
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Tavern of Terror

	Volume 4

	Written by Ron Ripley, Sara Clancy, Ian Fortey, Simon Cluett, A. I. Nasser, Nick Efstathiou, and David Longhorn

	Edited by Scare Street


Copyright © 2023 by ScareStreet.com

	 

	All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street


Table of Contents

	 

	Yuletide at Hannigan’s By David Longhorn

	He Kept to Himself By Ian Fortey

	Pleasant Inn By Ron Ripley and Nick Efstathiou

	Buried Evidence By Sara Clancy

	The Rise of the House of Usher By David Longhorn

	The Laughing Sickness By Ian Fortey

	We Buy Bones By Sara Clancy

	The Tormented By David Longhorn

	Psychopomp By Ian Fortey

	Welcome Home By A. I. Nasser

	Nolan’s Method By Simon Cluett

	Voices from Beyond…

	 


Yuletide at Hannigan’s
By David Longhorn

	 

	Melody, the barmaid, was dressed as an elf. Kind of. Her outfit was red and green. A pointed hat with jingling bells and big pink plastic ears completed the effect. It was kind of garish and tacky. Harry, who would never win awards for tact at any time of the year, pointed this out.

	“But that’s the point,” she said, hands on hips. “Christmas is a time for tacky, as much as it’s a time for family and romance and all that other stuff.”

	Harry, whose sole concession to the season was a tee shirt reading BAH HUMBUG, looked at me and rolled his eyes. I raised my nearly empty glass in a kind of salute, and he poured me another. I’d been sitting on my usual stool for nearly an hour, positioned so I could see anyone who came in behind me in the big mirror.

	Today was what I thought of as Christmas Eve Eve, December 23rd. A time of frantic activity, with last-minute gift buying, boozy workplace parties, and a general blur of crud on TV.

	I’d come to Hannigan’s to escape all that. Oh, and I’d also come to get warm. My apartment building’s heating system had not quite expired, but it barely kept my windows from icing up on the inside. Out over the bay, two weather fronts had conspired to freeze my ass off, or so it seemed. And Hannigan’s was warm and not too crowded. In fact, at nearly nine o’clock on this particular night, there were only half a dozen customers. It meant Melody and Harry had plenty of time to goad each other, her with the Yuletide cheer, him with exaggerated Scroogery.

	“Come on,” she was saying now, “there must be some part of the holidays you really enjoy.”

	“Booze,” Harry said, setting my fresh beer in front of me. “Time off. Sleep. The usual malarkey.”

	Melody shook her head firmly, setting her hat a-jingle.

	“What about all the traditions?” she demanded. “Singing Christmas carols, for instance?”

	“Hardly anybody does that,” he pointed out. “Try it in some neighborhoods, and you’d get mugged or arrested.”

	“Okay, so how about ghost stories?” Melody asked, with a sly look at me. “Should we have another storytelling session, like we did at Halloween?”

	It was my turn to roll my eyes.

	“I think we mined out that particular seam,” I said. “Besides, I don’t know any ghost stories. Not true ones, anyways.”

	Melody switched her attention to Cal, the only other regular.

	“You told a good one last time,” she said. “You must know some more, right? Just a little one? It’s so quiet, and Harry won’t let me put Christmas stuff on the jukebox! I’ll go bonkers if it stays this quiet! Give us a Yuletide chill, please!”

	Cal shrugged.

	“If you want a weird story, there’s only one I can think of that passes muster. But I warn you, it’s kind of nasty. And it’s a war story, in a way. World War Two, that is.”

	Melody was already turning down the lights. Some of the other customers who’d been talking quietly fell silent and moved over to the bar to be within earshot. It was odd, but whenever anyone started yarning at Hannigan’s, everyone seemed to instinctively know how to behave. And so, it was in a quiet, dim-lit bar, with the street outside almost hidden by the whirling snow, that Cal began the story I came to think of as “The Kiss in the Dark”.

	 

	***

	 

	The squad was tired out. The sergeant said so, and that made it true. The boys needed rest—that was the official verdict. The Germans, what was left of them, were on the far side of a broad river valley, and no counterattack was expected. Allied air forces were in control of the autumn skies, so the enemy couldn’t move without being spotted, bombed, and strafed. Why shouldn’t some exhausted GIs just spend a day or two getting some R&R?

	Corporal Joe Carter was tasked with finding safe shelter for the unit. He spoke some French, had a friendly manner, and as he didn’t smoke, he could be generous with his cigarette ration. These winning ways got him an audience with the mayor of the little town, who—in a very French way, with lots of gestures—regretted that there was no hotel for the brave Americans.

	Joe suspected he was being fobbed off. He walked to the window of the big, shabby office and, still smiling his friendly smile, pointed at the chateau up on a hill. The splendid house dominated the town and looked a lot like a fancy hotel to the corporal.

	“Ah, mon brave,” the mayor said, his face a picture of confusion. “It is not a place to sleep—not for, how you say, young men. No.”

	Joe persisted. He had a job to do. He handed over most of his cigarettes plus a Hershey bar. The mayor shifted from bad English to heavily accented French, speaking rapidly. Joe got about one word in three. But from the gabbled protests, he got the idea that the chateau had a bad reputation with the locals. It had been occupied by the Bosch, apparently. The Germans had left only two days ago. But if the Americans insisted, he would not stand in their way.

	When Joe went back to the sergeant, he suggested that the big house might have been booby-trapped. The sergeant, though, was skeptical. He didn’t think the “damn Krauts” would have had time to prepare any nasty surprises.

	“The point is,” the sergeant said, lighting up a cigarette, “we all have a goddam right to sleep in a goddam bed again. I guess that fancy dump on the hill is the nearest place we’ll find ’em beds.”

	They reported back to platoon HQ, giving their new position, then piled into their truck and set off up the hill. As the vehicle groaned its way up the steep, winding road, Joe peered up at the chateau through binoculars. Afternoon sunlight glanced off dozens of windows, periodically dazzling him. But at one point, he was almost sure he saw a lone figure standing on a balcony. A woman, apparently, judging by what seemed to be a white dress. And was that a veil blowing in the wind? Was she dressed as a bride?

	Then a belt of trees blocked the view, and there was no sign of anyone on the balcony when they pulled up in front of the chateau. The extensive gardens had not been cared for in some time, and a fancy fountain was dry. But the house itself seemed to be in good repair. As Joe and the sergeant rousted the guys out of the truck, an elderly couple appeared at the door.

	Joe turned on the charm again and established they were the caretakers and had not enjoyed the German occupation. He did his best to reassure them, distributing the last of his cigarettes and chocolate. He told them his name and learned they were Charles and Marie Bouchard and had been caretakers for nearly thirty years.

	When they saw that the chateau was not about to be plundered, the Bouchards explained that the Germans had left in haste the previous night. The GIs still checked for booby traps and found none. Then they asked about beds. The old man told Joe there were thirty-seven bedrooms, not counting the servants’ quarters.

	“Jackpot,” the sergeant commented pithily. “Okay, you jerk offs, pick a room each. And no squabbling or I will be disappointed in you. And we don’t want that. Do we, boys?”

	There was a chorus of “No, Sarge” and some less pleasant sentiments. Then there was a scramble as a dozen young men in army boots stormed up the big central staircase in search of feather beds. Joe, always easygoing, felt sure there’d still be a good room left for him and waited in the hall. He saw the old couple looking worried, Madame Bouchard kneading her apron in liver-spotted hands, muttering to her husband.

	“Please do not worry,” Joe said in his halting French. “I promise, we won’t break anything. These are all good men.”

	Oddly, that only seemed to make the oldsters more nervous, and they scuttled away, casting furtive glances back at Joe. He shrugged and went up to find himself a room. The best had already been taken, but at the end of a corridor, Joe found a high-ceilinged chamber that, while dusty, was good enough. He threw his sleeping bag onto the huge four-poster bed, then flung himself after it, determined to have a nap.

	A soldier often got into the habit of sleeping in short bursts and getting by on that. But, ironically, resting in a real bed for the first time in months did not prove refreshing. Joe kept waking from a dream in which someone was leaning over him. Someone whose face he didn’t want to see. And there was something else. He noticed an odd, acrid smell in the room. It was a nasty, chemical odor, different from the stink of vermin, which Joe knew all too well.

	After a couple of hours, he gave up and went down to find the old couple had prepared a meal for their liberators. The caretakers seemed to be less nervous now. The old lady adopted a motherly tone with the Americans, and her husband served up a fine Cabernet he had hidden from the Germans.

	As the wine flowed and they finished the food, talk turned to the chateau. Joe asked if there was anyone else living in the house. He recalled the figure in white he had glimpsed at a high window. That could not have been Madame Bouchard, who was short and stocky. But, when he asked, the old folk said they had long been the only inhabitants of the great house. Even before the war, the family had preferred to live in Paris.

	“You’d think they would want to spend the summers here,” Joe remarked. “What with the gardens and all.”

	Marie and Charles Bouchard exchanged one of their nervous glances.

	“It is not such a pleasant house, no, not pleasant,” the old man said. “It is troubled.” His wife added something about “young men” under her breath.

	Joe suddenly realized that if these people had a daughter, they might well want to hide her from soldiers of any nation. The house was big enough. It would explain their extreme nervousness. He felt slightly offended on behalf of himself and his fellow GIs. But he was also sympathetic. He had seen some horrendous things on the long march from Normandy, and not all of them the work of Nazis.

	The Bouchards had a point. He quickly changed the subject to the perennial problem of getting the mail delivered when you were always on the move.

	“Here we go again,” said the sergeant, glugging down the last of his wine. “Lover boy needs some more poems from his sweet patootie.”

	The guys began joshing Joe about Laura Myskowski, his childhood sweetheart. The Sarge repeated his familiar witticism that Laura wrote enough letters to keep the entire U.S. Army postal service running. Joe joined in the joke, as usual. They meant no harm; it was gentle humor by army standards. But later, as he lay on his fancy bed, he took out Laura’s photograph and gazed at it in the candlelight. He loved her so much it hurt.

	The good French wine had done its work. Joe felt his limbs growing heavy. He set the picture on a little table by the bed and blew out the candle.

	“Goodnight, darling. Oh god, I wish you were here.”

	Joe woke up in total blackness, with no idea where he was, but sure he was not alone. A body was next to his, warm, supple flesh pressed against him under the covers. For a crazy moment, he was convinced it was Laura, that he was back home, that they had finally gotten married and found that little place of their own. Then reality cascaded back into his mind, an avalanche of drab facts.

	But there was still someone lying right next to him.

	“What the hell?”

	Joe leaped out of bed, stumbled to the floor, and cracked his head on something. He saw stars, whirling points of lurid light, as he knelt by the bed, groping for the table. He found his lighter, flicked it on, and stared at the empty bed revealed by the flickering blue flame. He got up, groaning and rubbing his head, and lit the candle. Then he reached over and ran his hand over the mattress. The warmth of his own body was fading. He had imagined it, an intense dream.

	Except for that acrid smell. Again, it just lingered in the air for a few moments.

	He slept in an armchair covered by blankets for the rest of the night. The next morning, after breakfast, he sought out the Bouchards in their kitchen. Even before he spoke, he saw the look in their eyes—a mixture of alarm and confusion.

	A three-way conversation began with a lot of crosstalk and digression, but eventually, Joe got some answers. No, they did not have a daughter, and there was no other person in the house. But he could see they were hiding something.

	“There’s something weird about that room,” Joe insisted.

	The old man’s eyes widened. He said something to his wife too fast for Joe to hear. Then Madame Bouchard asked him which room he was in. When he told her, the couple looked horrified.

	“Monsieur should move; there are better rooms,” was the chorus, with variations, that Joe heard. “It is not good for sleeping, that one—the air is bad.”

	Joe could tell when people were lying. He was almost sure the Bouchards had a daughter who wandered at night. The girl might be crazy, he thought. Maybe a victim of the Germans. If so, it would explain their refusal to expose her to the attention of any soldiers, regardless of their nation.

	“The room’s fine. I’m going to lock my door tonight,” he told them firmly. “Anyone wandering around this place will have to bother some other schmuck.”

	“Oh no, monsieur!” exclaimed the old lady. “Locked doors cannot—that is—”

	She looked at her husband pleadingly.

	“Monsieur,” said the male Bouchard, “we did not tell you the truth. I am sorry. That room… it was the place of… of a bad woman. And her spirit lingers there. An evil spirit!”

	“Aw, come on,” Joe snorted as he turned to leave. “A ghost story? Give me a break.”

	For the rest of the day, the platoon had work to do, followed by an inspection by the lieutenant. By the time it was evening again, he’d forgotten the strange incident. He recalled it when he went up to bed, just before midnight, though. He’d only been half-serious about locking his door, but in the darkness of the French countryside, things looked very different. There was no key, though, so instead, he propped a chair under the brass doorknob.

	“Things I do for you, Laura,” he chuckled to himself as he clambered into the huge, fancy bed.

	It seemed like only seconds since he’d blown out his candle, but the warm body was close by him again. Small hands caressed him, hair brushed his face, and a sweet, seductive voice murmured into his ear. The words she used were not so much romantic as borderline obscene. Somehow the crazy girl had gotten into the room. This time, the acrid smell, perhaps disinfectant, was much stronger. Joe shoved the stranger away and struggled to free himself from the bed covers.

	The affectionate murmur ceased, and the next time the unseen girl spoke, it was in a stream of expletives. The slender limbs gripped him more tightly, and a mouth was pressed hard against his. The lips felt rough, nothing like the way he remembered Laura’s. Joe struggled to free himself, fell out of bed, then grabbed for his lighter again.

	Every single GI was woken by the scream that rang out. The sergeant had to break the door down to get into the room, to find Joe kneeling by the bed, hands over his face, lighter on the floor where the ancient carpet was alight. After extinguishing the fire, they tried to ask him what had happened. But Joe didn’t talk about it then… or for weeks after.

	The Bouchards did, though. Filled with remorse, they confessed that the room had belonged to one of the most disreputable members of an aristocratic family. In the previous century, this beautiful young woman had misused her wealth and privilege to seduce and then discard assorted handsome youths of the neighborhood. Eventually, the heartless seductress had consented to be married to a rich old nobleman, fully intending to continue her scandalous antics after the wedding.

	But on her wedding day, the woman’s wrongdoing caught up with her. The mother of one of her victims, who had taken his own life, had gained entrance to the chateau amid the bustle of the occasion. The mother had brought a bottle of vitriol—a mix of sulfuric and nitric acid. She had thrown it at close range, with horrific effect.

	Bouchard told the sergeant, “The femme fatale, she did not die, not at once, but she went crazy. For weeks she used to walk around the village in her wedding gown, lifting the veil to frighten people with her face, which was not really a face anymore. Eventually, she was confined to that room by her family. She died in that room by her own hand. She still likes the handsome young men, they say. But it has been so many years since she was seen. I am sorry, mon ami, I should have spoken at once, but I did not think you Americans would believe such a story.”

	The sergeant thought about that.

	“No,” he said finally. “I guess not.”

	 

	***

	 

	“But what happened to Joe?” Melody asked, breaking the silence. “Did he recover? Is he the one who told you the story?”

	Cal shook his head.

	“Joe was sent home on psychological grounds, a medical discharge, but he never told the whole story to anyone except Laura. He owed her that much.”

	The old man took a drink, set his glass down, then looked into the mirror behind the bar.

	“She was a friend of my mother’s,” he explained. “Laura told my mom that when Joe came home from Europe, his hair had turned pure white. He broke off their engagement for two reasons. He couldn’t bear to be touched by anyone for many years. And for the rest of his days, he couldn’t stand to hear a woman laugh.”

	I guess he didn’t get invited to many parties, I thought.

	It was time to go home. The story was about as unseasonal as you could get, but maybe that was the point. It underlined how lucky anyone was to find love, to be held close, to enjoy another’s laughter. Well, that was what I took from it as I trudged home through the snow to my little apartment. Where I lived alone.

	 

	***

	 

	The next story came in that dead time between Christmas Day and New Year’s Eve. I went back to Hannigan’s after work on the 27th. There’d been only me at the office, and I’d taken advantage of the solitude to get stuff done. I mentioned this to Harry, and he gave one of his understanding nods.

	“People are a problem,” he said. “But sometimes you need ’em.”

	I realized then that he was working alone.

	“Melody’s gone home for the holidays?”

	“Nah,” he said. “Volunteering at a homeless shelter. Soup kitchen, something like that. She’s got a good heart. It’s the brain that causes me problems.”

	I chuckled at that. I could tell from the way Harry talked about the girl that he had a genuine concern for her. She filled the role of a wayward but well-meaning teenage daughter, kind of. For a second, I almost asked Harry about his own family and if he had any kids. Almost. But I just knew, without ever going near the subject, that was probably a red line better not crossed.

	“What can I get you?” he asked.

	The chill had gotten into my bones during the short walk to the bar, and I ordered an Irish whiskey to drive it out. Harry sympathized, and we talked about the weather. A fog was rolling in off the bay, and I said something about escaping to some hot country, chasing the sunshine. The usual stuff.

	“Mind you,” I said, “I wouldn’t want to visit that French chateau in Cal’s story. I’d like to see Italy, though—nice climate, nice people, great food, all that Renaissance stuff.”

	I paused, musing on vacations I’d probably never take.

	“Went to Italy once,” Harry said, surprisingly. He seldom shared.

	“This was a long time ago, back in the eighties. Beautiful country, great people, food and wine—all the stuff you’d expect.”

	I asked him if he’d visited Rome.

	“Oh yeah, I did the tour—me and some buddies,” he said. “Rome, Milan, Naples…”

	Harry paused. I felt something was missing from that list.

	“Didn’t you get to visit Venice?” I asked.

	“A tip,” Harry said and looked me in the eye. “Never visit Venice. And definitely not during Carnivale.”

	“Why not?” I asked bluntly. “Too many pickpockets, muggers?”

	Harry glanced around the bar. A young couple was sitting in a booth, out of earshot. They were not talking in a way that tells you an argument had either just ended or was ready to begin. There was nobody else in the place.

	“You get crime in any big city,” Harry said, absently washing a glass that was already clean. “No, in the Carnivale season, it’s the masks. You never know who you’re talking to. Now I think about it, the story is a bit like Cal’s—only different. You’ll see what I mean.”

	So, on that bleak night with fog rolling in over the bay and blotting out the world outside, Harry told me his story.

	 

	***

	 

	“Is it possible to overdose on art?” asked Fred. “Because I think if I see one more cherub, I will faint or something.”

	The three Americans were in the Doge’s Palace, being herded from one cultural marvel to the next by a brisk, efficient Italian woman. Like most Italians, she was so stylishly dressed that she made the tourists look like refugees. She was also strikingly beautiful, another common Italian trait. Fred had already tried to turn on the old Oklahoma charm, but she had politely explained that she was married. Harry had joked that that had never bothered his pal before. The Venetian beauty had smiled politely, but the temperature in the room had seemed to drop a couple of degrees.

	“It is, of course, the beginning of the Carnivale,” the guide was saying. “A time of celebration, but also part of religious rituals throughout the year. In this painting, we see the contrast between people enjoying wine and drink and romance, and those going to church to confess their sins. Carnivale means ‘farewell to meat’, marking the period before the fasting…”

	And so on and so forth. Harry followed Fred and Parker out onto the square, where a dozen nationalities vied for space with the locals and the omnipresent pigeons. Here and there were people in masks and colorful costumes. It was dusk, and the place looked wonderful under a sky splashed with a dozen slow-fading colors—a city out of a dream.

	“God, I could do with a drink,” said Fred. “Let’s find a trattoria, load up on pasta, and split a bottle of cheap vino.”

	Parker, who was a teetotaler, decided to go back to their cheap hotel to write some postcards. After joshing him on his sensible behavior, Harry and Fred set off down a dirty side alley in search of somewhere cheap. Harry’s time in the service had taught him to avoid touristy places and look for the eateries the locals used. His eyes soon fixed on a middle-aged couple walking ahead of them, talking volubly with much arm waving. He picked up a few words that suggested they were Venetians out for a meal.

	Sure enough, the locals led them to a small trattoria by a bridge over a narrow canal. They found a table and were soon halfway through the first bottle of wine. There was, as usual, much Italian chatter going on around them, plenty of people coming and going, children running around. But, after they had plowed through their tagliatelle and started another bottle of wine, the mood began to change.

	It was, at first, just a drop in the volume of background chatter. Then Harry noticed that the families with children were leaving, even though it was not that late. The couple they’d followed had vanished. And then the Americans were alone. The teenage waitress was hovering near their table, fidgeting, glancing out at the canal and then back toward the kitchen. Harry smiled at her in what he hoped was not a lecherous way and asked if the trattoria was closing.

	Her reply, in heavily accented English, was confusing. She seemed to be saying that, of course, they would remain open until the American gentlemen were finished. But then she added something about Carnivale and people causing trouble. Harry assumed that they were approaching that time of the evening when the drunks came out in force. He smiled again and asked for the bill. The relief on the girl’s face was slightly alarming as she scampered off.

	“Might be a bad neighborhood,” Harry said to Fred. “We’d better get moving once we’ve paid.”

	“Huh?”

	Fred had not been paying attention. Instead, he was staring out at the canal, which was now gleaming with reflected lights from the buildings and the bridge. A gondola was moving slowly past the trattoria. It was unusually large and ornate. All gondolas were black, but this one was decorated with golden filigree at the stem and stern.

	Harry craned his neck to get a better look. The boat had a small, covered section like a four-poster bed. The gondolier at the back was costumed in a kind of harlequin outfit, red and green. He wore a white Carnivale mask which was a grotesque parody of a face, the hooked nose almost meeting the exaggerated chin. The mouth was twisted up in a mad rictus that parodied a smile. But it was the eyes that Harry really disliked. They were huge white orbs with tiny pinpoints in them. He wondered how the gondolier could see well enough to steer.

	“Wowsers!” breathed Fred.

	Harry shifted his gaze to look into the small deckhouse. Curtains of what looked like black silk half-concealed the interior. It was hard to make out anything clearly, but Harry could see what had interested Fred. The passenger’s voluptuous curves and slender limbs were sheathed in a tight-fitting black and white Harlequin costume. A black-gloved hand pulled back the curtain.

	A masked face turned toward the Americans, and Harry shuddered slightly. Again, he looked into black pinpoints in oversized, bulging eyes. Otherwise, though, the silver mask was that of a beautiful woman, complete with a pert nose and full lips. A great mass of red-gold hair was held back from the face by an elaborate arrangement of pins and combs.

	Fred wolf whistled. Harry suppressed a groan.

	“She’s way out of your league, man. She must be an actress or a countess—maybe both.”

	“That’s why you never score, man,” breathed Fred. “You gotta think positive.”

	He stood up and walked, a little wavily, toward the edge of the sidewalk. Harry jumped up and moved alongside his friend, getting a gentle hold on the guy’s elbow. Fred was the kind of tourist who’d get drunk and fall into a canal, start fights, or some combination of the two. Harry was already preparing excuses and apologies, blaming the wine for his friend’s rudeness, praying Fred kept it light.

	But Fred said nothing. Instead, he just stood there gawping, lips slightly parted, as the gondola turned in toward the Americans and then came to a halt just a few inches from the pavement.

	“Hi, babe!” said Fred. “Cool boat!”

	Harry nudged his friend, who ignored the elbow in the ribs.

	“Don’t cause trouble with the locals!” Harry hissed.

	The woman did not seem offended, but then her masked visage betrayed no emotion at all. Instead, she raised her gloved hand and languidly waved to them in a “come hither” gesture. No way was Harry going to clamber onto a boat of any kind, not after wine, not in the dark. But before Harry could even speak, Fred had broken free and leaped clumsily onto the foredeck of the black gondola.

	“You idiot!” Harry growled.

	From behind him, he heard a hiss—a sharp intake of breath. He looked over his shoulder to see the waitress standing in the doorway of the trattoria, flanked by a plump Italian couple, evidently her parents. The mother had her eyes closed and was clutching her rosary, fingers moving rapidly from bead to bead. Harry turned back to look at the boat, which had already pulled away from the sidewalk.

	“Fred!” he shouted, feeling an odd mixture of alarm and embarrassment.

	What was he warning his buddy about? The most elaborate mugging in history? But the family behind him was clearly scared. As the gondola pulled away into the center of the canal, Fred crouched and shuffled awkwardly to the side of the reclining woman. The black curtain fell into place, obscuring the scene inside the little cabin. Harry could just make out slender arms reaching up and encircling Fred. Then the boat passed under a bridge, out of sight, leaving only dying ripples on the water.

	“Why are you afraid?” Harry asked the waitress.

	The girl looked to her father, who muttered something about maschera d’argento. Harry guessed this meant “silver mask”.

	“Who was that woman? Where does she live?”

	Again, there was no audible reply. The girl, seeing Harry’s confusion, walked over and took his hand. Her mother was dabbing at tears with a handkerchief, her husband trying to comfort her.

	“Signor,” the waitress said, “it is best not to know.”

	Harry wanted to know, of course, and asked more questions, switching between English to Italian. But he got no reply. The three shrugged apologetically and retreated behind the shutters of their little eatery. They no longer seemed afraid but resigned to a sad reality. That did not reassure Harry. But what could he do? Tell the cops that a friend of his—an adult—had gone off with a woman in a boat?

	He
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