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      Midnight Lullabies: Unquiet Stories & Poems is a collection of the horror short stories and poems—both old and new—by NY Times bestselling author and five-time Bram Stoker Award winner, Jonathan Maberry.

      In the darkest hours of the night the natural world yields to the creatures who dwell in the dark. A serial killer who adopts orphaned children during the apocalypse; a heartbreaking reconciliation of two estranged brothers; a paralyzed MMA fighter receiving an offer he can’t refuse; strange voices crying out from the heart of a collapsed mountain; a little girl who enlists the aid of the monsters in her closet to battle cosmic horror; a delicious revenge by a refugee from the death camps; rednecks battling zombies; a terrified child whose family has become monsters; Earth-borne horrors taking hold on an alien world; and more! Plus new horror tales and eerie poems.

      With a foreword by NY Times bestseller Joe R. Lansdale.
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            FOREWORD

          

          BY JOE R. LANSDALE

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan Maberry is a writer I admire. He is versatile, clever, and from what I can tell, able to write anything. That’s my kind of writer.

      I don’t remember when I first met Jonathan, or what I first read of his, but he is the sort of writer that immediately demands attention. He has one of those unique powers that many writers would like to have but don’t have.

      He’s a storyteller. He is a plotter as well. I admire that. A writer like Jonathan is popping with ideas. If you can imagine hearing popcorn popping, then you may have some idea what’s going on inside his creative head. Lots of kernels of ideas heating up and exploding into something enjoyable. He loves writing and his enthusiasm is like a baseline in his fiction. It’s so strong it’s almost something you can pat your foot to.

      I can see hints of other writers in his work, the way you might spot a fragment of banana or strawberry in a blended fruit shake. But there are ingredients in Jonathan’s concoctions you can’t spot. Some sort of seasoning that comes from the mixer of the blend. A seasoning all his own and one that other scribblers of stories don’t have and wouldn’t recognize if they were searching for it. He doesn’t have to search. He’s found it.

      It’s the IT factor. Story charisma. Originality.

      He can do traditional and make it seem fresh, he can do nontraditional and make it seem dangerous.

      Jonathan can see around corners. He can write stories where you can only see the tip of the iceberg but can sense what’s beneath the water. At other times you can see the whole damn iceberg adorned with dancing penguins operating a lemonade stand. They might be leading you to a delicious drink, or into iceberg disaster. Jonathan and his penguins are tricky.

      In this super collection you will have some, shall we say, unusual experiences. You’ll meet an unusual baker whose goods have a taste of the Old Country about them.

      You will encounter the uncommon contents of a girl’s school locker.

      You will hear unsettling sounds on the wind. Sounds that some will lock their doors against and try to drown out with radios and TVs turned up loud.

      You will spend some quality at a rare movie marathon. Light and shadow, but mostly shadow.

      But enough of the hints. I fear giving something away. I think it’s important that the reader not know all that is in a story, what it is about. Oh, a glimpse of this and that maybe, but beyond that, it’s not up to me to pull the curtain.

      Jonathan Maberry will do that. Once you’re in your seats, of course, eyes trained on his production. Once you are comfortably seated, a great curtain will slide away and a page full of words will fill the stage. As you read, those words will leap off the page and into your brain, and soon they will miraculously become people and atmosphere.

      Keep your eyes on the stage. You’re safer that way.

      And though you are seated, oh, the places you will go.

      

      
        
        —Joe R. Lansdale

        August 2023
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        He sat on one side of the bathroom door.

        It crouched on the other.

        Two inches of wood between them.

        Worlds apart.

        He wept.

        It growled.

        And the night refused to end.
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      It hadn’t looked or felt like that kind of night when he went to bed.

      Maybe, Danny reckoned, they never start like that.

      He was six but he remembered some of the worst nights he’d had. None of them ever started with thunder or lightning. There was no fog or anything like that. Twilight melted the sun, and it got dark, and that was all normal.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Danny remembered.

      He had gone to bed with a real sense of excitement because the next morning was the first day of school. Danny liked books, and Mom had already picked up his textbooks. Introduction to English. Introduction to Math. Introduction to Geography. My First Reader. Easy stuff. Way easier than what he’d been reading on the Net, in comics, and like that. He liked sports, so gym seemed like it would be cool. He didn’t even mind math. Numbers didn’t scare him.

      Girls did, but not too much.

      And the other kids didn’t scare him at all, because he’d always been the biggest kid. In pre-school, in kindergarten. In the neighborhood.

      So he was excited. So excited that it took a long time to get to sleep at all. But then he sank down into dreams about everything being new and shiny on the first day of first grade.

      Then he heard the phone ring. At first it was something in the dream, a phone ringing down the hall at school. Faint, muffled, like it was in someone’s office with the door shut. Then it got louder, and that pulled him up to the surface of his dream where he lingered, his attention being drawn to the rings as they became more real. They became the sound of Mom’s cell phone.

      The rings stopped.

      He was more than half awake by then and he heard her voice. He couldn’t hear any of the words even though his bedroom shared a wall with his parents’ room. But he could tell it was Mom talking. Dad was working nights three days a week, driving some stupid Uber until way late.

      Mom’s voice changed, and that brought him all the way up to consciousness. Not just because she was talking. Or even because she was talking loud.

      No, what changed was when she started screaming.

      And she screamed a long, long time.

      Danny almost did not get out of bed. He wanted to know and absolutely wanted not to know. Grandpa was old, and his knees were really bad. He’d fallen a few times, getting hurt each time. Gramma had that thing that made her stop talking normal and forget things. A stroke? He was pretty sure that was the word. So, the call could be about either of them.

      Danny did not want to go in there and hear something bad. Not Grandpa or Gramma. He did not think he could take that. Not on the night before school started. Not ever. Not really. Not now.

      The scream punched all the way through the wall.

      And it went on and on and on.

      Danny heard sounds. Corinne coming out of her bedroom. Yelling. Calling for Mom. Asking what was wrong. Corinne was fifteen. She was older, smarter. She knew everything. She was tough. Corinne took tae kwon do and could break boards and beat people up. She was like a superhero. Like Black Widow or Wonder Woman. Tough like that.

      But then …

      Corinne started screaming too.

      Danny cringed beneath the covers.

      Why was Corinne screaming? She was always cool. Even on Christmas morning she was chill. Nothing ever bothered her. Dad always said that she was fifteen going on thirty. She didn’t even yelp at monster movies. Corinne just wasn’t the kind to ever scream.

      But her scream was as loud as Mom’s.

      Maybe louder.

      Yes. Louder.

      It was a word that she screamed. One word pulled out of her so hard that it filled all corners of Danny’s room.

      No.

      Nooooooooo.

      That. Louder, longer.

      Danny started to cry.

      He didn’t know why. He just knew that whatever was making Mom and Corinne scream like that was too big for him to know about. He grabbed the ends of his pillow and pushed them against his ears. Fat pillow, lots of foam stuffing.

      It muffled the screams.

      It didn’t stop them.

      And somehow that was worse.
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      The screams went on and on.

      Danny could hear them asking questions.

      Why? Why?

      Over and over again, and when either Mom or Corinne asked the question, the other would answer with No.

      Danny cried into the pillow. His nose was running, but he did not want to move, even to get a tissue.

      No.

      Why?

      No, he couldn’t move.

      Why would he? He was safe right there.

      No, he didn’t want to know what made them so upset.

      Why would he want to know if it was Grandpa or Gramma?

      Dad would be home soon, anyway. Wouldn’t he?

      Yes. Of course he would.

      Dad would come home, and he’d make it all right. He was good at that. Even when he was tired from working at the garage or driving the Uber, he always fixed things when he got home. The toilet, the garbage disposal, the light in the yard. He was able to fix anything. Everything.

      He’d fix this, Danny knew that. Dad could fix anything and everything.

      So, why didn’t Mom call him?

      Why didn’t Corinne? She had her own cell phone.

      Danny wanted to get up, stand on his bed, pound the wall, and yell at them to call Dad. They knew he could fix whatever was wrong.

      Why didn’t they call him?

      Why?

      Why?
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      No.

      Danny didn’t want to understand why they didn’t call.

      He refused to understand.

      It made no sense. It was wrong. It was stupid.

      It was …

      It was just no.

      He lay there, half smothering himself with the pillow.

      I’m not getting up, he told himself. Thinking it loud enough to try and drown out the screams. No way. I’m not getting up. No. No. No.

      Nooooooooo.

      Silence.

      Had he said that out loud? Or was it Corinne?

      Very slowly, very quietly, Danny eased the tension of the pillow. Just on one ear. The ear closest to the wall. But he kept the corner of the pillow knotted in his fist just in case he had to put it back. Just in case there were more screams. Or maybe something worse. Like hearing them talking. Like hearing them saying why they were screaming.

      He held his breath as he listened.

      Corinne wasn’t screaming anymore.

      Neither was Mom.

      There was no sound at all.
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      Until there was.

      But it wasn’t a good sound.

      No.

      Not at all.
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      Really there were a bunch of sounds.

      One after the other. Not quick, but slow.

      They ate up time as he lay there. His arms were aching from holding the pillow. His hands were sore from squeezing the ends. His chest hurt because he kept not breathing because he wanted to hear.

      There was nothing to hear.

      Not on the other side of the wall.

      Outside, sure. There was the creak of the chain that held the tire swing. There was a car sound for a moment—passing, though, not stopping. Not Dad coming home.

      There was the sound of trees. It was still all day, with summer refusing to go. But then when the sun started to set it got cool. Almost cold. And the wind began. There were trees on all four sides of their house. Big, bushy ones. Two oaks out front, one on each corner. And two elms at the back corners. The one elm, the one closest to his room, had the tire swing. The other one had bits and pieces of a tree fort that was Dad’s when he was a kid. Grandpa had built it, and a storm killed it when Danny was two. He didn’t even remember.

      Except the lightning. He remembered that. It was his oldest memory, and it was the loudest sound he’d ever heard. His memory of it was weird. Like something that was always there, but with no details. Just the noise.

      That’s why he was afraid of thunder. And loud noises. The first memory in his head was something so loud that it left a mark on him. In him. In his head.

      A scar, he thought.

      But this wasn’t a storm outside. It was just the wind.

      Blowing through the trees. Making the rustling leaves sound like waves on the beach. He hadn’t noticed that before last year, when Mom and Dad took them to the beach in New Jersey. To Sea Isle City. It rained nearly the whole time they were there. He and Corinne and their cousin, Lisa, sat on the big porch and played games. Corinne taught them how to play Monopoly and blackjack, but they were dumb games and after the first day they just played games on their phones. Well, Lisa and Corinne did. Danny had a Fire HD that was made for kids. Had movies and games and stuff.

      As he played through the rainy weekend, he could hear the waves on the beach a block away. That sound and the sound of wind through the leaves were the same.

      He wished he was down the shore. Even if it was rainy. That would be okay as long as they were all there. Mom, Dad, Grandpa, Gramma, Corinne, Aunt Helen, and Cousin Lisa.

      All of them. Safe and sound and far away.

      The wind made the trees sound like waves. It made them sound safe and far away.

      But then that changed.

      Why did the wind do that?

      Now it sounded like fingernails scratching on the glass. He cringed back from it, not liking that sound any more than the silence from Mom’s room.

      Danny had no idea what to do.

      He needed to pee, but the bathroom was in the hall, on the other side of Mom’s room.

      Why had they stopped screaming?

      No, why were they so quiet now?

      Both of them.

      Quiet.

      Too quiet.

      Only the scratchy-scratchy trees were making real noise. Louder than the breaking waves rustle of the leaves. Closer too. Right by his bed. He did not dare look, though. Just in case it wasn’t branches making the clawing sounds.

      Danny lay there, trying not to pee the bed. It made his stomach hurt so bad.

      But he would not pee the bed. No. Not anymore. He’d stopped doing that two years ago and was proud of it as much as he was ashamed for having ever done it when he was little. Mom and Dad hadn’t said anything. They hadn’t yelled. Mom stroked his hair and helped him clean up. Dad took the sheets and blankets down to the washer in the little room off the kitchen.

      Corinne had made a face, though. She had not said anything, but there was that wince that was half disgust and half a smile.

      Two years ago, but he remembered it as if it was last night.

      So, no. He would not pee the bed.

      No.

      Never.

      His stomach hurt so bad, though.
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      He couldn’t hold it anymore.

      Getting out of bed, though, was so scary.

      His room was full of shadows, and they all seemed wrong. Weird. Not the right shapes. And the closet door was open. Not much. Just a little. Too much, though.

      Driven by need, Danny reached down with one foot until his toes brushed the floor.

      Cold hardwood.

      Icy cold.

      It made him need to pee even more.

      Danny held his pillow like a club in case something reached out from under the bed. Not that a pillow could do much. Even at six he understood that. But it was what he had.

      He scooted to the very edge of the mattress and let his toes act as bait.

      And waited.

      Waited.

      The wood beneath his toes warmed up a little. Taking warmth from him. Giving solidity in return. He understood the concept without being able to frame it in his mind. Knowing was enough.

      Nothing grabbed him.

      No slimy fingers or scaly palms or sharp claws.

      Nothing.

      After about a thousand years, Danny put his other foot down, the pillow raised and ready.

      The wood was there. Firm and normal. Nothing made a grab for him.

      It was a tremendous relief.

      He stood up, still holding his weapon. The shadows that were supposed to be his dresser, his chair, his art table, his box of toys, his pile of clothes … they stayed where they were.

      He discovered that he could actually breathe again.

      Danny took a few careful steps. None of those shadows suddenly jumped at him.

      “Stay there,” he whispered.

      It sounded silly to him, and he was embarrassed by being afraid like that.

      He stopped and listened.

      The tree still scratched, scratched, scratched at the window glass.

      There was nothing—not a single sound—coming from the other room. He thought about that. His embarrassment at talking to a pile of clothes on a chair—of even being afraid of it—steadied him. That fear was silly.

      What about his other fears?

      The silence bothered him. But … why? Maybe it was just that Mom and Corinne had gone downstairs. The living room was in the front of the house, and he could never hear much from there. Not up here, not in his room. It was a really big house.

      Maybe he was just being stupid. Being a baby. Corinne accused him of that sometimes.

      “Danny-baby! Baby Danneeeee.”

      She didn’t do it much. And not so much lately as before. Last year and before that.

      He almost wished he could hear her voice now. To say anything. Really, because anything would be better than the silence.

      Danny took another step. There was one board in his floor that creaked and he almost—almost—stepped on it. But didn’t. He caught his balance and made the step bigger, longer, setting his raised foot down on the far side of the wide oak plank.

      But he stepped onto the edge of a little area rug, and it shot along the floor, turning his step into a lunge, and the lunge into a crashing fall. It was so loud.

      And it hurt.

      He landed on his butt and suddenly there was a fiery burning pain in his tailbone. Danny yelled. He couldn’t help it. The fall, his yell, all of it was beyond control. All of it was loud. So loud.

      He lay there and froze. He stopped breathing and fought back his need to scream because the pain was really bad. He could feel it like a line of fire ants from his tailbone all the way down to his heels.

      And he still had to pee. Worse than ever.

      Silence.

      Danny listened to the night and the wind and the scratching trees and the voice of the house. There were the old creaks that happened all the time, and especially when the wind was blowing this hard. There was the rattle of the loose shutter on the attic window. There was …

      “Danneeeeee.”

      He heard it.

      From the other side of the wall.

      Corinne’s voice. Or, at least, he thought so. It wasn’t exactly right, though. Like she was trying to hide her voice and pretend to be someone else. Like a game.

      Except he knew it wasn’t a game.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      Danny felt tears in his eyes. They burned and itched at the same time.

      He got up as quietly as possible. Driven by fear. Driven by hope. Driven by the need to pee. Driven by …

      By what?

      That voice was Corinne’s.

      Wasn’t it?

      He tiptoed to the door and listened, his ear pressed against the wood. There was no sound in the hall.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      That was coming from Mom and Dad’s bedroom. The sound came through the wall. Not through the door.

      Cold tears ran down his hot cheeks.

      No, he thought, leaning into the word as if it could make things so. No, no, no.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,” called the voice.

      Was it Corinne’s?

      Now he wasn’t sure.

      There was something weird about it. Something … He fished for the word.

      Strange?

      Scary?

      Wrong?

      He paused. Yes. That was the word.

      Her voice was wrong.

      It took so much of Danny’s courage to reach for the doorknob. And all of it to give it a turn.

      There was only a small click, but he froze anyway, sure that it was the loudest sound in the whole world.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      The sound was coming through the same part of the wall. Closer to where his bed was. To where Mom and Dad’s bed was. Not over by the door.

      Danny opened the door a quarter of an inch. Barely wide enough to look into the hall. It was dark, with just a little light coming in from outside. This was the back of the house, so the light was the one on the Coopers’ fence. The motion detector light. It came on when someone was moving around back there. Or something. The Rileys’ dog, Conan, set it off a week ago. Before that it was a fat raccoon on the fence.

      It was on now.

      What, he wondered, set it off this time?

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      The voice was the same each time. Only the first time was shorter, but then it was like something repeated. Like a sound thing from his tablet. Just replaying. And that did not feel right, either.

      And why wasn’t Mom saying anything?

      His need to pee fought past his need to hide or even to be careful, and he stepped into the hall. He knew where every creaky board was between his room and the bathroom at the end of the hall.

      For a moment he considered going downstairs to the little bathroom near the living room. But there were four stairs that always squeaked. Really loud too. Dad always joked about it.

      “Someone’s playing my tune,” he’d say when anyone ran up or down the stairs.

      Danny did not want to play that tune. Not now. No way.

      He moved in slow motion down the hall, edging as far away to the other side of the hall as he passed Mom’s room. He saw something that nearly made him scream.

      The door to the bedroom wasn’t closed all the way.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      This time he heard it from the open door.

      Then he heard something else. A soft banging sound, and he turned and peered down the stairs. He couldn’t see the front door, but Danny knew the noise it made when it was left open. It sounded exactly like that. The wood of the door thudding against all the coats on pegs just inside.

      That’s the sound he heard.

      There was more. A breeze coming up the stairs, as cold and silent as a Halloween ghost. The door was completely open.

      He paused for a few moments, despite his bladder screaming at him and the whisper from the bedroom. Danny looked down the stairs and saw something he didn’t understand but knew he had to.

      There was something wet on the stairs. With almost no light everything was in black and white and a million shades of gray, but he knew some of the stairs were wet.

      What with, though? It didn’t look like water.

      It almost looked like chocolate syrup. Thick and dark like that.

      But Danny knew it wasn’t that. He knew it.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      He tore himself away from the wet stairs and the ghostly wind and the open door and hurried to the bathroom.

      Just as he shut the door—doing it sooooo quietly—and turned the lock, he heard a new sound. A creak. Hinges.

      Like every other sound in the house, this one was different from all the others, and he knew them all. This was a bedroom door sound. His parents’ bedroom door. Opening slowly.

      No. Slowly wasn’t the right word. As he pulled down his pajama bottoms and began to pee—almost unable because he was so scared—he fought to find the right word.

      Not slowly.

      It was … sneaky.

      That was it. A sneaky sound. It was someone trying not to let the hinges creak. Someone trying not to let the hinges warn him.

      Danny finished peeing, his body trembling with relief, but his head swimming with new fear. He pulled his pants up and closed the lid but did not dare flush. He’d already made too much sound peeing even though he aimed for the porcelain and not the water.

      Without even pausing to wash his hands—something he always did—Danny hurried to the door and checked the lock. Still locked. He leaned against it to listen.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      He jerked back with a cry.

      The sound was right outside the door.

      Not down the hall, not in Mom and Dad’s bedroom. Right there. Inches from his ear.

      Danny staggered back, clamping his hands over his ears.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,” cried the voice that was almost, but not quite, Corinne’s. “Come out and let’s play.”

      He stood there. Trapped. Shaking all over. Crying. Terrified.

      He needed Mom.

      He needed Dad.

      He needed the real Corinne.

      “Danneeeeeeeeee … open the door.”

      The doorknob rattled.

      Then he heard another sound. Other sounds.

      The soft scuff of feet, both right on the other side of the door and farther down the hall. Soft. Secret. Sneaky. And … clumsy too. Draggy, like someone limping.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      He heard the sound of something scraping on the door. Very slow. Going from high and almost all the way down to the floorboards outside. A woody sound. Like a nail or pin scratching the wood.

      No. That wasn’t quite right, was it? Not a nail. Not a pin. Not metal.

      Scraping. Scratching. From top to bottom, then a pause. It started again. Top, almost to the frame and then very, very, very slowly down to just above the floor.

      Not metal.

      Nails.

      Not like building nails.

      He knew what it was, and it made him want to scream.

      It was the sound of fingernails on the wood just on the other side of the door.

      “Won’t you come out and play with me?” asked that awful voice.

      He spoke out loud without meaning to. It just came out.

      “I want my daddy …”

      Danny caught himself, clapping hands over his mouth as if he could somehow stuff those words back inside.

      I want my daddy.

      But the words were already out. They were said. And they had been said loud enough to be heard.

      There was a soft gasp.

      Then there was more of the scuffing sound. More than two feet could make. Was it Corinne and Mom?

      Was it something pretending to be Corinne and Mom?

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      Two voices, one overlapping the other.

      Corinne and …

      “Mom …?”

      There was a pause, then a new sound. A soft, sneaky, oily, wet laugh.

      “Open the door, Danny,” said the second voice. Not his mom’s voice. Not his mom’s voice. Not Mom’s voice. Not Mom.

      “Let us in, Danny,” she said.

      Then she laughed.

      They both laughed.

      He heard a new scratching sound. Low. Down at the bottom of the door. Danny stared at it, seeing shadows moving just beneath the edge of the door, in that half-inch gap between door and floor. Shadows moving and the sound of scratching.

      “I want my daddy!” he cried, almost yelling it.

      The laugh again. And those scratches.

      “Open the door and we’ll help you find Daddy,” said both voices.

      The scratching. The moving shadows.

      Then …

      Then.

      Something slid under the bottom of the door.

      Fingers.

      But not. Not really. Just fingernails.

      Long.

      Black.

      Tipped with red.

      Wet with red.

      Dripping with red.

      Clawing at the bottom of the door.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee, open the door so we can play.”

      He knelt down and stared at the fingernails. The claws. The red, wet claws.

      “I want my daddy!” he screamed, and he screamed really, really loud.

      There was a pause. A very long pause.

      “Daddy’s coming,” said the Corinne voice.

      “Daddy’s coming right now,” said the Mom voice.

      There was more of the scuffing, dragging sound. It seemed far away and for a moment—a single bright moment—he thought they were leaving. Going away. Going back into Mom’s bedroom. Going back to shadows and wherever they came from.

      “I want my daddy,” he said very softly now, the words cracked by sobs. “Please, I want Daddy.”

      The scuffing, dragging noises got louder.

      No, not just louder. They were getting closer.

      Whatever it was … was coming closer. Up the stairs. Down the hall.

      Soft footsteps.

      Then they stopped.

      Something hit the door. It was a strange noise, both hard and soft. There was force but it was as if someone hit the door not with a fist but with a loose hand. Like that.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,” said the Corinne voice and the Mom voice at the same time.

      “Go away! I want my daddy.”

      Another soft but heavy hit. Definitely a hand. He could hear the knuckles, but not like someone knocking. It was just a loose hand hitting the bathroom door.

      “Please,” begged Danny. “I want my daddy.”

      There were two thuds, like someone dropping to their knees right outside. He could hear breathing down near the gap between door and floor.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      Danny heard the voice.

      Danny screamed.

      The voices outside laughed. Sneaky, playful, nasty.

      Corinne.

      Mom.

      And one more. A man’s voice.

      Daddy was home.

      “Danneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,” called his father. “Open the door.”

      Danny sat down and put his back to the door and wrapped his arms over his head and tried not to listen.

      He tried.

      He tried …
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        Campanario Cantina

        El Chaltén Village

        Santa Cruz, Argentina

        October 31, 1948

      

      

      “Would you gentlemen like something fresh from the oven?”

      The two men seated at a small table by the window looked up with wary eyes. The question had been asked by a very old man with a face that seemed to be composed entirely of nose and wrinkles from which small, bright-blue eyes twinkled. He held a wicker basket with a red cloth folded over the heaped contents.

      “No,” said the older of the two seated men. He was about forty and had very black hair. His mouth was a hard horizontal slash bracketed by curved lines. Laugh lines, perhaps, though he was not smiling at the moment. “We did not order anything.” His Spanish was rough and awkward, fitted badly around a thick foreign accent.

      “I’m sure you will both enjoy what I have.” The intruder nudged the basket an inch closer.

      The rest of the cantina was quiet; a few clusters of men bent close for discreet conversation over tall glasses of beer. There was no laughter in the place. No music. No one who entered did so with a happy laugh or with a boisterous call to a friend. There was a large fire in the hearth because the temperature had dipped during the cloudy day, and stiff winds blew inland across the Falkland Current.

      The second man at the table was a young bull with blond hair and huge shoulders. “Does the landlord know that you’re peddling your crap here?”

      “Sir,” said the old man, “I am a baker, and the landlord is a regular customer.”

      The black-haired man leaned a couple of inches toward the basket, then cut a look at his friend. “Did you smell this?”

      “Smell what?” said the younger man, whose chair was set on the far corner of the small table.

      Encouraged by the expression on the black-haired man’s face, the baker said, “I have something here that you might enjoy, my friends.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “May I show you?” asked the baker, his smile obsequious but earnest. “I can guarantee you both that this is something you cannot get here. Not even in the houses of your friends who understand such things. Alas, no. The recipe is an old family one and is, perhaps, too regional and specific to be popular among the locals here. It is something that you probably thought you would never smell or see again, and certainly never taste again. Not truly. Not, if I may be allowed a liberty, authentically.”

      “Oh, very well,” grumbled the blond. “Show us and be done with it.”

      The intruder bowed, plucked a corner of the cloth and folded it back with great ceremony to reveal small loaves of dark bread. Steam rose in soft curls, and a delicious aroma filled the air. The black-haired man smiled and let out a long, soft breath. His friend’s eyes widened.

      “Schwarzbrot …?”

      “Indeed, my friends,” said the baker. “A recipe handed down from my grandmother’s grandmother. The very best wheat and rye blended with caraway, anise, fennel, just a little coriander. And, of course, a touch here and there of allspice, fenugreek, sweet trefoil, celery seeds, and cardamom. I grind each of the spices by hand and then grind them again together and mix them into the dough. Everything is done the old way. Everything is done right, because such things deserve precision, do you agree?”

      The men nodded absently, their eyes fixed on the hot bread. They both swallowed over and over again as their mouths watered.

      “Baking is a tradition as worthy as any other,” continued the baker. “The recipes for making schwarzbrot are jealously guarded by each family, withheld even from next door neighbors. Go on, my friends, try them.”

      The men exchanged a brief look and a briefer shared nod, and then they each took a loaf of the black bread. They sniffed and then took tentative bites. The baker watched their eyes, saw the eyelids flutter, and he smiled as the men chewed, swallowed and took larger bites.

      “Mein Gott,” murmured the black-haired man. “This is heaven. This is pure heaven. I’d never thought …” He stopped, shook his head and took a third bite, leaving only a nub pinched between his thumb and forefinger.

      The young blond man ate the entire loaf without comment and then eyed the basket. “How much for another?”

      The baker smiled and placed it on the table. “Consider these a gift. It is a great pleasure to know that you not only enjoy them, but also truly appreciate them. So, please, enjoy a small taste of the old country.”

      Each man snatched seconds from the basket and bit into them. After a few moments of undisguised gustatory lust, the black-haired man looked up, his jaw muscles bunching and flexing as he chewed. “Which old country would that be, exactly? We are Argentinians. Santa Cruz is our home. We are from here.”

      “Of course,” agreed the baker, returning the nod and adding a small wink. “We are all clearly Argentinian.”

      “Yes,” said the black-haired man.

      “Yes,” said the blond. “I have never been out of the country. Born and bred here.”

      “Of course,” agreed the baker.

      They all smiled at one another. When the two younger men finished their loaves and explored the basket they found it empty, and their faces fell.

      “I have more in my shop,” the baker said quickly. “It’s near here, on a side street off the square. Becker’s Breads and Baked Goods.”

      “And you are Becker?”

      “Josef Becker, sir,” said the old man. “And you gentlemen are …?”

      The black-haired man said, “I’m Roberto Santiago and this is Eduardo Gomez.”

      Becker looked amused. “Santiago and Gomez? Of course.”

      Santiago eyed him. “Your name is not Spanish. Are you Deutschargentinier?”

      “No,” said Becker, “I am not a descendant of immigrants, as I imagine you are.”

      “Sure,” said Gomez without conviction. “That is what we are.”

      “I was born in Hallstatt in Austria,” said Becker. “Perhaps you have heard of it? Such a lovely place in the Salzkammergut, located on the southwestern shore of a lake. Those of us from Hallstatt, there is great pride in who we are, and what we are, and what we have endured.”

      “I have never heard of Hallstatt,” said Gomez in a guarded tone.

      “Have you not?” said Becker, looking sad.

      “We are Argentinian,” insisted Santiago. His eyes were hooded.

      “Of course, of course,” Becker soothed. “As are so many here in Santa Cruz, and in Buenos Aires, Misiones, La Pampas, Chubut, and a hundred small villages.”

      The men said nothing.

      “We are all Argentinians because it is such a lovely place,” continued Becker amiably. “A lovely and very safe place to be. The brisk and breezy nights, the tequila …”

      Santiago and Gomez sat very tense, very attentive, and their eyes were hard as fists. Becker gave them an understanding nod and the slightest suggestion of a wink. “It is a very large world, my friends, and even here in lovely Santa Cruz we can all sometimes feel very far from home. I know I do.”

      “You talk a lot,” said Santiago.

      “I’m old,” said the baker with a shrug, “and old men like to talk. It reminds us that we are still alive. And … well, the world has emptied itself of so many people that I knew that I often have only my own voice for company. So, yes, I talk. I rattle and prattle and I can see that I try your patience. Why, after all, would men as young and healthy as you, my friends, care to waste time listening to the babblings of an old man?”

      “That question has occurred to me,” said Santiago. “I am utterly fascinated to know why you feel that it is appropriate to interrupt a private conversation.”

      Gomez turned away to hide a smile.

      The little baker was unperturbed. “I take such a liberty, my friends, because tonight is the second day of Allerseelenwoche. —All Soul’s Week. Do you know of it?”

      Gomez began to answer, but Santiago stopped him with a light touch on the arm.

      “No,” said Santiago, “we don’t know what that is.”

      “Of course not. You have never been to Austria, as you have said. Let me explain. In Austria we do not celebrate Halloween, as the Americans and Irish do. For us this holiday is about reflection, about praying for those who have been taken from us, for making offerings to the spirits of our beloved dead. And we all lost so many people during the war.”

      Gomez kept his gaze locked on Becker, but Santiago looked down at his hands.

      “The war is over,” said Santiago softly.

      “Is a war ever truly over if people are alive who remember it?” asked Becker mildly. “Can it be over if people are alive who remember the world before the war, and can count the number of people and things they have lost? Family members, cities, friends, dreams, promises …”

      The corner of the room was very quiet now.

      Becker pulled out a chair and perched on it. “Allerseelenwoche was never a time of celebration, and now that the war has run its course we are left to tally the costs. We honor our dead not only by remembering them, but recalling what they stood for, and what they died for.”

      Santiago nodded and lifted his beer glass. He stared moodily into it, nodded again, took a long swallow, and placed it very carefully back on the table.

      “Why do you talk of such things?” asked Santiago.

      “Because it was always a custom of my family to celebrate Allerseelenwoche. My family was very … ah … dedicated to custom and tradition.”

      “‘Was’?” asked Gomez.

      “Was.”

      The two younger men looked at him, and although they did not ask specific questions, Becker nodded as if they had. Answering in the way that many of the pale-skinned residents of Santa Cruz did these last few years.

      Becker touched the curved handle of his wicker basket. “We love our dead. Their having died does not make them less a part of our family. We can see the holes carved in the world in the shapes of each one of them. You understand this?”

      The men nodded.

      “We believe that during Allerseelenwoche,” said Becker, “the spirits of our loved ones come and sit beside us at our lonely tables. We know that the dead suffer. We know that they linger in the world between worlds because the church tells us that all souls are in purgatory awaiting judgment. The priests tell us that only the perfectly pure are then raised to heaven but the rest must wait for their sins to be judged and their fates decided. It is what all souls must endure, for—after all—was anyone ever without sin? Jesus, perhaps, but who else? No one, according to the priests with whom I have spoken.”

      The men offered no comment, nor did they chase Becker away.

      “The priests say that when Judgment Day comes then the souls of all the dead will be either raised up or cast into the Pit. Until then, they linger and linger. So it is up to those of us here on Earth to care for them, to remember them, to pray that their sins be forgiven, to offer what comforts we can. That is why we have this holiday. It reminds us to remember them. And to remember that they remember being alive. They may be dead and may have no earthly bodies that we can see except when the veils between worlds are thin—as they are this week—but they feel everything. Hunger and thirst, joy and despair, ecstasy and pain. And fear. Yes, my friends, they know fear very well. During Allerseelenwoche we leave bread to ease their hunger and water to soothe their thirst. We light lanterns so that the dead know they are welcome in our homes and, for a week at least, not be so alone, and so that they will not be afraid of the dark. These are good customs because they remind us of our own compassion, and of our better qualities, mercy among the rest. And that is why we have traditions, is it not? So that we remember what is important to remember? That is why we go to church so often during that week. We go to pray for the dead, and to beg God to call them home to heaven.”

      Santiago began to speak, but Gomez touched his arm. The young blond man gave Becker a fierce and ugly look. “Perhaps it is in your best interest to go away now.”

      “No, please, a moment more,” begged the baker. “I did not come here to tell ghost stories and spoil your evening.”

      “Yet that is what you are doing,” growled Gomez.

      “I said all of that in order to say this,” Becker said brightly. “I opened my little bakery here in order to preserve more than the recipes of my family. I opened it to celebrate who I am and where I come from. After all, I may live the life of an exile here but I am Austrian, now and forever. Surely you can appreciate that.”

      Gomez and Santiago nodded but said nothing.

      “So,” said Becker, “in the unlikely event that you might be interested in tasting more of my family’s old world recipes, why not come by my shop tomorrow night? I would be happy to make you a traditional dinner with all of the delicacies for which my family was famous.”

      Gomez cocked his head to one side. “Like what? I mean … I have, ah, heard of Austrian cuisine because of the number of Austrian and German expats living here, but have never tasted any.”

      “How sad,” said Becker, then he brightened. “Well, my friends, I would be delighted, indeed honored, to introduce you to tafelspitz, which is lean beef broiled in broth and served with a sauce of apples, horseradish, and chives. Or, if you prefer, there is gulasch, which is a lovely hotpot that should best be eaten with semmelknödel—a dumpling for which my mother was rightly proud.”

      Santiago closed his eyes for a moment and breathed slowly through his nose.

      “You can have selchleisch with sauerkraut and dumplings. And for after,” said the baker, “you can try my aunt’s recipe for marillenknödel, a pastry filled with apricots and mirabelle plums. The dumplings are boiled in lightly salted water, then covered in crisply fried breadcrumbs and powdered sugar, and baked in a potato dough.”

      “Gott im himmel,” murmured Gomez, and there was no trace of Spanish in his accent. Becker did not comment on that. “You’re killing me.”

      “Will you come?” asked Becker eagerly. “Will you allow me the great honor of making such a meal for men who, I have no doubt at all, will truly appreciate it. Here, in this town, I am a simple baker. Most of my day is spent making local goods. Aljafor and chocotorta and—God help me—tortas fritas. That’s what my customers want, and because I need to make a living it is what I sell. But it is not who I am. It is not the food that I understand, and I cannot sell Austrian goods to the public. Not even here. Not openly, anyway. That would present so many problems and, unlike you gentlemen, I have no papers that say I was born here. Everyone knows that I am Austrian. To hostile and suspicious eyes I am German, and these days everyone hates the Germans.”

      Gomez turned and spat onto the floor.

      “Argentina is a haven in name but not in fact,” said Becker, lowering his voice. “People are looking for Germans. For certain kinds of Germans. No, you do not need to say anything because I know you are men of the world and understand such things. My point—and I admit that like all old men I wander around before I approach the kernel of what I mean to say—is that I need to be a good German if I am to live safely. That means letting go of so much of my culture. To abandon it and forswear it and pretend that it never mattered to me at all.”

      Becker paused and dabbed at the corner of his eye, studied the moisture on his fingertips and wiped it off on his shirt.

      “I have had to become a stranger to the man I used to be,” he said. “So much so that my family, were any of them still alive, would not know me were it not for the things I prepare in secret. For me. For them. That is why I ask you fine gentlemen to come to my shop after it is closed and share a feast in celebration of Allerseelenwoche … to remember all of those who we loved and who died in the war. Will you grant me that kindness? Will you tolerate further the company of a talkative and sad old man who wants nothing more than to offer that taste of home. Of … my homeland? Can I entice you? Will you taste what I so eagerly want to prepare for you?”

      It took a long time for either of the men across the table from him to answer. Eventually, though, Santiago croaked a single word.

      “Yes.”
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        El Chaltén Village

        Santa Cruz, Argentina

        November 1, 1948

      

      

      The knock was discreet, and Josef Becker answered it at once.

      He opened the door, stepped past the two tall men and looked quickly up and down the crooked street. There were no streetlights, but cold moonlight painted the cobblestones in shades of silver and blue. A dog barked off in the distance and a toucan—very far from his jungle home—sat on the eave of the shuttered jeweler’s across the street. There were no people at all, though the chilly breeze brought the sound of laughter from some distant party in a house around the corner.

      “Come in, my friends,” said Becker and he patted the backs of the men as they passed through into the bakery. When they were all inside, Becker pulled the door shut and locked it with a double-turn of a heavy key.

      The shop was small, but the space had been used with care. There was a long glass-fronted counter in which were set square platters of baked goods. There were small cakes dusted with powdered sugar, round chocolate double-wafer cakes, cornstarch biscuits covered with coconut, glistening cubes of quince, vanilla sponge-cake ladyfingers, and many other delicacies particular to Argentina. There were French and Italian cakes and sweets, too, and even some pastries of American invention.

      But what dominated the store were the breads. So many of them. Aajdov Kruh, the Slovenia bread made from buckwheat flour and potato, dark Russian sourdough and crisp Japanese melonpan made from dough covered in a thin layer of crispy cookie dough, michetta from Italy and taftan from Iran, and dozens of others from dozens of places, including a whole tray of sugary pan de muerto. And, of course, central to all, were the breads from Austria and Germany. The light semmeln oder brötchen wheat rolls, whole grain rye vollkornbrot. dreikornbrot rich in wheat, oats and rye, five-seed 
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