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For John Shirley,
a man who knows both angels and demons.




Introduction: Things Are Complicated


Paula Guran


Those who consider the Devil to be a partisan of Evil and angels to be warriors for Good accept the demagogy of the angels. Things are clearly more complicated.


– Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting


The combination of the angelic with the demonic is not a pairing of opposites: angels fall and demons sometimes seek redemption. Despite Western religion’s tendency to define the one as purely “good” and the other as completely “evil”, other religions, mythologies, traditions and folklore do not always hold fast to that dichotomy. Today, humankind’s fascination – even belief, as numerous polls substantiate – in these supernatural entities remains as strong or stronger than ever. Of course, modern ideations of what angels and demons are may be totally secular, indifferent to established religion, or vaguely based on past traditions and embroidered with more recent notions.


Storytellers, like the imaginative and talented ones assembled here, often provide us with new ways of looking at old concepts or devise entirely new visions of demons and angels. Their ideas are sometimes spurred by the concept of good versus evil, but they often find the gray area between the two even more inspiring.


This is an anthology of speculative fiction, not an exploration of angelology or demonology. The stories will delight and provoke without any editorializing, but the more I discovered about angels and demons, the more I felt inclined to include at least a very basic overview here and provide additional tidbits of trivia in story introductions. Please feel free to ignore my non-fictional tangents and simply enjoy these fine tales of fantasy and science fiction solely without editorial intrusion.


Popular interest in both angels and demons – and related beings that dwell between Heaven and Hell – borders on the obsessive.


Current (Supernatural, Grimm, Once Upon a Time) and recent television series (the British series Demons, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Touched By an Angel, Charmed, etc.) bring the angelic and the demonic right into one’s home. “Real” demons are encountered on paranormal investigation “reality” shows. CMT, a cable channel, presented Angels Among Us, with episodes featuring folks who felt they had been saved by an angel.


Demons are a mainstay of film (Possession, The Rite, M. Night Shyamalan’s Devil, Paranormal Activity, To the Devil a Daughter, The Exorcist, Rosemary’s Baby, The Omen, The Witches of Eastwick, Hellraiser, Wishmaster, The Devil’s Advocate, The Ninth Gate, End of Days, Hellboy, etc.), gaming (Diablo, Doom, World of Warcraft, others) and comics.


Angels have entertained us on the silver screen from the 1940s (Here Comes Mr Jordan, It’s a Wonderful Life, Stairway to Heaven, Heaven Only Knows, etc.) through the eighties and nineties (Date With an Angel, Ghost, Angels in the Outfield, The Prophecy, City of Angels, What Dreams May Come, Michael, Wide Awake, Dogma, etc.) and into the current century (Down to Earth, Constantine, Legion). Angels appear on television (Touched by an Angel, Teen Angel, Fallen, Saving Grace, Highway to Heaven, and more), fly through video games (Sacred 2, Fallen Lords, Aion, Heaven, others) and comics as well.


Writers from Dante to C. S. Lewis to Stephen King have dealt fictionally with the devil or demons. This figure of many guises – adversary, trickster, rebel, tempter – has appeared in countless tales. Demons, like vampires before them, have even become romantic heroes and heroines, seductive enemies, and fascinating supporting characters in bestselling fantasy series from Kim Harrison, Richelle Mead, Kelley Armstrong and others.


In modern entertainment, demons and devils may be portrayed as forces of great supernatural evil: incorporeal, or taking benign human visage, or hideous form. They can be fallen angels . . . or not. They may torture the damned in the fires of Hell or connive to lead humans to sell their souls. Demons might be cute little red tricksters with horns and pitchforks. Or they are God’s foes who Jesus will defeat in the Battle of Armageddon. Some see the Devil and his demons as a path to power and magic. For others, demons are just difficult monsters to be defeated in role-playing and video games.


Angels – messengers, guardians, warriors; fearsome or friendly, sexy or innocent; godly or fallen – have ascended of late in bestselling fantasy literature: Anne Rice had a series of novels concerning angels. Danielle Trussoni’s Angelology was a New York Times bestseller in 2010 and a sequel is expected. Paranormal and urban fantasy series with angels in major and supporting roles include those by Cassandra Clare, Sharon Shinn, Faith Hunter, Nalini Singh and more.


Otherworldy aliens, fluffy-winged babies with haloes, spiritual guides, protectors, the foci of meditation – whether obvious or disguised as mere humans, many find comfort in a belief in angels that has no direct connect with traditional religion.


But whatever we believe or imagine demons and angels are, ancient myth and religion probably supplied at least part of our ideas.


Angels and demons – or their close equivalents – exist in many cultures and religions. These spiritual beings mediate between humans and the domain of the transcendent and holy or the realm of that which brings misfortune or opposes the holy. In Western religions, angels are seen as benevolent and demons as malevolent. But the roles of these intermediaries are not so clear-cut in Eastern religions and more ancient belief systems. They often can be both righteous and wicked and can switch roles as needed.


The ancient Greeks considered a daemon1 to be a spirit or demigod. Depending on the source and era, they played a number of roles – including that of a guardian spirit – but they could be either good or evil. Although we derive the English word demon from this Greek word, it came to mean a supernatural being that troubles, tempts, or brings woe (including illness and bad luck) to humankind. Sometimes the demon’s power could then be harnessed by a magician or summoned and controlled by sorcery.


The Jews were influenced by Egyptian, Chaldean and Persian beliefs in good and evil spirits. In the Hebrew Bible, there are two types of demons, the se’irim (“hairy beings”) and the shedim. The se’irim resembled goatish satyrs and were described as dancing in the wilderness. Sacrifices were offered to both and they seem to be more akin to the pre-Islamic jinn – a supernatural being that could be either good or bad – rather than evil demons. In popular lore, the early Hebrews may have seen demons as ungodly creatures from a netherworld, which either acted on their own or were ruled by a particular devil.


That demons or unclean spirits were thought to exist in Judea 2,000 years ago is borne out in the New Testament. According to the gospels, Jesus cast out many demons causing various afflictions. Some of the disciples cast out demons by uttering the Messiah’s name.


By the time the last books of the New Testament were written, demons were associated by Christians with “fallen angels” – followers of Satan/the Devil, an angel who rebelled against God and was cast out from heaven. (The Devil was also the serpent that convinced Eve to disobey God, and the tempter of Job and Jesus.) Satan’s intent was to lead mortals away from God; demons (or lowercase “devils”) assisted him in his goal.


Using the few references to demons and Satan in the New Testament, especially the Book of Revelation – in which the ultimate battles between God and the Devil were envisioned – Christian theologians began postulating more complicated beliefs about the demonic.


Similarly, although not truly a part of Judaic theology, rabbis, Talmudists, and later medieval scholars – with the exception of Maimonides (1135–1204) and Abraham ibn Ezra (1089–1164) – accepted them as real. Rabbis eventually developed a classification of demons.


The Kabbalah – a mystical school of thought not taken seriously by most Jews but integral to Chasidic Judaism – has a vast demonology of its own. Under the influence of Kabbalah, popular belief in demons became widespread and even influenced Christian scholars constructing their own demonologies.


Although other mythologies and religions posit helpful guardian spirits and supernatural messengers from the gods, angels are specific to the three Abrahamic religions. Angels were mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, but angelic mythology was greatly expanded between 530 BCE and 70 CE in non-biblical Judaic literature, particularly the Book of Enoch2 which includes an angel hierarchy, describes different types of angels and provides several with names. As with demons, the mystic Kabbalah also developed an influential angelology.


Islam views angels as beings who have no free will and only obey God. They praise God and ask forgiveness for humans. Angels act as messengers for God and perform other tasks. In Islamic tradition, Muslims have two recording angels – kirman katiban (“honourable scribes”) – named Raqib and Atid that note all of a person’s good or bad deeds.


Belief in angels is an article of Islamic faith, but Muslims don’t have demons per se. According to the Qu’ran, God created three sentient species: angels, jinns and humans. Jinn, like humans, have free will and can choose between good and evil. One early jinn, Iblis, disobeyed God and was condemned to Hell. But God also granted Iblis respite until the final day of judgement. Jinns who chose evil become shayatin and Iblis – or Shaytan – rules them. Shaytan and his minions tempt those who are not sincere believers into sin.


The closest mainstream Judaism comes to belief in the Devil is a being whose role as accuser and adversary has been assigned to him by God. Demons and dybbuks (dead spirits that possess the living), however, are mentioned in both biblical and rabbinic literature, and are often found in Jewish folk tales and fiction.


Early Christian theologians wrestled with what to believe about angels for several centuries, always fearing adherents would worship them rather than Christ. Eventually deemed acceptable, there was much scholarly discussion of roles, classifications and hierarchies. Much of that tradition is still kept by the Roman Catholic Church.


Martin Luther (1483–1563) was more concerned with the corruption Satan and his demons could bring to humans than dealing with angels. He acknowledged angels as providential agents of God, but nixed praying to them (or the saints) or regarding them as “helpers in time of need” or as assigned to individual functions. John Calvin (1509–1564), even more concerned with the demonic, kept strictly to scripture and further downplayed the angelic. Later Protestant theologians continued in this vein.


The division continues to this day. Catholic doctrine affirms that prayers can be made to angels asking for intercession. Protestants only pray directly to God.


Although there is now a great diversity among Protestant denominations, Protestant belief can be discussed in a general manner. Both Protestants and Catholics agree there are angels, and both accept what is written of angels in the Bible, but they have different Bibles. The Catholic Bible includes the Book of Tobit, which mentions the archangel Raphael; for Protestants the only named angels are Michael, Gabriel and Lucifer. The Catholic Church also accepts traditional teachings about angels not included in the Bible, including other named angels and the role of guardian angels assigned at conception. The recognition of the presence of angels in daily life is also part of the Catholic faith; Protestants differ on the ministry of angels, but few denominations emphasize them. Protestants do not accept the nine choirs of angel hierarchy, while Catholics have a long, if unofficial, tradition recognizing seraphim, cherubim, thrones, dominions, virtues, powers, principalities, archangels and angels. In worship services, Protestants mention angels primarily at Christmas and Easter while Catholics are reminded they worship with the angels, archangels and hosts of heaven. The Roman Church also observes two angelic feasts: the Feast of the Archangels (29 September) and the Feast of Guardian Angels (2 October).


Christian fundamentalist Billy Graham’s 1975 book, Angels: God’s Secret Agents, spurred new angelic inter est among many Protestants, but Graham’s lessons stayed strictly within the confines of his interpretation of the (Protestant) Bible.


The Catholic Church noted a rise in angelic popularity during the twentieth century. Given in a series of six General Audiences from 9 July to 20 August 1996, the Catechesis on the Holy Angels by Pope John Paul II reaffirmed the existence, mission and role of the angels, including the Church’s faith in the guardian angels, their veneration in liturgy and feast, and “recommending recourse to their protection by frequent prayer”.


As for demons, the Pope also reminded the faithful of the real ity and presence of Satan and “that in certain cases the evil spirit goes so far as to exercise his influence not only on material things, but even on man’s body so that one can speak of ‘diabolical possession’.” In 2004, Pope John Paul II asked Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI) to direct bishops to appoint and train more exorcists in their dioceses.


Whether you abide by mainstream faith or seek your own path, there’s far more to know about angels and demons than my limited space can convey. For me, they are both equally fascinating . . . but then, maybe the devil made me write that . . . or an unseen angel guided my thoughts . . .


Paula Guran


9 September 2012





1   Or daimon, another spelling.


2   The Book of Enoch is sometimes referred to as 1 Enoch, as there are actually three books of Enoch.




Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep


Suzy McKee Charnas


In this entertaining and thoughtful story, Rose Baum, an atheist suicide, meets her guardian angel. The angel also serves as a psychopomp (from the Greek word for “guide of souls”). Although not always portrayed as angels, psychopomps act as non-judgemental guides for the recently dead. In Rose’s case, her angel-guide provides her with a way to delay what she thinks awaits her in the afterlife . . . and we learn an interesting explanation for both ghosts and vampires.


After Rose died, she floated around in a nerve-wracking fog for a time looking for the tunnel, the lights, and other aspects of the near-death experience as detailed in mass-media reports of such events.


She was very anxious to encounter these manifestations since apparently something loomed in the offing, in place of the happy surcease of consciousness her father had insisted on as the sequel to death. The older she had grown, the more inclined Rose had been to opt for Papa Sol’s opinion. Maybe he would show up now trying to explain how he was right even though he was wrong, a bewildered figure of light along with Mom and Nana and everybody?


It would be nice to see a familiar face. Rose felt twinges of panic laced with a vague resentment. Here she was with the gratifyingly easy first step taken, and nothing was going on. Since she was still conscious, shouldn’t there be something to exercise that consciousness on?


A siren wailed distantly. Suddenly she found herself walking on – or almost on, for her feet made only the memory of contact – the roof of her apartment building with its expensive view eastward across Central Park. She hadn’t been to the park in years, nor even outside her own apartment. Her minute terrace had provided quite enough contact with the streets below. As far as Rose was concerned, these streets were not the streets she had grown up in. She preferred the comfortable security of her own apartment.


Being on the roof felt very odd, particularly since it seemed to be broad daylight and cold out. Far below in the street she could see one of the doormen waving down a cab; he wore his overcoat with the golden epaulets on the shoulders. Rose could have sworn she had taken her carefully hoarded pills late at night, in the comfortable warmth of 14C. Why else would she be wearing her blue flannel nightgown?


Turning to go back to the refuge of her own place, she found an Angel standing close behind her. She knew him – it? – at once by its beautifully modeled, long-toed feet, the feet of a Bernini Angel she had seen in an Italian church on a tour with Fred. Indeed, the entire form was exactly that of the stone Angel she remembered, except that the exposed skin was, well, skin-toned, which she found unsettling. Like colorizing poor old Humphrey Bogart.


“Leave me alone,” she said. “I don’t want to go.”


“You’ll go,” the Angel said in a drifting, chiming voice that made her ears itch. “Eventually. Everyone does. Are you sure you want to stand out there like that? I wouldn’t say anything, but you’re not really used to it yet.”


Rose looked down and discovered that she had unwittingly backed off or through or over the parapet and now hovered nineteen stories above the street. She gasped and flailed about, for though she had no body to fall – nor for that matter arms to flail or breath to gasp with – sensory flashes still shot along her shadowy, habitual nerve pathways.


Thus the Angel’s fingers closed, cool and palpable, on hers and lifted her lightly back onto the roof. She snatched her hand back at once. No one had touched her in years except her doctor, and that didn’t count.


But it was not really the Angel’s touch she feared.


“I don’t want to go anywhere,” she said, unable to bring herself to mention by name the anywhere she did not wish to go. “I’m a suicide. I killed myself.”


“Yes,” the Angel said, clasping its hands in front of its chest the way Dr Simkin always used to do when he was about to say something truly outrageous. But it said nothing more.


“Well, how does—how do you, um, all feel about that, about people who kill themselves?” She knew the traditional answer, but dared to hope for a different one.


The Angel pursed its perfect lips. “Grouchy,” it replied judiciously.


Unwillingly Rose recalled instances from the Old Testament of God’s grouchiness. Actually there had been no Bible in her parents’ house. She had read instead a book of bible stories slipped to her one birthday by Nana and kept hidden from Papa Sol. Even watered down for kids, the stories had been frightening. Rose trembled.


“I was brought up an atheist,” she said faintly.


The Angel answered, “What about the time you and Mary Hogan were going to run away and enter a convent together?”


“We were kids, we didn’t know anything,” Rose objected. “Let me stay here. I’m not ready.”


“You can’t stay,” the Angel said. Its blank eyes contrasted oddly with its earnest tone of voice. “Your soul without its body is light, and as memories of the body’s life fade, the spirit grows lighter, until you’ll just naturally rise and drift. “Drift? Drift where?” Rose asked.


“Up,” the Angel said. Rose followed the languid gesture of one slender hand and saw what might to living eyes seem just a cloud bank. She knew it was nothing of the kind. It was a vast, angry, looming presence of unmistakable portent.


She scuttled around trying to put the Angel between herself and the towering form. At least the face of cloud was not looking at her. For the moment. Luckily there was lots else to look down disapprovingly at in New York City, most of it a good deal more entertaining than Rose Blum.


She whispered urgently to the Angel, “I changed my mind, I want to go back. I can see now, there are worse things than having your cats die and your kids plan to put you away someplace for your own good. Let them, I’ll go, they can have my money, I don’t care.”


“I’m sorry,” the Angel said, and Rose suddenly saw herself from above, not her spirit self but her body, lying down there in the big white tub. The leaky old faucets still dribbled in a desultory way, she noted with an exasperated sigh. Her “luxury” building had high ceilings and the rooms were sizable, but the plumbing was ancient.


Her pale form lay half submerged in what looked like rust-stained water. Funny, she had forgotten entirely that after the pills she had taken the further step of cutting her wrists in the bath. The blue nightgown was an illusion of habit.


Not a bad body for her age, she reflected, though it was essentially an Old World model, chunky flesh on a short-boned frame. The next generation grew tall and sleek, a different species made for playing tennis and wearing the clothes the models in the magazines wore. Though her granddaughter Stephanie, now that she thought of it, was little, like Rose herself; petite, but not so wide-hipped, an improved version of the original import with a flavor of central Europe and probably an inclination to run to fat if allowed.


Good heavens, somebody was in there, also looking at her – two men, Bill the super and Mr Lum the day concierge! Rose recoiled, burning with shame. Her vacated body couldn’t even make the gestures of modesty.


They were talking, the two of them. She had given them generous holiday tips for years to repay them for helping her organize a life that had never required her to leave her apartment after Fred’s death and the consequent money squabbles in the family.


Bill said, “Two mil at least, maybe more on account of the terrace.”


Mr Lum nodded. “Forgot the terrace,” he said.


She wished she hadn’t tipped them at all. She wished her body didn’t look so – well – dead. Definitively dead.


“Okay, I can’t go back,” she admitted to the Angel, relieved to find herself alone with it on the roof again. “But there must be something I can do besides go – you know.” She shuddered, thinking of the monstrous shape lowering above her – a wrathful, a terrible, a vengeful God. She needed time to get used to the idea, after Papa Sol and a lifetime of living in the world had convinced her otherwise. Why hadn’t somebody told her?


Well, somebody besides Mary Hogan, who had been a Catholic, for crying out loud.


“Well,” the Angel said, “you can postpone.”


“Postpone,” Rose repeated eagerly. “That’s right, that’s exactly what I had in mind. How do I postpone?”


The Angel said, “You make yourself a body out of astral material: this.” Its slim hand waved and a blur of pale filaments gathered at the tapered fingertips.


“Where did that stuff come from?” Rose said nervously. Was the Angel going to change form or disintegrate or do something nasty like something in a horror movie?


“It’s all around everybody all the time,” the Angel said, “because the physical world and the non-physical world and everything in between interpenetrate and occupy the same space and time interminably.”


“I don’t understand physics,” Rose said.


“You don’t need to,” the Angel said. “Astral sculpting is easy, you’ll get the hang of it. With a body made of this, you can approach living people and ask them to help you stay. At night, anyway – that’s when they’ll be able to see you.”


Rose thought of Bill and Mr Lum standing there talking about the value of her apartment. Then she thought of her kids whom she hadn’t liked for quite a while and who didn’t seem to like her either. Not much use asking them for anything. Maybe Frank, the elevator man? He had always struck her as decent.


“Help, how?” she asked.


“By letting you drink their blood,” said the Angel.


Appalled, Rose said nothing for a moment. Down below, a taxi pulled in at the awning and disgorged a comically foreshortened figure. Rose watched this person waddle into the building. “Drink their blood,” she said finally. “I’m supposed to go around drinking blood, like Dracula?”


The Angel said, “You need the blood to keep you connected with the physical world. But you can’t take it against a person’s will, you have to ask. That’s the meaning of the business about having to be invited into the donor’s house. The house is a metaphor for the physical shell—”


“I’m a vampire?” Rose cried, visions of Christopher Lee and Vampirella and the rest from late-night TV flashing through her stunned mind.


“You are if you want to put off going up,” the Angel said with a significant glance skyward. “Most suicides do.”


Rose didn’t dare look up and see if the mighty cheek of cloud had turned her way.


“That’s why suicides were buried at crossroads,” the Angel went on, “to prevent their return as vampires.”


“Nobody gets buried at a crossroad!”


“Not now,” the Angel agreed, “and cremation is so common; but ashes don’t count. It’s no wonder there’s a vampire craze in books and movies. People sense their presence in large numbers in the modern world.”


“This is ridiculous,” Rose burst out. “I want to see somebody senior to you, I want to talk to the person in—”


She stopped. The Person in charge was not likely to be sympathetic.


The Angel said, “I’m just trying to acquaint you with the rules.”


“I’m dead,” Rose wailed. “I shouldn’t have rules!”


“It’s not all bad,” the Angel said hastily. “You can make your astral body as young as you like, for instance. But sunlight is a problem. Living people have trouble seeing astral material in sunlight.”


For the first time in years she wished Fred were around, that con man. He could have found a way out of this for her if he’d felt like showing off.


“It’s not fair!” Rose said. “My G—Listen, what about crosses? Am I supposed to be afraid of crosses?”


“Well,” the Angel said, “in itself the cross is just a cross, but there’s the weight of the dominant culture to consider, and all its symbols. When Western people see a cross, what are they most likely to think of, whether they’re personally Christians or not?”


Rose caught herself in time to avoid glancing upward at the shadow giant in the sky. Little charges of terror ran through her so that she felt herself ripple like a shower curtain in a draft. No poor scared dead person would be able to hold her astral self together under that kind of stress.


The Angel began to move away from her, pacing solemnly on the air over the street where a cab trapped by a double-parked delivery truck was honking dementedly.


“Wait, wait,” Rose cried, ransacking her memory of Dracula, which she and her sister had read to each other at night by flashlight one winter. “What about crossing water? Is it true that a vampire can’t cross water?”


“Running water can disorient you very severely,” the Angel said over its exquisite shoulder. “You could find yourself visiting places you never meant to go to instead of the ones you did.”


Water flows downhill, Rose thought. Down. Hell was down, according to Mary Hogan, anyway. She made a shaky mental note: Don’t cross running water.


“How am I supposed to remember all this?” she wailed.


The Angel rose straight into the air without any movement of the translucent wings she now saw spreading from its back. “Just think of the movies,” it said. “Film is the record of the secret knowledge of the cultural unconscious.”


“You sound like Dr Simkin, that terrible shrink my daughter sent me to,” Rose accused the floating figure.


“I was Harry Simkin,” the Angel replied. “That’s why I’m doing your intake work.” It folded its aristocratic hands and receded rapidly toward the high, rolling clouds.


“My God, you were a young man,” Rose called after it. “Nobody told me you died.”


The door onto the roof burst open with a crash and two boys lugging heavily weighted plastic bags tumbled out, shouting. Ignoring Rose, they rushed to the parapet. Each one took a spoiled grapefruit out of one of the bags and leaned out into space, giggling and pointing, choosing a passing car roof to aim for.


Rose sidled up to the smaller one and cleared her throat. As loudly as she could she said, “Young man, how would you like to meet a real vampire?”


He lobbed a grapefruit and ducked behind the parapet, howling in triumph at the meaty sound of impact from below but apparently deaf to Rose’s voice. Revolting child. Rose bent over and tried to bite his neck. He didn’t seem to notice. But she couldn’t unwrap the scarf he wore, her fingers slipped through the fabric. So she aimed for a very small patch of exposed skin, but she had no fangs that she could discover and made no impression on his grimy neck.


The whole thing was a ludicrous failure. Worse, she couldn’t imagine how it could work, which did not augur well for her future as a vampire. Maybe the Angel had lied. Maybe it was really a devil in disguise. She had never trusted that Simkin anyway.


Worst of all, she was continually aware of the looming, ever-darkening presence, distant but palpable to her spirit, of Him whom Papa Sol had scoffed at with good socialist scorn. It was all so unfair! Since He was up there after all, why didn’t He do something about these horrible boys instead of harassing a poor dead old woman?


Rose didn’t want Him witnessing her ineptitude, which might inspire Him to drag her up there to face Him right now. She gave up on the grapefruit-hurling boys and drifted back down to 14C.


It gave her some satisfaction to sift under the sealed apartment door in the form of an astral mist. She floated around admiring the handsomely appointed rooms; she had always had excellent taste.


In the bathroom the tub was empty and reeked of pine-scented disinfectant. Someone had already made off with her silver-backed hairbrush, she noted. But what did that matter, given that her strides were unusually long and slightly bounding, as if she were an astronaut walking on the moon?This could only mean that she was lightening up, just as the Angel had warned.


Frantically she clawed astral material out of the air and patted it into place as best she could, praying that in the absence of blood this astral gunk itself might help to hold her down until somebody came and consented to be a – donor. Her children would come, if only to calculate the considerable value of her things. She was determined to greet them as herself, or as near to that as she could get, to cushion the shock of her request for their donations.


She couldn’t see herself in the mirror to check the likeness or to inspect her mouth for fangs. Astral material had a number of limitations, it seemed, among them inability to cast a reflection. She couldn’t even turn on the television; her astral fingers wouldn’t grip the switch. She couldn’t pick up things, the Chinese figurines and fine French clocks that she had brought back from travel and had converted into lamps. Very nice lamps, too. Fred had done his import deals or whatever had been really going on – half the time she had thought him a secret arms trader – but Rose was the one who had had the eye.


My God, she’d been a shopper!


How light she was, how near to drifting – up. No wonder vampires were so urgent about their hunger. By the time Bill the super showed up with two yuppies in tow, Rose felt that for the first time she understood what her daughter Roberta used to mean by that awful phrase “strung out”.


Bill was saying, “—first refusal on the lease, that’s the law, but if nobody in the old lady’s family wants to take it up, then—”


He saw her – the windowpanes, Rose noted, were now dark – and turned red. “I don’t know how you got in here, lady, but you’ll have to leave.”


He didn’t seem to recognize her. Of course he wasn’t expecting her. Maybe she hadn’t done such a hot job with the astral stuff?


She said firmly, “Bill, I have every right to be here, and if these are prospective new tenants you’ve sneaked in for bribe money, they ought to know that I’m staying.”


The young woman said, “Excuse me, but who is this?”


The color drained from Bill’s face. He said hoarsely, “What are you doing here, Mrs Blum? You were dead in the tub, I found you.” He waved his arms. “You can’t stay here!”


“Let’s cut the crap, all right?” the young man said. He thrust money at Rose. Several fifties and three of his fingers went through her forearm.


“Ted, she’s a ghost,” the woman said, clutching at his coat. “She must be the ghost of the woman who died here.”


“Well,” Ted said, letting his extended hand float slowly back down to his side. “Tiffany, honey, I think you’re right. So, uh, what would you think about living in a haunted, I mean, co-occupying with, um? I’m sure we could work something out, a sort of timeshare arrangement? I mean, look at the height of these ceilings.”


Rose said, “Sure, we can fix it. All I need is for you to let me drink a little blood now and then. You could take turns.”


“Ah, Jesus,” sobbed Bill.


Tiffany’s eyes bulged. “It’s not a ghost,” she gasped. “It’s a vampire.”


“How much blood, exactly?” Ted said, pale but still game.


“I don’t exactly know,” Rose said. “We’d have to experiment a little at first—”


They fled.


“That’s a ten-thousand-dollar finder’s fee you cost me!” howled Bill the super, lunging at her.


His breath reached her before he did, and Rose felt her careful astral assemblage fly apart. He had been eating garlic, and the fumes acted on her new body like acid. Her consciousness bounced around like a beach ball in the slipstream of a speeding truck as her body dissolved.


Bill jammed his fist into his mouth and ran, slamming the door so hard behind him that a very nice French Empire miniature fell off the wall.


“Garlic,” said a familiar voice. “It’s a remarkable food. Completely dissolves the cohesibility of astral material.”


Grabbing for errant parts of her body, Rose grumbled, “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I tried to cover everything,” the Angel said.


“Listen, Dr Simkin,” Rose said. “I can’t do this. I’m no vampire. I’m a nice Jewish girl.”


“A nice Jewish radical girl, not religious at all,” the Angel reminded her. “You named your first cat Emma Goldman.”


“We were all freethinkers in those days, but so what? A Jew is a Jew, and Jews don’t have vampires. I can’t do this blood-drinking thing. It’s not natural.”


The Angel sighed. “It’s your choice, of course, but you’ll have to go up. Your life review is overdue as it is.”


Rose thought of God reviewing her life. “What about you?” she said desperately. “You must be drinking blood yourself, to be sticking around driving me crazy like this. You could spare me some.”


“Oh, no,” the Angel said, “I do all my work strictly on the astral, nothing physical at all. I don’t need weight.”


“Why do you look like that?” Rose said. “Harry Simkin didn’t look like that, don’t think I don’t remember.”


“Well, I like it,” the Angel answered rather shyly. “And I thought it would reassure you. You always had a good eye for art, Mrs Blum.”


“A lot of good it does me now,” she said. “Listen, I want to talk to Fred. You know Fred, my husband?”


The Angel cocked its head to one side and rolled its blank eyes. Then it said, “Sorry, he’s not available. He’s finished his processing and moved on to another stage.”


“What stage?” Rose said, feeling a surprising twinge of apprehension for Fred. She remembered all those New Yorker cartoons showing fat-bellied businessmen making glum quips to each other in hell, with pitchfork-toting devils leering in the background.


“Don’t you think you have enough to deal with as it is?” the Angel countered. “You’re bobbing, you know, and your head isn’t on straight. It won’t be long at this rate.”


“I’ll find somebody,” Rose said quickly. “I need more time to get used to the idea.”


“Don’t take too long,” the Angel said. “Isn’t it interesting? This is the first time you’ve asked me about anybody who’s come before you.”


“What?” said Rose. “Anybody, who? Who should I ask about? I’ve been on my own for twenty years. Who cares for an old woman, so who should I care for?”


The Angel, inspecting its fingernails again, drifted silently out through the pane of the closed window.


It was very quiet in the apartment. The walls in these old buildings were very thick, with real plaster. Rose had peace and quiet in which to reassemble herself. It wasn’t much fun– no point in making yourself look like, say, Marilyn Monroe, if you couldn’t see yourself in the mirror – and it wasn’t easy, either. At one point she looked down and realized she had formed up the shape of her most recent cat, Mimsy, on a giant scale.


She was losing contact with her physical life, and nobody was likely to come around and help her re-establish it again for a while. Maybe never, if Bill the super went gibbering about what he’d seen in the apartment.


She hovered in front of the family photographs on the wall over the living-room mantel. The light was hard to see by, odd and watery – was it day or night? – but she knew who was who by memory: Papa Sol and Mama; Auntie Lil with that crazed little dog of hers, Popcorn was its name (God, she missed Mimsy, and the others); the two Kleinfeldt cousins who had gone to California and become big shots in television production; Nana in her old-fashioned bathing suit at Coney Island; Uncle Herb; more cousins. She had completely lost track of the cousins.


There was one picture of Fred, and several of the two cute babies who had turned into Mark and Roberta. I should have stuck to shopping and skipped the kids, she thought.


Two pictures showed Rose herself, once amid the cousins now scattered to their separate marriages and fates, and once with two school friends, girls whose names now escaped her. As everything seemed bent on escaping her. She sat in the big wing chair and crossed her astral arms and rocked herself, whispering, “Who cares for an old woman?”


There was no help, and no safe place. She had to hold on to the arms of her chair to keep from floating several inches off the seat. If she didn’t get some blood to drink soon, she would float up before that huge, angry face in the sky and be cast into hell on a bolt of black thunder . . .


The door opened cautiously and a man walked into the apartment. It was her lawyer, Willard.


“Oh, my God,” he murmured, looking straight at her. “They told me the place was haunted. Mrs Blum, is that you?”


“Yes,” she said. “What time is it, Willard?”


“Seven thirty,” he said, still staring. “I stayed late at the office.”


Seven thirty on a November evening; of course he could see her. She hoped her head was on straight and that it was her own head and not Mimsy’s.


“Oh, Willard,” she said, “I’ve been having the most terrible time.” She stopped. She had never talked to anyone like that, or at least not for a very long time.


“No doubt, no doubt,” he said, steadying himself against the hall table and putting his briefcase down carefully on the floor. “Do you still keep Scotch in the breakfront?”


She did, for the occasional visitor, of which scant number Willard had been one. He poured himself a drink with shaking hands and gulped it, his eyes still fixed on Rose. He poured himself another. “I think I’d better tell you,” he said in a high, creaky tone very unlike him, “this haunting business could have serious repercussions on the disposition of your estate.”


“It’s not haunting, exactly,” Rose said, gliding toward him. She told him what it was, exactly.


“Ha, ha, you’re kidding, Mrs Blum,” Willard said, smiling wildly and turning a peculiar shade of yellow. He staggered backward against the edge of the couch, turned, and fell headlong. His glass rolled across the carpet and clinked against the baseboard. Rose saw a pale mist drift out of the top of Willard’s head as his body thrashed briefly in the throes of what she immediately recognized as a heart attack like the one that had killed Fred.


“Willard, wait,” she cried, seeing that his foggy spirit stuff was rapidly escaping upward into the ceiling. “Don’t leave me!”


But he did.


Rose knelt by the body, unable to even attempt to draw its still and cooling blood. The Angel didn’t show. Willard Carnaby must have gone directly wherever he was headed. She felt abandoned and she cried, or something like it, not for Willard, who had known, as usual, where to go and how to get there with a minimum of fuss, but for herself, Rose the vampire.


After they took the body away nobody came for days. Rose didn’t dare to go out. She was afraid she would get lost in the uncertain light; she was afraid she would run into the outwash from some restaurant kitchen and be blasted to such smithereens by garlic fumes that she would never be able to get herself together again; she was afraid of water running in the gutters and crosses on churches. She was afraid of the eyes of God.


She was bumping helplessly against the bedroom ceiling in doomed panic when someone did arrive. Not Roberta (as she at first thought because of the honey-gold hair) but Stephanie, from the next generation; her granddaughter, who wanted to be – what? An actress. She was certainly pretty enough, and so young. Rose blinked hungrily at her.


Someone was with her, a boy. Stephanie pulled back the curtains and daylight streamed in. She would not be able to see Rose, maybe not even hear her.


Rose noticed something new – a shimmer of color and motion around Stephanie, and another around this boy. If she concentrated hard, while floating after them as they strolled through the place giggling and chatting with their heads together, Rose could see little scenes like bits of color TV taking place within the aura of each of the young people: quick little loops of the two of them tangled in each other’s arms in his, and a rapid wheel of scenes in Stephanie’s aura involving this boy dancing with her, applauding from an excited audience, showing her off to important people.


Their hopes and dreams were visible to Rose, like sit-com scenes without sound. The walking-on-the-beach scene, a comfortable winter beach with gray skies and green sea and no sand fleas Rose recognized at once. She had had the same fantasy about Fred.


While he was having, no doubt, fantasies like this boy’s, of sex, sex and more sex; and sex with another girl, some friend of Stephanie’s . . .


“Dump him, Stephanie, he’s nothing but a wolf,” she said indignantly, out loud.


The boy was too rapt in his hormones to hear. Stephanie frowned and glanced sharply around the room.


“Come on,” the boy said. “Who’d know? It would be exciting.” Good grief, he was proposing that the two of them make love right here – on the floor, on Rose’s antique Chinese carpet! Rose saw the little scene clearly in his aura.


Stephanie hesitated. Then she tossed her honey hair and called him an idiot and tugged him out of the place by the hand. But she came back. She came back alone after dark and without turning on the lights she sat down quietly in the big wing chair by the window.


“I heard you, Gramma Rose,” she said softly, looking wide-eyed around the room. “I heard what you said to me about Jeff, and you’re right, too. I know you’re here. The stuff about the apartment being haunted is true, isn’t it? I know you’re here, and I’m not scared of you. You can come out, you can talk to me. Really. I’d like it.”


Rose hung back, timid and confused now that her moment had come. After all, did she really want her grandchild’s presumably fond memories of Gramma Rose replaced with the memory of Rose the vampire?


Stephanie said, “I won’t go until you come talk to, me, Gramma Rose.”


She curled up on Rose’s empty bed and went to sleep.


Rose watched her dreams winking and wiggling in her aura. Such an appealing mixture of cynicism and naivety, so unlike her mother. Fascinated, Rose observed from the ceiling where she floated.


Involuntarily reacting to one of the little scenes, she murmured, “It’s not worth fighting with your mother; just say yes and go do what you want.”


Stephanie opened her eyes and looked directly up. Her jaw dropped. “Gramma Rose,” she squeaked. “I see you! What are you doing up there?”


“Stephanie darling,” Rose said in the weak, rusty voice that was all she could produce now, “you can help me. Will you help me?”


“Sure,” Stephanie said, sitting up. “Didn’t you stop me from making an utter idiot of myself with Jeff Stanhope, which isn’t his real name of course, and he has a gossip drive on him that just won’t quit. I don’t know what I was thinking of, bringing him up here, except that he’s cute of course, but actors are mostly cute. It’s his voice, I think, it’s sort of hypnotic. But you woke me up, just like they say, a still, small voice. So what can I do for you?”


“This will sound a little funny,” Rose said anxiously – to have hope again was almost more than she could bear – “but could you stand up in the bed and let me try to drink a little blood from your neck?”


“Ew.” Stephanie stared up at her. “You’re kidding.”


Rose said, “It’s either that or I’m gone, darling. I’m nearly gone as it is.”


“But why would it help to, ugh, suck a person’s blood?”


“I need it to weigh me down, Stephanie. You can see how high I’m drifting. If I don’t get some blood to anchor me, I’ll float away.”


“How much do you need?” Stephanie said cautiously.


“From you, darling, just a little,” Rose assured her. “You have a rehearsal in the morning, I don’t want to wear you out. But if you let me take a little, I can stay, I can talk to you.”


“You could tell me all about Uncle Herb and whether he was gay or not,” Stephanie said, “and whether Great-Grandpa really left Hungary because of a quarrel with a hussar or was he just dodging the draft like everybody else – all the family secrets.”


Rose wasn’t sure she remembered those things, but she could make up something appropriate. “Yes, sure.”


“Is this going to hurt?” Stephanie said, getting up on her knees in the middle of the mattress.


“It doesn’t when they do it in the movies,” Rose said. “But, Stephanie, even if there’s a little pinprick, wouldn’t that be all right? Otherwise I have to go, and . . . and I don’t want to.”


“Don’t cry, Gramma Rose,” Stephanie said. “Can you reach?” She leaned to one side and shut her eyes.


Rose put her wavery astral lips to the girl’s pale skin, thinking, FANGS. As she gathered her strength to bite down, a warm sweetness flowed into her mouth like rich broth pouring from a bowl. She stopped almost at once for fear of overdoing it.


“That’s nice,” Stephanie murmured. “Like a toke of really good grass.”


Rose, flooded with weight and substance that made her feel positively bloated after her recent starvation, put her arm around Stephanie’s shoulders and hugged her. “Just grass,” she said, “right? You don’t want to poison your poor old dead gramma.”


Stephanie giggled and snuggled down in the bed. Rose lay beside her, holding her lightly in her astral arms and whispering stories and advice into Stephanie’s ear. From time to time she sipped a little blood, just for the thrill of feeling it sink through her newly solid form, anchoring it firmly to her own familiar bed.


Stephanie left in the morning, but she returned the next day with good news. While the lawyers and the building owners and the relatives quarreled over the fate of the apartment and everything in it (including the ghost that Bill the super wouldn’t shut up about), Stephanie would be allowed to move in and act as caretaker.


She brought little with her (an actress has to learn to travel light, she told Rose), except her friends. She would show them around the apartment while she told them how the family was fighting over it, and how it was haunted, which made everything more complicated and more interesting, of course. Rose herself was never required to put in a corroborating appearance. Stephanie’s delicacy about this surprised and pleased Rose.


Still, she preferred the times when Stephanie stayed home alone studying her current script, which she would declaim before the full-length mirror in the bedroom. She was a terrible show-off, but Rose supposed you had to be like that to be on the stage.


Rose’s comments were always solicited, whether she was visible or not. And she always had a sip of blood at bedtime.


Of course this couldn’t go on forever, Rose understood that. For one thing, at the outer edges of Stephanie’s aura of thoughts and dreams she could see images of a different life, somewhere cool and foggy and hemmed in with dark trees, or city streets with a vaguely foreign look to them. She became aware that these outer images were of likely futures that Stephanie’s life was moving toward. They didn’t seem to involve staying at Rose’s.


She knew she should be going out to cultivate alternative sources for the future – vampires could “live” forever, couldn’t they – but she didn’t like to leave in case she couldn’t get back for some reason, like running water, crosses, or garlic.


Besides, her greatest pleasure was coming to be that of floating invisibly in the air, whispering advice to Stephanie based on foresight drawn from the flickering images she saw around the girl:


“It’s not a good part for you, too screechy and wild. You’d hate it.”


“That one is really ambitious, not just looking for thrills with pretty actresses.”


“No, darling, she’s trying to make you look bad – you know you look terrible in yellow.”


Rose became fascinated by the spectacle of her granddaughter’s life shaping itself, decision by decision, before her astral eyes. So that was how a life was made, so that was how it happened! Each decision altered the whole mantle of possibilities and created new chains of potentialities, scenes and sequences that flickered and fluttered in and out of probability until they died or were drawn in to the center to become the past.


There was a young man, another one, who came home with Stephanie one night, and then another night. Rose, who drowsed through the days now because there was nothing interesting going on, attended eagerly, and invisibly, on events. The third night Rose whispered, “Go ahead, darling, it wouldn’t be bad. Try the Chinese rug.”


They tumbled into the bed after all; too bad. The under rug should be used for something significant, it had cost her almost as much per yard as the carpet itself.


Other people’s loving looked odd. Rose was at first embarrassed and then fascinated and then bored: bump bump bump, squeeze, sigh, had she really done that with Fred? Well, yes, but it seemed very long ago and sadly meaningless. The person with whom it had been worth all the fuss had been – whatshisname, it hovered just beyond memory.


Fretful, she drifted up onto the roof. The clouds were there, the massive form turned toward her now. She cringed but held her ground. No sign from above one way or the other, which was fine with her.


The Angel chimed, “How are you, Rose?”


Rose said, “So what’s the story, Simkin? Have you come to reel me in once and for all?”


“Would you mind very much if I did?”


Rose laughed at the Angel’s transparent feet, its high, delicate arches. She was keenly aware of the waiting form of the cloud-giant, but something had changed.


“Yes,” she said, “but not so much. Stephanie has to learn to judge things for herself. Also, if she’s making love with a boy in the bedroom knowing I’m around, maybe she’s taking me a little for granted. Maybe she’s even bored by the whole thing.”


“Or maybe you are,” the Angel said.


“Well, it’s her life,” Rose said, feeling as if she were breaking the surface of the water after a deep dive, “not mine.”


The Angel said, “I’m glad to hear you say that. This was never intended to be a permanent solution.”


As it spoke, a great throb of anxiety and anger reached Rose from Stephanie.


“Excuse me,” she said, and she dropped like a plummet back to her apartment.


The two young people were sitting up in bed facing each other with the table lamp on. The air vibrated with an anguish connected with the telephone on the bed table. In the images dancing in Stephanie’s aura Rose read the immediate past: There had been a call for the boy, a screaming voice raw with someone else’s fury. He had just explained to Stephanie, with great effort and in terror that she would turn away from him. The girl was indeed filled with dismay and resentment. She couldn’t accept this dark aspect of his life because it had all looked so bright to her before, for both of them.


Avoiding her eyes, he said bitterly, “I know it’s a mess. You have every right to kick me out before you get any more involved.”


Rose saw the pictures in his aura, some of them concerned with his young sister who went in and out of institutions and, calamitously, in and out of his life. But many showed this boy holding Stephanie’s hand, holding Stephanie, applauding Stephanie from an audience, sitting with Stephanie on the porch of a wooden house amid dark, tall trees somewhere . . .


Rose looked at Stephanie’s aura. This boy was all over it. Invisible, Rose whispered in Stephanie’s ear, “Stick with him, darling, he loves you and it looks like you love him too.”


At the same moment she heard a faint echo of very similar words in Stephanie’s mind. The girl looked startled, as if she had heard this too.


“What?” the boy said, gazing at her with anxious intensity.


Stephanie said, “Stay in my life. I’ll try to stay in yours.”


They hugged each other. The boy murmured into her neck, where Rose was accustomed to take her nourishment, “I was so afraid you’d say no, go away and take your problems with you . . .”


Seeing the shine of tears in the boy’s eyes, Rose felt the remembered sensation of tears in her own. As she watched, their auras slowly wove together, flickering and bleeding colors into each other. This seemed so much more intimate than sex that Rose felt she really ought to leave the two of them alone.


The Angel was still on the roof, or almost on it, hovering above the parapet.


Rose said, “She doesn’t need me anymore; she can tell herself what to do as well as I can, probably better.”


“If she’ll listen,” the Angel said.


Rose looked down at the moving lights of cars on the street below. “All right,” she said. “I’m ready. How do I get rid of the blood I got from Stephanie this morning?”


“You mean this?” The Angel’s finger touched Rose’s chest, where a warm red glow beat in the place where her heart would have been. “I can get rid of it for you, but I warn you, it’ll hurt.”


“Do it,” Rose said, powered by a surging impatience to get on with something of her own for a change, having been so immersed in Stephanie’s raw young life – however long it was now. Time was much harder to divide intelligibly than it had been.


The Angel’s finger tapped once, harder, and stabbed itself burningly into her breast. There came a swift sensation of what it must feel like to have all the marrow drawn at once from your bones. Rose screamed.


She opened her eyes and looked down, gasping, at the Angel. Already she was rising like some light, vaned seed on the wind. She saw the Angel point downward at the roof with one glowing, crimson finger. One flick and a stream of bright fire shot down through the shadowy outline of the building and landed – she saw it happen, the borders of her vision were rushing away from her in all directions – in the kitchen sink and ran away down the drain


Stephanie turned her head slightly and murmured, “What was that? I heard something.”


The boy kissed her temple. “Nothing.” He gathered her closer and rolled himself on top of her, nuzzling her. What an appetite they had, how exhausting!


Other voices wove in and out of their murmuring voices. Rose could see and hear the whole city as it slowly sank away below her, a net of lights slung over the dark earth.


But above her – and she no longer needed to direct her vision to see what was there but saw directly with her mind’s eye – the sky was thick with a massed and threatening darkness that she knew to be God: still waiting, scowling, implacable, for His delayed confrontation with Rose.


Despite the panic pulsating through her as the inevitable approached, she couldn’t help noticing that there was something funny about God. The closer she got, the more His form blurred and changed, so that she caught glimpses of tiny figures moving, colors surging, skeins of ceaseless activity going on all at once and overlapping inside the enormous cloudy bulk of God.


She recognized the moving figures: Papa Sol, teasing her at the breakfast table by telling her to look, quick, at the horse on the windowsill, and grabbing one of the strawberries from her cereal while she looked with eager, little-girl credulity; Roberta, crying and crying in her crib while grown-up Rose hovered in the hallway torn between exhaustion and rage and love and fear of doing the wrong thing no matter what she did; Fred, sparkling with lying promises he’d never meant to keep, but pleased to entertain her with them; Stephanie, with crooked braids and scabby knees, counting the pennies from the penny jar that Rose had once kept for her. And that was the guy, there, Aleck Mills, one of Fred’s associates, with whom love had felt like love.


If she looked beyond these images, Rose realized that she could see, deeper in the maze, the next phase of each little scene, and the next, the whole spreading tangle of consequences that she was here to witness, to comprehend, and to judge.


The web of her awareness trembled as it soared, curling in on itself as if caught in a draught of roasting air.


“Simkin, where are you?” she cried.


“Here,” the Angel answered, bobbing up alongside of her and looking, for once, a bit flustered with the effort of keeping up. “And you don’t need me anymore. Guardian angels don’t need guardian angels.”


“Now I lay me down to sleep,” Rose said, remembering that saccharine Humperdinck opera she had taken Stephanie to once at Christmas time, years ago, because it was supposed to be for kids. “A bunch of vampires watch do keep?”


“You could put it that way,” the Angel said.


“What about Dracula?” Rose said. “Could I have done that instead?”


“Sure,” the Angel said. “There’s always a choice. Who do you think it is who goes around making deals for the illusion of immortal life? And the price isn’t anything as romantic as your soul. It’s just a little blood, for as long as you’re willing.”


“And when you stop being willing?”


The Angel flashed its blank eyes upward. “Your life will wait as long as it has to.”


“I’m scared of my life,” Rose confessed. “I’m scared there’s nothing worthwhile in it, nothing but furniture, and statuettes made into lamps.”


“Kid,” the Angel said, “you should have seen mine.”


“Yours?”


“Full of people I tried to make into furniture, all safe and comfortable, with lots of dust cuzzies stuck underneath.”


“What’s in mine?” Rose said.


“Go and see,” the Angel said gently.


“I am, I’m going,” Rose said. In her heart she moaned, This will be hard, this is going to be so hard.


But she was heartened by a little scene flickering high up where God’s eye would have been if there had been a god instead of this mountain of Rose’s own life, and in that scene Stephanie and the boy did walk together on a winter beach. By the way they hugged and turned up their collars and hurried along, it was cold and windy there; but they kept close together and made blue-lipped jokes about the cold.


Beyond them, beyond the edges of the cloud-mountain itself, Rose could make out nothing yet. Perhaps there was nothing, just as Papa Sol had promised. On the other hand, she thought, whirling aloft, so far Papa Sol had been 100 per cent dead wrong.




Stackalee


Norman Partridge


Stagger Lee – or “Stackalee”, “Stackolee”, “Stagolee”, and other versions – was a real man, Lee Shelton, who murdered William “Billy” Williams on Christmas night, 1895, in St Louis, Missouri. Versions of a song about the incident were sung by African-Americans long before folklorist John Lomax first published one in 1911. Stag Lee became a legend – either bargaining with the Devil before execution or hanged for the murder, but still so powerfully bad he kicks the Devil out and takes over Hell itself. The real Shelton Lee went to prison. Pardoned in 1909, in 1911 he killed another man while robbing his house. Again imprisoned, he was pardoned a second time, but died of tuberculosis in the prison hospital before he could be released. His fictional counterpart lives on, celebrated in song and literature hundreds of times. In Norman Partridge’s story, Lee pays a demonic visit to a modern musician who has sung “his” song.


Billy Lyons stared at the painted message above the fireplace. The red letters dripped, still wet, trickling down the grass cloth wallpaper and over the white Fender Stratocaster that hung above the oak mantelpiece. He dropped his car keys, took down the guitar, and wiped its polished body with his shirtsleeve. The red paint came off too easily, soaking Billy’s forearm. The few droplets that remained beaded like water on the instrument’s glassy pickguard, trapped beneath the strings.


The Fender slipped from Billy’s grip; a gunshot crack sounded as it struck the hardwood floor. Red droplets spit through the strings and spattered Billy’s tennis shoes as the instrument bounced once, twice, and then collapsed. He backed away, trembling, not thinking about how much the guitar was worth, not worrying about damage.


Blood, he thought, and for a long moment that was the only word in his vocabulary. Blood . . . not paint!


Billy wiped his hands on his jeans and stared at the message. Part of it had been written on the guitar, and now without the instrument mounted on the wall the red letters looked like a puzzle from some twisted game show. But Billy was a winner; he’d been clued in ahead of time and recognized the message well enough. It was the same garbage that had been eating at him for weeks, ever since his recording of “Stackalee” had hit number one.


Where’s my magic Stetson? That’s what the message had said, just like the postcards he’d been receiving. But this was one hell of a lot worse than a postcard – this had rattled Billy to the bone. Without thinking, he’d smeared the bloody writing and touched things he should have left alone, like the guitar, and the cops would be highly pissed about that. He’d probably screwed the whole crime scene. And with his fingerprints all over everything and blood splattered on his clothes and shoes, he might be accused of setting up the scene himself, for publicity.


The phone rang and Billy snatched it up, expecting to hear the song again, figuring that his tormentors would have their cues planned perfectly. Instead, he was greeted by his agent’s voice: “Billy, where are you? You were supposed to be here an hour ago for the costume fitting. We’re shooting the ‘Stackalee’ video tomorrow, remember, and—”


“They’ve been here, Alan,” Billy interrupted. “They’ve been inside my house. This time they stole a page from Charlie Manson’s playbook and painted a message on the wall. It’s about the song again . . . Jesus, I don’t care if it is a hit, I wish I would have listened to those old bluesmen and left the damn tune alone.”


“Calm down. What’d they write?”


Billy looked at the wall. The blood was dripping over the mantel, dribbling down the stone hearth. The words that had stared at him from the grass cloth were nearly illegible now, just pinkish shadows. “Doesn’t matter what they wrote. It was written in blood, that’s what matters, and it just dripped away.” Billy sighed. “But it was about the hat again. Just some silly shit about magic.”


“I want you to call the cops. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”


“I don’t know, Alan. I touched a lot of stuff. I got blood all over my clothes. The cops might think—”


A sharp series of clicks rippled over the line. Billy heard laughter, then the sound of a needle skating across a record.


“Alan? What’s going on?”


The answer came in Billy’s own voice, singing softly:


At midnight on that stormy night there came an awful wail –
Billy Lyons and a graveyard ghost outside the city jail.
“Jailer, jailer,” says Stack. “I can’t sleep.
For around my bedside poor Billy Lyons still creeps.
He comes in the shape of a lion with a blue steel in his hand.
For he knows I’ll stand and fight if he comes in shape of man.


“Alan, don’t pull this shit.”


“It’s not coming from my end, Billy.”


Floorboards complained in an upstairs bedroom. The receiver squawked like a wounded bird and then went quiet. A single thought hit Billy, something he should have realized long before now: if the blood on the wall was fresh enough to drip down the fireplace, the painter couldn’t be far away.


“Alan, I think someone’s in the house.”


“Get out of there. Get the hell out. If you won’t go to the cops, come over here . . .”


Billy dropped the receiver and ran for the door. He twisted the knob as his own voice roared at him from somewhere upstairs:


Red devil was sayin’, “You better hunt your hole;
I’ve hurried here from hell just to get your soul.”


Billy hit the brakes and the Testarossa screeched to a stop just inches away from a Pinto’s rusty bumper. Music slammed at him from six speakers, and he stared at the red light and tried to stop thinking about the blood on his Fender Stratocaster. He popped the clutch when the light turned green and the Testarossa peeled out, whipped up an on-ramp, and roared onto the freeway.


Yes, Stackalee, the gambler, everybody knowed his name:
Made his livin’ hollerin’ high, low, jack and the game.


Once more, Billy slapped at the tape deck controls, but his effort was useless. In the short time that he’d been in the house, someone had screwed with the deck. The knobs wouldn’t turn. The eject button wouldn’t work. The deck was caked with some kind of superglue, and the only song that Billy was going to hear tonight was his newest hit, his own version of “Stackalee” cranked up to full volume, over and over—


A horn blared from the right. Billy jerked the wheel and brought the Testarossa back into the fast lane. He glanced at the rear-view mirror and spotted the car he’d nearly sideswiped. A big lemon-yellow Cadillac. The Caddy flipped its brights and pulled behind him.


Shit. Billy eyed the pimpmobile’s smoked windows and angry lights, and then he eyed himself in the Testarossa’s rearview mirror. His long blond hair was stringy with sweat (the same hair that Tiger Beat always referred to as “Lyons’ mane”), and his eyes were swimming with fear.


Billy looked away. He rolled down the window and gulped a deep breath of winter air as he hit the gas, leaving the Caddy behind.


It was on one cold and frosty night
When Stackalee and Billy Lyons had one awful fight.
All about an old Stetson hat.


Billy stared at the tape deck, his lips curling in disgust. “It’ll be a great record, Billy,” he said, his voice a lisping imitation of his agent’s. “Folk music’s in. Ethnic music too. We can hire these Delta blues boys for next to nothing. It worked for Paul Simon, didn’t it? He gave those African singers a hit record, and you can do the same thing for these old boys.”


Billy gripped the wheel and thought about that. The Delta bluesmen hadn’t even cared about having a hit. They’d only wanted the money. All through the session they’d treated Billy like a plantation overseer who was pushing for an extra bag of cotton. Oh, they’d been polite about it, but they’d never gone out of their way to influence the project. Until Alan said that they should record “Stackalee”, that is.


The old men wouldn’t touch it. “You shouldn’t ought to sing that one,” said a guitar player called Iron Box Jack.


“Why not?” Alan asked. “It’s too perfect to pass up. It’s got a guy called Billy Lyons in it, just like our Billy.”


Iron Box shook his head. “That’s ’xactly why. Boy name of Billy Lyons shouldn’t even be thinkin’ ’bout Stackalee, let alone singing ’bout him. Man, don’t you know about Stack? Don’t you know that old Scratch give him a magic oxblood Stetson that allow him to do all kind of devilment? Don’t you know how he shot Billy Lyons on account of he thought Billy stole his magic hat?” The old man looked straight at Billy. “You don’t want to sing that one. Stack’s a trickster, Billy. He might use you to worm his way out of hell.”


Billy laughed. Alan shook his head.


“Iron Box, they don’t believe you,” a wizened bass player said. “Why, just look at ’em. They ain’t got no knowledge of that stuff.”


“Guys, guys, it’s just a song,” Alan began, but the conciliatory coaxing routine didn’t work with this crew. The bluesmen flat-out refused to record “Stackalee” with a singer named Billy Lyons, contract or no. So Billy did the only thing possible to please Alan – he strapped on an old acoustic and went into the studio alone, where he made a hit record that put anything Springsteen did on Nebraska to shame.


Thinking about that, Billy smiled in spite of himself, and in spite of the damn song blaring in his ears. He’d shown those old bastards, even with all the shit he was taking about it now. He’d shown them. He’d recorded the song on his own, without their help, and the fact that it was an unexpected hit was just icing on the fucking—


Billy’s head snapped back, slamming against the crown of the driver’s seat. Sharp pain bloomed at the tip of his spinal column. The Testarossa shuddered, Billy managed to pull out of a skid, and then his head snapped back once more. Black spots of agony danced before his eyes; he squinted around them and focused on the rear-view mirror.


The Caddy sat on his tail, its angry headlights blinking like wild strobes.


Stackalee got his gun. Boy, he got it fast!


He shot poor Billy through and through: the bullet broke a lookin’ glass.


A bullet exploded the Testarossa’s back window, ricocheted, and shattered the rear-view mirror before its power was spent. Billy ducked low, his neck muscles twitching spasmodically. The Caddy rammed the Testarossa a third time. Billy lost control of the car, skidded across three lanes and raced along the dirt shoulder, the Testarossa’s thick wheels kicking up beer cans and garbage. He screamed, braking just short of a chain-link fence that separated the freeway from a shadowy embankment.


The Caddy roared through a cloud of dust, its wheels spitting gravel that pelted the Testarossa, then pulled back onto the blacktop and sped away into the night.


* * *


The dust died down. Traffic whispered past Billy, the drivers unaware that the nation’s number one singing sensation sat locked in his fancy car at the side of the road, shivering, fearful of losing his dinner.


The worst part was not knowing who was after him. So many people had made threats. A headline-grabbing Muslim minister had called him a white devil, and a rap group from Chicago had threatened to kill him. It had been in all the papers. The rappers had called him “Massa Billy” and used his album for target practice. And they weren’t the only ones calling for his head; the critics were after him too. Rolling Stone had done an article claiming, not too subtly, that Billy Lyons had climbed to the top of the charts on the backs of a bunch of poor, old black men.


Okay, maybe he had, but who hadn’t? Had the critics forgotten about the Rolling Stones? Had they forgotten about Elvis?


He says Billy. “I always treated you like a man.
’Tain’t nothin’ to that old Stetson but the greasy band.”


Billy shifted into first gear and pulled onto the freeway. He was going to make it through this. He’d just recorded a song, that was all. He hadn’t done anything wrong or broken any laws. He listened to his singing, heard the pain and energy there. “I’m not Salman Rushdie,” he whispered, “and I’m not Pat fucking Boone, either.”


“Have mercy,” Billy groaned. “Oh, please spare my life;
I’ve got two little babies and an innocent wife.”


Billy entered Alan’s house through the unlocked front door. After spending an hour at the mercy of the Testarossa’s blaring speakers, his ears rang as if he had two enormous seashells jammed against his head. The whispering sound was worse than any shellshock he’d ever suffered after performing in front of the towering speakers he used at stadium shows. It didn’t hurt as much, but it was twice as haunting.


Billy flipped on lights as he moved from room to room. He covered the downstairs – all clear – and then started toward the stairway that led to Alan’s bedroom.


Billy paused at the foot of the staircase. Quiet. No music upstairs. No voices. He climbed into the shadows and found a light switch at the top of the stairs.


And then, standing alone in the dark, he noticed a knocking sound. Not anything with a solid beat, but measured, insistent. Definitely there.


Billy turned on the lights and almost fell backward. A man stood ramrod straight at the far end of the hallway. Big shoulders and an ankle-length black leather duster. An oxblood Stetson hat. No face.


A mannequin. Jesus. Suddenly Billy remembered the costume fitting for the “Stackalee” video. This was his outfit. Had to be.


“Alan,” Billy said, “this isn’t funny.”


Billy moved down the hallway, following the knocking sound that seemed to be coming from Alan’s bedroom. He pushed against the bedroom door, but it wouldn’t give. He pushed harder, the knocking stopped for a moment, and he managed to squeeze into the room.


The door fell closed immediately, pushed by Alan’s weight. The agent was still alive, but Billy could tell that there wasn’t anything left of him. There was a small black hole on one side of his forehead and a bigger hole on the other, and his white sideburns were sticky with blood. Part of his brain lay in a glob on the carpet, but there was enough left in his skull to control his right hand, which tapped a measured beat on the bedroom door.


The costume designer was on the bed. He had a similar wound, but he wasn’t moving. On the wall above the bed, four words were scrawled in blood: WHERE’S MY MAGIC STETSON?


Billy pulled the bedcovers over the designer’s corpse. A silver-plated Colt .45 tumbled out of the tangled blankets and landed at his feet. He scooped up the weapon and checked for ammunition. Four bullets remained. Billy clicked the cylinder closed.


And then he realized that the whispering ringing in his ears was gone.


Alan’s meaningless Morse code suddenly took on a steady beat, like one of the old bluesmen pounding a guitar to keep the rhythm. A gold bracelet on the agent’s wrist made a shivery sound like a tiny cymbal. Billy cocked the pistol. Involuntarily, his foot began to tap.


Billy licked his lips. He stared at Alan’s wrist, at the gold bracelet. And then he sang, his voice quavering with horror as the words spilled out of his mouth, unbidden.


The White Elephant Barrel House was wrecked that night;
Gutters full of beer and whiskey; it was an awful sight.
Jewelry and rings of the purest solid gold
Scattered over the dance and gamblin’ hall.


Billy slipped through the doorway, holding the pistol before him. The house was quiet now. He’d moved Alan to the center of the bedroom, where the only thing to tap was the lush, soft carpet.


The silence felt good. No seashell echo. No singing. Billy took a deep breath. He’d get into the car and drive to a police station, or anyplace where he could find people. He’d find safety in numbers.


At the top of the staircase, Billy turned abruptly and stared down the hallway.


The mannequin was gone.


A blast of heat boiled up the staircase; the smell of hot slag and brimstone burned Billy’s nostrils. He whirled and pointed the gun at the looming figure who stood in the shadows below. A smoky red glow enveloped the man, and Billy stepped back from the power of his evil smile.


“Thanks for the return trip ticket, Billy Boy. I’ve been too long in old Scratch’s Jailhouse.” The man grinned. “I’d surely rather spend my time in one of these here Cadillacs than in a little ol’ brimstone cell.” He spread his big hands, weaponless, and the song rumbled from his gut and boiled over his lips.


Stackalee shot Billy once; his body fell to the floor.


He cried out, “Oh, please, Stack, please don’t shoot me no more.”


“Not this time, you son of a bitch,” Billy said.


Stackalee threw open his coat and went for his gun, but Billy was already firing. The first shot pierced the Stetson. Blood and brain matter splattered the wall behind the black man, sticking there like gory pudding, but the Stetson stayed on Stackalee and he barely rocked back on his heels. The second and third bullets slammed into the big man’s chest, and the last hit him in the mouth.


Stackalee spit teeth, laughing. Blood pumped from the holes in his chest and dripped down his shiny black coat, pooling in his pockets and around the pointy tips of his boots. Again, he sang.


And brass-buttoned policemen all dressed in blue
Came down the sidewalk marchin’ two by two.
Sent for the wagon and it hurried and come
Loaded with pistols and a big Gatling gun.


Billy dropped the gun and wiped his bloodstained hands on his jeans; Alan’s blood mixed with the blood from the Fender Stratocaster. His eyes went from the stains to the gun to Stackalee.


Stack’s a trickster. Billy. He might use you to worm his way out of hell.


“No,” Billy whispered. “No!”


Stack nodded. “Fingerprints, Billy Boy. All yours. Powder burns on your gun hand, too.” Growling laughter, he pointed a long index finger at Billy and cocked the imaginary weapon with his thumb. “Bang bang, Billy Boy.”


Outside, sirens wailed.


Stackalee tipped his Stetson and disappeared into the shadows. His footsteps echoed through the house, keeping time for the lyrics that spilled over his bloody lips.


Now late at night you can hear him in his cell, 
Arguin’ with the devil to keep from goin’ to hell.
And the other convicts whisper, “Watcha know about that?
Gonna burn in hell forever over an old Stetson hat!”


Billy Lyons closed his eyes and whispered, “Everybody’s talking ’bout Stackalee.”




Bed and Breakfast


Gene Wolfe


Gene Wolfe’s wonderful “Bed and Breakfast” takes place at a homey place located on the road to Hell where weary wanderers can spend the night. Some of the “regulars” are demons, of course, others aren’t. Just because you are on the road to Hell doesn’t necessarily mean you are planning a visit, although literature is full of those who have – fictionally or faithfully – visited Hell and returned to write of it. Dante Aligheri (c. 1265–1321) may not actually have gone to Hell, but he wrote convincingly of a journey there with the Roman poet Virgil (70 BCE–19 BCE) as his guide in his Divina commedia. Virgil himself penned the Aenid, a Latin epic in which Aeneas travels down to Dis, the underworld, and visits his father. Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) claimed to visit both Heaven and Hell and converse with angels and demons. His book Heaven and Hell (1758) provided details. In 1868, Saint John Bosco (1815–1888), founder of the Society of St Francis de Sales visited Hell in his dreams, a trip he later vividly described.


I know an old couple who live near Hell. They have a small farm, and, to supplement the meager income it provides (and to use up its bounty of chickens, ducks and geese, of beefsteak tomatoes, bull-nose peppers and roastin’ ears), open their spare bedrooms to paying guests. From time to time, I am one of those guests.


Dinner comes with the room if one arrives before five; and leftovers, of which there are generally enough to feed two or three more persons, will be cheerfully warmed up afterward – provided that one gets there before nine, at which hour the old woman goes to bed. After nine (and I arrived long after nine last week) guests are free to forage in the kitchen and prepare whatever they choose for themselves.


My own choices were modest: coleslaw, cold chicken, fresh bread, country butter and buttermilk. I was just sitting down to this light repast when I heard the doorbell ring. I got up, thinking to answer it and save the old man the trouble, and heard his limping gait in the hallway. There was a murmur of voices, the old man’s and someone else’s; the second sounded like a deep-voiced woman’s, so I remained standing.


Their conversation lasted longer than I had expected; and although I could not distinguish a single word, it seemed to me that the old man was saying no, no, no, and the woman proposing various alternatives.


At length he showed her into the kitchen; tall and tawny-haired, with a figure rather too voluptuous to be categorized as athletic, and one of those interesting faces that one calls beautiful only after at least half an hour of study; I guessed her age near thirty. The old man introduced us with rustic courtesy, told her to make herself at home, and went back to his book.


“He’s very kind, isn’t he?” she said. Her name was Eira something.


I concurred, calling him a very good soul indeed.


“Are you going to eat all that?” She was looking hungrily at the chicken. I assured her I would have only a piece or two. (I never sleep well after a heavy meal.) She opened the refrigerator, found the milk, and poured herself a glass that she pressed against her cheek. “I haven’t any money. I might as well tell you.”


That was not my affair, and I said so.


“I don’t. I saw the sign, and I thought there must be a lot of work to do around such a big house, washing windows and making beds, and I’d offer to do it for food and a place to sleep.”


“He agreed?” I was rather surprised.


“No.” She sat down and drank half her milk, seeming to pour it down her throat with no need of swallowing. “He said I could eat and stay in the empty room – they’ve got an empty room tonight – if nobody else comes. But if somebody does, I’ll have to leave.” She found a drumstick and nipped it with strong white teeth. “I’ll pay them when I get the money, but naturally he didn’t believe me. I don’t blame him. How much is it?”


I told her, and she said it was very cheap.


“Yes,” I said, “but you have to consider the situation. They’re off the highway, with no way of letting people know they’re here. They get a few people on their way to Hell, and a few demons going out on assignments or returning. Regulars, as they call them. Other than that—” I shrugged “—eccentrics like me and passers-by like you.”


“Did you say Hell?” She put down her chicken leg.


“Yes. Certainly.”


“Is there a town around here called Hell?”


I shook my head. “It has been called a city, but it’s a region, actually. The infernal Empire. Hades. Gehenna, where the worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. You know.”


She laughed, the delighted crow of a large, bored child who has been entertained at last.


I buttered a second slice of bread. The bread is always very good, but this seemed better than usual.


“Abandon hope, you who enter here. Isn’t that supposed to be the sign over the door?”


“More or less,” I said. “Over the gate Dante used at any rate. It wasn’t this one, so the inscription here may be quite different, if there’s an inscription at all.”


“You haven’t been there?”


I shook my head. “Not yet.”


“But you’re going—” she laughed again, a deep, throaty, very feminine chuckle this time “—and it’s not very far.”


“Three miles, I’m told, by the old country road. A little less, two perhaps, if you were to cut across the fields, which almost no one does.”


“I’m not going,” she said.


“Oh, but you are. So am I. Do you know what they do in Heaven?”


“Fly around playing harps?”


“There’s the Celestial Choir, which sings the praises of God throughout all eternity. Everyone else beholds His face.”


“That’s it?” She was skeptical but amused.


“That’s it. It’s fine for contemplative saints. They go there, and they love it. They’re the only people suited to it, and it suits them. The unbaptized go to Limbo. All the rest of us go to Hell; and for a few, this is the last stop before they arrive.”


I waited for her reply, but she had a mouthful of chicken. “There are quite a number of entrances, as the ancients knew: Dodona, Ephyra, Acheron, Averno, and so forth. Dante went in through the crater of Vesuvius, or so rumor had it; to the best of my memory, he never specified the place in his poem.”


“You said demons stay here.”


I nodded. “If it weren’t for them, the old people would have to close, I imagine.”


“But you’re not a demon and neither am I. Isn’t it pretty dangerous for us? You certainly don’t look – I don’t mean to be offensive—”


“I don’t look courageous.” I sighed. “Nor am I. Let me concede that at once, because we need to establish it from the very beginning. I’m innately cautious, and have been accused of cowardice more than once. But don’t you understand that courage has nothing to do with appearances? You must watch a great deal of television; no one would say what you did who did not. Haven’t you ever seen a real hero on the news? Someone who had done something extraordinarily brave? The last one I saw looked very much like the black woman on the pancake mix used to, yet she’d run into a burning tenement to rescue three children. Not her own children, I should add.”


Eira got up and poured herself a second glass of milk. “I said I didn’t want to hurt your feelings, and I meant it. Just to start with, I can’t afford to tick off anybody just now – I need help. I’m sorry. I really am.”


“I’m not offended. I’m simply telling you the truth, that you cannot judge by appearances. One of the bravest men I’ve known was short and plump and inclined to be careless, not to say slovenly, about clothes and shaving and so on. A friend said that you couldn’t imagine anyone less military, and he was right. Yet that fat little man had served in combat with the Navy and the Marines, and with the Israeli Army.”


“But isn’t it dangerous? You said you weren’t brave to come here.”


“In the first place, one keeps one’s guard up here. There are precautions, and I take them. In the second, they’re not on duty, so to speak. If they were to commit murder or set the house on fire, the old people would realize immediately who had done it and shut down; so while they are here, they’re on their good behavior.”


“I see.” She picked up another piece of chicken. “Nice demons.”


“Not really. But the old man tells me that they usually overpay and are, well, businesslike in their dealings. Those are the best things about evil. It generally has ready money, and doesn’t expect to be trusted. There’s a third reason, as well. Do you want to hear it?”


“Sure.”


“Here one can discern them, and rather easily for the most part. When you’ve identified a demon, his ability to harm you is vastly reduced. But past this farm, identification is far more difficult; the demons vanish in the surging tide of mortal humanity that we have been taught by them to call life, and one tends to relax somewhat. Yet scarcely a week goes by in which one does not encounter a demon unaware.”


“All right, what about the people on their way to Hell? They’re dead, aren’t they?”


“Some are, and some aren’t.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“Exactly what I said. Some are and some are not. It can be difficult to tell. They aren’t ghosts in the conventional sense, you understand, any more than they are corpses, but the person who has left the corpse and the ghost behind.”


“Would you mind if I warmed up a couple of pieces of this, and toasted some of that bread? We could share it.”


I shook my head. “Not in the least, but I’m practically finished.”


She rose, and I wondered whether she realized just how graceful she was. “I’ve got a dead brother, my brother Eric.”


I said that I was sorry to hear it.


“It was a long time ago, when I was a kid. He was four, I think, and he fell off the balcony. Mother always said he was an angel now, an angel up in heaven. Do dead people really get to be angels if they’re good?”


“I don’t know; it’s an interesting question. There’s a suggestion in the book of Tobit that the Archangel Raphael is actually an ancestor of Tobit’s. Angel means ‘messenger’, as you probably know; so if God were to employ one of the blessed as a messenger, he or she could be regarded as an angel, I’d think.”


“Devils are fallen angels, aren’t they? I mean, if they exist.” She dropped three pieces of chicken into a frying pan, hesitated, and added a fourth. “So if good people really get recycled as angels, shouldn’t the bad ones get to be devils or demons?”


I admitted that it seemed plausible.


She lit the stove with a kitchen match, turning the burner higher than I would have. “You sound like you come here pretty often. You must talk to them at breakfast, or whenever. You ought to know.”


“Since you don’t believe me, wouldn’t it be logical for you to believe my admissions of ignorance?”


“No way!” She turned to face me, a forefinger upraised. “You’ve got to be consistent, and coming here and talking to lots of demons, you’d know.”


I protested that information provided by demons could not be relied upon.


“But what do you think? What’s your best guess? See, I want to find out if there’s any hope for us. You said we’re going to Hell, both of us, and that dude – the Italian—”


“Dante,” I supplied.


“Dante says the sign over the door says don’t hope. I went to a school like that for a couple years, come to think of it.”


“Were they merely strict, or actually sadistic?”


“Mean. But the teachers lived better than we did – a lot better. If there’s a chance of getting to be one yourself, we could always hope for that.”


At that moment, we heard a knock at the front door, and her shoulders sagged. “There goes my free room. I guess I’ve got to be going. It was fun talking to you, it really was.”


I suggested she finish her chicken first.


“Probably I should. I’ll have to find another place to stay, though, and I’d like to get going before they throw me out. It’s pretty late already.” She hesitated. “Would you buy my wedding ring? I’ve got it right here.” Her thumb and forefinger groped the watch pocket of her blue jeans.


I took a final bite of coleslaw and pushed back my plate. “It doesn’t matter, actually, whether I want to buy your ring or not. I can’t afford to. Someone in town might, perhaps.”


A booming voice in the hallway drowned out the old man’s; I knew that the new guest was a demon before I saw him or heard a single intelligible word.


She held up her ring, a white gold band set with two small diamonds. “I had a job, but he never let me keep anything from it and I finally caught on – if I kept waiting till I had some money or someplace to go, I’d never get away. So I split, just walked away with nothing but the clothes I had on.”


“Today?” I enquired.


“Yesterday. Last night I slept in a wrecked truck in a ditch. You probably don’t believe that, but it’s the truth. All night I was afraid somebody’d come to tow it away. There were furniture pads in the back, and I lay on a couple and pulled three more on top of me, and they were pretty warm.”


“If you can sell your ring,” I said, “there’s a Holiday Inn in town. I should warn you that a great many demons stay there, just as you would expect.”


The kitchen door opened. Following the old man was one of the largest I have ever seen, swag-bellied and broad-hipped; he must have stood at least six foot six.


“This’s our kitchen,” the old man told him.


“I know,” the demon boomed. “I stopped off last year. Naturally you don’t remember, Mr Hopsack. But I remembered you and this wonderful place of yours. I’ll scrounge around and make out all right.”


The old man gave Eira a significant look and jerked his head toward the door, at which she nodded almost imperceptibly. I said, “She’s going to stay with me, Len. There’s plenty of room in the bed. You don’t object, I trust?”


He did, of course, though he was much too diffident to say so; at last he managed, “Double’s six dollars more.”


I said, “Certainly,” and handed him the money, at which the demon snickered.


“Just don’t you let Ma find out.”


When the old man had gone, the demon fished business cards from his vest pocket; I did not trouble to read the one that he handed me, knowing that nothing on it would be true. Eira read hers aloud, however, with a good simulation of admiration. “J. Gunderson Foulweather, Broker, Commodities Sales.”


The demon picked up her skillet and tossed her chicken a foot into the air, catching all four pieces with remarkable dexterity. “Soap, dope, rope, or hope. If it’s sold in bulk I’ll buy it, and give you the best price anywhere. If it’s bought in bulk, I sell it cheaper than anybody in the nation. Pleasure to meet you.”


I introduced myself, pretending not to see his hand, and added, “This is Eira Mumble.”


“On your way to St Louis? Lovely city! I know it well.”


I shook my head.


She said, “But you’re going somewhere – home to some city – in the morning, aren’t you? And you’ve got a car. There are cars parked outside. The black Plymouth?”


My vehicle is a gray Honda Civic, and I told her so.


“If I ... you know.”


“Stay in my room tonight.”


“Will you give me a ride in the morning? Just a ride? Let me off downtown, that’s all I ask.”


I do not live in St Louis and had not intended to go there, but I said I would.


She turned to the demon. “He says this’s close to Hell, and the souls of people going there stop off here sometimes. Is that where you’re going?”


His booming laugh shook the kitchen. “Not me! Davenport. Going to do a little business in feed corn if I can.”


Eira looked at me as if to say, There, you see?


The demon popped the largest piece of chicken into his mouth like a hors d’oeuvre; I have never met one who did not prefer his food smoking hot. “He’s giving you the straight scoop though, Eira. It is.”


“How’d you do that?”


“Do what?”


“Talk around that chicken like that.”


He grinned, which made him look like a portly crocodile. “Swallowed it, that’s all. I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten since lunch.”


“Do you mind if I take the others? I was warming them up for myself, and there’s more in the refrigerator.”


He stood aside with a mock bow.


“You’re in this together – this thing about Hell. You and him.” Eira indicated me as she took the frying pan from the stove.


“We met before?” he boomed at me. I said that we had not, to the best of my memory.


“Devils – demons, are what he calls them. He says there are probably demons sleeping here right now, up on the second floor.”


I put in, “I implied that, I suppose. I did not state it.”


“Very likely true,” the demon boomed, adding, “I’m going to make coffee, if anybody wants some.”


“And the damned, they’re going to Hell, but they stop off here.”


He gave me a searching glance. “I’ve been wondering about you to tell the truth. You seem like the type.”


I declared that I was alive for the time being.


“That’s the best anybody can say.”


“But the cars—” Eira began.


“Some drive, some fly.” He had discovered slices of ham in the refrigerator, and he slapped them into the frying pan as though he were dealing blackjack. “I used to wonder what they did with all the cars down there.”


“But you don’t any more.” Eira was going along now, once more willing to play what she thought (or wished me to believe she thought) a rather silly game. “So you found out. What is it?”


“Nope.” He pulled out one of the wooden, yellow-enameled kitchen chairs and sat down with such force I was surprised it did not break. “I quit wondering, that’s all. I’ll find out soon enough, or I won’t. But in places this close – I guess there’s others – you get four kinds of folks.” He displayed thick fingers, each with a ring that looked as if it had cost a great deal more than Eira’s. “There’s guys that’s still alive, like our friend here.” He clenched one finger. “Then there’s staff. You know what I mean?”


Eira looked puzzled. “Devils?”


“J. Gunderson Foulweather—” the demon jerked his thumb at his vest “—doesn’t call anybody racial names unless they hurt him or his, especially when there’s liable to be a few eating breakfast in the morning. Staff, okay? Free angels. Some of them are business contacts of mine. They told me about this place, that’s why I came the first time.”


He clenched a second finger and touched third with the index finger of his free hand. “Then there’s future inmates. You used a word J. Gunderson Foulweather himself wouldn’t say in the presence of a lady, but since you’re the only lady here, no harm done. Colonists, okay?”


“Wait a minute.” Eira looked from him to me. “You both claim they stop off here.”


We nodded.


“On their way to Hell. So why do they go? Why don’t they just go off—” she hesitated, searching for the right word, and finished weakly “—back home or something?”


The demon boomed, “You want to field this one?”


I shook my head. “Your information is superior to mine, I feel certain.”


“Okay, a friend of mine was born and raised in Newark, New Jersey. You ever been to Newark?”


“No,” Eira said.


“Some parts are pretty nice, but it’s not, like, the hub of Creation, see? He went to France when he was twenty-two and stayed twenty years, doing jobs for American magazines around Paris. Learned to speak the language better than the natives. He’s a photographer, a good one.”


The demon’s coffee had begun to perc. He glanced around at it, sniffed appreciatively, and turned back to us, still holding up his ring and little fingers. “Twenty years, then he goes back to Newark. J. Gunderson Foulweather doesn’t stick his nose into other people’s business, but I asked him the same thing you did me, how come? He said he felt he belonged there.”


Eira nodded slowly.


I said, “The staff, as you call them, might hasten the process, I imagine.”


The demon appeared thoughtful. “Could be. Sometimes, anyhow.” He touched the fourth and final finger. “All the first three’s pretty common from what I hear. Only there’s another kind you don’t hardly ever see. The runaways.”


Eira chewed and swallowed. “You mean people escape?”


“That’s what I hear. Down at the bottom, Hell’s pretty rough, you know? Higher up it’s not so bad.”


I put in, “That’s what Dante reported, too.”


“You know him? Nice guy. I never been there myself, but that’s what they say. Up at the top it’s not so bad, sort of like one of those country-club jails for politicians. The guys up there could jump the fence and walk out. Only they don’t, because they know they’d get caught and sent down where things aren’t so nice. Only every so often somebody does. So you got them, too, headed out. Anybody want coffee? I made plenty.”

OEBPS/images/title.png
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

ANGELS
DEMONS

Edited by
PAULA GURAN






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
27 STORIES BY NEIL IMAN, GEORGE R. R. MARTIN,
CAITLIN R. KIERNAN, CHARLES DE LINT,
JOYCE CAROL OATES AND MANY MORE

il by Paula Guran






OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





