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  FOREWORD


  by Stephen King


  I think there are two kinds of short stories: those of style and those of narration. The short fiction of Anne Beattie serves as a good example of the former, those of Robert Bloch of the latter. Beattie writes about a way of feeling and perceiving; Bloch simply tells stories.


  I prefer stories that are no more than that to stories of style, but that is no more than a matter of taste—I also eat at McDonald’s and prefer bowling to tennis. And there are, occasionally, writers who are able to combine both style and story. They are, of course, the best. You get a spectacular view, and you also get to look at it from the back seat of a chauffeur-driven Cadillac.


  Flannery O’Connor comes immediately to mind as the best of these; Faulkner did it sometimes, as in “A Rose for Emily” and “Spotted Horses,” but more often used the short story as a stylistic vehicle. Fitzgerald combined style and narration later in his career, but only after he started to need the money. He was not fond of tales like “The Baby Party,” published in The Saturday Evening Post. I think it one of his best short stories (and am not alone), but Fitzgerald himself dismissed it as a “rent-payer.”


  In the field of fantasy, those writers able to combine story-as-narration with story-as-style are even rarer. First, there are few writers of purely stylistic fiction to start with, because in genre fiction they rarely get published. There are, of course, a few: David Bunch (who has, I think, now ceased to publish), Robert Silverberg, Barry Malzberg, Thomas Disch (whose greatest triumph, at least in my opinion, was a weird piece of short fiction called “Fun with Your New Head”). Most sf/fantasy writers, however, tell straight stories. They may play with cosmic ideas or describe aliens as weird as Lovecraft’s storied non-Euclidian angles, but they’re stories without much style, for the most part, because that’s what the fans want. And, I repeat, there is nothing wrong with fans wanting stories, or with writers being willing to give them.


  But there are a few successful combiners of style and story in this field, as well, many of them women: Chelsea Quinn Yarbro, “James Tiptree, Jr.,” Ursula LeGuin, Zenna Henderson come to mind … and men like the late Theodore Sturgeon, the early Ray Bradbury, Gregory Benford … and Richard Christian Matheson.


  Matheson is remarkable because his stories are not novellas like many of Sturgeon’s best, or short stories of traditional length like such Bradbury classics as “Small Assassin” and “The Emissary.” They are, instead, short, tightly wrapped, and abrupt. The typical Matheson story is like something shot out of a staple gun.


  It’s not unusual for younger writers to gravitate toward stories of the vignette or almost-vignette length, but it is very unusual to find that rare combination of style and narrative substance in such stories. They are much more apt to either be stylistic vehicles (usually sophomoric and boring) or Frederic Brown-style shaggy dog stories (also sophomoric and boring … unless the author just happens to be Frederic Brown … anyone who’s read such classic Brown vignettes as “Bugs” knows what I’m talking about) or poorly-jointed things that look like discarded script ideas for the old Twilight Zone show.


  I could discuss the stories that follow, but that would turn what’s supposed to be an introduction into either a blurb or a critical review—and this is not the place for either of those things. It would also spoil the finely tuned balance that the best of them achieve, not in spite of their brevity but because of it.


  The stories vary somewhat in execution and effect—a rather too-elegant way of saying that some are better than others. This is to be expected; Richard Christian Matheson is still a young man and still maturing as a writer. But these stories do more than mark him as a writer to watch: they mark him as a writer to enjoy now.


  Stephen King


  Wilmington, North Carolina


  INTRODUCTION


  by Dennis Etchison


  1.


  Once I dreamed a short story. Or rather I saw acted out before me—as I slept—what was already a perfectly-formed story that needed only to be written.


  Actually this has happened to me a number of times. In a couple of cases I have “seen” the typewritten pages of an apparently finished manuscript turning before my eyes; in one instance I managed to wake myself in time to jot down words and lines and paragraphs before they faded in the light, and later my notes proved sufficient for me to reconstruct the story, more as an act of memory than of conscious composition. But it does not usually happen that way. Most of these dreamed stories seem to be happening around me, and the part of my mind that is trained to recognize good source material records their practical value as a matter of course.


  In this particular instance, I dreamed not only the events but a title. Unfortunately I allowed my rational mind to get in the way of a smooth transition to the typewriter. I did not understand what “The Cakework Jesus” meant then, and I have yet to entirely plumb its depth. It had to do with a baker who kills his wife, cooks her body inside a life-sized pastry replica of Jesus Christ, and then distributes this huge cake piece by piece to his customers on Easter Sunday.


  As you might well imagine, I found this dream disturbing. Such is my peculiar turn of mind that I also found it fascinating. After two or three years of thinking about it, I gave up and in a weak moment cheapened it considerably by writing a minor story in the style of EC Comics entitled “Today’s Special,” about a butcher who has his partner murdered and displays the body parts for sale in his cold case. But because that superficial treatment failed to convey the mystery and power of the dream, I returned to “The Cakework Jesus” again and again. I finally came up with a version entitled “The Dead Line,” after encountering an article about medical experiments involving the farming and harvesting of human bodies as a source for organ transplants. A passage from that story begins with these words:


  There is a machine outside my door. It eats people, chews them up and spits out only what it can’t use. It wants to get me, I know it does, but I’m not going to let it.


  The call I have been waiting for will never come…


  I tell you these things as a way of approaching the subject of imagery, the mysterious and potent heart of the artistic experience.


  2.


  Richard Christian Matheson is a young man, but in less than a decade he may already have published more short stories than I have written in a career that spans an embarrassing number of years.


  I was introduced to his work in Stuart David Schiff’s first Whispers anthology. The story was “Graduation,” and I admired its grace, originality and accomplished style. Needless to say, I was amazed to learn that it marked his debut. In my life I have been inordinately impressed by a handful of other “first stories”—by Brian Aldiss, Ray Nelson, Vance Aandahl and the senior Richard Matheson, to name a few—and sometimes this has signaled that a major career was in the offing. In the case of Richard Christian Matheson, I was not disappointed.


  His story “Red,” for example, seems to me to be an instant classic and a kind of minor masterwork that belongs in a special category of absolutely unforgettable vignettes that includes John Coyne’s “The Crazy Chinaman,” George Clayton Johnson’s “Lullabye and Goodnight,” Ramsey Campbell’s “Heading Home” and a half-dozen remarkable vignettes by Ray Bradbury. I am tempted to describe “Red” further as part of the present discussion but will restrain myself so as not to lessen its immense impact for those who have yet to read it. Suffice it to say that it deals unflinchingly with an all-but-unbearable moment, and that it does so with an economy of language and an avoidance of emotional excess that only serve to heighten the story’s final heartbreaking revelation. Whether it was drawn from an event witnessed in reality or from the shadows of nightmare is something that the author may or may not wish to share. But even if he chooses never to reveal the source, the fact remains that it will almost surely haunt my dreams for the rest of my days.


  Likewise the central images of “Conversation Piece,” “Dead End,” “Goosebumps,” “Where There’s A Will” and “Vampire” are so powerful and resonant that they linger after structure and specific language have been forgotten. The last is a tour de force of such breathtaking virtuosity that it became the first story to be selected for inclusion in my anthology Cutting Edge—as how could it not be? When you have struggled with material that is only partially conscious for as long as I have, the appeal of another reckless explorer of the inscape is irresistible; it takes one to know one, so to speak, though his demons are not mine and his methods distinctly his own. Indeed, he achieves time and again in a few deft strokes what I have attempted to much less pointed effect in thousands and thousands of words. And, were the roles reversed, I have no doubt that he could have accomplished such an introduction as this in half the space, with a terseness that would leave us all reeling with admiration for his precision and control.


  In short, this book contains some of the most exceptional demonstrations of the art of the short-short story that I have come upon in recent years. And though the collection as a whole is an incredibly fast and entertaining read, the images that last are as intense as the key metaphors of dreamed poems, as vivid as the most life-altering sequences from films seen in childhood whose titles are now lost to us but which will live in our memories long after their fragile reels have turned to dust.


  3.


  There is a machine outside my door.


  One more point deserves to be made here.


  Richard Christian Matheson is a child of the movie and TV generation, as am I. We probably fell in love with pictures that move at about the same age—for me it happened at ten, when I sat through two showings of Shane and decided before the summer’s day was over that I wanted nothing so much as to be a motion picture director.


  It eats people. .


  Richard, however, has done more than wish to be a part of that magical and treacherous industry. Still only in his thirties, he has worked for years, primarily as a television writer, authoring hundreds of prime-time hours and laboring as head writer, story editor or producer on more than a dozen weekly series. More recently, he has moved onto writing and producing for the theatrical market, with two “go” scripts at Steven Spielberg’s Amblin Productions, a two-picture commitment with United Artists and another multi-picture deal with Walt Disney Productions. This means that for him the monies to be derived from publishing short fiction are hardly a critical part of his income. And yet, in a town where writers are regarded at worst as slave laborers and at best as necessary evils, he has not only survived but prevailed, at the same time excelling as a literary writer of perfect integrity.


  It wants to get me, I know it does, but I’m not going to let it.


  It should go without saying that I am deeply moved and heartened by his example It gives me reason to hope that I will not be eaten alive by the machine that is Hollywood, which is where I live and work from time to time as part of my perversely unshakable dream of contributing to an art form I love with all my heart.


  The call I have been waiting for will never come, the protagonist of “The Dead Line” thinks to himself shortly before the end, before he makes his escape into morally-defensible territory, knowing that he may very well be destroyed—if not by the machine then by the rigors of his ethical position …


  Richard Christian Matheson is living evidence that neither fate is inevitable, that the word itself may indeed be made flesh. Which is and always should have been encouragement, inspiration and nourishment enough, after all.


  Dennis Etchison


  Los Angeles, California


  THIRD WIND


  Andy chugged up the incline, sweatsuit shadowed with perspiration. His Nikes compressed on the asphalt and the sound of his inhalation was the only noise on the country road.


  He glanced at his waist-clipped odometer: Twenty-five point seven. Not bad. But he could do better. Had to.


  He’d worked hard doing his twenty miles a day for the last two years and knew he was ready to break fifty.


  His body was up to it, the muscles taut and strong. They’d be going through a lot of changes over the next twenty-five miles. His breathing was loose, comfortable. Just the way he liked it.


  Easy. But the strength was there.


  There was something quietly spiritual about all this, he told himself. Maybe it was the sublime monotony of stretching every muscle and feeling it constrict. Or it could be feeling his legs telescope out and draw his body forward. Perhaps even the humid expansion of his chest as his lungs bloated with air.


  But none of that was really the answer.


  It was the competing against himself.


  Beating his own distance, his own limits. Running was the time he felt most alive. He knew that as surely as he’d ever known anything.


  He loved the ache that shrouded his torso and even waited for the moment, a few minutes into the run, when a dull voltage would climb his body to his brain like a vine, reviving him. It transported him, taking his mind to another place, very deep within. Like prayer.


  He was almost to the crest of the hill.


  So far, everything was feeling good. He shagged off some tightness in his shoulders, clenching his fists and punching at the air. The October chill turned to pink steam in his chest making his body tingle as if a microscopic cloud of needles were passing through, from front to back, leaving pin-prick holes.


  He shivered. The crest of the hill was just ahead. And on the down side was a new part of his personal route: a dirt road, carpeted with leaves, which wound through a silent forest at the peak of these mountains.


  As he broke the crest, he picked up speed, angling downhill toward the dirt road. His Nikes flexed against the gravel, slipping a little.


  It had taken much time to prepare for this. Months of meticulous care of his body. Vitamins. Dieting. The endless training and clocking. Commitment to the body machine. It was as critical as the commitment to the goal itself.


  Fifty miles.


  As he picked up momentum, jogging easily downhill, the mathematical breakdown of that figure filled his head with tumbling digits. Zeroes unglued from his thought tissues and linked with cardinal numbers to form combinations which added to fifty. It was suddenly all he could think about. Twenty-five plus twenty-five. Five times ten. Forty-nine plus one. Shit. It was driving him crazy. One hundred minus—


  The dirt road.


  He noticed the air cooling. The big trees that shaded the forest road were lowering the temperature. Night was close. Another hour. Thirty minutes plus thirty. This math thing was getting irritating. Andy tried to remember some of his favorite Beatles songs as he gently padded through the dense forest.


  Eight Days A Week. Great song. Weird damn title but who cared? If John and Paul said a week had eight days, everybody else just added a day and said yeah, cool. Actually, maybe it wasn’t their fault to begin with. Maybe George was supposed to bring a calendar to the recording session and forgot. He was always the spacey one. Should’ve had Ringo do it, thought Andy. Ringo you could count on. Guys with gonzo noses always compensated by being dependable.


  Andy continued to run at a comfortable pace over the powdery dirt. Every few steps he could hear a leaf or small branch break under his shoes. What was that old thing? Something like, don’t ever move even a small rock when you’re at the beach or in the mountains. It upsets the critical balances. Nature can’t ever be right again if you do. The repercussions can start wars if you extrapolate it out far enough.


  Didn’t ever really make much sense to him. His brother Eric had always told him these things and he should have known better than to listen. Eric was a self-appointed fount of advice on how to keep the cosmos in alignment. But he always got “U’s on his cards in high school unlike Andy’s “A’s” and maybe he didn’t really know all that much after all.


  Andy’s foot suddenly caught on a rock and he fell forward. On the ground, the dirt coated his face and lips and a spoonful got into his mouth. He also scraped his knee; a little blood. It was one of those lousy scrapes that claws a layer off and stings like it’s a lot worse.


  He was up again in a second and heading down the road, slightly disgusted with himself. He knew better than to lose his footing. He was too good an athlete for that.


  His mouth was getting dry and he worked up some saliva by rubbing his tongue against the roof of his mouth. Strange how he never got hungry on these marathons of his. The body just seemed to live off itself for the period of time it took. Next day he usually put away a supermarket but in running all appetite faded. The body fed itself. It was weird.


  The other funny thing was the way he couldn’t imagine himself ever walking again. It became automatic to run. Everything went by so much faster. When he did stop, to walk, it was like being a snail. Everything just took … so … damn … looooonnnngggg.


  The sun was nearly gone now. Fewer and fewer animals. Their sounds faded all around. Birds stopped singing. The frenetic scrambling of squirrels halted as they prepared to bed down for the night. Far below, at the foot of these mountains, the ocean was turning to ink. The sun was lowering and the sea rose to meet it like a dark blue comforter.


  Ahead, Andy could see an approaching corner.


  How long had he been moving through the forest path? Fifteen minutes? Was it possible he’d gone the ten or so mile length of the path already?


  That was one of the insane anomalies of running these marathons of his. Time got all out of whack. He’d think he was running ten miles and find he’d actually covered considerably more ground. Sometimes as much as double his estimate. He couldn’t ever figure that one out. But it always happened and he always just sort of anticipated it.


  Welcome to the time warp, Jack.


  He checked his odometer: Twenty-nine point eight. Half there and some loose change.


  The dirt path would be coming to an end in a few hundred yards. Then it was straight along the highway which ran atop the ridge of this mountain far above the Malibu coastline. The highway was bordered with towering streetlamps which lit the way like some forgotten runway for ancient astronauts. They stared down from fifty-foot poles and bleached the asphalt and roadside.


  The path had ended now and he was on the deserted mountaintop road with its broken center line that stretched to forever. As Andy wiped his glistening face with a sleeve, he heard someone hitting a crystal glass with tiny mallets, far away. It wasn’t a pinging sound.


  More like a high-pitched thud that was chain reacting. He looked up and saw insects of the night swarming dementedly around a klieg’s glow. Hundreds of them in hypnotic self-destruction dive-bombed again and again at the huge bulb.


  Eerie seeing that kind of thing way the hell out here. But nice country to run in just the same. Gentle hills. The distant sea, far below. Nothing but heavy silence. Nobody ever drove this road anymore. It was as deserted as any Andy could remember. The perfect place to run.


  What could be better? The smell was clean and healthy, the air sweet. Great decision building his house up here last year. This was definitely the place to live. Pastureland is what his father used to call this kind of country when Andy was growing up in Wisconsin.


  He laughed. Glad to be out of that place. People never did anything with their lives. Born there, schooled there, married there and died there was the usual, banal legacy. They all missed out on life. Missed out on new ideas and ambitions. The doctor slapped them and from that point on their lives just curled up like dead spiders.


  It was just as well.


  How many of them could take the heat of competition in Los Angeles? Especially a job like Andy’s? None of the old friends he’d gladly left behind in his home town would ever have a chance going up against a guy like himself. He was going to be the head of his law firm in a few more years. Most of those yokels back home couldn’t even spell success much less achieve it.


  But to each his own. Regardless of how pointless some lives really were. But he was going to be the head of his own firm and wouldn’t even be thirty-five by the time it happened.


  Okay, yeah, they were all married and had their families worked out. But what a fucking bore. Last thing Andy needed right now was that noose around his neck. Maybe the family guys figured they had something valuable. But for Andy it was a waste of time. Only thing a wife and kids would do is drag him down; hold him back. Priorities. First things first. Career. Then everything else. But put that relationship stuff off until last.


  Besides, with all the inevitable success coming his way, meeting ladies would be a cinch. And hell, anyone could have a kid. Just nature. No big thing.


  But success. That was something else, again. Took a very special animal to grab onto that golden ring and never let go. Families were for losers when a guy was really climbing. And he, of all the people he’d ever known, was definitely climbing.


  Running had helped get him in the right frame of mind to do it. With each mileage barrier he broke, he was able to break greater barriers in life itself, especially his career. It made him more mentally fit to compete when he ran. It strengthened his will; his inner discipline.


  Everything felt right when he was running regularly. And it wasn’t just the meditative effect; not at all. He knew what it gave him was an edge. An edge on his fellow attorneys at the firm and an edge on life.


  It was unthinkable to him how the other guys at the firm didn’t take advantage of it. Getting ahead was what it was all about. A guy didn’t make it in L.A. or anywhere else in the world unless he kept one step ahead of the competition. Keep moving and never let anything stand in the way or slow you down. That was the magic.


  And Andy knew the first place to start that trend was with himself.


  He got a chill. Thinking this way always made him feel special. Like he had the formula; the secret. Contemplating success was a very intoxicating thing. And with his running now approaching the two and a half-hour mark, hyperventilation was heightening the effect.


  He glanced at his odometer: Forty-three point six.


  He was feeling like a champion. His calves were burning a little and his back was a bit tender but at this rate, with his breathing effortless and body strong, he could do sixty. But fifty was the goal. After that he had to go back and get his briefs in order for tomorrow’s meeting. Had to get some sleep. Keep the machine in good shape and you rise to the top. None of that smoking or drinking or whatever else those morons were messing with out there. Stuff like that was for losers.


  He opened his mouth a little wider to catch more air. The night had gone to a deep black and all he could hear now was the adhesive squishing of his Nikes. Overhead, the hanging branches of pepper trees canopied the desolate road and cut the moonlight into a million beams.


  The odometer: forty-six point two. His head was feeling hot but running at night always made that easier. The breezes would swathe like cool silk, blowing his hair back and combing through his scalp. Then, he’d hit a hot pocket, that hovered above the road and his hair would flop downward, the feeling of heat returning like a blanket. He coughed and spit.


  Almost there.


  He was suddenly hit by a stray drop of moisture, then another. A drizzle began. Great. Just what he didn’t need. Okay, it wasn’t raining hard; just that misty stuff that atomizes over you like a lawn sprinkler shifted by a light wind. Still, it would have been nice to finish the fifty dry.


  The road was going into a left hairpin now and Andy leaned into it, Nikes gripping octopus-tight. Ahead, as the curve broke, the road
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