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To Doug, who said, “Well, are you going to write it?

PREFACE

––––––––
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This book began as a bit of a game. I’d been spitting and snorting through a really rather terrible “Lovecraft inspired” movie on television. It was, I felt, completely missing the point, the mood, the whole essence of Lovecraft with his passion for the vast, ineffable indifference of the universe. And so on. I was thoroughly disgusted.

Finally, I could stand it no longer. I leaped to my feet, snarling, “That is not how you write a Lovecraft story,” and stomped off to fetch my computer. I sat down and wrote an outline for a “proper Lovecraft story” with the effete, intellectual protagonist who has a weakness for occult books and arcane mysteries, the sturdy friend and associate who narrates the story, the para-dimensional alien god thingummies—the whole enchilada.

Then I stomped into my husband’s office and shook my computer at him. “See? This is how you write a Lovecraft story.”

My husband, not knowing Lovecraft from a hole in the ground, said, “Are you going to write it?”

It was the only logical course. I wound up with a little Lovecraft-type adventure with which I was quite pleased.

However, this first story suggested a second and a third, which would require that the first story be turned from a novella to a full-length novel. The protagonist became the villain, and the sidekick became the hero.

In the process, it went from being a Lovecraft story to being my own. Which is as it should be. The universe, however, remains ineffable. And that too is as it should be.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


My service in Iraq ended in a blaze of something like glory and something like the breath of hell. Now I limped down Blackwood Street toward home with a crippled hip, a cane and scars all down my right side. Healed burns wreathed my right hand, and ropy scars distorted my features and writhed across my cheek. 

I had grown up here in the haunted neighborhood of Woodhill on the sloping skirts of Seattle—a golden boy, football hero, apple of my mother’s eye. Too poor to go to college if I’d wanted to, and too much in love with adventure to find a trade, I joined the Army Special Forces. I made a good soldier, strong and well-coordinated, still a golden-boy with a second sense for ambush and for hidden bombs. Until the last one taught me I was mortal after all.

Halfway home, I paused at  the feet of a square-faced, three-story house that squatted like a toad beside the street. My childhood friend still lived there, and I wanted to see him before I went home to my mother’s house. The porch stairs creaked under my feet as I climbed them, and half the boards of the porch were leprous with decay. Blackwood House had been painted long before I had lived there, but the black paint hadn’t been freshened since I had been gone. It had peeled and flaked in places, and an ashy rime had bloomed like mold over the weather-worn siding. 

As I waited for an answer to my knock, I gave in to irrational terrors and glanced over my shoulder. Maples closed the streets in Gothic arches. Evening tipped down from the east over the unprotected city and poised to coil clammy limbs around the shabby houses, but no rotting, black-burned faces loomed out of the dark to reproach me for the sin of arrogance.

I thought I would have to rap again, but the door opened, and Alistair’s mother stood in the doorway. She had been handsome once. Now the lines of her face sagged, and something sharp and white seemed to press at her skin from the inside. 

She took in my scarred cheek, and her lip curled as if she’d smelled rotten meat. “Well?” she said. 

I’d never known why she disliked me. I’d simply grown the habit of ignoring her open antipathy. “I’m here to see Alistair, Mrs. Blackwood.”

“Alistair is unwell today.” 

Alistair had always been unwell. “I’d like to see him.”

She waited a beat, her eyes flat and cold, but I held my ground, and she stepped back, falling away from the door enough to let me through. 

The wallpaper in the foyer had split at the seams. Someone had replaced the bulbs in the antique sconces with fluorescent coils, and the too-white light made the room look dingy and vague as if the house might fade out like a bad cut in a black and white film.

I climbed the stairs, the spindles creaking and wobbling under my weight. At the top, I called Alistair’s name, then hobbled to his bedroom door and knocked. 

“Henry?” 

Only Alistair and my mother called me Henry. I went by Hal to everyone else. 

Something fell inside the room—a chair, I thought—and Alistair flung his door open. He wore his personal uniform, a red velvet robe over silk pajamas.

“Henry.” He grabbed my shoulder and almost pulled me off my feet in his hurry to get me inside. 

Alistair had a long, aesthetic face with a pointed chin and high, wide forehead. The bruised circles under his eyes had darkened since I last saw him, and his cheeks had sunk a little. 

He seized my right hand, oblivious to its deformity. “You have come just in time. I have many strange and wonderful things to tell you." 

An involuntary grin distorted my scarred face into a gargoyle leer. I cocked my head to hide the deformity, but a weight slid off my shoulders as if the years had rolled me back to boyhood. I might be all but unrecognizable from my childhood self, but Alistair had been frozen in time.

He scowled. “What’s wrong with your face?” Alistair didn’t like change. At least he didn’t like change that altered the established narrative of his life. 

“I told you in my letter. The bomb.” I turned my head to the other side to give him his first clear look at my ruined features. 

His jaw tightened for a moment as he wrestled this new development into his personal fiction, then his forehead smoothed, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “Of course, you must conceal your deformity from the world. How well I understand the common man’s despite of all that is strange and incomprehensible to him.”

I repressed a smile that would have contorted the burned side of my face. No doubt a deformed companion would add color to his fantasy.

“Sit down,” he said. “You have come just in time. I have a great quest in store, and there is everything to tell you if you are to be of service to me. I propose nothing less than the conquest of the world with you by my side as a prince and a general of armies such as this world has ever imagined.”

My spirit rose to the promise of one of Alistair’s otherworldly adventures. He ought to have been a novelist of only he didn’t believe so deeply in his imaginary worlds. "I can't stay now," I told him. "My mother is waiting, but I want to have a long talk and catch up with you tomorrow—or the next day if tomorrow isn't convenient."

His face fell, and he huffed with impatience. "Yes. Yes, tomorrow. No one knows better than me that mothers must be placated." A scowl covered his face as he said this. I resisted the impulse to laugh while I waited out his brooding pause. Finally, he returned to the real world and seized my injured hand again. "Come tomorrow at three o'clock."

Evening had surrendered to night by the time I stepped out onto the Blackwood porch. Shadows rolled over the quaint old neighborhood. The air smelled of cut grass and a hint of smoke from outdoor barbecues, and the lighted windows of the houses cast a friendly glow on me as I passed. I felt all but human for the first time since waking burned and shattered in the hospital.

My canvas duffel grew heavy on my shoulder before I lurched up the steps in front of my mother's tiny apartment, one of six cubbyholes carved from a two-story Craftsman which had been noticeably smaller than Blackwood House to begin with.

I eased the duffel to the step, and my mood sank again. Before I could put my knuckles to the door, it opened, and my mother stood in the doorway, an unconscious reflection of Verna Blackwood, one hand on the door frame, the other planted on her hip. My mother showed every minute of her forty-three years, but she was as beautiful now as she had been to my boyish eyes. She had an oval face and kind mouth, and she’d kept her hair the same chocolate brown I remembered. At the moment, her narrowed eyes gave me a shudder of childish guilt. Her foot tapped on the floor. "Henry Lance Crompton, I've been expecting you all day. What in the world have you been doing?" 

I might as well have been ten years old and coming home long after my bedtime. 

Then she seized me in her arms, hugging me as if I weren’t a foot taller than herself. I bent my head for her to kiss me all over my face as she had done when I was an infant. She pressed her cheek to my mutilated one. Finally, when she had satisfied herself I was alive and in one piece—more or less—she pushed me back and inspected my face—the eyelid that drooped under a skein of scar tissue, the side of my nose that melted into my cheek, the scars that paralyzed my muscles and pulled my face into a snarl when I tried to smile. 

She made a disgruntled noise. “What a mess. Couldn’t those doctors put you back together any better than that?” 

She sounded so indignant I had to smile, cocking my head to one side. “It all works.” The army surgeons had saved all my limbs, replaced my ruined hip, pinned together the broken bones and got everything working well enough for me to come home. 

“Well,” my mother said, “It’s not so bad as it could be.”

“If you like the Phantom of the Opera.”

She reproached me with a light smack on the cheek—a love-tap, her way of compensating for a mother’s over-fondness. “If anybody stares, you tell them you saved six lives from that bomb, and what have they done lately that's worth getting out of bed for.” She sniffled, then smacked my cheek again. “Anyway, the other side is still pretty. I kept some bread and soup warm for you.”

I dropped my duffel on the little daybed that doubled as a couch in the tiny living room. My mother had been prepared to surrender her single bedroom in the back of the apartment, the one that had been mine before I left home, but I had threatened to sleep on the living room floor if she refused to keep her room. 

She made me sit at the table in the kitchen, which left hardly room for the refrigerator door to open behind me or the oven to open on the other side. I ate thick beef stew and fresh bread with butter while my mother tidied the kitchen, keeping half her eye on me as if she feared I would disappear if she looked away. 

When she finally consented to stop petting and fussing over me and go to bed, I dressed in long pajamas to cover my scars. Then I laid myself out on the little daybed, my feet almost hanging off the end. I stared into the shadow-pooled ceiling, trying to find myself here in my mother’s home. Woodhill had shaped me in her own image, then driven me out from under her wing, starved for adventure and burning to test myself against the limits of the world. 

Well, I’d met my limit.

Before my mother woke the next morning, I went out to stretch my injured leg and fetch my mother some cranberry scones. The Seattle sun could have been an altogether different star from the one that savaged the Persian east. A breeze smoothed my left cheek while my right felt nothing, as if I had only half come home, the rest still lying on a village street outside a burned and blasted mosque.

Conversation died when I entered the cafe on the outskirts of Woodhill, a haven of polished tables and dim corners. Twenty-somethings in groups and professional couples in their thirties seemed to stare over the tops of newspapers and tablets, taking in my deformed face and the hand clenched on my cane.

I froze inside the door in the naked conviction that they knew everything I had done since I left home—the rattle of gunfire, screaming missiles, blood soaking into sand. I looked around for cover and realized I was still in the cafe. I forced myself into motion, conscious of hidden snipers that couldn’t possibly be there.

Baristas milled around as I approached, each trying to avoid being the one to serve me. By the time I reached the counter, a scarecrow of a young man with small round glasses and shaggy hair bobbed to the front of the mob and held his ground at the register, pretending he didn't see my scars as he took my order and counted out my change.

Finally, I could take my paper bag and limp back out into the light, keeping my head down to avoid strange eyes. Because I wasn’t looking, I nearly knocked over a slender woman burdened like a burro with bags and backpacks and the padded case of a laptop computer. 

Two of the bags dropped. She said something that sounded like, “Darn it.” Then I dropped my scones to catch her elbow before she toppled, overbalanced by the laptop and backpack.

“My fault,” I said.

I left her poised on her feet and bent to pick up one of her fallen bags. Then, as I handed it back to her, I looked up far enough to see her face. 

She squeaked and dropped an oversized tote as she unconsciously accepted the canvas shopping bag I offered. “Oh.” She looked down at the dropped tote bag as if she had no idea where it had come from, and a flush ran up her face. 

Mora Fee had changed nearly as much as I had in the years since she had tutored me in high-school geometry. I remembered her as a skinny girl, plain as soda crackers, with blue-black hair and thick bangs cut straight across her forehead. The bangs had gone, and she'd twisted her hair into an untidy knot. Her features, once odd and uneven, had turned striking, stronger than they were pretty, and her figure had gone from skinny to gamine.

I muttered an innocuous greeting as I held out the tote to her, keeping my face averted, hiding scars, avoiding her expression. 

She took the bag and looped the strap over her shoulder, fussing with it as though it were as complicated as a parachute. “Hello, Hal,” she mumbled, then cleared her throat and tipped her chin up. “I was aware of your injury and your return. The newspapers reported that you were burned when you saved six men from a bomb.”

I looked away. Three of my unit had been outside the mosque, out of range of the blast. Six had heard my warning and escaped. Three, including the CO and executive officer, had been in front of me, too far into the building to get out in time. I muttered, “Those reporters might as well write fiction.”

“Cognitive dissonance.” She began to edge to one side to get around me. “Excuse me,” she said. “I have to meet my bus.” She escaped in a rush, staggering a little and trying to keep her load from pulling her off balance.
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Nettled, I went after her, pulling the biggest bag off her shoulder and slinging it over mine. “What cognitive dissonance?” 

“Oh.” She shied like a skittish colt, which made room on the sidewalk for me on her left. I had forgotten she was so jumpy. 

She had the kind of complexion that didn’t tan and showed every change of mood. Now she had gone red again. She hitched in a breath. "You are struggling to reconcile the fact of having saved your own life and those of most of the others in your group with the deaths of the remaining three. That represents an example of classic survivor’s guilt coupled with the knowledge that if you had detected the incendiary a few moments earlier, the other three would have escaped as well."

My throat tightened. If I had seen it five seconds earlier. Three even.

She inhaled like a hiccough. “You are accustomed to operating within a highly-refined framework of environmental micro-cues in your phenomenal field, which enable you to anticipate probable outcomes in a given situation with a high degree of accuracy.”

“I’m accustomed to what? Where do you get all that from?”

“I tutored you in geometry,” she said, as if it should be obvious to anyone who could add two and two to achieve four.

In my senior year, I'd needed a final math credit. I had already decided on a tour in the Army, and I had to graduate to qualify for Special Forces.

I had never had any trouble getting grades well above average, but geometry utterly defeated me. Angles and relationships that should have been simple slid off my brain like oil on glass, so I sought out Mora—the school math geek. 

I found the little math-geek difficult to approach. On my first attempt, she had stared at me as if I were a fox marauding in the henhouse and ducked behind a herd of migratory freshmen. After two more tries in which she disappeared before I came within speaking distance, I trapped her in the back of the library at the furthest study table in the darkest corner. I had a chair out and sat before she knew I was there.

She squeaked and scooted her own chair back, but I had blocked her escape on one side, and she would have to scramble over two chairs on the other to escape. I counted on her sense of dignity to prevent it. “I need some help with math,” I told her.

“What math?” she whispered. She cleared her throat. “What math?” she said a little louder.

I explained my predicament and requested her tutoring services. 

She resisted, raising objections which I turned aside with either logic or charm as the argument required. I turned out to be more persistent than Mora was reluctant, and I began meeting her twice a week at the back of the library. Mora invariably gave the impression she would bolt if I got too close, but she taught me geometry, making meaningless angles and lines and curves seem perfectly obvious and logical.

My mouth relaxed into a one-sided smile. “How do you get fields and micro-cues out of teaching me geometry?”

Her brows pulled delicately down. “Your difficulty was that the angles presented in the textbook offered insufficient data for your intuitive processing faculty. Without your accustomed phenomenological field, you were unable to rationalize the two-dimensional angles. I merely compensated for the missing data, enabling you to process the information in your accustomed fashion.”

“I don’t remember you saying any of that at the time.”

She blushed violently and dropped her eyes to the ground at her feet. “I did not believe the information would be of practical use in the circumstances.”

“Thank you,” I said. 

She jumped and sidled as if she had stepped on a snake. “For what?”

“I got you to tutor me all semester, and I don’t think I ever thanked you. I never even introduced you to my friends or asked you out.”

She stopped short. “On a date?” She stared as if I was raving like a March hare. “A social engagement with you would not have been comparable to an entire semester of tutoring.” 

Clearly, I had overestimated my adolescent charm. As Woodhill’s golden boy, I had assumed my company and some empty flirtation would be generous repayment for the little math-nerd’s help. I cringed now, remembering the easy arrogance that Iraq had knocked out of me. I had a mental picture of myself as Mora must see me, the spoiled athlete, king of the social circle now scarred and broken and stained to the bone with other men’s blood.  

The bus had wheezed up to the curb while we stood on the sidewalk, and Mora held out her hand for the bag I carried.

I kept a grip on the strap. “I’ll go with you and carry it the rest of the way.” 

She tipped her chin up. “I don’t need help.” 

I remembered that about her, too. She kept people at a distance. I had once moved my chair too close to hers, and she had gotten up and moved to put a chair between us, with no sign of realizing she had done it. I surrendered the bag. She struggled up the steps of the bus and fumbled to balance bags and laptop and bus pass on her way to a seat. I itched to go after her and take some of her ridiculous baggage, but she didn’t want a bloodstained soldier or a broken-down high-school hero to do her any favors.

I backed away from the bus stop, turned, and limped toward home. At least my first encounter with my former classmates had been with the solitary, unpopular math-nerd and not one of my own circle. 

I threw my battered scones into a dumpster.

Halfway home, the ache in my hip passed from discomfort into grinding pain, so when I reached Blackwood House I took the opportunity to stop for a rest. Even when he wasn’t in a storytelling mood, Alistair created around him a sense of performing in a stage play, and I badly wanted to be swept out of my own crumbled life for a while.

I found him in the dingy morning room where the wallpaper had frayed and the woodwork had lost its polished gleam since I had lived here as the housekeeper’s son.

Alistair, pale and bleary in his red velvet robe, scowled at me over a triangle of dry toast. "I told you to come at three." 

His performance restored my sense of humor. Ordinary reality had no foothold on Alistair’s world. "If I'm too early, I can go away."

I’d called his bluff. Alistair flung his toast down on the tablecloth where the crumbs would lie untouched until my mother returned on her next cleaning day. "I had no appetite anyway. Mama,” he shouted in the general direction of the kitchen. “Bring my coffee up to my room.” To me, he said, "We will be able to converse in there without her spying."

Alistair’s bed/sitting room had faded with the rest of the house. Light from the window had bleached the red velvet wingback chairs to dirty pink. Oriental rugs covered parts of the scuffed oak floors, the rugs themselves worn to the weft in places. Frayed hems hung from the red and gold brocade curtains pulled back from his canopy bed, and the shelves of his bookcases sagged with age.

I slouched into one of the chairs flanking a small table by the window. "The dark hints you gave me last night have weighed on me until I'm nearly in a frenzy to learn your meaning."

Alistair flung himself down in the other chair. Throwing his head back, he pressed the back of his wrist to his eyes. “I might almost think you were prescient, or maybe some latent telepathy has been stirred to life by our connection as of old."

I entered into his performance. "What!" I exclaimed. "Have I been reading your mind all unaware? Tell me what has excited your nerves, and maybe we'll both be the easier for it."

Alistair dropped his arm and gazed dolefully out the window. "Will we?" he asked in an undertone as though speaking to himself. "I wonder...”

He had fallen into his storytelling persona, landing somewhere between Doyle and Poe. I assumed my role as Watson to his macabre Holmes. "I think when I left, you were developing an interest in archeology, especially the ancient Egyptian and Aztec civilizations."

Alistair waved his hand impatiently, "I have since delved into mysteries which our modern scientists and physicists and indeed meta-physicists haven't yet begun to grasp."

Mrs. Blackwood interrupted us with the arrival of the coffee service. She said nothing to either one of us, and Alistair stared out the window as if the tray had opened the door and walked across the room under its own power. 

I acknowledged her with a nod, avoiding her flat stare and keeping my expression as neutral as I could make it. When she had left us alone again. Alistair, muttering darkly to himself about murder and treachery, filled one cup to which he added four heaping spoons of sugar. He didn't offer to serve me, so I helped myself. 

Alistair's thin hands trembled as he brought his cup to his lips. 

"Your health hasn't improved in my absence," I said.

"How can it improve so long as I'm under the same roof as She?" He imbued the final pronoun with a dread all out of proportion to his mother's stature.

As part of his personal fiction, Alistair insisted that his mother had first poisoned his father and was now systematically poisoning him. Why it amused him, I couldn’t imagine, but there was no point in trying to rob him of his little pleasures.

“There must be some way for you to avoid the poison.”

He snorted. “How, pray tell me? Why, for all I know, she has placed the fatal potion in the very coffee I drink.”

He said this just as I took a sip from my own cup. Then I had to suppress a smile at my susceptibility. The moment he made the suggestion, it occurred to me that the coffee had a bitter herbal flavor not quite like any coffee I had ever tasted. "You could get out from under the same roof. Isn't the interest from your trust enough to rent an apartment?"

Alistair shuddered. "How easy it all seems to you. How you must laugh at my pitiful condition which obliges me to envy that brute strength of yours which I can never share." 

I suppressed a pinch of irritation. It was, in its way, a fair complaint. I had never fully understood the limitations placed on Alistair by his poor health. Now that we rowed in the same boat, I realized that, much as I enjoyed his company for his otherworldly aura, I had been unconsciously impatient with his weakness.

I said, "At least find some way to avoid the poison. I could climb up the maple tree and pass sandwiches through your window." I immediately regretted the suggestion, even as a jest. As a child, I had often used the tree and window for clandestine meetings, which had tickled Alistair’s facile imagination. I wondered how I would manage it now with my bad hip and weak arm.

Alistair didn’t put me to the test. "I am delighted you can receive some entertainment from my peril, but if I may be serious, let me point out that Mama would never allow me to have contraband of that sort here in my room.”

He made such a melodrama about her, I couldn't understand why he clung to her so fiercely. "Then you'll just have to eat everything at one sitting."

He regarded me as if I had suggested he should attempt to eat a live pig. "Even supposing I could bolt an entire day's meals at once–and my fragile digestion would never survive the insult—there are my allergies. A single drop of cream from that pitcher there would be the death of me."

I half-thought Verna Blackwood objected to me because I came between her and complete domination of Alistair. If so, she had nothing to fear.

"Never mind, then," I said, returning to the fantastic style he preferred. "Tell me about your adventures. You have tantalized me with such hints, I can no longer restrain my anticipation."

Mollified, Alistair resumed his story. "You have mentioned those studies which absorbed me at the time you left. I had just begun to uncover among the rituals and sacrifices of those ancient civilizations of Egypt and the Americas certain hints regarding other, more secret rites which interested me very much."

I stretched my legs in front of me and sank in my chair, prepared for a trip through one of Alistair’s weird imaginings. He had been an older brother to me when I lived in this house, a real-life wizard immured in a lonely tower, making up stories to salve his friendless existence. In his world, enchanted woods and far-away kingdoms were shadows flickering on the wall of a cave while outside lay a cosmos so vast and unknowable that to catch more than a glimpse of it would strip the mind of sanity and leave it screaming naked in the void.

I said, "I remember you were interested in those sacrificial rites in which the victim's hearts were cut from their living bodies and thrown, still beating, onto the altar fires."

He gloated a bit with heavy-lidded eyes. "To satisfy the demands of their fanciful nature gods. But those were public rituals and doubtless had no more power to affect the natural world than if the priests had thrown their hats into the air. What I found was a reference to certain entities which the writer believed had once been worshiped by the predecessors of those ancient societies of which I was then learning." He set his coffee aside and steepled his fingers, crossing his legs and leaning back in his chair like a character in an Edwardian fiction.

“It was the first clue to a quest which would be the labor of years to complete. Have you never heard of the old gods?"

"Certainly people worshiped pagan deities before adopting the belief in one true god." 

"One true god indeed. An upstart. A newcomer. A mere trifle." Alistair snorted. "The Christian god is a little hedgerow boojum beside the ancient gods that were here in the earth before mankind was ever a dream in the brain of Cthulhu. Jehovah," he repeated contemptuously. 

"I thought you were purely an atheist,” I said. His fantasies had always featured monsters and horrors. I had never heard him talk about gods.

He flicked his hand. "Let the Christian and the Jew and the Muslim each say, 'My god is the one god,' and there is no one who can prove the facts of the case, but if one man said to another, 'My God is Samoth,' one need only go and stand by the pit of Samoth to see that he exists. Therefore, yes; I'm as much an atheist as anybody."

I suspected I wouldn't be inclined to worship something called Samoth, which lived in a pit. "If these creatures are real, then how do we know nothing about them?"

"They are gone, shut inside their temples and those temples closed and their palaces sealed before the rise of mammals or even reptiles. One has only to know where and how to look, and their prison may be found and breached and the gods awakened. Or one god."

"What? This Samoth creature? Are you planning an expedition to go and wake him up?" 

"Not Samoth," he snapped. "I am tired, and my head aches. I don't think you have taken me seriously."

He liked to end his tales like Scheherazade, stopping mid-story and leaving the rest for another time. He would tell me more when he felt the suspense had tantalized me long enough. 

I was glad to get home to my mother's house. I too had developed a headache which I thought was probably caused by too much sun in my damaged eye.
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I saw Alistair almost daily for a few weeks and pressed him to tell me more about his gods, teasing his storyteller’s ego while he taunted me with suspense. It both pained and relieved me to revive something of the relationship we once had. The memory of my smaller self, the ersatz younger brother in Alistair’s long and mysterious shadow, eclipsed later triumphs on the football field, and his tales of dread and wonder loosened the weight of some of the wet red memories I had carried home from Iraq. Under his influence, I went from child to grotesque without the intervening golden years, and returned to the child again as if I were going back to the past to rebuild myself in my own deformed image.

His fictions had evolved in my absence. The adventures of his protagonists still defied reality, but now they retained a shadow of scientific plausibility. They took place now on Earth and featured alchemists and astrologers, homunculi and monstrous re-animations of the dead that would raise the hair on the head of Dr. Frankenstein.

I tried to reciprocate with halting stories about my time in the army, but Alistair had no interest. I think my worldly adventures bored and annoyed him. I was relieved. Nothing I told him could convey the truth, and I lacked his ability to turn reality to fiction.

When not with Alistair, I would have preferred to stay indoors, at least in daylight, but the doctors had prescribed exercise and rest in equal measure, and my mother, slave to their orders, drove me out of the apartment every afternoon with instructions not to return for at least three-quarters of an hour.

Those perambulations were an ordeal in surreality. In my childhood, Woodhill had brooded over her children with warm breast and bright wings. She did still, but I was no longer under her wing. I lived behind glass, observer behind a one-way mirror.

I encountered people I had known all my life. Old gentlemen out taking the air stopped to shake my crabbed hand. They thanked me for my service to my country, and I said the right things and remembered all their names and felt all the while like a ventriloquist’s dummy—wooden, empty-headed, my words coming from someone else’s mouth.

I had been home some three weeks the day I looked out my mother’s window and saw a child on the sidewalk in front of the house. The stick-limbed little goblin boy had planted his feet at the front gate and now stared at the door like a hungry cat. 

My mother found me standing well back in the living room where the shadows and the thin muslin curtain hid me from the child’s view. She followed my gaze to the window and the street outside. “Oh for goodness’ sake, Henry,” she said. “That’s little Nathan Greene, and he obviously wants to meet you. Go out there and talk to him. Then as long as you’re out, you can take your walk.”

“Leave him alone,” I said. 

“I expect his sister Claire will be along any moment. They’re nice, well-brought up children, born and bred in Woodhill.”

As far as I was concerned, that was all the more reason they shouldn’t be exposed to me.

She steered me toward the door, yanked it open and handed me my cane. 

A sturdy, fresh-faced blond of about thirteen had joined the boy, and the opening door made her squeak and pull harder at her brother’s arm. “Come on, Nathan. You're so embarrassing.”

But the boy’s big eyes went wider when I came out, and he leaned against his sister’s pull. I gripped my cane and limped down the steps. 

The girl said, “Now look what you've done. You're such a retard.”

“Can I help you?” I growled.

The girl's face turned red from the neck of her tee-shirt to the line of her fair hair. “I'm sorry, Mr. Crompton. My little brother's so stupid.”

The boy stared up at my ruined face, eyes and mouth wide open. “My dad says you're a hero.”

“Oh jeez.” The girl moaned in the grip of adolescent humiliation. “He's crazy about heroes. Come on.”

“Claire thinks I'm making you mad, but I'm not, am I,” he said with imperturbable confidence.

I wanted to tell them both to leave me alone, but I felt my mother’s eyes on the back of my head. “Did you ever read To Kill a Mockingbird?” I asked, feeling at that moment, very much as I imagined the reclusive “Boo” Radley must have felt, knowing himself to be the object of horrified juvenile fascination.
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