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Visiting Dreamthorp—And Coming Back Alive


Introduction to Dreamthorp

Dreamthorp was written at the height of the paperback horror craze, just before the glut of original horror novels, good and bad, grew so great as to take nearly every writer in the genre along with it on its precipitous slide downward, out of the mass market and into the relative obscurity of the small press. Revisiting it now, twenty-two years later, it seems a lifetime ago, a time when horror could do no wrong, when even the most minor writers were as gods among mortals, and when the world of popular fiction was ours for the taking.

Until we got took.

It wasn’t altogether our fault. While some writers got into horror because it was the hot genre, most of us took the genre seriously, had grown up reading Poe and Lovecraft, were familiar with the genre’s roots and respected them, and tried to create our own work with self-respect and respect for our readers. In other words, we wrote horror because we loved horror, but it also seemed possible, thanks to King and Koontz and a handful of others, that we might actually be successful, build a readership, and even, who knew, get our books on bestseller lists.

Dreamthorp seemed to be my chance. I’d gotten good reviews on my previous four novels, and my agent placed the new book with Avon, which offered a far higher advance than Tor Books, my previous publisher. What was most inviting, however, was that Avon planned to make the book a “Lead A” mass market title. This meant, they explained, that the book would be heavily promoted, right behind their Super Lead title, or whatever they called it, to a mainstream audience rather than a genre audience.

Right ho and ooja cum spiff, thought young Wooster (a/k/a moi). I loved horror readers, but there just weren’t enough of them. That highly desired mainstream audience, the ones who read only King and Koontz and none of us little guys, was what I was after, and this was a chance to get them. The book would, I was told, be marketed as mainstream rather than genre, with a subtle, more classy cover than most of the current horror titles. And it would get much wider distribution too. A hardcover deal was struck for a limited edition with Dark Harvest, and when that edition came out I was delighted by Bob Eggleton’s moody and evocative cover and interior illustrations, and found myself wishing that Bob’s cover had been used for the paperback as well. No such luck.

Before proceeding, let me make something clear: I like Jim Warren’s art. Warren did the cover for my first book, Soulstorm, and it was creepy as hell. I still have a large print of it hanging in my office, framed along with the actual cover. Even though an unnamed source at Tor told me that it was thought in the offices that the cover actually hurt sales of the book since it was so hideous, I wouldn’t have changed it.

But then came the day when I saw Warren’s cover art for Dreamthorp.

The Zebra artists at the time could have done no better. What I had expected to be subtle and classy was a gigantic tree man with its legs turning into a trunk against the earth. It had a face like a wooden Rondo Hatton, and its brown hand, which 3-D perspective had made larger than its torso, reached out toward the prospective buyer as if to clutch him or her by the throat. It was posed against a garish backdrop of a green sky edged with yellow and orange flames. It was, in short, a traditional paperback horror cover, and it should also be noted that the figure is purely symbolic, since there is no such creature in the novel itself. The cover, I felt, would appeal only to hardcore horror fans, and not the mainstream audience I’d hoped to reach.

I felt the ground shift under my feet, and I knew then and there that this would end badly. And it did. Though well reviewed, the book sold, not like a prestigious “Lead A” title, but like a typical genre horror novel. It sold many more copies than any of my previous books, but that wasn’t enough. When the editor at Avon read my next novel, Reign, he turned it down, even though both my agent and I felt it to be a far better book. (And the years proved us right—reviews were excellent, and Reign was nominated for a Stoker, while Dreamthorp was not.) But the book was rejected, I have no doubt, because sales of Dreamthorp had not reached expectations.

Reign was later published by Dark Harvest as a limited edition hardcover, but, with the bottom falling out of the horror market in the early 90’s, was never published in paperback. It has, however, come back to life as an eBook from Crossroad Press.

And now, so has Dreamthorp, with, shall I say, the author’s preferred cover. It’s certainly the most violent of all my books, so hold on to your hats.

At the time of the book’s release, I wrote a brief piece about it for Mystery Scene, which covered horror at the time, and I’ve included it at the back of the book, since it has a few spoilers. Anyone who’s interested in how the book came to be written might enjoy reading it…but only after you’ve visited (and safely returned from) Dreamthorp…

Chet Williamson

June 1st, 2011


Love!—does it yet walk the world, or is it imprisoned in songs and romance?

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp

 


Beginnings and Awakenings

It matters not to relate how or when I became a denizen of Dreamthorp; it will be sufficient to say that I am not a born native, but that I came to reside in it a good while ago now. The several towns and villages in which, in my time, I have pitched a tent did not please, for one obscure reason or another: this one was too large, t’other too small; but when, on a summer evening about the hour of eight, I first beheld Dreamthorp… I felt instinctively that my knapsack might be taken off my shoulders, that my tired feet might wander no more, that at last, on the planet, I had found a home. From that evening I have dwelt here, and the only journey I am like now to make, is the very inconsiderable one, so far at least as distance is concerned, from the house in which I live to the graveyard….

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp


Soon, in the great theatre, the lights will be put out, and the empty stage will be left to ghosts.

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp

It happened at the beginning of the second act. The intermission was a long one, since The Pirates of Penzance was in two acts, and everyone had time to fill up with instant coffee or Coke in Styrofoam cups, munch on party mix from plastic bags, and have a cigarette out in the cool night air.

The Dreamthorp Playhouse was ideal for such casual treats. Its circumference was bound by canvas walls suspended by cords, while its roof was a giant, squatting cone whose edges came down to less than five feet from the ground, with intermittent breaks for entrances and exits. This cone was supported by forty-eight stout pillars of chestnut, their bases set in concrete. Since the storm of 1920, in which heavy snows had driven the pillars partially into the ground, causing the addition of the concrete the following spring, the Dreamthorp Playhouse had never suffered from any structural deficiency. On this particular Sunday evening, it stood just as solidly as when it had been built in 1899.

The lights dimmed, then brightened again, signaling the end of the intermission. Charlie Lewis tossed his cigarette down onto the gray asphalt, stamped it out, exchanged a few more words with Sam Coffey about the comparative merits of Duke Ellington and Art Tatum, then wandered back into the playhouse and sat on the spot on the padded benches where he had left his program. Dorothy Newhouse was sitting next to him, slurping a Diet Coke through a straw. He noticed the nearly full bag of party mix in her lap, and ran a hand through his short, gray hair, praying silently that she wouldn’t crunch through most of the second act.

“What do you think?” he asked her.

She looked at him dully. Was that, Charlie wondered, still a third chin she was working on? “About what?”

“Take your choice—the show or the current world hunger situation.”

“Oh. Oh yes, the show.” Dorothy came to every show, always without her husband. Her husband liked baseball, and after teaching high school biology for thirty-eight years, felt that retirement should be spent watching what he wanted to watch. He did not want to watch Gilbert and Sullivan. “It’s fine,” Dorothy said, her chubby fingers burrowing into the party mix bag so that some of the Wheat Chex bubbled out the top onto her wide lap. “I think it’s very good.”

“Well,” Charlie replied, “I suppose everyone is entitled to their own opinion.”

Dorothy eyed him shrewdly. “You don’t like it?”

“Let me put it this way, if the Dreamthorp Gilbert and Sullivan Society’s annual show was not part and parcel of the season ticket for the professional company, which I await with bated breath, I would not be here now. Nor, I daresay, would Gilbert and Sullivan.”

“Well,” said Dorothy through a mouthful of party mix and Diet Coke, “I guess the professional actors are a little better….”

“That, my dear lady, is why they call them professionals.”

Whatever reply Dorothy might have made was prevented by the extinguishing of the house lights and the raising of the lights on stage, revealing cardboard gothic ruins, which were immediately invaded by a young fat man with an obviously false moustache and an assortment of middle-aged women in gowns who were supposed to be his daughters. Charlie sat back, eased his bony posterior forward until he was sitting on the base of his spine, and wondered whether the off-key singing from the stage or the rhythmic crunching at his side made the less mellifluous noise.

By the end of Mabel’s solo about happy daylight being dead, Charlie began to look around in boredom. The playhouse was only half filled now, and Charlie could have sworn there had been more people there at the start of the first act. Cowards, he thought, and turned his gaze directly upward to the apex of the roof.

The joists soared up from the edges as if in some primitive cathedral or high-tech tepee, meeting at the center tip of the cone, and Charlie marveled at it anew, as he did every time he attended a show or concert there. The design was sound and simple, but unique. In Charlie’s thirty-five years as a structural engineer for Bentson Industries, he had never seen its like, neither in older nor contemporary building designs. He always wished there would have been some way he could have reproduced it in one of his own projects, but there had never been an opportunity, and now, since he was retired, there never would be.

So he dozed and dreamed in seat number H-9, at the exact center of the auditorium, the seat he always chose for the season, as the dialogue droned on from the stage and the munching droned on beside him, until the company began singing about what happens “When the foeman bares his steel,” and the first choral “Tarantara!” awoke Charlie with a start that jostled Dorothy’s party mix arm, earning him a sharp, reprimanding glare. He pushed himself erect, reminding himself to bring a pillow to the next performance, took a deep breath, and wished they had a smoking section in the playhouse. After all, there was no real danger of fire—everyone could just push the canvas walls down and hie themselves to the great outdoors.

And it was just as Charlie Lewis was thinking how safe the playhouse was, and as the chorus was singing, “Go, ye heroes, go and die!” while marching about the stage in a sundry array of penny loafers and perforated oxfords disguised as riding boots, that the roof fell down.

Although Charlie didn’t see it happen, he had the unmistakable sense that all the pillars had broken at once, as though a giant hand had grasped the cone and twisted, like a jock tearing a beer can in two. With the pillars gone, the roof fell straight down.

The people on the perimeter were crushed, and those between the edge and the center were hit by the falling debris of wood, cables, and lighting instruments. Charlie Lewis and most of the people sitting around him in the direct center of the structure were unharmed but greatly surprised. Only Dorothy Newhouse died. A wooden shaft three feet long and an inch wide had been driven into her lap, perforating her abdomen. In the gleam of a fallen Fresnel, Charlie could see her staring at it. She dropped her party mix and Diet Coke and clutched the dark and dusty wood with both hands, looking, Charlie thought, like a flag bearer in the Dreamthorp Memorial Day parade. Then she coughed blood and slumped onto Charlie’s shoulder. He held her, and when, after a moment, he realized she was dead, he also realized that he might be in shock. He swallowed hard, pushed Dorothy away, thinking how hard it was going to be to tell her husband about this, and looked around.

The playhouse was an asylum. People were screaming, the fallen lighting instruments were sending up sparks that threatened to ignite the dry and ancient wood, the crash of toppling benches was deafening as the still mobile survivors tried to make their way toward the edges, where Charlie could see the dull glow of open spaces where the roof had split and broken, leaving escape routes.

Yet it was a claustrophobic and terrifying escape, as Charlie found when he started to move toward the nearest aperture. At the center, the roof was three feet above his head, and that distance shrank the closer he drew to the edge. By the time he was halfway there, he found himself crawling over the dead and the dying, with the sharp and broken framework of the ceiling tearing and cutting him, almost, he thought, as if the splinters and boards had a will of their own.

Over the screaming and the rending of wood, he could hear sirens now and knew that help was on the way. He turned and looked behind him and saw sparks and stage lights still shining, but no flames; and he thought that maybe if he just lay there and waited, they would get him out eventually, move all these people in his way—these people who weren’t moving anymore or who were moving feebly, just a little, as if there was something very wrong with them, and there was something wrong with them, Charlie could see that from the way their faces were so pale even in the gleam of those lights that were blue and pink and yellow. He could see it from the way they waggled their jaws and from the way the blood was oozing from their mouths and ears and noses, from the way their heads were turned so that they were looking behind them, and their arms and legs were twisted in ways that weren’t, goddamit, normal. And if he just lay there, if there wasn’t any fire, maybe then they’d come and move these damned people so he could crawl the hell out and go home and listen to Miles Davis; and God, he wished he could hear Miles now, but all he could hear were these moans and the siren and the sparks chattering away, and he wondered why the hell somebody didn’t cut the goddam power.

And somebody did.

It was as dark as a tomb, and as soon as the lights went out Charlie wished they’d go back on again, sparks or not, and he panicked and tried to crawl over the people who were in his way, but stopped when his hand went into something warm and wet and slippery. He pulled back his hand and wiped it on his shirt. It was then that he began to cry, very softly, and decided to wait, to just wait for someone to come and help.

They came. Charlie heard voices, strong and commanding, and saw lights, from the outside now It wasn’t very long before the person who was lying in his way, wedged between the concrete floor and the splintered ceiling, slid away from him, and then someone’s hand gripped his, and a ripping sound took part of the ceiling away from above him, and a light shone in his face.

“Jesus, Charlie,” he heard a voice say.

“Hello, Tom,” he said huskily, and made himself smile as Tom Brewer’s burly arms pulled him out of the rubble and set him shakily on his feet. “Damned if they didn’t bring down the house tonight.” He laughed, and felt it grow suddenly dark again.


Five centuries effect a great change on manners.

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp

Scarcely five hundred yards away from the Dreamthorp Playhouse, but many hundreds of years before, a group of men stopped beside a spring. One-Who-Runs-With-Deer fell onto the cushion of leaves that covered the floor of the forest and unwound the strips of leather from around the wound on his leg, while Many-Arrows brought him water in cupped hands. One-Who-Runs-With-Deer drank it and then examined the hatchet gash.

“It is bad,” Many-Arrows said.

One-Who-Runs-With-Deer nodded. “But the one who struck the blow is dead.”

“You need rest. You cannot go on.”

“I know. I shall stay here. I shall fight them and give you time to run.”

“You are Chief of the Alligewi,” Many-Arrows said. “We will not leave you.”

They had been running for many weeks, ever eastward, to escape the arrows and hatchets of the tribe they had allowed to cross their land. It had all begun so innocently. There had been a party of three families who had asked to establish homes in the lands of the Alligewi, tallest and strongest of people. One-Who-Runs-With-Deer refused, but gave them leave to pass their mighty river, the Namaesi Sipu, and the forests of the Alligewi beyond in order to seek a land farther east.

Then more of these small men, who called themselves Lenape, came and requested permission for their tribe to pass the river, which One-Who-Runs-With-Deer granted. But when the Alligewi saw their many thousands as they crossed over the water, they grew alarmed, fearing that the Lenape had a force strong enough to attack the Alligewi. One-Who-Runs-With-Deer called his tribe to arms, and they attacked the unarmed Lenape who had crossed the river. Young and old, braves, women, and children were killed, and the Namaesi Sipu turned red with Lenape blood. Those on the western side were told that any Lenape who tried to cross the river or who came into the land of the Alligewi would meet the same fate.

But the Lenape, as One-Who-Runs-With-Deer was quick to learn, were not children in the art of war. Made furious by the slaughter at the river, they enlisted the aid of the Mengwe, a tribe which had always coveted the rich forests of the Alligewi, and a great war came to the land, a war which lasted many years and killed many braves.

Slowly the Alligewi were beaten back, reduced by the greater forces of their enemies, and the large, flat mounds that covered the Alligewi dead marched like giant footprints toward the east, where the tribe was constantly being pushed. At last the only recourse for the Alligewi lay in abandoning their lands completely and fleeing down the great river to the south to unknown lands. A party of one hundred of the fiercest Alligewi braves, led by One-Who-Runs-With-Deer, would lead the vengeful and pursuing enemy eastward, away from the handfuls of survivors who would move south. The plan was for the hundred, made swifter by the absence of the old and weak, to elude their pursuers and eventually join the others in the south.

But the Alligewi had not reckoned on the speed and energy of the pursuing Lenape, who were determined to wipe from the earth all who belonged to the hated tribe of Alligewi. Skirmishes had diminished the band of a hundred to a mere twenty, the swiftest and strongest of the braves, many of whom were wounded but none so badly as One-Who-Runs-With-Deer.

The chief drank again from Many-Arrow’s hands, and knew that he could run no more. He would fight and die where he lay, in this stand of tall pines and oaks, near this quiet spring, with water that tasted cooler and sweeter than the precious water of the Namaesi Sipu. It seemed a fine place to die, and he hoped to take many Lenape with him, if they had the courage to close with him and not simply shoot him with arrows from afar.

“We will not leave,” Many-Arrows repeated, his mouth grim.

“If you do not join the others in the south, who will plow the women and make new sons? Who will keep the Alligewi alive?” asked One-Who-Runs-With-Deer.

“We will not leave our chief. We run no more. We fight.”

“They come!” shouted Eye-Black-As-Crow, who had clambered to the top of an oak, and now dropped to the carpet of dead leaves. “Many hundreds of them.” Eye-Black-As-Crow was young, scarcely a man, but he had proven himself in as many battles as One-Who-Runs-With-Deer had fought when he was made chief. There was no fear in the young man’s dark eyes, and One-Who-Runs-With-Deer felt pride as Eye-Black-As-Crow drew his hatchet from his belt. “I will kill many,” the boy told the chief of the Alligewi.

The braves formed a circle facing outward, and One-Who-Runs-With-Deer harangued them, saying, “Fight bravely! Take their lives! Remember how they killed our women and children, our fathers and mothers! We are the last warriors of the Alligewi! Let our hate drag them into death with us!”

One-Who-Runs-With-Deer kept shouting, and his cries grew more shrill with the agony of staying erect, as the wound in his leg opened anew, sending warm blood over his moccasined foot, turning the dead leaves black beneath him. He looked down, saw the dark blood pooled in cups of leaves, and heard the screams of the Lenape as they ran out of the brush. The last thing he yelled to his braves was “Darken the ground with their blood!”

The battle lasted less than ten minutes. At the end of it all, twenty of the Alligewi lay dead. But their deaths did not stop the hundreds of Lenape from pursuing their vengeance. They hacked with their stone hatchets over and over at the unmoving Alligewi, hewing off arms, legs, and heads until not one Alligewi body lay whole, and their own brown limbs and faces were coated with blood.

Then the Lenape danced and laughed and fell down on the ground, and finally tended to their own wounds. Miraculously, not a single Lenape had been killed that day, though some would later die of the wounds they had suffered.

The Lenape chief asked the shaman what should be done with the bodies of the Alligewi, and the shaman, who had been called Old-With-Wisdom ever since his twentieth winter, told the chief that they should be buried in a large grave, but with no mound to mark the place.

“Let them and their name be forgotten,” said Old-With-Wisdom.

In the middle of the stand of trees the Lenape dug a pit wide and deep enough to hold the twenty Alligewi, and dropped the pieces of the bodies into it, with no regard for the direction in which the heads faced. When the pit was filled in, the shaman took a piece of stone from a leather bag that hung from his belt. Its sharp edges had been smoothed, and the pointed end rounded and chipped until it roughly resembled a squat human figure. The old man held it aloft.

“Here their bones will lie,” intoned Old-With-Wisdom, “until the stars fall into the rivers. And their spirits will lie with them, torn and divided as their bones. One-Who-Makes-Spirits-Lie-Still will keep them in the earth.”

He knelt and set the piece of quartz in the center of the turned earth, and muttered several words none of the braves could hear. Then he rose, turned, and walked toward the west. The others followed, leaving only the grave behind in the stand of trees, the first human habitation in what would later come to be known as Dreamthorp.

Soon the fresh earth was enriched by what lay buried below and as the days and months passed, seedlings grew from the blood-rich soil, and trees grew from the seedlings. Oaks and pines were the descendants of the Alligewi. The roots drank deeply of their flesh, and what had become of the strong muscles of the braves, the iron will of their chief, passed upward through the trunks, into the branches, the trees reproducing, growing more of their own kind.

Through the centuries the trunks broadened, the branches reached the sky, the pines and oaks multiplied until the stand was now a mighty grove filled with life, life which the Alligewi and their frustrated hatred had sustained. And through those centuries One-Who-Makes-Spirits-Lie-Still remained faithfully over the grave, the rains and the soft earth eventually covering it, drawing it ever deeper into the ground, until at last it was submerged, buried above the braves whose vengeful spirits it was intended to subdue forever.

And many years later the trees fell to the saws of white men. They were cut down, and the pine was planed into planks and made into cottages, the oak into chairs and beds and tables, and the people who lived in the little houses, who ate off the tables, sat on the chairs, and slept in the beds never knew what had fed the wood, never knew what they harbored, or what they lived in.


The resemblance to a human figure was, of course, remote, but the intention was evident.

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp

The trees had been cut from the grove in the first few years of the twentieth century, when most of the summer cottages were built. That was the time when the Eastern Pennsylvania Chautauqua, which had its home in Dreamthorp, was at its most influential, and new dwellings seemed to go up daily. The appetite for wood was enormous, and the grove was filled from dawn to sunset with men felling trees, lopping off limbs, and planing planks at the ramshackle sawmill that had been erected nearby. As a place of constant activity, it was an ideal location for Sam and Esther Hershey, over eighty years later, to canvas with their metal detectors.

The Hersheys were retired—Sam from a welding line, Esther from a life of housewifery and child rearing—and they had taken up metal detecting as a hobby, never expecting it to become the focus of their lives. But it did. In good weather and bad, year round, they were out with their matched set of Coin-Finder IIIs and their bags full of digging implements. Each had several jars full of coins and trays full of tokens and memorabilia to prove their expertise. They had milked dry the obvious sites around Dreamthorp—the old park now gone back to brush, the place where the railroad station used to be, the sparsely wooded area where the annual Dreamthorp Art Show was held every June—and they were in desperate need of some undiscovered burial ground of old coins and buttons.

Charlie Lewis, on whom the Dreamthorp Playhouse would fall the day after Sam and Esther mined the grove, had told the Hersheys about the former lumbering site, which, not having been used as a source of lumber for fifty years, was now overgrown and forgotten. Forgotten, that is, by everyone except Charlie Lewis, who prided himself on his encyclopedic knowledge of Dreamthorp.

Whenever Charlie wasn’t listening to his collection of jazz, he was tracking down some bit of information that would add to his overall trove of facts about the community. All his life he had lived twenty miles away in Harrisburg, the closest major city to Dreamthorp. Although he always liked the tiny community, and attended a number of concerts and shows there every year, he had not become truly infatuated with it until his wife died the year before he was due to retire.

Following the first concert he went to after her death—the Blackbird Jazz Band in the playhouse—he had walked up and down the narrow streets in the darkness, the candles and Japanese lanterns from the cottages giving him enough light to guide his steps. He had felt more at peace with himself than he had at any time in the weeks before, answering the greetings of the people who sat on their porches and said hello to the aging stranger walking their streets, not at all suspicious, but warm, welcoming even, and he decided that Dreamthorp would be the place to which he’d retire.

As he took on the role of resident, he also took on that of historian as well, going through county records, newspaper morgues, and more obscure private sources to recreate the reality of what Dreamthorp had been. His sincerity and zeal earned him a reputation even among those who had lived in the town their whole lives, and he became one of them, totally accepted into the fabric of the village.

He also became the logical one for Sam and Esther Hershey to see when they wanted to find a new digging spot. They had met Charlie Lewis when they were hunting coins on the beach of the lake, had chatted briefly, and Charlie had offered to tell them about some possible places to hunt. Now the three of them sat on Charlie’s porch at ten o’clock on a Saturday morning, cool there among the trees, and he told the Hersheys how to find the lumber site.

“Go down Emerson to Pine Road,” he told them, “Turn to your left, and between Thoreau and Whittier there’s a footpath. Follow it for three or four hundred yards, and you’ll find a dried up spring and a lot of fairly young white oak mixed in with some white pine. North of the spring is where most of the felling took place. There’s a large spot that’s still pretty bare where they had the sawmill equipment.”

“Anybody ever hunt there before?” asked Sam Hershey suspiciously.

“I assume not since Daniel Boone. A year or two ago I personally went down there and found pieces of machinery lying on the ground, so I knew that was where the sawmill was. But I don’t think anyone ever did any digging for bottles or anything. Hell, hardly anyone knows about it. And you are sworn to secrecy, of course,” Charlie finished dryly.

Esther Hershey giggled.

“I do not jest, my dear woman. And it goes without saying that a third of all gold bars you find will be donated to the Charles Lewis Dreamthorp Preservation Foundation and Chowder Society. But I think it more likely that you’ll turn up a lot of nails and gears.”

“Oh, we’ll probably find coins, if that many people worked there,” said Esther.

“For many summers,” Charlie said, “that grove echoed to the sounds of numerous workmen. None of whom had any money to speak of.”

Esther giggled again. “I’d be happy with a few Indian heads.”

Charlie shook his head. “I know of no definite Indian intrusion into the area, and even if there was, their heads would long since be decayed.”

“Well, we’ll see what we can find anyway,” Sam said, chuckling. “And if we find any buried treasure, we’ll cut you in, Charlie.”

“Oh, forget it. I wouldn’t mind seeing what you turn up, but anyone could’ve located the site who had three hundred hours and a ton of elbow grease to spare. The nails are all yours. Now if you’ll excuse me, Bix Beiderbecke awaits.”

The Hersheys were as excited as children as they made their way to the grove. They walked in shade, occasional sunlight coming through the roof of leaves to dapple the narrow street down which they scurried. But for all their excitement, Dreamthorp was somnolent in the June warmth. Saturday mornings in summer were a time of peace. People slept late, lolled in bed when they did awake, and lingered long over their breakfast coffee and magazines. A few people began to stir outside by eleven, and at noon activity began in earnest—painting latticework, repairing shingles, sweeping leaf dust from porches, trimming back limbs that encroached too closely upon the second-floor window screens—all the jobs that living in the uniquely sylvan community made necessary.

But now, only a few people saw the Hersheys walking to the forest, and of those only Cyrus and Nancy Haldeman acknowledged them by waving to them from their porch swing where they were having coffee. The Hersheys waved back and grinned out of self-consciousness at not being residents of Dreamthorp, as though only certified cottage owners could have digging privileges in the woods.

A few minutes after passing the Haldemans’ place, Sam and Esther found the path that Charlie had told them about. It was narrow and overgrown in places, but neither had any trouble walking it. They came upon the clearing several hundred yards east.

“Here’s the spring,” Sam told Esther, pointing to an arch of weathered stone that now covered only a patch of dried ground. “And all this new growth—this has got to be the place.”

They turned on their machines, awkward metal devices that looked like a broomstick with a pie plate at one end and a recipe box covered with switches and dials at the other. They put on their earphones and went to work, holding the machines like scythes, walking in closely articulated patterns, sweeping the ground before them as they went. Back and forth the white, round discs of the metal detectors moved, like spaceships cruising over strange terrain searching for lost crewmen.

Now and then Sam or Esther would hear a rising beep in their earphones and stop, then move the disc in slower swathes until its center was directly over the place where the noise was loudest. The machine would be set aside, and a metal spike plunged into the ground and rotated. Then the digging began.

They used small garden trowels which were able to remove a maximum of earth with a minimum of effort. Usually they were careful about taking up plugs of turf, putting the excavated earth on a small sheet of canvas, and then carefully replacing it again. But in this untenanted grove in the middle of nowhere, they felt no need to be so fastidious and merely shoveled out the dirt and roughly dumped it back in again when each individual search was over.

By one o’clock an ecstatic Esther had found fourteen coins. There were eight Indian head and three flying eagle pennies, an 1887 nickel, two 1900 dimes, and a 1901 quarter. Sam, on the other hand, had only turned up four Indian heads, a flying eagle and a vast assortment of nails, screws, and twisted bits of iron.

“Why don’t you turn on your discriminator?” Esther asked him. “It’s no wonder you haven’t found more coins, you spend so much time digging up all that junk.”

Sam’s face soured at the rebuke. “Hey, a place like this, you’ve got no idea what you might turn up. Besides, at least the junk is from the period—there aren’t any pull tabs or beer cans, are there? There might be some tools or who knows what else. You go for the coins, and I’ll keep trying potluck. Speaking of which, are you hungry?”

They ate some sandwiches then, and, after a trip into the bushes to relieve themselves of their morning coffee, continued to hunt.

At three o’clock, after finding two more coins and a large assortment of mangled ironmongery, Sam received a very strong signal in his earphones. “Got a big one,” he said to Esther.

“What?” she asked, taking off her earphones.

“I said I got a big one. There’s something under here all right.”

“Probably a rusty steam engine,” Esther said. Her rapidly filling coin bag jingled gaily as she replaced her earphones.

Sam ignored her teasing, fell to his knees, and started to dig. Six inches down he struck, if not what Esther had predicted, than at least something that could have been part of a steam engine. It was iron, and rusty, and as he uncovered it he saw that it was a small piece of a wheel rim, the wooden wheel it had guarded having long since rotted away. He sighed, but figured that he would excavate it completely, just in case something might be beneath it and so that it would not fool him again.

When most of it was uncovered, he dug his fingers beneath it to lift it out. But as his fingertips plunged into the soft earth beneath, they came into contact with something else, something smooth and cool, something that inexplicably made him freeze where he knelt.

“Sam!” The sound of Esther’s voice made him realize that he had been kneeling there far longer than he had thought, and he looked up at her stupidly. “What’s wrong?”

Sam simply shrugged and brought his hand up, taking the piece of wheel rim with it. Esther laughed when she saw it and turned her attention back to her machine. “There’s something else,” Sam said. “Something else down there.”

He pressed into the dirt carefully with the trowel, and was at first disappointed when what he found seemed to be nothing but a piece of white quartz. But when he drew it wholly from the earth and saw that it was a crude but definite piece of carving, he ran over to Esther, clutching it like a trophy.

“Look!” he said.

She took off her earphones and examined it. “What is it, like a little statue?”

“Yeah. It’s quartz. But it’s a statue, see? It looks like a man, doesn’t it?”

“A little,” Esther said, piqued at having her own cache of coins overshadowed by this chunk of dirty rock. “You sure it’s not just a natural thing? You know, shaped by water or something?”

“Are you kidding? Look at that, you can see the little marks there. Probably a stone tool, maybe even prehistoric.”

“It could just be something one of the lumbermen made.”

But it was impossible to puncture Sam’s balloon. “No, no, this is a sculpture, Esther! Primitive art! I can’t wait to show this to Charlie Lewis. Maybe it’s Indian—do you think it looks Indian? Sort of like those Eskimo carvings, you know?”

Sam brushed the quartz tenderly, wrapped it in a piece of canvas, and put it in his knapsack, then picked up his digging tools and shoved them into his utility belt. “You’re quitting?” Esther said.

“Yeah, sure.” He unplugged his earphones.

“But the coins—I mean, I’ve found dozens of coins….”

“Coins, shmoins, this thing could be worth hundreds of coins. Come on, I want to show Charlie.” And he picked up his machine and headed for the path. Esther, annoyed beyond endurance, gathered up her things and followed her husband.

In this way was the vigil of One-Who-Makes-Spirits-Lie-Still broken, so that nothing kept watch over the grave of the Alligewi, who were now, if they could, free to awaken.


This composure of criminals puzzles one. Have they looked at death so long and so closely, that familiarity has robbed it of terror?

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp

There was, the next day, a true awakening. It occurred in a room at the Wyoming State Hospital in Casper.

Gilbert Rodman was suspected of a great many things. He had, however, never stood trial for any of them, since from the time of his capture, he had been in a coma from which doctors were unable to extricate him. His wounds had healed, and, although he had been fed intravenously for the past nine months, his physical condition was surprisingly good, something that amazed his doctors. When he was arrested, Gilbert Rodman weighed 185 pounds, most of it muscle, and stood 6 feet 1 inch. In the nine months of lying supine in bed, needles stuck in his arm, his wastes being drawn away by plastic tubing, Gilbert had lost only twenty pounds.

Although he was under suspicion of raping, killing, and mutilating over a dozen women—with one positive eyewitness to his final crime—he had no permanent guard after the first month. There was no indication that Gilbert would come out of his coma, and, if he did, he would be so weak that a guard could be summoned before the man was able to rise from his bed. This, at least, was the consensus of opinion among the staff. The staff, however, had not reckoned on the strength, nor the mental talents, of Gilbert Rodman.

Gilbert awoke at nine o’clock on Sunday morning. His eyes opened. His fists clenched. There was little dopiness about him when he woke. Instead, he felt rested, lean, ready. He also felt empty, as if something had been taken away from him, something that could never be replaced. He knew what it was before he put his left hand underneath the sheet. The knowledge had been with him for nine months.

For Gilbert Rodman had not been merely in a coma. He had been in a self-induced trance, a state of meditation which nothing had prepared him for and that he had not previously known he was capable of attaining. When the bullet had struck home, he had to escape, and he did, diving deep into himself, like the shamans dived into the heart of the Great Spirit in the books he had read, and refusing to come out, not even after the pain was dead. If he had come to the surface too soon, he would have gone mad.

So his body closed down its circuits so that only his mind lived, and for all those months Gilbert played out his life on some inner screen, his body dead, but his thoughts functioning, churning inside him, coping, coming to terms with the new reality of what he had become and would remain forever.

Even with all that time to consider it, when he woke to that understood reality and touched the place, he could not bear to let his fingers feel the flesh, not yet. Instead he pressed gently on himself through the thin hospital gown. First he felt the tube, and then let his hand follow it up until it met flesh.

It was a remnant of what it had been. It felt like nothing more than a strip of tattered skin, and what bulk it had was due to the catheter that pierced his urethra. He forced himself to reach deeper into his body, and found only an empty pouch where his testicles had been. He could feel the ragged scar through the rough cotton of the gown. Empty. It was empty. The woman’s bullet had crushed them, and the doctors had taken them away.

Gilbert did not weep. He had already wept within himself. But he trembled and brought his hand back above the sheet. Then he waited for his shaking to subside, and touched himself again, beneath the gown, flesh to flesh this time. He familiarized himself with the feel of his sundered body, touched and touched again until he felt no revulsion. Then he lifted the sheet with his pierced right arm, drew back the gown, and looked.

It was as ugly as his soul, and he decided that before he left he would kill a doctor for making him look like that. This, he thought, is not a surgeon’s work but a butcher’s. He knew about butchers.

He put back the gown, rearranged the sheet, and laid his arms on top of it as they had been before he awoke. Then he worked his muscles, contracting them, stretching them until he grew tired and rested, after which he worked them again.

At noon a nurse came in to change his IV bottle, and he feigned coma. She noticed nothing, performed her work quickly and methodically, and left. No one came into his room for the rest of the day.

By eight in the evening it was nearly dark, and Gilbert Rodman withdrew the needle from his arm and let it dangle from the hanging jar. He took the tube from his anus, and painfully slid the catheter from his urethra. A mixture of blood and urine trickled out of what was left of his penis, and he looked at the blood and thought that there would be more blood to come. There would be payments people would have to make, bills he would have to collect. He was as empty as his scrotum, and only blood would fill him up again.

Gilbert lowered his legs over the side of the bed, and slowly began to put his full weight on them. It felt strange, but his muscles responded, weakly at first, then stronger, until he stood, tottering but upright, beside the bed in which he had slept and dreamed and come to life a different Gilbert Rodman, just as insane but now with a more sharply focused insanity.

For a half hour he stretched and squatted, expanded, reached, and closed, until every muscle was tense and alive again. Then he took the IV bottle from its hanger, listened at the door until everything was silent, and broke the bottle against the aluminum sink. One of the shards of glass was perfect for his purposes, and he picked it up, the smooth part against his palm, the thin, razor edge away from him. He thought about what he would do to the woman who had shot him and wished for a moment that it had been a man so that Gilbert could do to him what had been done to Gilbert, maybe with something as simple as the piece of glass he now held.

But it was a woman. And he would find other ways, worse ways than that. After all, he had already found them, already performed them. It would be nothing new. But it would be very, very special.

First, though, it was time for the doctor. Oh, it wasn’t the doctor’s fault, of course. The doctor hadn’t shot him. But a doctor was still going to have to pay. Any doctor would do, really. They were, after all, symbols. So what if he couldn’t kill the doctor who had sewn him like some Salvation Army turkey? He would kill another one, and that would be almost as good.

Symbols. It seemed he was always dealing with symbols. He could never kill the Great Bitch herself, could he? So he had killed all those symbols of the Great Bitch. The Great Bitch herself was dead and rotten, but that didn’t stop him. It would never stop him. Not even that other bitch who had shot him had been able to stop him, had she? Because here he was, weak but alive, with the sharpness in his hand.

He would find her. He would not accept a symbol for her. He would find her. He remembered her name, where she was from, what she looked like; and he would find her and have her and hurt her, and since she took away what he would have had her with, then he would find something else.

Something cold. Something sharp.

Gilbert Rodman stepped quietly into the hall. Five minutes later he found a doctor, sitting alone, smoking a cigarette in the lounge. He crept up behind him, slit his throat with the edge of glass, and castrated the man while he bled to death.

As he sliced at the flesh, Gilbert felt a wave of hate roll through him far more intense than any orgasm he had ever known, and he saw the face of the woman who had shot him, saw her mouth open in an “O” of surprise, and, for an ecstatic instant, he believed that it was she he was working on and not this poor scapegoat of a doctor, whining through bubbles of blood; and Gilbert whispered harshly into the dying man’s face, “Laura!”

But now he was finished, and the vision passed. He washed his hands in the bathroom, then found some clothes in the closet, dressed in them, although they were a size too small, took the keys and wallet from the doctor’s pocket, and went out to the parking lot.

It took him no time to match the Volkswagen key to the new Jetta in the Reserved—Physicians space; and he unlocked the door, got in, and drove to Route 25 South. He figured he could reach Orin before the news of his recovery, escape, and crime caught up with him. He would ditch the car there, roll it back into some trees, take the money from the wallet, and get something to fill his furiously empty stomach. Then, since they would be watching the highways, he would work his way on foot down the Platte River. The weather was warm, and he could sleep on the ground, as he’d done so many times before. He planned to surface at Lyman, just over the Nebraska border, then hitch east, toward Pennsylvania. Lancaster, he remembered she had said. He had never been to Pennsylvania, but he would find her.

It would take several days to walk down the river to Lyman, but he had the time, and it would be good for his body to move again, to get back in shape for what lay ahead. It would be all right if it took weeks, even months, to reach her. She would still be there, and he would be all the stronger for the passage of time. And of course he could always practice on the way.

He switched on the car radio and turned the dial until he found a station that played jazz. He recognized the tune, Ornette Coleman’s “Tomorrow Is the Question,” and he smiled as he listened to the familiar riffs.

“Tomorrow is the answer, Laura,” he said aloud, then laughed, and continued to drive east. It felt good, like going home.


June

Here I can live as I please, here I can throw the reins on the neck of my whim. Here I play with my own thoughts; here I ripen for the grave.

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp


Having discoursed so long about Dreamthorp, it is but fair that I should now introduce you to her lions.

—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp

Nothing in Dreamthorp’s history had prepared it for the slowly developing reign of terror whose advent was the collapse of the Dreamthorp Playhouse the day after Sam Hershey found his artifact. On the contrary, the town of Dreamthorp had a history of tranquility, gentility, and cultural development that made nearby communities look like hotbeds of ignorance and animal passions.

Dreamthorp’s roots went back only as far as the 1880s, when Richard Weston, a young man whose family owned a local and highly profitable iron works for over a century, built a railroad line to connect the works with the Pennsylvania Railroad’s main line near Harrisburg. When Weston was investigating the best locations at which to put stations along the way, he was favorably impressed by a hilly, wooded area at the halfway point of his new line, and felt that it would be an ideal place for a picnic ground.

So, along with the station stop, Weston built pavilions and stone walks, installed tables and toilet facilities, and walled some of the many natural springs. By the summer of 1885, thousands of people flocked to the grounds, paying their fare to Robert Weston’s conductors, and buying cold drinks and food from Robert Weston’s concessions.

The park expanded, and the following year picnickers were able to indulge in lawn bowling, billiards, and shooting at clay ducks. Boats could be rented at the nearby lake, and by that summer’s end there was a “Flying Menagerie” whose organ played fifteen different tunes, while children and their parents whirled around it on hand-carved horses.

More land was cleared every spring, until by 1895 the park’s estate, now known quite logically as Weston Park, comprised five thousand acres, most of which was woodland. Despite the genteel commercialization, there were still sequestered paths and lovers’ walks in abundance; and the primitive character of the park, scrupulously maintained by Richard Weston, far outweighed its proto-Disneyland qualities.

Eighteen ninety-five was also the year in which the true and lasting personality of Dreamthorp was set, for that was the year in which the first Eastern Pennsylvania Chautauqua was held, established for “the advancement of scientific and literary achievement among the populace, and the promotion of culture in the name of Christianity,” as it was proclaimed in the charter. The resultant hamlet, Dreamthorp, was named by Dr. Hiram Marcus, the first president of the Chautauqua, after an idealized village created by a Scottish author, Alexander Smith, whose book, Dreamthorp: Essays written in the Country, appeared in 1863. At the time Dr. Marcus named the village, its derivation was already obscure, even to the well-read attendees of the chautaqua.

The grounds were laid out, with north-south streets named for writers (New England transcendentalists had the edge) and west-east for trees indigenous to the area, and cabins and meeting houses were built. Much of the wood came from the forests around Dreamthorp, and most of the structures were still standing a hundred years later.

And a hundred years later the town retained its Chautauqua-like respectability as well. Dreamthorp was as crime-free, drug-free, adultery-free, in short, as vice-free as any community in America. It was also, as many young people or older Bohemians living there could attest to, as Victorian as the wooden gingerbread that graced its gables. Any variation from the norm or infraction of the unspoken rules met with swift disapproval. It was not so much the disapproval of the rich as that of a priestly class whose frontier temples had crumbled, and who now, prisoners within their own home tabernacle, guarded a dying way of life from the sensual encroachments of a new and pagan religion. This disapproval most often took the form of being ignored at the tiny and ancient post office, or the general store that served the function of a 7-11. It was a subtle disapproval that Tom Brewer most definitely thought he felt, as he handed Mrs. Purviance the card he had found in his mailbox.

It was Mrs. Purviance’s habit, when given a card that indicated a package was behind the counter, to say to the lucky recipient, “Package, well, that’s nice,” and place it on the counter with a benign grin, as though delivering smallpox vaccine to a dying village. But today she only took the card, nodded, and set Tom’s package on the counter
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