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INTRODUCTION


Write what you know. That’s the classic advice given to writers down the years, and it is wise, but seldom appreciated by anyone whose heart belongs to genre fiction. What if you want to write about murder, mayhem, monsters, the future, or alien worlds? How do successful writers manage to write convincingly about things they have never experienced?


Consider, if you will, the case of Richard Matheson (and imagine, if you will, this introduction presented in the distinctive voice of Rod Serling, for whose classic television series The Twilight Zone Matheson wrote some of the most memorable and terrifying episodes in the early 1960s).


Richard Burton Matheson, born in 1926, began writing very young, and saw his first stories and poems published in the Brooklyn Eagle when he was only nine years old. As an adult, although he had a certain amount of success from the start, his first story for The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, ‘Born of Man and Woman’ recognized as a classic upon publication in 1950, he was level-headed enough to realize he couldn’t hope to support a family on pulp-fiction rates (penny-a-word if you were lucky), and so, even as Matheson was writing the short stories and novels that would make his name, he was trying to break into the movies.


In 1955, after too many crushing rejections, he gave up on Hollywood, and went back to the east coast, thinking he’d have better luck as a novelist in New York, and because his brother had a business he could work for if his books didn’t sell. In a rented house on Long Island, he began to write a novel about a man named Scott Carey, who has left his home in California and gone to work for his brother in the east. While struggling with financial problems, he discovers he has something much worse to worry about: he is shrinking, slowly but surely, losing an inch a week. When the story begins, Scott is less than an inch high, aware that in a few days he will be gone. His world, too, has contracted down to the cellar in which he’s been trapped – the same setting in which the author wrote the book. Every day, for two and a half months, Matheson would take his pad and pencil downstairs, sit in an old rocking chair, and imagine what his hero was doing, his gaze moving from a pile of garden furniture and a croquet set to the refrigerator – an impossibly steep, sheer cliff-face to a tiny man – on top of which lay a box of crackers – the only food available.


Matheson was certainly writing about what he knew. And the result, the combination of close observation and genuine emotional content with an utterly fantastic premise, is a story that continues to thrill new generations of readers.


The basic idea is not exactly original. Whether used for political satire, like Jonathan Swift, or as fantasy for children, as in Mary Norton’s tales of ‘the Borrowers’, the notion of tiny people struggling to survive in a world made for giants has a timeless appeal.


I first read The Shrinking Man when I was in my teens, attracted by a cover painting of a man facing down a terrifyingly huge black widow spider. You knew the spider was its normal size, because there was also a match-book in the picture – a traditional object to include for the purpose of indicating scale – so the man had to be tiny, balancing on the matches to gain more height, as he wielded a straight pin like a lance against the monster.


The book was every bit as scary and exciting as the cover promised. It was a great adventure story. Rereading it now, for the first time in many years, I was surprised by how much more there is to it, and how evocative it is of 1950’s America. Here are the fears about effects of radiation and pesticides, the general alienation and paranoia, anxiety about money and social expectations, a world in which a man felt emasculated if his wife had a job. Scott Carey, the incredible shrinking man, is a distinct, believable individual, very much of his time, and it is the combination of this specificity and realism with a timeless story of a physical and mental struggle for survival against the odds that gives the novel its lasting power.


Much of Richard Matheson’s early work was marketed as science fiction. Later he was identified as one of the most influential horror writers in America. He didn’t like either of those labels, and said that he wrote fantasy – but only the kind of fantasy that’s deeply rooted in the real world.


It’s those deep roots that give The Shrinking Man its place in the science fiction canon. Although Matheson admitted the science in this book is ‘strictly gobbledegook’ and there’s no really convincing rationale for Scott’s precise and gradual diminishment, nevertheless, he played by the rules. There’s nothing supernatural about the situation, and neither is it surreal or ambiguously psychological – Scott is not insane, and his problem is presented with all the realism and logic SF readers expect. He refuses to give up, determined not to submit to his fate without a fight.


For Richard Matheson, writing this book turned out to be his way back to the career he had wanted. Hollywood was interested in The Shrinking Man – he agreed to sell rights on condition that he wrote the screenplay. This screenwriting credit opened doors that had previously been closed. Scott Carey couldn’t go home again, but his creator was more fortunate.
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CHAPTER ONE


First he thought it was a tidal wave. Then he saw that the sky and ocean were visible through it and it was a curtain of spray rushing at the boat.


He’d been sunbathing on top of the cabin. It was just coincidence that he pushed up on his elbow and saw it coming.


‘Marty!’ he yelled. There was no answer. He scuttled across the hot wood and slid down the deck. ‘Hey, Marty!’


The spray didn’t look menacing, but for some reason he wanted to avoid it. He ran around the cabin, wincing at the hot planks underfoot. It would be a race.


Which he lost. One moment he was in sunlight. The next he was being soaked by the warm, glittering spray.


Then it was past. He stood there watching it sweep across the water, sun-glowing drops of it covering him. Suddenly he twitched and looked down. There was a curious tingling on his skin.


He grabbed for a towel and dried himself. It wasn’t so much pain as a pleasant stinging, like that of lotion on newly shaven cheeks.


Then he was dry and the feeling was almost gone. He went below and woke up his brother and told him about the curtain of spray that had run across the boat.


It was the beginning.




CHAPTER TWO


The spider rushed at him across the shadowed sands, scrabbling wildly on its stalklike legs. Its body was a giant, glossy egg that trembled blackly as it charged across the windless mounds, its wake a score of sand-trickling scratches.


Paralysis locked the man. He saw the poisonous glitter of the spider eyes. He watched it scramble across a loglike stick, body mounted high on its motion-blurred legs, as high as the man’s shoulders.


Behind him, suddenly, the steel-encased flame flared into life with a thunder that shook the air. It jarred the man loose. With a sucking gasp, he spun around and ran, the damp sand crunching beneath his racing sandals.


He fled through lakes of light and into darkness again, his face a mask of terror. Beams of sunlight speared across his panic-driven path, cold shadows enveloped it. Behind, the giant spider scoured sand in its pursuit.


Suddenly the man slipped. A cry tore back his lips. He skidded to a knee, then pitched forward onto outstretched palms. He felt the cold sands shaking with the vibration of the roaring flame. He pushed himself up desperately, palms flaking sand, and started running again.


Fleeing, he glanced back across his shoulder and saw that the spider was gaining on him, its pulsing egg of a body perched on running legs – an egg whose yolk swam with killing poisons. He raced on, breathless, terror in his veins.


Suddenly the cliff edge was before him, shearing off abruptly to a gray, perpendicular face. He raced along the edge, not looking down into the vast canyon below. The giant spider scuttled after him, the sound of its running a delicate scraping on the stone. It was closer still.


The man dashed between two giant cans that loomed like tanks above him. He threaded, racing, in between the silent bulks of all the clustered cans, past green and red and yellow sides all caked with livid smears. The spider had to climb above them, unable to move its swollen body rapidly enough between them. It slithered up the side of one, then sped across their metal tops, bridging the gaps between them with sudden, jerking hops.


As the man started out into the open again, he heard a scratching sound above. Recoiling and jerking back his head, he saw the spider just about to leap on him, two legs slipping down a metal side, the rest clutching at the top.


With a terrified gasp, the man dived again into the space between the giant cans, half running, half stumbling back along the winding route. Behind him, the spider drew itself back up to the top and, backing around in a twitching semicircle, started after him again.


The move gained seconds for the man. Lunging out into the shadow-swept sands again, he raced around the great stone pillar and through another stack of tanklike structures. The spider leaped down on the sand and scurried in pursuit.


The great orange mass loomed over the man now as he headed once more for the edge of the cliff. There was no time for hesitation. With an extra springing of his legs, he flung himself across the gulf and clutched with spastic fingers at the roughened ledge.


Wincing, he drew himself onto the splintered orange surface just as the spider reached the cliff’s edge. Jumping up, the man began running along the narrow ledge, not looking back. If the spider jumped that gap, it was over.


The spider did not jump it. Glancing back, the man saw that and, stopping, stood there looking at the spider. Was he safe now that he was out of the spider’s territory?


His pale cheek twitched as he saw thread-twined cable pour like shimmering vapor from the spider’s tubes.


Twisting around, he began running again, knowing that, as soon as the cable was long enough, air currents would lift it, it would cling to the orange ledge, and the black spider would clamber up it.


He tried to run faster, but he couldn’t. His legs ached, breath was a hot burning in his throat, a stitch drove dagger points into his side. He ran and skidded down the orange slope, jumping the gaps with desperate, weakening lunges.


Another edge. The man knelt quickly, tremblingly, and, holding tight, let himself over. It was a long drop to the next level. The man waited until his body was swinging inward, then let go. Just before he fell, he saw the great spider scrabbling down the orange slope at him.


He landed on his feet and toppled forward on the hard wood. Pain drove needles up his right ankle. He struggled to his feet; he couldn’t stop. Overhead, he heard the spider’s scratching. Running to the edge, he hesitated, then jumped into space again. The arm-thick curve of the metal wicket flashed up at him. He grabbed for it.


He fell with a fluttering of arms and legs. The canyon floor rushed up at him. He had to miss the flower-patched softness.


And yet he didn’t. Almost at the edge of it, he landed feet first and bounced over backward in a neck-snapping somersault.


He lay on his stomach and chest, breathing in short, strangled bursts. There was a smell of dusty cloth in his nostrils, and fabric was rough against his cheek.


Alertness returned then and, with a spasmodic wrenching of muscles, the man looked up and saw another ghostlike cable being spun into the air. In a few moments, he knew, the spider would ride it down.


Pushing up with a groan, he stood a moment on trembling legs. The ankle still hurt, breathing was a strain, but there were no broken bones. He started off.


Hobbling quickly across the flower-splotched softness, the man lowered himself across the edge. As he did so, he saw the spider swinging down, a terrible, wriggling pendulum.


He was on the floor of the canyon now. He ran, limping, across the wide plain of it, his sandals flopping on the leveled hardness. To his right loomed the vast brown tower in which the flame still burned, the very canyon trembling with its roar.


He glanced behind. The spider was dropping to the flower-covered softness now, then rushing for the edge. The man raced on toward the great log pile, which was half as high as the tower itself. He ran by what looked like a giant, coiled serpent, red and still and open-jawed at either end.


The spider hit the canyon floor and ran at the man.


But the man had reached the gigantic logs now, and, falling forward on his chest, he wriggled into a narrow space between two of them. It was so narrow he could hardly move; dark, damp, cold, and smelling of moldy wood. He crawled and twisted in as far as he could, then stopped and looked back.


The black, shiny-cased spider was trying to follow him.


For a horrible moment, the man thought it was succeeding. Then he saw that it was stuck and had to pull back. It could not follow.


Closing his eyes, the man lay there on the canyon floor, feeling the chill of it through his clothes, panting through his opened mouth, wondering how many more times he would have to flee the spider.


The flame in the steel tower went out then, and there was silence except for the spider’s scratching at the rockfloor as it moved about restlessly. He could hear it scraping on the logs as it clambered over them, searching for a way to get at him.


When at last the scratching sounds had gone, the man backed himself cautiously out from the narrow, splinter-edged passage between the logs. Out on the floor again, he stood with wary haste and looked in all directions to see where the spider was.


High up on the sheer wall he saw it climbing toward the cliff edge, its dark legs drawing its great egg of a body up the perpendicular face. A shaking breath trickled from the man’s nostrils. He was safe for another while. Lowering his gaze, he started toward his sleeping place.


He limped slowly past the silent steel tower, which was an oil burner; past the huge red serpent, which was a nozzleless garden hose clumsily coiled on the floor, past the wide cushion whose case was covered with flower designs; past the immense orange structure, which was a stack of two wooden lawn chairs; past the great croquet mallets hanging in their racks. One of the wickets from the croquet set had been stuck in a groove on the top lawn chair. It was what the man, in his flight, had grabbed for and missed. And the tanklike cans were used paint cans, and the spider was a black widow.


He lived in a cellar.


Now he walked past the towering clothes tree toward his sleeping place, which was underneath a water heater. Just before he reached it, he twitched sharply as, in its concrete cave, the water pump lurched into spinning motion. He listened to its labored wheezing and sighing, which sounded like the breathing of a dying dragon.


Then he clambered up the cement block on which the looming, enamel-faced heater rested and crawled under its protective warmth.


For a long time, motionless, he lay on his bed, which was a rectangular sponge around which a torn handkerchief was wrapped. His chest rose and fell with shallow movements, his hands lay limp and curled at his sides. Without blinking, he stared up at the rust-caked bottom of the heater.


The last week.


Three words and a concept. A concept that had begun in a flash of incomprehensive shock and become the intensely intimate moment-by-moment horror it now was. The last week. No, not even that now, because Monday was already half over. His eyes strayed briefly to the row of charcoal strokes on the wood scrap that was his calendar. Monday, March the tenth.


In six days he would be gone.


Across the vast reaches of the cellar, the oil-burner flame roared up again, and he felt the bed vibrate under him. That meant the temperature had fallen in the house above and that the thermostat had kicked a switch and now heat was flowing again through the floor grilles.


He thought of them up there, the woman and the little girl. His wife and daughter. Were they still that to him? Or had the element of size removed him from their sphere? Could he still be considered a part of their world when he was the size of a bug to them, when even Beth could crush him underfoot and never know it?


In six days he would be gone.


He’d thought about it a thousand times in the past year and a half, trying to visualize it. He’d never been able to. Invariably, his mind had rebelled against it, rationalizing: the injections would start to work now, the process would end by itself, something would happen. It was impossible that he could ever be so small that …


Yet he was; so small that in six days he would be gone.


When it came on him, this cruel despair, he would lie for hours on his makeshift bed, not caring whether he lived or died. The despair had never really gone. How could it? For no matter what adjustment he thought he was making, it was obviously impossible to adjust, because there had never been a tapering or a leveling off. The process had gone on and on, ceaseless.


He twisted on the bed in restless agony. Why did he run from the spider? Why not let it catch him? The thing would be out of his hands then. It would be a hideous death, but it would be quick; despair would be ended. And yet he kept fleeing from it, and improvising and struggling and existing.


Why?
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When he told her, the first thing she did was laugh.


It was not a long laugh. Almost instantly it had been choked off and she stood mutely before him, staring. Because he wasn’t smiling, because his face was a taut blankness.


‘Shrinking?’ The word was spoken in a trembling whisper.


‘Yes.’ It was all he could manage to say.


‘But that’s—’


She’d been about to say that was impossible. But it wasn’t impossible, because now that the word had been spoken, it crystallized all the unspoken dread she’d felt since this had begun, a month before; since Scott’s first visit to Dr Branson, when he’d been checked for possible bowing of the legs or dropping of the arches, and the doctor’s first diagnosis of loss of weight due to the trip and the new environment and his pushing aside of the possibility that Scott was losing height as well.


The dread had grown through the passing days of tense, frightened suspicion while Scott kept growing shorter; through the second visit to Branson and the third; through the X-rays and the blood tests, through the entire bone survey, the search for signs of bone-mass decrease, the search for a pituitary tumor; through the long days of more X-raying and the grim search for cancer. Through today and this moment.


‘But that’s impossible.’


She had to say it. They were the only words her mind and lips would form.


He shook his head slowly, dazedly.


‘It’s what he said,’ he answered. ‘He said my height’s decreased more than half an inch in the last four days.’ He swallowed. ‘But it’s not just my height I’m losing. Every part of me seems to be shrinking. Proportionately.’


‘No.’ There was adamant refusal in her voice. It was the only reaction she could make to such an idea. ‘That’s all?’ she asked, almost angrily. ‘That’s all he can say?’


‘Honey, it’s what’s happening,’ he said. ‘He showed me X-rays – the ones he took four days ago and the ones he took today. It’s true. I’m shrinking.’ He spoke as though he’d been kicked violently in the stomach, half dazed, half breathless with shock.


‘No.’ This time she sounded more frightened than resolute. ‘We’ll go to a specialist,’ she said.


‘He wants me to,’ Scott said. ‘He said I should go to the Columbia Presbyterian Medical Center in New York. But—’


‘Then you will,’ she said before he could go on.


‘Honey, the cost,’ he said painfully. ‘We already owe—’


‘What has that got to do with it? Do you think for one moment—’


A nervous tremor broke her words off. She stood trembling, arms crossed, her hands clutched at her loose-fleshed upper arms. It was the first time since it had started that she’d let him see how afraid she was.


‘Lou.’ He put his arms around her. ‘It’s all right, honey, it’s all right.’


‘It isn’t. You have to go to that center. You have to.’


‘All right, all right,’ he murmured, ‘I will.’


‘What did he say they’d do?’ she asked, and he could hear the desperate need for hope in her voice.


‘He …’ He licked his lips, trying to remember. ‘Oh, he said they’d check my endocrine glands; my thyroid, pituitary – my sex glands. He said they’d give me a basal metabolism. Some other tests.’


Her lips pressed in.


‘If he knows that,’ she said, ‘why did he have to say what he did about – about shrinking? That’s not good doctoring. It’s thoughtless.’


‘Honey, I asked him,’ he said. ‘I established it when I started all the tests. I told him I didn’t want any secrets. What else could he—’


‘All right,’ she broke in. ‘But did he have to call it … what he did?’


‘That’s what it is, Lou,’ he said in anguish. ‘There’s evidence for it. Those X-rays …’


‘He could be wrong, Scott,’ she said. ‘He’s not infallible.’


He didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, quietly, he said, ‘Look at me.’


When it had begun, he was a six-footer. Now he looked straight across into his wife’s eyes; and his wife was five feet, eight inches tall.


Hopelessly he dropped the fork on his plate.


‘How can we?’ he asked. ‘The cost Lou, the cost. It’ll take at least a month’s hospitalization; Branson said so. A month away from work. Marty’s already upset as it is. How can I expect him to go on paying me my salary when I don’t even—’


‘Honey, your health comes first,’ she said in a nerve-flaring voice. ‘Marty knows that. You know it.’


He lowered his head, teeth clenched behind drawn lips. Every bill was a chain that weighed him down. He could almost feel the heavy links forged around his limbs.


‘And what do we—’ he began, stopping as he noticed Beth staring at him, her supper forgotten.


‘Eat your food,’ Lou told her. Beth started a little, then dug her fork into a mound of gravy-topped potatoes.


‘How do we pay for it?’ Scott asked. ‘There’s no medical insurance. I owe Marty five hundred dollars for the tests I’ve already taken.’ He exhaled heavily. ‘And the GI loan may not even go through.’


‘You’re going,’ she said.


‘Easily said,’ he answered.


‘All right, what would you rather do?’ she snapped with the temper of fear in her voice. ‘Forget it? Accept what the doctor said? Just sit back and—’ A sob swallowed her words.


The hand he put over hers was not a comforting one. It was as cold and almost as shaky as hers.


‘All right,’ he murmured. ‘All right, Lou.’


Later, while she was putting Beth to bed, he stood in the darkened living room watching the cars drive by on the street below. Except for the murmuring voices in the back bedroom, there was no sound in the apartment. The cars swished and hummed past the building, their headlights probing ahead at the dark pavement.


He was thinking about his application for life insurance. It had been part of the plan in coming East. First working for his brother, then applying for a GI loan with the idea of becoming a partner in Marty’s business. Acquiring life and medical insurance, a bank account, a decent car, clothes, eventually a house. Building a structure of security around himself and his family.


Now this, disrupting the plan. Threatening to destroy it altogether.


He didn’t know at what precise second the question came to him. But suddenly it was terribly there and he was staring fixedly at his upheld, spread-fingered hands, his heart throbbing and swollen in an icy trap.


How long could he go on shrinking?




CHAPTER THREE


Finding water to drink was not a problem for him. The tank near the electric pump had a minute leak on its bottom surface. Beneath its dripping he placed a thimble he had carried once from a sewing box in a cardboard carton underneath the fuel-oil tank. The thimble was always overflowing with crystal well water.


It was food that was the problem now. The quarter loaf of stale bread he’d been eating for the past five weeks was gone now. He’d finished the last crunchy scraps of it for his evening meal, washed it down with water. Bread and cold water had been his diet since he’d been imprisoned in the cellar.


He walked slowly across the darkening floor, moving toward the white, cobwebbed tower that stood near the steps leading up to the closed cellar doors. The last of the daylight filtered through the grime-streaked windows – the one that overlooked the sand hills of the spider’s territory, the one over the fuel tank, and the one over the log pile. The pale illumination fell in wide gray bars across the concrete floor, forming a patchwork of light and darkness through which he walked. In a little while the cellar would be a cold pit of night.


He had mused for many hours on the possibility of somehow managing to reach the string that dangled over the floor and pulling down on it so the dust-specked bulb would light, driving away the terror of blackness. But there was no way of reaching the string. It hung, for him, a hundred feet above his head, completely unattainable.


Scott Carey walked around the dull white vastness of the refrigerator. It had been stored there since they’d first moved to the house – was it only months before? It seemed a century.


It was the old-fashioned type of refrigerator, one whose coils were encased in a cylindrical enclosure on its top. There was an open box of crackers beside that cylinder. As far as he knew, it was the only food remaining in the entire cellar.


He’d known the cracker box was on the refrigerator even before he’d become trapped down there. He’d left it there for himself one afternoon long before. No, not so long before, as time went. But, somehow, days seemed longer now. It was as if hours were designed for normal people. For anyone smaller, the hours were proportionately magnified.


It was an illusion, of course, but, in his tininess, he was plagued by manifold illusions; the illusion that he was not shrinking, but the world enlarging; the illusion that objects were what they were thought to be only when the person who thought of them was of normal size.


For him – he couldn’t help it – the oil burner had virtually lost its role of heating apparatus. It was, almost, actually, a giant tower in whose bowels there roared a magic flame. And the hose was, almost actually, a quiescent viper, sleeping in giant, scarlet coils. The three-quarter wall beside the burner was a cliff face, the sands a terrible desert across whose hills crawled not a spider the size of a man’s thumbnail, but a venomous monster almost as tall as he was.


Reality was relative. He was more forcefully aware of it with every passing day. In six days reality would be blotted out for him – not by death, but a hideously simple act of disappearance.


For what reality could there be at zero inches?


Yet he went on. Here he was scanning the sheer face of the refrigerator, wondering how he might get up there and reach the crackers.


A sudden roar made him jump and spin around, his heart thudding.


It was only the oil burner leaping into life again, the rumble of its mechanism making the floor beneath him tremble, sending numbing vibrations up his legs. He swallowed with effort. It was a jungle life he led, each sound a warning of potential death.


It was getting too dark. The cellar was a frightening place when it was dark, he hurried across the chilled expanse of it, shivering under the tentlike robe he had made by poking a head hole in a piece of cloth, then ripping the edges into dangling strips and tying them into knots. The clothes he had been wearing when he had first tumbled into the cellar now lay in dirty heaps beside the water heater. He had worn them as long as he could, rolling up sleeves and cuffs, tightening the waistband, keeping them on until their sagging volume hampered movement. Then he had made the robe. He was always cold now except when he was under the water heater.


He broke into a nervous, hopping walk, suddenly anxious to be off the darkening floor. His gaze flew for a moment to the cliff edge high above and he twitched again, thinking he saw the spider clambering over. He’d started to run before he saw that it was only a shadow. His run slowed again to the erratic, jerky walk. Adjust? he thought. Who could adjust to this?


When he was back under the heater, he dragged a box top over his head and lay down to rest underneath its shelter.


He was still shivering. He could smell the dry, acrid odor of the cardboard close to his face, and it seemed as if he were being smothered. It was another illusion he suffered nightly.


He struggled to attain sleep. He’d worry about the crackers tomorrow, when it was light. Or maybe he would not worry about them at all. Maybe he’d just lie there and let hunger and thirst finish what he could not finish, despite all dismays.


Nonsense! he thought furiously. If he hadn’t done it before this, it wasn’t likely that he could do it now.


64"


Louise guided the blue Ford around the wide, graded arc that led from Queens Boulevard to the Cross Island Parkway. There was no sound but the valve-knocking rumble of the motor. Idle conversation had faded off a quarter-mile after they’d emerged from the Midtown Tunnel. Scott had even jabbed in the shiny radio button and cut off the quiet music. Now he sat staring glumly through the windshield, vision glazed to all but thought.


The tension had begun long before Louise came to the Center to get him.


He’d been building himself up to it ever since he’d told the doctors that he was leaving. For that matter, the blocks of anger had been piling up from the moment he’d entered the Center. Dread of the financial burden had constructed the first one, a block whose core was the dragging weight of further insecurity. Each nerve-spent, fruitless day at the Center had added more blocks.


Then to have Louise not only angrily upset at his decision, but unable to hide her shock at seeing him four inches shorter than herself – it had been too much. He’d scarcely spoken from the moment she’d entered his room, and what he had said had been quiet, withdrawn, each sentence shackled by reserve.


Now they were driving past the understated richness of the Jamaica estates. Scott hardly noticed them. He was thinking about the impossible future.


‘What?’ he asked, starting a little.


‘I said, did you have breakfast?’


‘Oh. Yes. About eight, I guess.’


‘Are you hungry? Shall I stop?’


‘No.’


He glanced at her, at the tense indecision apparent on her face.


‘Well, say it,’ he said. ‘Say it, for God’s sake, and get it off your chest.’


He saw the smooth flesh on her throat contract in a swallow.


‘What is there to say?’ she asked.


‘That’s right.’ He nodded in short, jerky movements. ‘That’s right, make it sound like my fault. I’m an idiot who doesn’t want to know what’s wrong with himself. I’m—’


He was finished before he could get started. The undertow of nagging, unspoken dread in him swallowed all attempts at concentrated rage. Temper could come only in sporadic bursts to a man living with consistent horror.


‘You know how I feel, Scott,’ she said.


‘Sure I know how you feel,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to pay the bills, though.’


‘I told you I’d be more than willing to work.’


‘There’s no use arguing about it,’ he said. ‘Your working wouldn’t help any. We’d still go under.’ He blew out a tired breath. ‘What’s the difference anyway? They didn’t find a thing.’


‘Scott, that doctor said it might take months! You didn’t even let them finish their tests. How can you—’


‘What do they think I’m going to do?’ he burst out. ‘Go on letting them play with me? Oh, you haven’t been there, you haven’t seen. They’re like kids with a new toy! A shrinking man, God-awmighty, a shrinking man! It makes their damn eyes light up. All they’re interested in is my “incredible catabolism.” ’


‘What difference does it make?’ she asked. ‘They’re still some of the best doctors in the country.’


‘And some of the most expensive,’ he countered. ‘If they’re so damned fascinated, why didn’t they offer to give me the tests free? I even asked one of them about it. You’d’ve thought I was insulting his mother’s virtue.’


She didn’t say anything. Her chest rose and fell with disturbed breath.


‘I’m tired of being tested,’ he went on, not wanting to sink into the comfortless isolation of silence again. ‘I’m tired of basal-metabolism tests and protein-bound tests; tired of drinking radioactive iodine and barium-powdered water; tired of X-rays and blood cultures and Geiger counters on my throat and having my temperature taken a million times a day. You haven’t been through it; you don’t know. It’s like a – an inquisition. And what the hell’s the point? They haven’t found a thing. Not a thing! And they never will. And I can’t see owing them thousands of dollars for nothing!’


He fell back against the seat and closed his eyes. Fury was unsatisfying when it was leveled against an undeserving subject. But it would not disappear for all that. It burned like a flame inside him.


‘They weren’t finished, Scott.’


‘The bills don’t matter to you,’ he said.


‘You matter to me,’ she answered.


‘And who’s the “security” bug in this marriage, anyway?’ he asked.


‘That’s not fair.’


‘Isn’t it? What brought us here from California in the first place? Me? Because I decided I just had to go into business with Marty? I was happy out there. I didn’t—’ He drew in a shaking breath and let it empty from his lungs. ‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, I apologize. But I’m not going back.’


‘You’re angry and hurt, Scott. That’s why you won’t go back.’


‘I won’t go back because it’s pointless!’ he shouted.


They drove in silence for a few miles. Then she said, ‘Scott, do you really believe I’d hold my own security above your health?’


He didn’t answer.


‘Do you?’


‘Why talk about it?’ he said.


The next morning, Saturday, he received the sheaf of application papers from the life-insurance company and tore them into pieces and threw the pieces into the wastebasket. Then he went for a long, miserable walk. And while he was out he thought about God creating heaven and earth in seven days.


He was shrinking a seventh of an inch a day.


It was quiet in the cellar. The oil burner had just shut itself off, the clanking wheeze of the water pump had been silenced for an hour. He lay under the cardboard box top listening to the silence, exhausted but unable to rest. An animal life without an animal mind did not induce the heavy, effortless sleep of an animal.


The spider came about eleven o’clock.


He didn’t know it was eleven, but there was still the heavy thudding of footsteps overhead, and he knew Lou was usually in bed by midnight.


He listened to the sluggish rasping of the spider across the box top, down one side, up another, searching with terrible patience for an opening.


Black widow. Men called it that because the female destroyed and ate the male, if she got the chance, after one mating act.


Black widow. Shiny black, with the constricted rectangle of scarlet on its egg-shaped abdomen; what was called its ‘hourglass.’ A creature with a highly developed nervous system, possessing memory. A creature whose poison was twelve times as deadly as a rattlesnake’s.


The black widow clambered over the box top under which he was hiding and the spider was almost as big as he. In a few days it would be as big; then, in another few days, bigger. The thought made him sick. How could he escape it then?


I have to get out of here! he thought desperately.


His eyes fell shut, his muscles clamping slowly in admission of his helplessness. He’d been trying to get out of the cellar for five weeks now. What chance had he now, when he was one sixth the size he’d been when he had first been trapped there?


The scratching came again, this time under the cardboard.


There was a slight tear in one side of the box top; enough to admit one of the spider’s seven legs.


He lay there shuddering, listening to the spiny leg scratching at the cement like a razor on sandpaper. It never came closer than five inches from the bed, but it gave him nightmares. He clamped his eyes shut.


‘Get out of here!’ he screamed. ‘Get out of here, get out of here!’


His voice rang shrilly underneath the cardboard enclosure. It made his eardrums hurt. He lay there trembling violently while the spider scratched and jumped and clambered insanely around the box top, trying to get in.


Twisting around, he buried his face in the rough wrinkles of the handkerchief covering the sponge. If I could only kill it! his mind screamed in anguish. At least his last days would be peaceful then.


About an hour later, the scratching stopped and the spider went away. Once more he became conscious of his sweat-dewed flesh, the coldness and the twitching of his fingers. He lay drawing in convulsive breaths through his parted lips, weak from the rigid struggle against horror.


Kill him? The thought turned his blood to ice.


A little while later he sank into a troubled, mumbling sleep, and his night was filled with the torment of awful dreams.




CHAPTER FOUR


His eyes fluttered open.


Instinct alone told him that the night was over. Beneath the box it was still dark. With an indrawn groan in his chest, he pushed up from the sponge bed and stood gingerly until he shouldered the cardboard surface. Then he edged to one corner and, pushing up hard, slid the box top away from his bed.


Out in the other world, it was raining. Gray light sifted through the erratic dripping across the panes, converting the shadows into slanting wavers and the patches of light into quiverings of pallid gelatine.


The first thing he did was climb down the cement block and walk over to the wooden ruler. It was the first thing he did every morning. The ruler stood against the wheels of the huge yellow lawnmower, where he’d put it.


He pressed himself against its calibrated surface and laid his right hand on top of his head. Then, leaving the hand there, he stepped back and looked.


Rulers were not divided into sevenths; he had added the markings himself. The heel of his hand obscured the line that told him he was five-sevenths of an inch tall.


The hand fell, slapping at his side. Why, what did you expect? his mind inquired. He made no reply. He just wondered why he tortured himself like this every day, persisting in this clinical masochism. Surely he didn’t think that it was going to stop now; that the injections would begin working at this last point. Why, then? Was it part of his previous resolution to follow the descent to its very end? If so, it was pointless now. No one else would know of it.
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