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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were ̵ and remain ̵ landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The Blameless


They were sitting at their respective ends of the couch, drinking coffee. He was telling her about a cucumber salad he’d made a few days earlier, and she was going through the day’s mail, half listening. In the midst of him reeling off his newly invented recipe, she held up a square envelope and set her coffee down on the table next to her.


“A wedding invitation?” she said, cutting him off.


“Who’s it from?”


“The people up the street.”


“Which ones?”


“The Crorys.”


“I have no idea,” he said.


“Three doors down and on the other side. Remember, we met them at Canoe Carnival. Ina’s a secretary at the high school and he’s some kind of engineer.” She opened the envelope and took out a card.


“Who’s getting married?”


“It’s for their daughter, Grace.”


“She’s not even out of high school, I don’t think.”


“It’s not a wedding. It’s an invitation to her exorcism.”


He laughed. “Get outa here.”


“‘Dear Tom and Helen, we hope that you will be able to attend our daughter Grace’s Spring Exorcism’ … It’s at their house on Sunday, May 7th at 7:00 p.m. Two weeks from tomorrow.”


“What?”


“This is big now, exorcism,” she said. “Haven’t you heard about it?”


“No.”


“Yeah, people are getting their kids exorcised for whatever ails them.”


“What do you mean?” he said.


“You know, if your kid doesn’t listen, is screwing up in school, hanging with knuckleheads.”


“You mean sex, drugs, and rock and roll?”


“Basically. I heard it on NPR. A few evangelical groups started and then it spread. Now people who aren’t even religious are getting it done. It costs like a grand to have your kid spring-cleaned.”


“That’s crazy.”


“Which is why we should go. I want to check it out.”


“Are you serious?”


“It’ll be interesting and we can meet some people.”


“I have zero interest.”


“You’re going,” she said. “You were just sitting here five minutes ago carrying on about some fuckin’ cucumber salad. You need to get out of the house.”


At 6:30 on May 7th, she put on a turquoise dress, matching shoes, and jewelry. She told Tom that she tried to pick a spring color. He dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans, and she said, “It’s not a funeral, you know.” He said, “We’ll represent cosmic light and darkness.” She shook her head, sighed, and left the room. He changed his shirt.


It was raining, so they took the umbrella. Helen held it over both of them. As they made their way up the street, she pointed out through the dusk that the daffodils and lilacs were budding. Tom noticed that the lawns were going green. There was a softness to the breeze. The streetlight reflected a sheen off the wet asphalt, and the scent of worms was everywhere.


There were cars parked in front of the Crorys’ house, on both sides of the street. As they approached, they saw a man and a woman on the doorstep. He was ringing the bell.


“That’s Jake and Alice,” said Helen.


“It’s not too late to go home,” Tom said.


“Go ahead,” she told him. “I’ll go by myself.”


“Say the devil shows up?”


“The invitation says there’ll be punch and finger sandwiches.”


“I hope they appreciate that I wore my pink, button shirt.”


“How could they not?”


A middle-aged blonde woman answered the door. “So glad you could make it,” she said in a high-pitched voice laced with gin. Her dress was the same color pink as Tom’s shirt.


“Hi, Ina,” said Helen. “You must be pretty excited.”


“Well,” she said, “yes, but we need to keep a lid on it. You know, to retain the religious dignity of things.”


“Absolutely,” said Tom.


When they entered the living room, everyone turned and stared. After eyeing Tom and Helen up and down, a few neighbors nodded and waved and turned back to their conversations. Helen’s friend, Alice, who was also a nursing administrator, came over and said hello. They worked at different local hospitals, but they knew all the same people. In an instant they were off on a conversation about work. Tom spotted a guy holding a beer, and went in search of.


In the kitchen, he found a cooler and his ex-assistant soccer coach, Bill Stewart. The two had bonded years earlier through losing seasons over the fact that neither of them had ever played or knew anything about soccer. Tom chose a can of Rolling Rock from the cooler, opened it, and looked quickly over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. “Ready for the exorcism?” he asked.


Bill leaned against the sink, arms folded across his chest, beer in his right hand. “I can deal with religion, but this is like some kind of Children of the Corn shit,” he said.


Tom laughed.


Bill took a drink of beer and said, “You know, with these people, everything’s an infraction. If you sneeze and fart at the same time, you’re cut out of the Rapture.”


Tom milled around, had a few beers, and checked in with Helen, who was talking baseball with Oshea, the owner of the service station. Nothing seemed pressing, so he sat down in a chair at the end of the food table and watched the goings on. Right next to him he was surprised to find a bowl of cucumber salad. He had a small plate. “Better than mine,” he thought. While he ate, snatches of conversation popped out of the surrounding storm of voices. From one of them, he learned that when the cashier at the pizza place had her kid exorcised there was shotgun vomiting and bed-shaking to beat the band. From another he overheard that there was now a 24-hour exorcist service in the tristate area.


“The devil’s busy,” thought Tom. And then Grace made her entrance. She was wearing what looked like a young girl’s communion dress, all white, sleeveless, satin and crinoline, with a pair of white, patent-leather shoes. Her brown hair was twisted into an intricate single braid down her back, and on top of her head rested a wreath of tiny white and violet flowers. How different she looked to Tom compared to the last he’d seen her.


He’d been driving by the recycle center downtown around Christmas time and noticed a tall, lanky kid jumping up and down and flapping his arms. He realized it was the Zecks’ son, from around the corner. Morrison was his name. As Tom passed, he saw the reason for the goofball antics. The Crory girl was sitting on a low wall, rocking back and forth, laughing. She had a cigarette going; her hair hung loose. Her eyeliner and mascara were copious and black. Tom remembered that the sight of them had made him smile.


Unlike that winter day, she now seemed embarrassed, and her face was scrubbed clean and shone like a polished apple. He hardly recognized her. She was pretending to be calm like a bride on her wedding day. In less than a second, a crowd drew around her. Tom heard Helen whispering in his ear, “Slow down on the beer.” He turned and she was standing next to his chair.


“I’m just trying to retain the religious dignity of things,” he told her.


“Grace looks beautiful, doesn’t she?”


“Almost as lovely as you.”


She lightly smacked him in the back of the head.


He pointed to the cucumber salad and they laughed.


“You know,” Tom said. “I see people giving her cards. Do they actually have, like, cards for this now?”


“I have one in my purse for her.”


“What’s it say?”


“Congratulations On Your Exorcism. I didn’t go for the funny ones. It’s very tasteful.”


“How much are we giving her?”


“Fifty.”


“Jeez, she’ll clean up.”


Helen went and got the card, and Tom stood. They slowly made their way toward the crowd of well-wishers. Before they could get anywhere close to Grace, though, Mr. Crory appeared. It was the first they’d seen of him. He stood stiff and smiling, dressed in a powder-blue pajama suit with bow tie.


“Escape from Hugh Hefner’s closet,” Helen said from the corner of her mouth.


“Dig the smoke-tinted circular lenses,” said Tom.


There were visible beads of sweat on Crory’s forehead. He said, “Ladies and gentlemen, friends and neighbors, the exorcist will be here any second. I ask that when he arrives you all back off to that side of the room, in front of the window. You must remain as quiet as possible throughout the exorcism. If you need to leave, please use the back door, which is through the kitchen. Ina and Grace and I want to thank you for joining us.” Everybody applauded. When he was finished, he went down the hallway and returned with a cot, which he set up in front of the fireplace. The final touch was a puffy pillow the size of a cloud in a cream-colored pillowcase.


There was a loud knock at the door. Ina said, “It’s him,” and finished off the remainder of a martini. A rumble went through those assembled. Some smiled vaguely and the rest wore expressions of guilt.


“I wonder if I can take pictures?” said Helen, holding up her phone.


“Just leave the flash off. Who’ll know?”


Ina led the exorcist into the living room. He was a short, heavy-set guy in a baggy black suit. Dark beard and hair going gray. Mr. Crory shook hands with him, and Ina gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She then turned to the neighbors and said, “This is the Reverend Emanuel Kan. He’s the High Holy Blameless from the local chapter of God’s Church Before the Flood of Mankind.” During the crowd’s applause, Helen whispered, “Check those brows.” Tom did. It was as if the reverend had half a handlebar mustache over each eye.


The Crorys backed away to join the crowd, and it was just Grace and Emanuel Kan. That name made Tom giddy and brought him to the very edge of laughing out loud. The reverend set his black bag down on the floor and took the girl’s extended fingers in his hands. He looked into her eyes and said, “Are you ready now?” in a regional dialect, neither south nor north. She put on a very slight smile, and a tear ran down her cheek.


“Aww,” said voices in the crowd. They were promptly shushed by Mr. Crory. Grace nodded to the reverend, and he released her hands. “I’m going to remove some evil spirits from you today employing Serenithy, the language in which angels dream, and then I’ll bring to bear the righteous weapons of the Almighty, who has whispered to me through my eyes the number four. And so I will take a demon from your left eye, one from your right ear, one from your mouth, and then one from lower down. The last will be the most difficult, but you’ll get through it. You’re young and strong.” Grace smiled and nodded, and then he took her fingertips again and led her to the cot.


“Starting to get creepy,” said Helen.


Out of his black bag the Blameless one took a plastic bottle of water, a cigarette lighter, a pack of Marlboros, and an eight-inch hatpin. He set these items down on the seat of an empty chair, and then turned back to the cot. “Comfortable?” he asked Grace. She nodded. “You will soon be in a trance,” he said. “Don’t try to listen to what I’m saying. Instead, think of the sound of my voice as water, flowing upward into the land without worry.” He turned to face the gathering, opened his mouth, and out came a string of gibberish, startling in its speed. More followed like blasts from an Uzi. Tom heard somebody behind him ask quietly, “Is that Latin?”


He knew enough Latin to know it was instead just nonsense. Like bad scat singing. Phrases like “dippy doop” and “fa fa fa fa fa fa fa” were a giveaway. The reverend trod in tight circles, always turning his head so as to keep his imperious gaze trained on the crowd. Just when Tom was ready to slip out into the kitchen for a beer, Kan suddenly broke from his little circle with a move that became a slow, loopy dance. He was all over the place, back and forth, side to side, movement minus style and rhythm. At one point he bent his forearms in toward his chest and waved his elbows like a chicken. Through all of it, the gibberish poured forth.


“Ridiculous,” said Helen.


“I’ve had enough, but you gotta get a shot of this guy before we go.”


“I’ve got like a dozen of him already.”


“Let’s blow.”


“OK,” Helen said, but Grace opened her mouth and groaned in an echoing underground voice that was chilling. Tom moved closer to Helen and took her hand. The place was dead quiet. Even the reverend went silent. Another groan came. Her entire body was trembling, and one steel leg of the cot tapped a code on the hardwood floor.


Emanuel Kan lit a cigarette, picked up the hat pin, and addressed the crowd. “Watch closely,” he said. “I am now going to evict from Grace’s left eye a demon known as the Skitterby, Prince of Illicit Visions. This should go quickly now.” He took a drag of the cigarette and held it in the corner of his mouth while walking backward toward the cot. He turned, leaned over the girl, and blew a stream of smoke into her face. Quick as a snake, his free hand shot out and it appeared he was pinching Grace’s vacant left eye. As he slowly withdrew his pincered fingers, Tom and Helen and the rest noticed a bright blue blob, an amoebic form the size of a plum with wriggling almost-limbs and a pointy head trapped between the nails of his index finger and thumb. The Blameless let it squirm for a moment before stabbing it with the hatpin. The instant it was impaled, it shattered like a blue glass bubble.


“That was a trick, right?” said Tom.


“I think he’s like a magician,” said Helen.


“Looked pretty real for whatever it was.”


A few people applauded, and Mr. Crory angrily shushed them. Emanuel Kan removed the cigarette from his lips and took a slight bow. “That was easy enough,” he said. “Next I will extract the mouth demon, Verbopolis, and the ear demon, Waxion. In one swift eviction. I will take them both out through the mouth. Not too many exorcists can perform this double demon pull. Look for a red figure and a green figure.” He put the cigarette back in his mouth and took a deep drag. As he approached Grace, she gave a pitiful groan and belched. He swept low and blew smoke down her throat.


His arm shot out, and those pinching fingers entered her open mouth. His wrist twitched once, and he withdrew two more writhing blobs. Their colors were brilliant. The red one growled and the green wore a jellified smile. “Verbopolis and Waxion, ladies and gentleman,” said the reverend. He jabbed the needle through both at once, and they burst into Christmas glitter. “We will now have a fifteen-minute intermission before we descend into the lair of Moxioton.”


Everyone in the living room headed for the kitchen. Ina was already there, dashing off a martini. Tom and Helen got beers and then stepped outside on the patio, where there was an awning and two chairs. The light rain tapped above them.


“Psyched for the lair of Moxioton?” said Tom.


“The whole thing’s disturbing.”


“You wanna split?”


Helen took a drink and shook her head. “No. I’m going to go back in there and watch, and if something crosses the line, I’m going to call the cops.”


“What line?”


“My line,” she said.


“How’s he doing those little creatures?”


“I don’t know. Instantly inflating balloons?”


“Is that a real thing, instantly inflating balloons?”


“I don’t know,” said Helen. “I’m a product of the Age of Reason, though,” she said.


“I’m with you.”


“All I know is we’re getting old and the world is weird,” said Helen.


“Fucked up,” said Tom and put his arm around her.


Tom and Helen maneuvered their way back through the crowded kitchen. Words of bewilderment and awe were in the air. Ina was dashing off a martini. Jake was darting his pinched fingers at Alice’s mouth. She was giving him a look of disgust. In the shadowy corner of the dining room, Bill Stewart was asleep in a chair, his arms folded across his chest. They made it back to the living room and took a spot a little closer to the fireplace. Grace was still intermittently groaning, her stare still blank. The crowd soon came in from the kitchen. Crory lectured about silence, and the room quieted down. Everybody heard a toilet flush, and, after, the footsteps of the Blameless approaching from the hall.


His first order of business was to check on Grace’s condition. He spoke his gibberish to her for a few seconds, and she panted. “She needs to get heated up,” the reverend said over his shoulder to the crowd. He danced erratic for a dozen steps, stopped only a few feet from Tom and Helen, and spoke. “Moxioton, The Granee Champio of negative entities,” he said. “This spirit of destruction, spirit of grief, is an aggregate of Grace’s sins, both real and imagined by herself and others. A powerful demon that once removed will leave her feeling five pounds lighter.”


“My mind’s reeling with scenarios of what’s about to happen. None of them good,” said Tom, leaning down over Helen. He looked up and saw Crory glaring at him. Tom gave him a wave and put his finger to his lips. Crory shook his head in disappointment. Helen caught sight of the exchange and said, “What a Nazi.” Meanwhile, the reverend again took to dancing and spitting out gibberish. Grace suddenly shrieked, and the crowd jumped and murmured. She shuddered, and the cot banged against the floor.


“OK, OK,” said Emanuel Kan, and stood still, breathing heavily from the exertion of his pathetic waltz. “What’s about to happen is somewhat dangerous. So please remain calm and still. The creature I’m about to expose is frightening, but do not cry out or he could possibly be drawn to you.” He walked over to his black bag, leaned down, and retrieved a gleaming 9mm pistol from it. “I’ve found a hatpin doesn’t quite do it.”


“Whoa,” somebody said in the crowd, and a half-dozen people headed for the back door. “Yes, that’s it,” said the reverend. “Let those without faith in the Almighty flee his judgment.” Tom looked down at Helen. She looked up at him. Without speaking, they decided to stay. Kan stood and walked in front of Grace, facing the crowd. She was having a pitiful time of it, bouncing against the cot, crying out. “The demon knows I’m coming for him. And now I will invite the young woman’s father to join me and read off a list of her sins. And the mother will step forward and remove an article of her clothing so that I might proceed.” He waved the parents out of the crowd with the muzzle of the gun and then put the weapon on the chair with his other tools.


Crory and Ina stepped forward. He reached into the pocket of his jacket and brought out a pink 3X5 index card. She had tears streaming down her face, smearing her makeup, and held onto his right arm with a trembling hand. She wove to and fro, obviously drunk. Her husband adjusted his glasses, cocked his big head forward, and read in a strained voice.


“Our daughter, Grace, has lost her way, fallen into temptation under the influence of evil. Here are the sins we are conscious of. 1) Pleasuring herself. 2) Partaking of the pernicious weed. 3) Drinking alcohol. 4) Consorting with atheists. 5) She is ten pounds overweight. 6) Painting her face and wearing suggestive clothing.” When he was finished, he assumed a solemn air, folded the paper twice, and returned it to his pocket.


“With the exception of the last one,” Tom whispered, “that’s like a normal day for me.” Helen stuck her index finger into his belly. “Try twenty pounds overweight,” she said.


“I just want my baby back,” cried Ina. She looked wrung out, ready to drop over.


“Poor thing,” said Helen.


Crory returned to his spot in the crowd. The reverend ushered Ina to the cot. He leaned over the writhing girl, put his open palms less than an inch from her forehead, and moved them slowly around like he was polishing a car. He continued with this motion down the length of her body, very nearly but not touching her throat, her breasts, her stomach. He spent a long time conjuring above her crotch, and then swept the rest of the way to her feet. Ina stepped over then and removed Grace’s right shoe. In the act of pulling it off, she staggered, and the reverend caught her. He motioned to Crory and said, “Please, take care of this.” Crory emerged from the crowd to lead his wife away.


“That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, the big toe,” said the Blameless. “The seat of Moxioton’s rule. You can’t walk straight without a big toe, and the Almighty wants this young woman to walk straight.” He went quickly to the chair, took up his cigarettes and lit one, keeping it in the corner of his mouth. He threw the pack down and grabbed the gun, holding it at the ready in his right hand. Back at the cot, he blew smoke rings onto Grace’s big toe. He wiggled the fingers of his left hand all around Moxioton’s lair. “Stand back now,” he yelled. The girl was fish flopping on the cot, sweating, groaning, shrieking, letting off snatches of her own gibberish.


The reverend’s pinching fingers shot out and pincered something just beneath the curve of the toe nail. He planted his feet and pulled back, and his pose made it obvious there was a struggle going on. Slowly, he extracted what looked like a khaki-colored blob. He backed up and drew it out a little farther. It was immensely bigger than all the other demons put together, and it kept emerging from her toe. As it grew it took on the features of a face, and it became clear he had it by its pointed nose. Its mouth opened to show sharp teeth, and it growled and barked. One of its big yellow eyes stared hard at the exorcist and the other scanned the crowd. A string of curse words came from Kan, followed by a loud, “Get the fuck out here.” There was a snapping noise, and it retracted back into her toe. A wave of gasps erupted from the crowd.


“What the F?” said Tom.


“Satan’s bubblegum,” said Helen.


The reverend wiped his forehead with his sleeve, and then his fingers dove in for a second try. He caught hold of it, pinched hard, and pulled. Moxioton appeared again, growing like an angry tan thought. Kan lifted the gun, stuck it into the side of the demon, and pulled the trigger twice. The crowd ducked at the report of the 9mm. The demon seemed insubstantial enough for the bullets to pass through easily, but they didn’t. Gun smoke misted the weird tableau. Grace, the reverend, and Moxioton reached a fever-pitch chorus of agonizing grunts and squeals. “I’ve got to pull it free from her to destroy it,” yelled the exorcist. The struggle continued. People fled for the back door. Then that sharp-toothed maw opened wide, and a burst of fire shot out as if it were a flamethrower.


The reverend’s baggy black suit, beard, and eyebrows were instantly aflame. He stumbled backward, firing off shots into the ceiling. His arms waved up and down, but this time he wasn’t dancing. He lurched toward what was left of the crowd. Helen grabbed Tom by the arm and pulled him out of the way. Emanuel Kan, all smoldering hair and a stink of singed meat, swept past them into the drapes of the living room’s front window. The gun went off and shot out one of the panes as he fell to the floor. Fire swept up the fabric and leaped onto the couch. The place was in an uproar.


Tom and Helen made for the back door through the smoke and commotion. He looked over his shoulder and saw three things happen almost simultaneously. Somehow Crory had come up with a fire extinguisher and was dousing the Blameless, the drapes and furniture. Ina had made it to the cot and was helping Grace up. The last was the most spectacular. Morrison Zeck, that lanky kid, who’d not shown himself all night, appeared. He pushed Ina onto the floor and helped the bleary Grace stand by putting her arm over his shoulders. The two of them headed for the front door. That was the last Tom saw before he and Helen passed into the dining room and on to the kitchen.


Outside, it was still drizzling. They ran into Bill Stewart, standing amid a clutch of neighbors on the front lawn. “Did you see it?” he asked Tom.


“I thought you were asleep in the dining room.”


“No, I woke up when the second act got under way. I caught most of it, but once he started shooting I took off.”


“Remind me never to doubt the existence of demons again,” said Tom.


“Unbelievable,” said Bill.


“I don’t buy it,” said Helen.


“Well, you may not, but Emanuel Kan did,” said Tom.


Twenty minutes passed, and yet the neighbors remained on the lawn in the fine drizzle, waiting for a sign that all was well. Eventually the front door opened and the reverend appeared in the porch light somewhat blackened and frayed, but on his feet. He carried his black bag in one hand and his pistol in the other. Crory and Ina appeared behind him in the doorway. Kan turned and yelled back at them, “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.” As he passed toward the road and his car, he glowered at the crowd. “Ignorant sinners,” he shouted.


“If that’s an act,” said Bill, “he should be on America’s Got Talent.”


“He’s a menace,” said Helen.


Tom looked to the house and saw Ina weaving across the lawn toward the neighbors. He barely heard her voice as she thanked Jake and Alice and Oshea. Behind her, Mr. Crory sat on the porch, his powder-blue jacket and bow tie gone, his face in his hands, elbows resting on knees. It looked like he was sobbing.


“Check it out,” Tom said to Helen and nudged her.


She turned and looked. “What a mess,” she said.


“I’ve been exactly there more than once,” said Tom.


Ina staggered over to them in her rounds. “I’m so sorry about tonight,” she said. “Please forgive us. The last thing we wanted was to put you in harm’s way. The exorcist came highly recommended.”


“Recommended by who?” asked Bill.


“He had four five-star reviews out of six on Yahoo,” she said.


“No sweat,” said Tom.


Ina said to Helen, “Can I talk to you for a second,” and took her wrist. They moved away from Tom and Bill.


Fifteen minutes later, Tom and Helen were in their CRV, moving slowly along the twisting suburban night streets. Helen drove. Tom squinted and scanned the hedge-lined properties, the oak thickets and trim lawns.


“Why didn’t they just call the cops?” Tom asked.


“You know what that’s like from our own kids.”


“Yeah, I remember.”


“They can’t have gone far on foot.”


“That Zeck kid rescuing Grace reminded me of the end of The Graduate.”


“Well, she’s got to get home now. Ina’s distraught.”


“Even the weird old man looked on the verge.”


“What are you doing on your phone? You’re supposed to be keeping an eye out.”


“How are we going to miss her? She’s dressed like the fucking Snow Queen. I’m looking up if there’s such a thing as self-inflating balloons.”


“I’m telling you, it was all tricks gone wrong,” she said.


“Here it is. There is such a thing as self-inflating balloons, but they don’t look anything like that stuff the Blameless was pulling out of Grace. That shit seemed alive.”


“Remember Jurassic Park, the dinosaurs? Did they look real?”


“Yeah.”


“Case closed.”


“Why don’t you check over by the lake? That’s where our guys always went to get in trouble.”


They drove slowly, in silence, till they arrived at the dirt parking lot near the playground at Halloway Lake. The rain had stopped and the moon played peek-a-boo from behind the clouds. Helen put the car in park and reached to turn the lights off. She didn’t, though. “You see out to the left, near the shore, over by where the cat tails start. I think there’s somebody sitting on that bench.”


He squinted. “I can’t see shit.”


“Come on, we’ll go check it out,” she said and killed the headlights.


“What if it’s Moxioton?”


She opened the door and got out. He followed her. They walked across the sand beyond the swing set. The lake smelled of spring and stirred in the breeze.


“Tell me honestly,” he said. “When the Blameless first spoke of Moxioton, did you ever think he was gonna pull that demon from her big toe?”


“That one will come from lower down,” she said in the reverend’s voice and laughed.


“If you’re right, and it’s an act, it’s genius.”


“The gun was a surprise.”


“Next time we get an invitation to one of these, say no.”


Helen raised her arm and motioned for him to be quiet. They were getting closer to the bench. “Walk soft,” she whispered. They drew within twenty feet, and the moon came through the clouds. The girl’s dress shone like a beacon in the sudden light. Grace and Morrison Zeck, slumped shoulder to shoulder, both asleep. Tom and Helen quietly moved a few feet closer. She took his wrist when she wanted him to stop. They stood in silence for a moment. Tom leaned down and whispered in her ear, “That Zeck kid is a goofball.”


Helen shook her head.


“Do I call Ina?” he asked, taking out his cell phone.


It took her a while to answer. “No,” she said. “I don’t think so.”


“Why not?”


“They’re too young to be lovers. They must be friends.”


When the moon went away, they walked back to the CRV and drove home. Later, the rain started in again. The sound and smell of spring came through the screen of their bedroom window while he dreamt in the language the angels dream in, and she, of the land without worry.




Word Doll


Every morning I take the back way to town, a fifteen-mile drive on narrow two-lane roads that cut through oceans of corn. The cracked and patched asphalt is lined on either side by telephone poles shrinking into the distance. Sometimes I pass a hawk on a line. Every few miles there’s a farm house, mostly old, like ours. In the winter, the wind is fierce, whipping across the barren fields, and I have to work to keep the car in its lane, but in summer, after I get my cigarettes in town and stop at the diner for a cup of coffee and a glance at the newspaper, I drive home and go out back under the apple trees, sit at a little table, and write stories. Sunlight filters down through the branches, and there’s always a breeze blowing across the fields that finds me there. Sometimes the stories flow and I don’t notice the birds at the feeders, the jingle of the dog’s collar or the bees in the garden just beyond the orchard, and when they don’t, I stare out into the sea of green and daydream into its depths.


In late September, on a Monday’s journey to town, I passed this old place at a bend in the road like I’d passed it every morning. It was a Queen Anne Victorian with a wraparound screened-in porch, painted blue and white. The house was in good shape, but the barn out back was shedding shingles, and the paint had weathered off its splintered boards. I’d often seen chickens bobbing around on the property, and a rooster at times dangerously close to the road. There were blackberry bushes tangled in a low wall on either side of the entrance to its gravel drive. As I rolled past, I noticed something partially covered by those bushes. It looked like a sign of some kind, but it was faded and I was going too fast to catch a good glance.


On the way back from town I forgot to slow down and look, but the following day I woke up with the thought that I should stop and investigate that sign. Nine times out of ten, I could drive to town and back and never pass another car, and that day was no exception. I slowed as I got close to the place, and right across from the sign, I stopped and studied it—about two by three foot, made of tin, fading white with black letters. It was attached to a short rusted post. The berry bushes had grown up and partially over it, but now that I’d stopped I could make out its message. It said—WORD DOLL MUSEUM—and beneath that—Open 10 to 5 Monday thru Friday.


The next morning I got up, and, instead of driving to town, I took a shower and put on a white shirt and dress pants. I took a cup of coffee out under the apple trees. Instead of writing, I sat there, smoking and wondering into the heart of the cornfield what the hell a word doll was. At 10:30, I got in the car and drove toward town. The sun was strong and the sky was clear blue. The corn had begun to brown, it being summer’s end. At the bend in the road, without hesitating, I pulled into the driveway of the Victorian. The chickens were in a clutch over by the corner of the house. The place was still. I didn’t hear any television or radio playing. I walked slowly to the porch door, scuffing the gravel in the drive in order to let anybody listening know I was there. The screen door on the porch was unlatched. I opened it and called in, “Hello?”


There was no reply, so I entered, the screen door banging shut behind me, and walked to the main door of the house. I knuckle-rapped the glass three times and then folded my arms and waited. The lilacs bordering the porch gave off a strong scent, and a wind chime in the corner over an old rocker pinged in the breeze sifting through the screen. I was about to give up and leave, when the door pulled back. There was a thin old woman, a little bent, with a cloud of white hair and big glasses. She wore a loose, button-up dress, yellow with white flowers.


“What do ya want?” she asked.


“I’m here for the Word Doll Museum,” I said.


My pronouncement seemed to momentarily stun her. She reached up and gently grabbed the door jamb. “Are you kidding?” she asked and smiled.


“Should I be?” I said.


Her demeanor instantly changed. I could see her relax. “Hold on,” she said, “I have to get the keys. Meet me over by the barn.”


I left the porch, and the chickens followed me. The entire gray structure of the barn, like some weary pachyderm, was actually listing more than a few degrees to the south, something I’d not noticed from the road. The door was hanging on by only the top hinge. The lady came out the back of the house and walked with the help of a three-pronged cane over the lumpy ground of the yard. As she drew closer, she said, “Where you from?”


“Not far. I pass your place on the way to town every morning, and I saw the sign the other day.”


“My name is Beverly Gearing,” she said and held out her hand.


I took it in mine and we shook. “I’m Jeff Ford,” I told her.


As she passed by me toward the ramshackle barn, she said, “So, Mr. Ford, what’s your interest in word dolls?”


“I don’t know anything about them.”


“Well, that’s OK,” she said, and opened the broken door.


I followed her inside. She shuffled over the hay-strewn floor. Swifts flew back and forth in the rafters, and the holes in the roof allowed sunbeams to cut the shadows. On one side of the barn were animal stalls, all empty, and on the other there was a wall of implements and tools and a small room built within the greater structure. Over the door to it was a wooden sign with the words Word Doll Museum burned in script and shellacked. She fished in the pocket of her dress and eventually came out with the key. Opening the door, she flipped on a light switch, and then stepped aside, allowing me to enter first. The room was painted a light blue. There was a window on each wall that looked out at nothing but bare plywood, and inside, window boxes fixed up with plastic flowers.


“Have a seat,” she said, and I sat in a chair at the card table at the center of the room. She worked her way to the other chair at the table and half-sat/ half-fell backward into it. Once she was settled, she took a pack of Marlboros out of her pocket and a black lighter. She leaned forward on the table with one arm. “Word dolls,” she said.


I nodded.


“You’re the first person to ask about the museum in about twenty years.” She laughed, and I saw she was missing a tooth on the upper right side.


“You can hardly see your sign from the road,” I said.


“The sign’s a last resort,” she said. “I have a permanent spot in the What’s Happening section of three of the local papers. In January, I send them enough to run the ads for a year. Still, no one pays attention.”


“I’m guessing most people don’t know what a word doll is.”


“I know,” she said and lit the cigarette she held. She took a drag and then pointed with it at the left wall, where there were three beige file cabinets. The middle one had a golden laughing Buddha statue on it. “What’s in those nine drawers over there is all that remains of the history of word dolls. This is the largest repository of material evidence of the existence of the tradition. When I’m gone, knowledge of it will have been pretty much erased from history. You live long enough, Mr. Ford, you might be the last person on earth to ever think of word dolls.”


“I might be,” I said, “but I don’t know what they are.”


Beverly put her cig out in a half cup of coffee that looked like it had been on the table for a week. “I want you to know something before I start,” she said. “This is serious to me. I have a doctorate in anthropology from OSU, class of ’63.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I seriously want to know.”


She sat quiet for a moment, eyes half shut, before taking a deep breath. “A ‘word doll’ is the same thing as a ‘field friend,’ they’re interchangeable. Their existence is very brief measured in anthropological time and also very localized. Only in the area that’s now roughly defined by our county border was this ritual observed. It sprang up in the mid-19th century and for the time in which it ran its course affected no more than fifty or sixty families at the most. No one’s certain of its origin. Some women I interviewed back when I was in graduate school, they were all in their 80s and 90s then, swore the phenomenon was something brought over from Europe. So I asked, where in Europe? But none could say. Others told me it originated with a woman named Mary Elder, back in the 1830s. She was also known as The Widow, and I have a picture of her in the cabinet, but her candidacy for the creation of the tradition is called into question by a number of factors.


“Anyway, back in the day, I’m talking the mid-1800s on, in rural areas like this, kids, when they reached a certain age were sent out to participate in the fall harvest. By about age six or seven, they were initiated into the hard work of the fields during that season of long hours well into the night. It was a difficult adjustment for them. There are a lot of writings from the time where farmers or their wives complain about the wayward nature of their children, their inability to focus through the hours of toil. Training a kid to endure a harvest season with no real prior experience appears to have been a common problem. So, to offset that, someone came up with the idea of the word dolls. The idea in a nutshell is to allow the child to escape into her imagination while her physical body stays on the task at hand.


“Whoever came up with it really could have been a psychologist. They attached a ritual to it, which was a smart way to embed the thing into the local culture. So, in September, usually around the equinox, if you were one of those kids who was to be sent out in the fields for the first time come harvest, you could expect a visit from the doll maker. The doll maker came at night, right after everyone was in bed, carrying a lantern and wearing a mask. As far as I can tell, the doll makers were usually women in disguise. There’d be a knock at the door, three times and then three times again. The parents would get up and answer the call. When the child was finally ushered into the dark room and seated next to the fireplace, the doll maker was already there in her own seat that faced his. Her hands were reportedly blue, and bejeweled with chains and a large ring, its carnelian etched to show an angel in flight. She was wrapped in black velvet with a hood sewn into it to cover her head. And the mask, the mask was a story unto itself.


“By all accounts that mask was dug up on one of the local farms. It had deep-set eyes, a crooked nose, and a large oval mouth opening bordered by sharp teeth. It was an old Iroquois False Face mask, and could have been in the ground a hundred years before it was plowed up. It was made of basswood and had rotted at the edges. One of the farmers painted it white. I suppose you’re starting to see that the whole community was in on this?”


“Everybody but the kids,” I said.


“Oh, the tenacity with which the secrets of the doll maker were kept from the young ones then far exceeds what’s now done in the name of Santa Claus.”


“So they wanted to scare the kids?”


“Not so much scare them as put them in a state of awe. Remember, the promise was that the doll maker was coming to them with a gift. The competing qualities of her aspect and her purpose no doubt caused a heightened sense of tension.”


“Do you know anything about the False Face mask?”


“The False Face was a society of the Iroquois tribes. Their rituals dealt with healing. There were two ways to join the society—if you were cured by them or if you dreamed you should join them. It doesn’t really have any bearing on the word-doll tradition. Just an artifact that was appropriated by another culture and put to another purpose.”


“OK, the kid is sitting there next to the fireplace with the doll maker …”


“Well, the parents leave the room. Then, as I was told by those surviving members of the ritual back in my graduate days, the doll maker tells the child not to be afraid. She’s going to make the child a doll to take into the fields with him or her, a companion to play with in the imagination while the hard work goes on. The doll maker cups her hands in front of her like this.” Beverly demonstrated. “And then leans over so the mouth of the mask is right over her palms. You see?” she said and showed me.


“The voice was a kind of harsh whisper that none of my interview subjects could hear well or follow completely. The words poured out of the doll maker’s mouth into the cupped hands. One woman told me a string of words she remembered her whole long life that came from behind the mask. Hold on, let me see if I can get this right.”


While Beverly thought, I took out my cigarettes and held them up for her to see. “OK?” I asked. She nodded. I lit up and drew the coffee cup closer to use as an ashtray. She held her hands up and snapped her fingers. “Oh, yes. I used to have this memorized so good. It’s like a poem. My mind is scattered by age,” she said and smiled.


She was still for a second. Her eyes shifted and she stared hard at me. “The green sea, the deep down below the sweep of rolling waves, whales and long eight-legged pudding heads with eye over which the great ship glides, and Captain Moss spinning the wheel … That’s the part she remembered, but she said the whole, what was called, ‘talking out of the doll,’ went on for some time. The average I got was about fifteen minutes. When the doll maker spoke the last word, she rubbed her hands together vigorously and then reached over and covered the child’s ears with them.”


“You mean as if the words were going inside the kid’s head?” I asked.


“I suppose, but from that night on, the child had, in his or her imagination, this word doll that had a name and a form and a little bit of history. The more the child played with it during work, the clearer it became till it had the same detail as dreams or memories. Word dolls all had a one-syllable name attached to whatever its profession was. So you had like, Captain Moss, Hunter Brot, Milker May, Teacher Poll. The woman who was given the Captain told me she’d never seen the ocean but had only heard about it from elders and travelers passing through the area. She said the Captain turned out to be a man of high adventure. She followed him on his voyages through her childhood into adulthood and then old age. Another interviewee said he’d been gifted Clerk Fick, but that as he followed the days of Clerk Fick while toiling in the fields, the doll slowly became a glamorous woman, Dancer Hence. He hadn’t thought of her in years, he said. ‘She’s still with me, but I put her away when I left the farm.’”


Beverly got her cane under her and slowly stood. She walked to the files, bent over, and opened the second drawer down on the left hand. Reaching in, she drew out an armful of stuff. I asked her if she needed help. “Please,” she said. I went to her side, and the first thing she handed me was the white False Face mask. After that she gave me a rusted sickle with a wooden handle. “OK,” she said, closed the drawer with her cane, and we started back.


“I can’t believe you’ve got the mask,” I said, laying it down. I put the sickle next to it.


She sat and shoved her pile onto the table. “The mask came easy. A lot of this stuff I really had to dig for.” Pulling an old book out of the pile, she opened it, turned a few pages, and took out a large rectangle of cardboard. She turned it over and laid it in front of me. It was the picture of a woman in a high-collar black dress. Her hair was parted in the middle and pulled severely back. Her glasses were circular. She wore a righteous expression.


“The Widow?” I asked.


Beverly nodded and said, “That’s a daguerreotype, not a photograph. From the 1850s. She looks like a pill, doesn’t she? I used to have it in plastic, but I’ve slacked off over the years as far as preserving all this. I resigned myself to its eventual demise when I did my own.”


“It’s a remarkable story and archive,” I said.


“My husband built me this place to house it. He was very supportive, and as long as he lived that kept me going with it. His family farmed all this acreage around here at one point.”


“You got a PhD in Anthropology at OSU and then married a farmer?”


“I know,” she said and laughed wistfully. “It was true love, but I still had it in my mind to be the next Margaret Meade. I knew I wasn’t going to make it to Samoa any time soon, so I looked closer to home and found this.” She moved her shaking hands over the things on the table.


We passed an hour with her reading me parts of her interviews, journal entries from dirty old leather-bound diaries, all of which attested to the strength of the image of the word doll, a doll that grew as you did, could speak to you in your mind, lead you to places you’d never been. The strangest particulars surfaced. One woman, thirty years old at the time, wrote in her diary that in all the years she’d played with Cook Gray, she’d never seen him naked, but she knew without looking that he only had one testicle. His best dish was roasted possum with cabbage, and she often used his recipes in cooking for her family. One interviewee said that her word doll was Deacon Tru, and that her husband’s had begun as Builder Cy but somehow transformed into Barkeep Jon and was subsequently the ruination of their love. Among the papers was a letter detailing a farmer’s thirty-year argument with his field friend. After he retired, he said he realized that fight had been the one thing that kept him going through thick and thin.


Eventually Beverly ran out of steam. She lit a cigarette and eased back in her chair. “It’s completely mad,” she said, flicked her ash on the floor, and smiled.


“What about this?” I said and lifted the sickle off the table.


She blinked, pursed her lips, and said, “Mower Manc. That was the end of the whole shebang.”


“The end of the ritual?”


She nodded. “In the early 1880s, word dolls were still part of the local culture. Who knows how much longer they would have carried on with the 20th century coming full speed ahead. But in that last year, somewhere around midsummer, a fire started in the minister’s barn one night. The place burned to the ground and the minister’s wife’s buggy horse died in the flames. Every one suspected this boy, Evron Simms, who’d been caught lighting fires before. The minister, knowing the boy’s parents well, decided not to pursue punishment for the crime. Come the equinox, only a week later, Evron was due a visit from the doll maker, and the doll maker came.


“Some of the folks I interviewed in the ’60s knew this boy, grew up with him. He’d told more than one of them that his field friend was Mower Manc, a straw hat brim covering his eyes, a laborer’s shirt and suspenders, calloused hands, and a large sickle. In other words, the doll maker made Evron a word doll whose very job was to toil in the fields. That doll maker, I discovered, was none other than the minister’s wife. You can’t be sure that her choice for him was malicious or that he didn’t change the aspect of what was initially given to him, but if she did knowingly make his only plaything in the fields work itself, that would be hardhearted.”


I looked down at the sickle and said, “This doesn’t sound like it’s gonna end well.”


“Hold on,” she said and put her hand out like a traffic cop to stop me. “Harvest starts, and Evron’s sent out into the fields with that sickle you see there and is given a huge plot of hay to cut. By many accounts he immediately set to work and worked with a kind of ferocity that made him seem possessed. By sunset the field was mown, and the boy had a violet pallor, froth at the corners of his mouth. Even his father, a severe man, worried about what he’d witnessed. He wrote, ‘I never thought I’d see an instance where a boy could work too hard, but today I seen it. My own Evron. I should be proud, but the sight of it wasn’t a prideful thing. I’d describe it more as frightful.’”
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