gardens proper.

Afterwards he had a drink at one of the fanciest restaurants in the city, Las Mananitas, a Spanish colonial house doubling as a hotel and restaurant. Behind the building were tropical gardens stocked with peacocks, toucans, macaws, cranes, and parrots. Here he could sit on the lawn among all the birds and sip a cool drink. Forty-five pesos.

He picked up a prostitute on the way back to his hotel. Twenty-five pesos. It was dark by the time they arrived at the front of the building. She seemed nervous, anxious to get upstairs and away from him.

“Mala gente …” she whispered hoarsely.

“What!” He turned and grabbed her by the wrists. “What do you mean by that?” His voice shook, tears welling up in his eyes.

“The people here, señor,” she wheezed, eyes darting fitfully. “See? How do you say … the criminal element?”

Cliff turned his head slowly, taking in the dark figures on the street corners, grouped in alleys, lounging in front of buildings. He sighed and dropped her hands, “Sorry … I didn’t mean to do that … please, please let’s just go up now.”

He had been halfway between waking and sleeping, drifting. Somewhere out in the snow? No, it had been sand, hot desert. Was he sure which? He half-remembered a dream about his father’s death, the old man lying there, scowling in a stiff headdress as if he were a priest or god, his eyes wild, tongue protruding, and God forgive him, Cliff just didn’t care, it wasn’t in him to care at all. The old man had starved all the caring out of him a long time ago.

“Do you want me to do something?”

His eyes went open immediately.

“You want me to do something …”

Cliff jerked up in bed and shouted when he saw the dark, sharp-featured silhouette bending over him. He pushed it away with frantic fingers, scrambling up on his knees in the bed.

“You did not seem interested! I was just trying to help; I didn’t know what you wanted!” The prostitute shouted at him. Cliff sat quietly, rubbing his eyes like a sleepy child.

She was slipping rapidly into her clothes, muttering in unintelligible Spanish, coughing, when he began to cry.

“I’ve tried … I really have.”

The prostitute stopped and stared defiantly at Cliff as he continued to cry in loud, choked-off sobs. “Malvado!” she spat, then turned on her heel and left through the already open door.

Cliff looked around at the darkness in the room, the dim light from the hall filling his open door, and continued to talk, to chatter. “I tried, I did try.”

The door closed slowly until only a thin crack of light remained.

Cliff collapsed back on to the bed. His eyes, even through his tears, were slowly becoming accustomed to the semi-darkness, the crack of light through his door striping the humped forms of the room’s furniture, the streetlight filtered through the thin shade behind him turning his sheets a dingy, pale yellow.

“It hasn’t been easy for me,” he said as he turned his head side to side as if addressing an entire crowd in his room, “it has never been easy.” And he saw the tall shadow figure at the foot of his bed.

He sobbed, wide-eyed, watching the figure as it moved around the bed, towards his night table, his pillow, “I tried to be a good man,” brushing back its heavy poncho from arms which were long, angular. He choked, as the arms, ended with thin bony fingers were reaching out to his chest, “If I’d just touched,” he said softly, as the hard, steely, icy fingers touched him, that touch spreading throughout his body, freezing the brain, icing over the skin, spiking the heart. And, for the moment, stopping everything.

“Cold …” the shadow whispered.

He could not move, just stare into the face of the stranger, whose profile now, indeed, was his, but changed so quickly, even before the recognition had quite registered, and then the stranger’s face was blank again, devoid of meaning, expressionless.

But behind the stranger another shadow moved, came around beside the figure, a small head beside the stranger’s broad shoulders. Then the small shadow crept into the dim light from the door, and Cliff saw that it was his own son, the face striped across one eye and the nose by the crack of light, the other eye impassive, the lips smooth, together, untroubled. A beautiful child’s face.

As the heavy weight of cold crept through his body, every pore, every extremity filling with the mass of ice, Cliff thought of his own face, and which expression he could choose, with these last few seconds, to make permanent.
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