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A THING ABOUT CARS!

Despite all government planning—the rapid constriction of multiple road systems spanning the length and breadth of the country, population transplants of the human spill-over from the cities to the previously thinly-peopled regions, and the conversion of many areas of wasteland into vast farming concerns—the traveller in England will somewhere, sooner or later, still stumble across the quiet backwater surviving modernity, defying time and sometimes, when the setting is just right, radiating an aura out of tune with the day and age which, as if in resentment of the slow but ever approaching encroachment of Man’s machineries, might in certain perspective appear ominous and even frightening.

There are places like this in the Severn Valley—Goatswood and Temphill spring unpleasantly to mind—and others in the North and North-East, like Harden on the coast and Tharpe-Nettleford on the North Yorkshire border; but between a certain triangle of ancient but updated towns in the Midlands, there exists an area of some hundred square miles simply abounding with tiny villages of hoary antiquity exuding an ancient nastiness, and I cannot think back on my experience in that region without shuddering abominably and knowing again the terror I knew then.

One village in particular—which I drove through on the morning of that fateful June day not so long ago, on what I hoped was to be the final leg of my search for my poor, unfortunate brother, Arnold Goyle—seemed by its… effusions… to set the mood for the rest of the day; a mood of foreboding which began the moment I drove past the village name-board and which grew, dark and oppressive, to the moment of the final horror.

The fact that I missed the name on that board hardly surprised me; as I drove along I reflected deeply on the unhappy events responsible for my brother’s withdrawal. It had started while I was serving with the forces in the Far East. At that time Arnold had been living in his own house with his small family at Woodholme in Nottingham. He was a sparse correspondent, not much given to writing unless there was something really worth saying, so that when I received that rather bulky letter from him in February of ’48 I knew before opening the envelope that its contents would be of some import. I could never have guessed, however, of the tale of grief to be unfolded at the reading. Arnold’s marriage to Helen twelve years earlier had been possibly the most perfect and harmonious union I had ever known. To say merely that they had been “devoted” to each other would be an utter understatement; and if anything, when their only child, Alan, came along at the end of the first year, they grew even closer, and Arnold’s happiness seemed complete. The letter told of the abrupt destruction of that happiness. Helen had been run down and killed in a car accident, struck down on a pedestrian-crossing by a speeding motorist. Her death had been instantaneous. The driver had had his licence taken away and been gaoled for six months; a “blind and total injustice” in Arnold’s eyes, not unnaturally, but the letter went on in what I considered—even acknowledging Arnold’s awful agony—a morbid vein of self-pity and whining hypochondria. Of course, I immediately sent my condolences, and later a second letter gently enquiring as to the course my brother intended his now necessarily altered life to take. Neither of my letters received a reply, nor did the subsequent half-dozen enquiries which I dispatched at regular intervals over the next seven or eight months.

Then, when I had almost given up hope, I received a further letter from Arnold—the contents of which turned out to be no less depressing than those of that other. In horror I read how Alan, Arnold’s boy, had been given a lift to school by the father of a school friend in his car, and how the car had been involved in a serious accident. It appeared that there had been oil on the road, and that the car had been travelling a little “over the limit.”

I was able to derive nothing further from this second tragic letter, for it had obviously been written while my brother was still suffering from extreme shock. The writing was barely legible, the punctuation bad even for Arnold, and the whole thing—what there was of it other than bare, terrible facts—rambled incoherently. My pity knew no bounds. Again I wrote of my shock and pain on learning of this, the completion of the destruction of Arnold’s world, and again my letter went unacknowledged. I tried to get leave of absence, a compassionate flight to England, to no avail. My Company was due to proceed on exercise and all leave, especially that of junior officers, had been cancelled.

A further year passed before the time for my release from service came round. During that period I attempted, ever in vain, to contact my brother on numerous occasions. Only once did I learn anything of his whereabouts or circumstances. That was when a mutual friend in Woodholme wrote to tell me of how Arnold had gone “into a home” for a while to convalesce. Shortly before my discharge I wrote to an address given by my friend and the result of my enquiry was information to the effect that Arnold had lately recovered from what had seemed to be a series of traumatic lapses and had been, to quote the institution, “released back into society on partial recovery.” I was supplied with his last known address.

This correspondence did not reach me until a month or so before I was due to return to England, so I made no immediate attempt to write to Arnold. It seemed pointless to do so when I could see him personally in only a few week’s time. It goes without saying that I was very worried over his welfare. He had never been a very steady type and I was afraid that the tragic loss of his family might have done him far more permanent harm than that of which I knew.

Back in England I soon discovered that Arnold no longer lived at the address given me by the institution. I was fortunate to learn, however, that he had left a forwarding address, necessary in that he seemed to receive a lot of mail. And so it was that on that morning last June I drove in search of the village of Boresby in the Midlands, and, reflecting on my reason for being there, missed the name on the village name-board; but the hedgerows had been tall for many a mile, excluding all but an occasional glimpse of the surrounding country, and the road had been narrow, winding and bumpy, demanding that I divide my attentions equally between my reflections and my driving and forget all else. Yet in a twinkling, as I passed that name-board, everything changed. The condition of the road improved and its width increased slightly; the hedgerows were replaced by tall, gnarled oaks letting through only a minimum of sunlight to weirdly dapple the road; and, as I cut down my speed to adjust to the sudden near-darkness, I felt the first pangs of a lurking and centuried outsidedess. This, I fancied, was one of those places, like Temphill or Harden, where almost anything might happen; an area literally exuding strangeness, to which all manner of strangeness might therefore be expected to be drawn.

The village proper was no more than a quarter mile in length, a single street wherein the oaks in their turn gave way to high, stark garden walls of buttress-like outer proportions suggestive of immense thickness, with shady gates beyond which I could not see; and only rarely I viewed over the tops of those walls the steeply sloping, thatched roofs of the houses beyond. Many of the great walls, moss- and ivy-grown, leaned perilously towards the road with no sidewalks lining them, so that the trees overhanging from the unseen gardens helped create for me the impression of driving between immense jaws ready at any moment to snap shut. But worst of all was the fact that in the entire quarter-mile I saw only one living creature—and then not until I stopped at the ancient village post-office to enquire about the location of Arnold’s address.

Inside the dim, dusty office I found a veined and elderly attendant drowsing behind a partitioned counter. He snorted into wakefulness when I let the spring-governed door slam shut behind me. This action of mine was no display of latent aggressiveness, I simply wished to demonstrate to myself my ability to shatter the leering silence; like a traveller who whistles on a dark and lonely road. It was then, from the old man, that I learned I was indeed in Boresby, and from this beginning I went on to determine the rough whereabouts of my brother’s habitat. Obtaining anything other than the most rudimentary information—mumbled directions, the mention of a wooded “T” junction and a rough track through the woods—from the slow-thinking ancient behind the counter, however, was the nearest I had ever come to extracting the proverbial “blood from a stone”; and what little he did know was passed on to me in an old, whistling, sibilant hiss of a voice which vaguely reminded me of autumn leaves blowing over early-frosted cobbles. I eventually left the post-office with a number of large envelopes of the magazine-subscription type bearing Arnold’s name and address. The old attendant had reckoned that as I was going to see my brother anyway, there could be no harm in my taking his mail along with me. One of the half-dozen envelopes was tom at one comer, making the title of the publication within—Motoring Magazine—easily read. Perhaps, I conjectured, Arnold was considering buying a machine? Certainly the size and shape of the other envelopes was suggestive of like contents. Yes, it could well be, I decided, that Arnold was giving the purchase of a motor-car some consideration. And not a bad idea, what with him living in such an out-of-the-way spot. It did surprise me that my brother had not bought a machine before; yet the old man had said that Arnold usually came into the village on his bicycle. I gave the matter no further thought—not then.

Even after leaving the post-office and village behind—when the hedgerows again took up their march on both sides of the road, shutting out as before whatever scenery lay beyond them—the feeling of dark, oppressive effusions remained with me; as if all the poisons of unknown centuries had found a temporary outlet in that soul-disturbing region. I barely noticed the great forest growing up on my right, the increasing dappling on the road, the slow shutting out again of the sunlight, but within no more than a mile of leaving the village behind I found myself at the wooded “T” junction mentioned by the gnarled ancient at the post-office. There I turned right, as directed, taking the leg of the “T” and penetrating into the leafy cool of the trees. The old attendant had been unable to state exactly the location of my brother’s house—all registered addressees at the post-office collected their own mail, precluding any visits to Arnold’s place—but he had told me that the track to Arnold’s house through the woods was forbidden to all unauthorized motor-vehicles, and also that my brother had sole custody, was the game-keeper and forest-officer commissioned by the forestry authorities to protect the creatures of the woods and the woodlands themselves. Indeed, I shortly passed a huge, official notice-board fastened to a tree, bearing a legend defining exactly the penalties to be incurred in ignoring the road’s restrictions; but then, when one’s own brother is the only authority, and when one is in a hurry, as I was, such restrictions do not mean very much. I had no doubt that Arnold would forgive me my laxity in this matter.

The road narrowed to a mere strip of tarmac threading in and out of the trees and shrubs, and again I knew the cobwebby gloom of enclosed and silent places. As I came round the bole of a great tree I saw the fork in the track and made a rapid decision. It was not that I was going too fast, simply that I was not expecting two tracks, and by the time I had taken the left of the forks it was already obvious that I was on the poorer surface. But now the trees were too close together, offering no opportunity to turn, so that I had to carry on or back up. I did not like to reverse if I could possibly help it. I had only to get stuck in a position where I could move neither forward nor back and the rest of my journey would be on foot! And I was not yet sure how much farther I had to go. Still, there was no proof that this was not the track down which my brother had his house, and there seemed only one way to resolve the matter for sure. I drove carefully on.

In another fifty yards the track petered out altogether and I found myself driving through short grass. There remained, though, signs of a trail of some sort, and the trees were thinning slightly, so that soon I was able to turn back the way I had come.

It was there, deep in the woods down that little used trail, as I made the turn to carry me back to the fork in the track, that I saw the old quarry. Those emanations that had bothered me since driving into Boresby were very strong there, disquieting influences which seemed to pulse through the very air. Dust motes danced in the beams of sunlight filtering through the high branches as I stopped my machine and climbed out to go and stand on the lip of the old stone quarry. The silence was absolute, with not even the soft cooing of wood pigeons to disturb the lethal-seeming hush.

On three sides the quarry’s rock face was steep and almost overhanging; but on the fourth, the farther side, a break in the sloping face had let through the mud and stagnant water of a wooded bog. Possibly this had stopped work in the quarry originally. Now the excavation was filled to a level some thirty feet beneath the lip with ooze and reeds, but directly beneath where I stood the water had apparently filtered itself into comparative clarity, so that I could make out mechanical shapes beneath the surface. There was the glint of chromium and the gleam of sunlight on sunken glass. Automobiles!—an unknown number. Perhaps at some time long past this place had been used as a tip for broken-down cars. Yet from the little I could see the vehicles beneath the quarry water did not seem particularly aged.

Finally, unable to bear the quiet any longer, I gave a loud hoot of derision at my own strange fancies and climbed back into the driving seat of my car. And yet I was glad to pull away from that spot. Even the echoes of my scornful cry had seemed dulled and had died too quickly away.

Soon I was on the right track again and could hardly have penetrated a further half-mile into the forest when I saw the obviously home-made sign, with lettering in Arnold’s unmistakable scrawly style, nailed to a tree. He had never been much good with a paintbrush:

HOME BREWED BEER—

—ALL DAY LONG

Oh!—that would be Arnold, all right; hadn’t he always fancied himself as a bit of a specialist when it came to home-pressed wines and beers? But what on Earth was he thinking of, putting a sign like that here, with this place allegedly “out of bounds” and him the official Preserver of the Sanctity, so to speak? Why! The sign was a positive attraction to trespassers, an invitation condoning woodland offences! Or perhaps the road was only restricted during certain seasons of the year?

The trees were much more thinned-out here, but that oppressive, shut-in feeling persisted in bothering me. Away through the trees, up a grassy track, stood a thatch-roofed cottage with a high, square tower-like building behind. Thin smoke drifted upwards from a brick chimney. I left my car, walked up the track through the trees to the door of the cottage, and knocked. There was no answer, but the weight of my knuckles was sufficient to cause the door, already slightly ajar, to swing fully open.

“Arnold? Are you there?” Inside, a passage split the cottage into two sections. My eyes were immediately attracted to the wall at the far end of the passage, to a massive door with four great hinges down one edge and a small-paned window in its upper section. I made calculations in my head, coming to the conclusion that the door must lead directly into the base of the tower behind the cottage proper. Come to think of it—what would that tall building be? Why, of course! It must be a watchtower for forest fires; it reached easily to the height of the surrounding trees. Yes, that would be the answer. But that aside, where was Arnold?—and what was that sickly, cloying scent that kept wafting to my nostrils? Difficult to place, that smell, yet I knew it from somewhere. One thing for sure, though, whatever the odour was it did not belong here in this setting—or did it?

I walked slowly down the passage, calling Arnold’s name once or twice as I went and receiving no answer. He was obviously out, but perhaps would be back shortly. Two doors at the left of the passage were open and I glanced into the rooms as I passed. A toilet and a bathroom. I passed the bedroom next, pausing briefly to stare at a framed photograph on a dusty bedside table which smiled at me with the faces of Helen and young Alan, before coming to a closed door on the right. A few more paces brought me to the great door at the end of the passage. It was locked and had no doorknob. I tried to peer in through the small-paned window, but the glass was stained a dull-brown on the other side, so that all I could make out was a gloomy outline or two. That smell I had noticed before seemed to be issuing from somewhere behind the massive door. Possibly Arnold used the base of the tower as a sort of store room. If so it seemed to me that something he had stored in there had gone bad. I retraced my steps to the closed room, turned the door-knob and pushed the door open.

“Arnold?” It seemed pointless calling his name again, but nonetheless, out of plain courtesy, I did, so as I entered the room. Just inside the door I stopped dead to gaze astonished about me. What on Earth…?

There was a window looking out on the grass track I had walked to the outside door, but the light coming in through that window had to fight its way past disordered stacks of books… or rather, magazines! Hundreds of them—all of the same theme—heaped on a dusty table, littered a score deep across the surface of a desk in front of the window, piled on chairs and stacked on the floor; packed bulging into bookshelves along the wall facing the door—car magazines! The Motor-Car, Racing Machines, Autocar, The Motorist, Man Transport, The British Motorist, Road Travel, and dozens of others some of which dated back at least five years.

There are fanatics and fanatics, but what kind of a man, for what possible reason, should want so many books—most of them way out of date—on any one subject? Obviously my brother was no collector in the normal sense of the word, for the magazines were simply scattered about indiscriminately, with no sign of sorting or filing. Indeed, some of the publications were still in their brown-paper subscription envelopes, unopened. I threw down the half-dozen envelopes brought from the post-office on top of the rest and moved over to a cabinet relatively clear of Arnold’s hoard. The cabinet occupied a space roughly in the centre of the room from where I could stare about me in complete bewilderment. The very walls, other than the one with the bookshelves, were literally covered with automobile photographs, the great majority of them showing cars coming head on towards the viewer.

Some warning mechanism ticked away madly in the back of my mind, telling me that something was very wrong here. “Arnold!” I uselessly called out again, “Where are you?” I opened the cabinet to peer in surprise at the tape-recorder and amplifier it contained. I could not remember my brother as being much of a music lover. On a second shelf beneath the tape-recorder a number of small green bottles stood. Suddenly I felt thirsty. And why not? Homebrewed beer, no less! I pulled the cork from one of the bottles, raising it to my lips. The sweetly acrid smell of beer from the uncorked bottle was appetizing and I almost drank, but there was a second scent, one which—hinting as it did of something far more toxic than mere alcohol—caused me to sniff suspiciously. Drugged? Or was I imagining things again? Possibly the beer had been over-brewed. And anyway, why should Arnold drug his own products? Nevertheless I recorked the bottle and put it back on its shelf without tasting the contents.

I stood there, undecided for a moment, then I decided to get my mind from its morbid turn by sampling Arnold’s taste in music. Perhaps, wherever he was, the sound of his tape-recorder playing would alert him of my presence. I switched the instrument on. For the first few inches the tape was blank, so that when the recorded section finally came round the sound reproduction system was fully warmed up. I staggered then, as a sudden scream of revving auto engines, a grinding of gears and blast of horns, an utter cacophony of mechanical sounds belched into me from the amplifier with a force which was as physical as it was unexpected. Through the hellish racket I somehow found the volume control and managed to turn the thing down.

As the incredible, mindless noises subsided, a new sound came to my ears. Apparently the tape-recorder’s wiring was also connected to some outside source—though why that should be I could not even guess—for I could now hear, from the direction of what could only be the upper reaches of the tower-like structure, the sound of a powerful motor and a rattling as of chains moving over pulleys. As the sound from the amplifiers reached a new height—a pitch which would have been unbearable had I not toned the thing down—there came a long scream of brakes and then… silence. Having reached the end of the short tape the machine had automatically commenced rewinding. The sound of the motor high in the tower had also ceased, but now there came another sound from that direction; a rushing of chains and a whirring of well-oiled gears, and the very ground beneath my feet suddenly shook to a tremendous crash that threatened to bring the whole house down about my ears. Then, almost immediately, the recording of motor-horns, brakes, clashing gears and revving engines started all over again as the tape began its second playing; and again the clank of chains and the throb of a powerful motor from the tower added voice to the general clamour.

Inexplicable though it was, the whole thing was too much for merely human nerves. I quickly switched the tape-recorder off. Silence fell in the house as the motor in the tower likewise shut down.

What was I to make of it all? I felt keyed up to screaming point; everything was far too odd, too strange; I wanted to see Arnold and the sooner the better! There were many things here for which I would like an explanation. Not that it was really my business, but Arnold was, after all, my brother; and if there was anything wrong… well, I wanted to know.

I went shakily back out into the passage, noting that the smell from the heavy door seemed to have grown stronger—as if something rotting had been stirred—and made my way to the outside door. I felt strangely relieved to be out of the house, and I called Arnold’s name yet again as I walked round the cottage on the uncropped grass to the towering structure behind.

There was another door in the far wall of the tower, a great strong thing similar to the door at the end of the passage; and it was from this massive entrance, standing slightly ajar, that the cloying smell definitely issued. The door opened outwards and I found myself holding my breath as I pulled it a little further open to lean my head and shoulders inside. I had expected a staircase leading up, but none such existed. Instead the floor looked dark and squelchy, the walls were bare and stained; there was nothing, only the bare bricks of the walls and weak light filtering down in dusty beams from above. No, there was something. In a small recess in the opposite wall there was a second amplifier—the twin of the one in the cabinet in the cottage.

My eyes slowly accustomed themselves to the gloom. I twisted my neck to look up into the top of the tower. There was a square of light, its centre mostly blocked off by a slowly turning dark mass which occasionally bumped against the walls… like a weight suspended on a thread.

Then I gasped in amazement. The turning thing high above me was a car—a badly battered and twisted wreck of a car! Strips of… stuff… hung from its bent axles and from the splayed, tyreless wheels; and the entire bottom looked clogged with dark lumps of mud or—

The smell! I knew now where I had known that special odour before—in the gutted villages of Germany in the war years!

I jerked my eyes down to stare hard at the pulpy floor—then back up to bulge at the crusher hanging above—down again to the now discernible mass of… of… human debris!

A car hanging in a tower with pulped flesh clogging its underside; a floor slimy with the ooze and filth of God-only-knows how many mangled bodies…

Nightmare!

I gagged, jerking my head back out of that monstrous tower, fighting down the waves of nausea and bone-jellying terror which I felt welling inside. What had happened here? What—

The cough was low, polite, enquiring.

I whirled about, shock stiffening the short hairs on the back of my neck, causing my lips to pull back in what must have looked a bestial snarl. I saw him—but not really—my mind still picturing in camera detail the contents of the tower-like structure, making of this intruder on the horror merely a blurred image. A rustic, at least at first glance, trundling a wheelbarrow. He wore wellingtons, farmer fashion, and his wide-brimmed hat was more a sunshade. Beneath that hat dull-blue, almost disinterested pools of desolation gazed out at me from a face I knew of old. But the old character behind that face had gone completely, was replaced now by a sort of gaunt vacancy. Even then I could not accept the truth.

“Arnold,” I finally croaked, “terrible accident… get help… the police… bodies, pulped… a car, suspended…”

“Accident, Nigel?” he asked dully.

“Yes,” I replied, noting for the first time the fragments of dried, decaying offal, strips of skin and bits of gristle clinging to the terribly stained interior of the wheel-barrow’s bucket, seeing in sudden clarity the ghastly state of Arnold’s wellingtons. “A terrible… accident…?”

I lay back limply against the wall. “My God!”

“You’ve caught me at a bad time, Nigel,” he told me, listlessly amiable, ignoring my exclamation of horror and loathing, “I was just doing a little house-cleaning.” Then his eyes brightened hideously and he leaned closer. “Nigel,” his voice now sounded clotted and gutteral, “is that your car out front?”


THE CYPRUS SHELL

The Oaks, Innsway,

Redcar, Yorks.

June 5, 1962

Col. (Retd) George L. Glee. MBE, DSO.

11 Tunstall Court,

West H. Pool, Co Durham.

My dear George,

I must extend to you my sincerest apologies for the inexcusable way I took myself and Alice out of your excellent company on Saturday evening last. Alice had remarked upon my facial expressions, my absolute lack of manners and the uncouth way in which, it must have appeared, I dragged her from your marvellous table; and all, alas, under the gaze of so many of our former military associates. I can only hope that our long friendship—and the fact that you know me as well as you do—has given you some insight that it was only a matter of extreme urgency which could have driven me from your house in such an extraordinary manner.

I imagine all of you were astonished at my exit. Alice was flabbergasted and would not speak to me until I gave her a solid reason for what she took to be lunatic behaviour.

Well, to cut things short, I told her the tale which I am about to tell you. She was satisfied as to the validity of the reasons for my seemingly unreasonable actions and I am sure that you will feel the same.

It was the oysters, of course. I have no doubt that their preparation was immaculate and that they were delicious—for everyone, that is, except myself. The truth is I cannot abide sea-food, especially shellfish. Surely you remember the way I used to be over crabs and lobsters? That time in Goole when I ate two whole plates of fresh mussels all to myself? I loved the things. Ugh! The thought of it…

Two years ago in Cyprus something happened which put an end to my appetite for that sort of thing. But before I go on let me ask you to do something. Get out your Bible and look up Leviticus 11; 10/11. No, I have not become a religious maniac. It’s just that since that occurrence of two years ago I have taken a deep interest, a morbid interest I hasten to add, in this subject and all connected with it.

If, after reading my story, you should find your curiosity tickled, there are numerous books on the subject which you might like to look up—though I doubt whether you’ll find many of them at your local library. Anyway, here is a list of four such books: Gantley’s Hydrophinnae, Gaston Le Fe’s Dwellers in the Depths, the German Unter-Zee Kulten and the monstrous Cthaat Aquadingen by an unknown author. All contain tid-bits of an almost equally nauseating nature to the tale which I must relate in order to excuse myself.

I have said it was in Cyprus. At the time I was the officer in command of a small unit in Kyrea, between Cephos and Kyrenia on the coast, overlooking the Mediterranean, that most beautiful of all oceans. In my Company was a young corporal, Jobling by name, who fancied himself something of a conchologist and spent all his off-duty hours with flippers and mask snorkelling off the rocks to the south of Kyrea. I say he fancied himself, yet in fact his collection was quite wonderful; for he had served in most parts of the world and had looted many oceans.

Beneath glass in his billet—in beautifully made “natural” settings, all produced by his own hands—he had such varied and fascinating shells as the African Pecten irradian, the unicorn-horn Murex monodon and Ianthina violacea from Australia, the weird Melongena corona from the Gulf of Mexico, the fan-shaped Ranella perca of Japan and many hundreds of others too numerous to mention here. Inevitably my weekly tour of inspection ended in Jobling’s billet where I would move among his showcase marvelling at the intricacies of nature’s art.

While Jobling’s hobby occupied all his off-duty hours it in no way interfered with his work within the unit; he was a conscientious, hard-working N.C.O. I first noticed the change in him when his work began to fall off and had had it in mind for over a week to reprimand him for his slackness when he had the first of those attacks which eventually culminated so horribly.

He was found one morning, after first parade, curled on his bed in the most curious manner, with his legs drawn up and his arms curled about himself—almost in a foetal position. The M.O. was called but, despite treatment, Jobling remained in his inexplicable condition for over an hour; at the end of which time he suddenly “came to” and began acting quite normally, seemingly unable to remember anything that had happened. I was obliged to relieve the man of all duties for a period of one week and he was obviously amazed at this, swearing he was fit as a fiddle and blaming his lapse on an over-dose of Cyprus sun. I checked this with the M.O. who assured me that Jobling’s condition had in no way corresponded to a stroke but had been, in fact, closely related to a trauma, as though the result of some deep, psychological shock…

The day after he returned to duties Jobling suffered the second of his withdrawals.

This second attack took exactly the same form as the first except that it lasted somewhat longer. Also, on this occasion, he was found to be clutching in his hand a book of notes relating to his shell collection. I asked to see these notes and while Jobling, still dazed, was taken off to the hospital for an examination, I read them through in the hope of finding something which might give me some insight into the reason for his strange affliction. I had a hunch that his hobby had much to do with his condition; though just why collecting and studying shells should have such a drastic effect on anyone was beyond even guessing.

The first two-dozen pages or so were filled with observations on locations where certain species of sea-snail could be found. For instance: “Pecten irradian—small—in rock-basins ten to fifteen feet deep.” Etc, etc…. This section was followed by a dozen pages or so of small drawings, immaculately done, and descriptions of rarer specimens. Two more pages were devoted to a map of the Kyrea coast-line with shaded areas showing the locations which the collector had already explored and arrowed sections showing places still to be visited. Then, on the next page, I found a beautifully executed drawing of a shell the like of which I had never seen before, despite my frequent studies of Jobling’s show-cases, and which I have seen only once since.

How to describe it? Beneath it was a scale, in inches, drawn in to show its size. It appeared to be about six inches long and its basic shape was a slender spiral: but all the way round that spiral, along the complete track from mouth to tail, were sharp spikes about two inches long at their longest and about one inch at the narrow end. They were obviously a means of defense against oceanic predators. The mouth of the thing, Jobling had coloured the drawing, showed a shiny black operculum with a row of tiny eyes at the edges, like those of the scallop, and was a bright shade of pink. The main body of the shell and the spikes were sand-coloured. If my powers of description were better I might be able to convey something of just how repulsive the thing looked. Instead it must suffice to say that it was not a shell which I would be happy to pick off a beach, and not just because of those spikes! There was something nastily fascinating about the shape and the eyes of the thing which, taking into consideration the accuracy of the other drawings, was not merely a quirk of the artist…

The next page was a set of notes which, as best I can remember, went like this:

Murex hypnotica?

Rare? Unknown???

 

August 2nd… Found shell, with snail intact, off point of rocks (marked on sketch map) in about twenty feet of water. The shell was on sand in natural rock-basin. Pretty sure thing is very rare, probably new species. Snail has eyes on edge of mantle. Did not take shell. Anchored it to rock with nylon-line from speargun. Want to study creature in natural surroundings before taking it.

August 3rd… Shell still anchored. Saw most peculiar thing. Small fish, inch long, swam up to shell, probably attracted by bright pink of mouth. Eyes of snail waved rhythmically for a few seconds. Operculum opened. Fish swam into shell and operculum snapped shut. Have named shell well. First funny fascination I felt when I found shell is obviously felt to greater extent by fish. Thing seems to use hypnosis on fish in same way octopus uses
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