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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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





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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

Part I

The Marquee

 

 

 


 

One
 
 

OCTOBER 1988—HARTSFIELD INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT ATLANTA: 

11:43 P.M. 

 

Alan Kirby had been away from Georgia for only three days, but in those three days the weather had turned right around. 

The early-morning air of October 11, the day he had flown out, had been warm and dense as moist cotton: now, late in the evening of October 13, his lightweight suit did little to keep out the chill. He yawned hugely as he stood on a concrete island, waiting with a straggle of other passengers for the shuttle to take them out to the remote parking areas. Kirby’s right arm felt heavy with the weight of his one small suitcase. The fluorescent light overhead burned his eyes, and every twenty seconds or so a jet slanted up into the night sky, roaring loudly enough to make him wince. 

With the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, Kirby pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose and massaged his closed eyelids, feeling the abrasive grit of lost sleep against his eyes. Well, at least he had cut a deal with his publishers, if not the deal he wanted. Money would be coming in. The dentist could go ahead with Laura’s braces. Janet could get rid of her decade-old car and buy a new one, or at least a new used one. They could buy groceries for a little longer. And all he had to do was crank out another paperback adventure of Chris Slate for Fairway Books, write another hardcover ghost story for the same line, and finish The Smart Boat Buyer’s Guide for Marketplace Publishers. An easy year’s work. 

He jangled the change in his right trouser pocket and debated phoning home. No, it was almost midnight, and on a school night; no use waking Jean and the kids just to tell them he’d be home in an hour or so. A shuttle bus pulled by in an eye-stinging reek of diesel fuel, but the bus was not his: this one bore the blue and gray logo of a downtown hotel. Kirby shifted his weight and idly looked at the other three people sharing the island with him: four people, if you counted the infant. A swarthy man, probably Cuban, leaned against one of the concrete pillars, his liquid brown eyes anxious over a short, straight nose and a thick black mustache. The man was perhaps thirty, slightly built, dark-haired, jumpy. He wore a long-sleeved white Oxford shirt open at the neck and khaki work pants, and he carried no luggage. He kept his chin low, hugged himself, and shivered as if he were freezing. Standing a little away from the man was a Career Woman. Trim in a tweedy gray business suit, she carried a folded Wall Street Journal under her left arm, and she stood in a scatter of overnight case, small suitcase, and attaché case. Her brown hair was done up in a bun, from which a few strands had escaped to trail along her neck. Over the tops of half-frame spectacles she looked not at but through Kirby, and she kept glancing at her watch every two minutes. 

The last one waiting was the woman with the baby. Ordinary and dumpy, a white woman somewhere just short of thirty, she wore a navy-blue skirt, white blouse, and a pilled red sweater. Like the baby she carried on her left shoulder, she had curly blond hair. The baby, certainly not yet six months old, was asleep, one hand balled against its mouth, the other clutched absently in its hair. The woman had no luggage other than a pink quilted vinyl diaper bag. She stood near enough to Kirby for him to smell the powdery, sourish odor of the baby. 

He looked at his watch: 12:01. The shuttle was slow. A jet blasted overhead again, and the baby stirred. It opened blue eyes, caught his gaze. He smiled at it absently in the way you smile at other people’s babies. 

It opened its mouth in a fierce grin and showed him its shark teeth. 

Kirby gasped and started. The woman looked over her shoulder at him, her eyes blank. The baby’s mouth and eyes had closed again. Its little Cupid’s bow lips were smiling. 

Kirby, still startled, was the last one on. The baby and its mother had taken the seat behind the driver. Kirby went all the way to the rear of the vehicle so he wouldn’t have to see them. 

The shuttle hissed in. Kirby, still startled, was the last one on. The baby and its mother had taken the seat behind the driver. Kirby went all the way to the rear of the vehicle so he wouldn’t have to see them. 

Teeth. A row of white curved teeth, pearly and sharp, not like teeth at all, really, but like—like the claws of a cat. Two dozen teeth at least, protruding from pink little gums, clutching inward— 

Kirby groaned. God, don’t let it be starting again. Not now. He amended his inward prayer: Not ever. 

The shuttle lurched forward. He stared out the window, across the sea of car tops. The bus made five stops, and he was the last passenger off. His car, a three-year-old Dodge wagon, was where he had left it. He got in, started the engine, and left the lot at twenty minutes past midnight. 

Driving north toward Atlanta on I-85, he turned on the radio. He punched the third button from the left for WSB, the station he habitually listened to while driving through the city. During the day they had good traffic information. At night he found the noise the least objectionable on the AM dial. 

Past the gold-domed capitol building, north, under the Peachtree MARTA station. Sparse traffic this late. By a quarter to one, Kirby was well north of the city, settling in to the last leg of his drive. A tractor-trailer rumbled past in the fast lane, and the radio signal faded out. 

He punched a couple of other buttons, trying to pick up another station. Though WSB should have been clear and strong— 

The radio laughed at him. 

Kirby jerked his hand away as though the pushbuttons had glowed red-hot. The radio laughed again, a papery, staticky hissing sound. “This time,” it promised, “you will die.” 

Kirby snapped the radio off. 

“One of your friends,” the implacable voice went on, a voice he remembered from years past, a voice heard not in his ears but in his head, “is already mine.” 

“Shut up!” Kirby screamed. He suddenly became aware that the tractor-trailer, only a few hundred yards ahead of him, had stopped dead. He jammed on the brakes. The wagon screeched and slewed left, then right. It came to a stop with its hood only inches from the rear of the truck. The truck crept forward at five miles an hour. Kirby followed, shaking. 

He passed a nasty accident, one small red sports car split in half, a heavier American car—a Ford?—upside down on the median. Troopers clustered, blue lights flashed, and someone waved him past the carnage. 

The radio remained silent for the rest of the drive. Nothing else happened. 

Until he reached the exit ramp. 

It led down off the interstate into pine thickets and darkness. He followed it, sick at heart, nauseated. He had a feeling, now, that something was about to happen. 

The mother and child stepped out from the shoulder of the ramp. She stood in front of the car. He couldn’t miss her, he knew he couldn’t, even as his foot stamped the brake— 

She threw the baby at him— 

He closed his eyes as the body slammed against the windshield— 

Opened them to see one tiny, pudgy hand gripping the wiper, which was pulled up, out from the blood-smeared windshield— 

The car crunched over the mother’s body— 

Kirby stamped hard on the accelerator, left a patch, sped to the foot of the ramp, and as suddenly jammed on the brakes. 

The small body lost its grip on the wiper and went hurtling out into the dark, somewhere ahead of the car’s lights. 

Kirby reached for the flashlight in the glove compartment, got out, flashed it behind him. No body. The wiper was in place, unwarped. And no trace of an impact showed on the front of the car. He did not go into the dark to seek the baby. He drove to the west, across a truss bridge over a dark expanse of water, an inlet of the sprawling Lake Lanier. 

Home was only six miles away. He parked his car next to his wife’s ten-year-old Toyota, got out, and stepped lively over to the front door. He thought he heard something rustling behind him in the dark, nearly dropped his keys, retrieved them, got the door unlocked, got inside, slammed it again, locked it, and stood breathing hard. 

The house was too quiet. Oh, God, not the kids. 

But ten-year-old Jay and twelve-year-old Laura were sound asleep. Janet woke up long enough to give him a sleepy kiss. He went into the kitchen, took the phone off the hook, and dialed a familiar number. 

She answered before one ring had finished. “Alan?” 

“Yes. You, too?” 

“One of the dreams. It was bad. Are you all right?” 

He exhaled, a relieved sigh, and hooked a chair over from the counter with his foot. “Yes. You?” 

“Another false alarm all the way around.” 

“I shouldn’t have left town.” 

“Nonsense. You can’t be a prisoner there.” 

“I wonder about—about the others.” 

“So do I. What time is it now?” 

He looked at his watch. “Nearly two.” 

“You get to bed.” 

“Will you be all right?” 

She laughed. “As much as I have been in the past thirty years.” She paused and whispered, “I love you.” 

“I love you, too,” he replied, so softly that his wife, had she been awake and in the same room, could hardly have heard him. 

She hung up. 

Kirby got up from the kitchen chair, hung up the telephone, and stared out the kitchen window. The town lay down there, just about a mile distant. From this vantage point it looked almost the same as it had when he was a boy. You didn’t see the differences so much at night. The businesses on the Square had almost all changed, though. The store his father had owned was long gone, in its place a parking lot for the office block that had been a hotel. And up the street—well, the theater building was still there, but it was empty, or almost so. A furniture store was using it as a makeshift warehouse. 

The lights around the Square were what you noticed most of all at night. They shone blue now, not yellow as in the old days. Mercury vapor had exorcised the shadowy ghosts cast by the old incandescents. The Square looked safe at night now. 

But there had been a time... 

Kirby caught his breath. A pale shape was making its slow way up the slope of the backyard toward the house, crawling with deliberation, with obvious intent. He thought of the baby, of the teeth it had shown him— 

No. The shape came within the rectangle of light cast by the kitchen window, looked up, and meowed. It was only Long John, the piratical cat. Kirby opened the kitchen door, let Long John in (the cat writhed and twined between his feet, purring like a hovering helicopter), and opened a can of Little Friskies tuna. Except for the black fur patch over his left eye, Long John was truly silver, not a stripe on his long gray body, and he tucked into the cat food as if he had been long at sea on short rations. 

Kirby was not sleepy. He sat in the same kitchen chair and watched Long John eat. When the cat had cleaned the plate and had washed himself, he came and jumped up in Kirby’s lap. He smelled strongly of fish. Kirby tickled his chin. “See any ghosts tonight, L.J.?” he asked. 

The cat shook his head, his ears making a soft burring sound. 

“Then you’re one up on me.” Kirby grinned. He felt better now. Maybe it wasn’t starting again, maybe this was no rebirth but only a stirring, a blind malevolence reaching across the years to claw impotently at him. Something like this had happened half a dozen times before, a crazy nightmare world of hallucination breaking into his everyday perception. True, the nightmares had almost killed him once or twice, coming the closest in a steamy Asian jungle when he thought for a moment that an enemy soldier was his father, clamped in the grip of a tall, thin, inhuman man. But that had passed, too. Now, if the pattern held, there should be still another telephone call, and then he could go to bed—if indeed it was not starting again, if his luck held. He hoped his luck would hold. 

Because that last time, the first time, had been more than enough for him. He held the cat, stroked its head, and trusted himself enough to think back to that bad season, to that fall thirty-one years ago, and to the summer before it, the last summer of his life when he had been completely happy.... 

 

 

 


 

Two

 

1 

It is a clear, unseasonably cool August night in 1957 in the cotton-mill village of New Haven, not far north of the town of Gaither, Georgia. 

Harmon Presley, a duly appointed deputy of Frye County, sits in his year-old Ford patrol car, parked on the shoulder of Highway 199, near its intersection with Mill Street. It is twenty minutes to twelve. A couple of hundred yards to the east is the mill itself, and its parking lot. In twenty minutes the mill shift will change and Presley will get out of the patrol car, stand in the intersection, and direct traffic. But his mind tonight is not on law enforcement. It is on his belly. 

This morning he weighed two hundred and thirteen pounds by the bathroom scales, up from last month’s two hundred and eight. His uniform pants are tight in the waist and in the butt now. He knows he will have to do something about his weight before long. He takes a stick of Wrigley’s Spearmint Gum from a pack in his pocket, unwraps it, thrusts it into his mouth. As his jaws work, his big hands are also busy: he folds the silver inner liner around the yellow outer wrapper, doubles, it, doubles it again, working with speed and delicacy. He makes a neat aluminum package of the wrappers, the size of his thumbnail. He drops it in the ashtray to keep company with twenty others. Presley does not smoke. He cut out smoking nine years ago when he took Coach Crossland’s pregame lectures seriously. He never started again. 

His problem is food, not cigarettes. It’s Eula’s fault, he decides. His wife is too accomplished a cook for his own good. He sighs, releasing a cloud of minty scent. The mill, off to his right, hums. It is a red-brick building as long as an aircraft carrier, five stories tall, and its noise is the most constant fact of life in this part of Gaither. Inside the doors, in the humid air of the plant itself, the sound is a physical pressure, overwhelming, penetrating, felt in the bones. It is the reason that most mill hands go deaf in the upper registers before they hit forty. But out here, it’s almost soothing, partly electric, partly the distant crash of a waterfall. It is so utterly familiar that, if it ceases, as it sometimes does in power failures, people all through the mill village wake up and wonder what has happened.

Presley checks his watch: 11:49. Already a few cars are showing up, battered old Plymouths, Chevys, and Fords, a few cars even older, banged-up Hudsons, Studebakers, or even Kaisers. They turn off the highway, go east on Mill Street, then turn left into the mill parking lot. There they will wait, engines blatting, puffing exhaust fumes into the night air, until the departing workers clear spaces for them. Presley could get out now, but he’d rather wait. Incoming workers are slow. Sometimes if he is out of his own car, they roll down their windows and speak to him. They were the ones who started calling him “Elvis,” a name he hates, since he thinks of the singer as a white man who imitates niggers. Now almost everyone in town has called him “Elvis” at least once, but always in the daytime, and in public. Presley does not think many men in this town would dare to call him that face-to-face, in private. 

The mill parking lot is a dark stretch splashed with round yellow islands of illumination. The lights are incandescent, reflected by fluted iron shades. They attract moths, hard beetles, and bats; around every light Presley can see a cloud of the night fliers now. That’s another reason for not getting out of the car a moment before he has to. He hates bugs and bats. 

11:57. Presley sighs, picks up his hat from the front seat, jams it on his head, and climbs out. The Ford patrol car squeaks a little on its springs. He draws a lungful of cool air. The weather has become a lot milder than it was the past week, ever since the storms of yesterday week broke a long hot, dry spell. Five cars show up, running in a pack. Presley, standing in the intersection, motions them in. He is on duty. 

The real jam will come in five minutes, when the departing mill hands pull their cars out. They may run in companionable little groups on the way in to work, but on the way out they become individuals again, and that’s where they split up and get competitive. Not that there was much need for someone like Presley to oversee the process: mill workers were paid even less than a deputy sheriff, and they took good care of their clunky old cars. You wouldn’t catch them bashing into each other, at least not until payday, and then not until they had a few drinks of bootleg liquor in them. 

Twelve midnight, and one last car comes slowly south on the highway. It is the only traffic. The mill whistle blows. In a minute, the intersection will choke with cars, but the long black car coming south is, for the moment, alone. Presley waves it into the turn. 

It is, he sees with dull surprise, a truly old car: a prewar Lincoln—what did they call them?—a Zephyr, long-nosed and jet black. But it fails to turn. It draws even with him, and Presley is aware of a cadaverous face behind the wheel, a face turned his way and grinning. 

He whoops, lets out a startled squeak; then he is looking at the departing taillights of the black car as it heads on south toward Gaither. 

Presley, standing in the intersection, trembles. The sweet taste of spearmint in his mouth suddenly seems to send waves of heat through him. He spits out the wad of gum. 

Red-faced, Presley limps back to the patrol car. He slides inside, turns on the engine, and the tires kick gravel as he wrenches the Ford out onto the highway, heads it south. What the hell? Something about that guy’s face. But why did he scream like that, like a damn girl? It was just some thin-faced old man grinning at him. But the way he read that grin—there was death in it. 

In fact, at first he thought it was the face of a dead man, a man long dead, his head gone to skull and leathery dried skin. 

Presley grunts. He will go on through town, then will turn off the highway and onto Willis Road. He and Eula live in a five-room bungalow there. He will rummage through the dirty laundry and find his other uniform trousers, and he’ll leave this pair in its place. But he won’t wake up Eula. 

Meanwhile he drives with anger and humiliation, feeling the cold, clammy touch of piss all down his left leg. 

 

2 

Tuxedo Williams is returning home from an evening of adventure and amour. 

He has a hangdog look about him as he trots gingerly across the wooden trestle over Cherokee Creek—gingerly because you never know when a train will come clanking across, on its way to drop off cotton wrapped in burlap and cinched with steel bands, or to pick up bolts of woven cloth from the loading docks behind the mill. He knows he will face the wrath of Mrs. Williams when he gets back to the house on Tailor Street. But—he can’t help grinning to himself, despite the sickening stench of creosote rising from the trestle timbers—it was worth it. Anyway, it seems to him, as he turns west, breasting through stands of weed chest-high, it wasn’t really his fault. 

Tuxedo blames it on the long-legged bitch. 

Oh, he knew her for what she was the moment he caught sight of her, nearly five hours ago, just after seven o’clock. He had been lazing on the porch of the house, idly looking out on the street, every once in a while hearing the rush of traffic on the highway beyond, and under it all hearing the faint hum of the mill, out of sight at the far end of the street off to his left. He hadn’t been bothering anybody. And then she came strutting by on those long legs. She was interested in him, he knew, for one thing only: his simple maleness. 

She was aware of him. Oh, she wanted him, she was ready for him. Hell, he could smell her need from the porch. He rose, stretched elaborately and guiltily, and sauntered down the steps as if he wanted to go out for a breath of air before supper. Mrs. Williams, cooking in the kitchen way back in the house, didn’t even notice his departure. 

But the bitch did. She looked back only once, over her right shoulder, and then she walked on. Tuxedo followed her. As she cut through the Sylvesters’ yard, he was close on her heels. She crossed the highway and went down the hill behind Harmony Baptist Church. Still heading east, she crossed Walnut Street—it dead-ended, nearly a mile to the north, into Mill Street—and climbed up the rise toward the railroad tracks. That was perfect. Copses of trees, mainly live oaks, grew there, on the other side of the railroad, all the way up to the crest of the ridge. Beyond the ridge lay a couple of miles of woods. No one would be up there on an August evening. 

They found a private place, all right. She stopped in the center of a circle of five oak trees, dropped all pretense, and waited for him. There on the ridge, where they could rise up above the high grass if they cared and see the mill village spread like a toy landscape to the west and north, he mounted her repeatedly, to their mutual satisfaction, over a period of several hours. When at last she started to snap at him, he, also sated, simply walked away. 

By then it was ten o’clock. Tuxedo was a guard. He worked nights, and he was proud of his record. But tonight—well, if he went home, he was in for it. So he fooled around on the hillside, enjoying the evening sounds and smells. He startled a young rabbit once, and just for the hell of it he chased it a little way. Finally, toward midnight, he judged that Mrs. Williams would likely be asleep. Maybe it was safe to come home. 

It is 11:58 when he breaks out of the weeds. Off to the north, Walnut Street becomes a mill-village street, edged by identical white frame houses (saltbox in style because the architect who designed them in 1904 was from Massachusetts, though Tuxedo does not know that), but here the street is almost empty. This is the stretch between the poor white mill village and a section of feed mills, freight yards, and coal yards. This is, almost, no-man’s-land. On the east side, the hill rolls up to the tracks. On the west side lie a few scattered houses, and off to Tuxedo’s left, the intersection with Harmony Street. Tuxedo crosses and heads back up the hill, through people’s backyards, behind Harmony Church. 

If the proximity of the house of God strikes him with guilt, nothing about him shows it. In fact, his thoughts are on his partner of the evening, and, if anything, his grin becomes a bit more lickerish as he moves through the night. 

The midnight whistle blows down at the mill, a thin sound this far away. 

Tuxedo approaches Highway 199. He pauses on its verge, carefully looks both ways. You never can tell with cars. He reflects again on the bitch, wishes she were here right now, and steps onto the pavement. 

The black car comes out of nowhere. 

Tuxedo’s muscles seem to freeze on him. He has just started to leap back when the left front tire hits him. 

It crunches into his chest, forcing one startled yelp from his lungs. His heart is compressed. For one microsecond blood at astonishing pressure floods his skull, and the world flares out in a flash of white-hot internal lightning. 

The second wheel hits him, and he explodes. There are no marks on the highway to show that the driver of the car tried to swerve; indeed, the twenty-foot-long smear of blood seems rather to indicate that the Lincoln Zephyr crossed the center line purposely to strike Tuxedo Williams. The body, torn and spurting blood, rolls off the shoulder of the highway and lies there cooling. 

It remains there all night. In the morning Mrs. Williams will miss Tuxedo, will send her son Johnny out to find him. Johnny, after an hour of searching, will fail. He will be playing in the yard when Lamar Woodruff, a kid from the mill village, comes by to tell him what is down on the highway. 

Other kids join them: Billy Touhy, Clipper Nix, Cindy Fellows. They are all under thirteen, with Lamar the oldest at twelve years and eleven months, and Cindy—also the toughest, and also the one who broke them all in to smoking—the youngest at eleven years and five days. They scavenge a cardboard box with a lid from Mr. Pike, who has a little one-room general store at the head of Paxton Street in the mill village. Then they take the body down into the bottom land of Cherokee Creek—not far, in fact, from the trestle—to bury it. 

They make the coffin as neat as they can, lining it with soft grass. They wrap Tuxedo in a towel and put him in the box, which once contained twelve cans of Snowdrift Shortening. The five of them dig the grave, grunting as they turn over heavy brick-sized clods of wet red clay. When they have finished, after they have tamped down the mound over the grave, Johnny breaks down and cries, and then they all do, even tough Cindy. 

Tuxedo Williams was just a black-and-white little mutt, but he was a good dog. 

 

3 

At midnight, Brother Odum Tate, itinerant nondenominational evangelist, kneels in the dry sedge just east of the highway. He has come there to exhort Satan and to pray to God. 

His knees ache, and the earth, its dampness belying the arid grass growing on it, moistens them. He ignores discomfort. 

Brother Tate has become a fixture of Gaither in the last eighteen months or so. No one really knows him. He simply showed up one day, a scarecrow of a man in a rusty black suit, carrying a ten-pound family Bible under his arm, set up his post on the south side of the Square, and started to preach. He has been on the Square almost every day since. No one bothers him or bothers about him. 

If you had lived in Gaither, you would have seen him. Maybe, let’s say, you worked for an insurance company, and you had a lot of claims to do paperwork on, so you failed to finish up at the office. It’s early summer, still daylight at seven o’clock. You decide to go down to the Busy Bee for supper, take the forms with you, and catch up there. 

You see him as you park your DeSoto on the Square. You climb out into the warm evening, and the hoarse handsaw of his voice comes through to you: “Oh, be-WARE, brethering—hah! For Satan walks a-MONG you—hah! He walks as a MAN walks—hah! But he’s the old SER-pent—hah!” 

White globules of spittle fly as Brother Tate preaches, and his right arm pumps up and down in time to his pronouncements. His left hand holds the heavy Bible, open, balanced steadily. 

He glares right at you. “I’ve SEEN old Satan—hah! Oh, I’ve WREST-led the serpent—hah! I KNOW him when I see him—hah!” 

With a cold feeling in your spine you realize that he means you. He must. You, he, and Private Parks are the only people in the Square; and Private Parks, the Confederate statue atop its plinth, surely couldn’t be Satan. Walking away from the crazy man, you flush hot with anger. How dare he call you Satan! You, who are one of the newest members of the Gaither Jaycees! You, who only this year passed five hundred thousand dollars in policies sold! 

But as you pass under the marquee of the deserted State Theatre, a chilling thought strikes: What if he’s right? 

For you can remember a sin in your life, one that no one else has ever suspected. Yes, that one. And to compound it, you told lies about what actually happened, and yes, you got away with it, in the eyes of the world. 

But what about the eyes of God? 

Maybe Satan did get into you just a tad to make you do that. Okay, admit that much. But surely it didn’t hurt anybody. Well—not many people, anyhow. 

The crazy old man on the Square has done a job on you, all right. The taste of your supper at the Busy Bee is sour, and you linger over cup after cup of coffee as you finish your paperwork. It’s dark by the time you leave the restaurant and head back to the Square. The streetlights are already on. 

The Square is mostly deserted now. There’s not much to do in downtown Gaither after dark, not since old man Hesketh went crazy two years back and closed down the State. Your DeSoto is the only car parked on the south side of the Square. 

The preacher is gone, too. 

Too bad. You feel sort of—well, you make a mental note to give the old man a couple of dollars if you see him again. 

But you’ll try not to see him, of course. 

When Odum Tate came to town, he found first a job, then a place to live. He works for the Benton Brothers Lumberyard, near the train tracks east of town. He runs an eighteen-inch circular saw for eight hours a day, six days a week, cutting boards to specified lengths and widths. He does a good job, and he never comes in drunk. 

For this, Bobby and Benny Benton pay him forty-four dollars a week. Tate comes in at eight o’clock in the morning (Bobby doesn’t even open until ten, but as long as Tate’s work is satisfactory, the arrangement is fine with him) and starts right in on the job. All day he stands in the scream of the saw, feeling its vibration as he feeds it wood. His black hair, greased and combed back from his forehead in harrowed rows, collects sawdust. More sawdust speckles his forehead, crusts yellow and dry in his nostrils. All day he stands in the sharp turpentine reek of pine or the clean, sour scent of oak. He stoops slightly, but looking at his thin build and black hair, an observer would be hard pressed to say whether Brother Tate is forty or closer to seventy. 

At four o’clock he always stops work, walks the mile back to the boardinghouse where he stays—it is owned by Mrs. Hudson, and she likes him because he is neat, doesn’t drink, doesn’t smoke, and indicates that he thinks the late Mr. Hudson might have made it to heaven, by the infinite mercy of God. 

There in his room Tate takes off the overalls, bathes himself, and dresses in his black suit, white shirt, and black tie. He picks up the big Bible, walks the additional three quarters of a mile to the Square, takes up his station, and preaches. 

He doesn’t always preach to people. Sometimes he does, to be sure; sometimes he will attract a crowd of as many as a dozen, and when he is preaching the Word truly, they will chorus in with “Amen!” or “Preach it, brother!” At the end, they generally take up a collection for him, ten dollars or fifteen. 

More often Brother Tate preaches to cars. That is all right, too. A congregation of Fords, Pontiacs, Plymouths, Chevys, assorted pickups, jeeps, even a Nash Rambler or two will not yield him a soul; but their eyes will never drowse or glaze over from the length of his sermon. Often enough, they sit quietly, staring at him with their headlights as he preaches to them about sin, conviction, and the mystery of Jesus crucified. 

A few people in town think Brother Tate is a little bit crazy. 

He has had a good day so far. He finished work, got to the Square at about the regular time, and preached to a crowd of seven. A young boy across the street had yelled a couple of taunts at him, but Brother Tate ignored him. He saw the Lord working on at least two faces in the crowd, and he hoped they would find their way to Calvary and redemption before it was too late for their immortal souls. 

He had come back to the boardinghouse at eight o’clock. He had eaten simple fare with Mrs. Hudson and the other three boarders, then had gone up to his room to read his Bible. So far in his life, he had read the Bible through, cover to cover, thirteen times. This was the fourteenth tour, and he was just getting into the Acts of the Apostles. 

At ten he had turned off the one hanging light bulb and had gone to bed. 

He was out of bed again by eleven-thirty, disturbed by a sense of impending evil. He could not shake it. He pulled on his overalls and went out into the night. 

Tate crossed the highway just before midnight. He was in an empty lot. Down the hill from him was Walnut Street, and beyond that the empty ridge. He knelt in the sedge. He was far enough from the nearest house to exhort Satan, he thought, without disturbing anyone. 

He cries out, “Old serpent, God will crush your head beneath His heel!” 

The echo from the ridge startles Brother Tate. His own distorted voice makes him shiver. He can smell the grass on either side of him, a bleachy scent like fresh semen, can smell the water and sour mud of Cherokee Creek, which curves west not far from here, passing under the highway through a man-high culvert. 

12:03. Brother Tate is praying. He does not hear the last yelp of Tuxedo Williams, from half a mile to the north. 

The black car passes behind him. In the warm gust of air from its passing, Brother Tate shudders but does not look around. “Oh, God!” he cries aloud, in a voice drawn out as if in agony. “What trial hast Thou sent us? What evil has come to Thy people?” 

The night utterly swallows up these words. Not even an echo returns. In a quieter, wearier voice, Brother Tate earnestly begins to pray for himself, a sinner. 

 

4 

Three minutes to midnight. At the corner of Prior and Livingston streets, Andy McCory creeps into a doorway. Andy is drunk again. Right now he reeks of stale beer. His red hair is ruffled, his freckled red face vacant. When he spits, which he does constantly, you can see that his two top front teeth are stained with a black, spreading cavity. Andy, by common consent of the town, is no damn good. 

He is twenty-two years old. 

Frye County, like most of north Georgia in 1957, is a dry county. It supports forty-one places of worship and thirty-seven bootleggers. The bootlegging business is growing faster than the church business. 

Frye’s bootleggers, unlike the colorful characters from the Roaring Twenties that you see on the TV, are retailers, not manufacturers. They range from a man who can bring in enough popskull whiskey to anesthetize the whole VFW to smaller operators who bring in cases of beer from Atlanta or from Arcade, down toward Athens, for resale. Nobody bothers about the bootleggers, who are seen as necessary parts of society. They are even respected to some degree, for they are entrepreneurs, and men like them built this country on a firm basis of free enterprise. 

Andy McCory does what he can to keep four bootleggers in business. He has visited one tonight, and he knows he is too damn drunk to go home. So he will rest for the night in this doorway—it is in the Grizzle Insurance Building, but it leads up a narrow flight of steps to old Mr. Barrow’s photography studio—then go home in the morning. 

Andy is a family man. He has a wife, a daughter, and a son, all of whom he sometimes beats. 

But he’s always been a little wild. Back in 1950, when the Korean War broke out, Andy was fifteen, the summer was ending, and it looked as if he were going to have to sit through the fifth grade again. He made up his mind one afternoon and walked barefoot (he got one pair of brogans a year, just at the beginning of school) to the Selective Service Board in the Federal Building just off the Square, and went inside. He saw Jeff Saunders, the janitor, mopping the floor. “Hey, nigger,” Andy said, “whereabouts do I go to get to fight in Ko-rea?” 

Jeff showed him. But Miz Merrilees, the Selective Service clerk, knew that he was only fifteen, for all his five feet eleven inches and hundred and fifty pounds, and she sent him back to his mill-village house on Porter Street with a pair of burning ears. Andy’s father beat the shit out of him with a leather belt. 

That didn’t stop him. A week later he hitched to Atlanta, and there he found a recruiting sergeant who was glad to believe him. Two days later he stepped off a bus into the hottest weather he had ever experienced. “God damn,” he said. “Is this here Ko-rea?” 

It was, in fact, Fort Benning, near Columbus, Georgia. The bus had brought him about one hundred miles. At the end of the first week, Andy and all the other boys had to write home. Andy wrote: 

 

Dear Mamma and Daddy, 

Well, I guess you no I have run off I have join the army. I like it alright so far the food is lots of it but mamma not as good as your cooking. There is lots of us boys here to go and fight in korea. I will try to send some of my money home when I get paid I hope I will not get kill. Well, that’s all right now I will right soon again 

Your son, 

Andy. 

 

Andy never sent any money. He never wrote again. His father read the letter, snorted, crumpled it, and threw it into the fireplace. No fire was burning; Andy’s mother dug the letter out, unfolded it carefully, and put it in the family Bible. For nearly four years they would not know whether Andy was dead or alive. 

At first Andy spent most of his money on booze. Then when he got to Korea, he learned from the other soldiers that there were women who would let you do damn near anything you wanted to them for the right amount of money. Andy’s drinking slacked off after that. 

During his army career, Andy killed three men for sure and maybe another three. All but one of these were long-distance kills, unsatisfying to Andy. But that last one—man! 

His outfit had been advancing on a hill, another goddamn hill, through mud the texture of glue. Air support had blasted the hell out of the place already, but there were still a few enemy riflemen dug in. Somehow on the way up Andy got separated from his group. He came quite suddenly upon a wounded Korean soldier. 

He was a wizened little man, his face gray with pain. He had cast aside his weapon. His right hand was a splintered, bloody mess. He saw Andy approaching. He held his right hand away from the body, as though trying to keep the slow-dripping blood off his uniform. He held out his left hand and waved it at Andy, like a little kid going “bye-bye.” He jabbered something in his gook lingo. 

Andy stood over him. He had heard stories about how these slants would booby-trap themselves. He wasn’t about to touch the bastard. 

Curiously, Andy brought his M-1 to bear on the man’s left kneecap. The man’s eyes widened, he cried out, and, faster, he chattered some more. 

Andy fired. 

The leg buckled astonishingly, bent the wrong way. The knee was spurting ruin, the calf held to the thigh by only two thin strips of flesh and gristle. The little man howled. 

Andy grinned and shot the other knee. 

He worked his way inward, bit by bit: both legs, both arms. He was about to end the screaming with a shot between the gook’s eyes when the man simply died. Just like a gook, he thought. He fired the shot anyway. 

That was the best one, the only one he got to see up close. In 1954 he was discharged. He walked through the front door of the house on Porter Street, dropped his duffel bag, and said, “Well, I’m home.” 

His daddy cussed him out. His mama cried over him. 

Andy got a job working in the cotton mill, came in drunk one night and picked a fight with his foreman, and got fired. He found a girl to run around with, got her pregnant, married her, and found another job, one that didn’t pay much but one that he liked better. He worked for a chicken processing plant. His job was to stand beside a conveyor chain that came by a foot over his head. Dangling from the chain, clamped to it by their feet, were the chickens. Andy used a sharp, curved knife to slit their throats so they would bleed and die before the belt dunked them into boiling water. 

His daughter was born, then his son. Now he works long hours ankle-deep in chicken blood, and he figures he has the right to get drunk now and again. Sometimes, when he has enough money, he goes to the whorehouse south of town (one of Frye County’s big secrets), close to where Cherokee Creek joins Moccasin Creek to form the Little Cherokee River. Other times, when he’s broke but a little drunk, he goes there vainly hoping one of the girls will give him a free ride. When she won’t, he returns home to beat up his wife. 

That has been his pattern for three years. Sometimes at night he dreams about the dying Korean. He wakes up with an erection. 

It is 12:09. A long black car pulls up to the curb in front of Andy. It’s a real old car, he realizes through his alcoholic fog, at least twenty years old. It stops in the yellow pool of light under a street lamp. The passenger door opens. From inside the car a soft voice says, “I think we can help each other.” 

What the hell. Andy pushes away from the building and crosses over to the car. He rests an arm on the top and sticks his head in the open door. It smells new, leather and chrome and fresh oil. “Who are you?” he asks the dark silhouette behind the wheel. 

“A friend. I can offer you a job, Mr.—” 

“McCory. I got a damn job.” 

“This one’s better. All you have to do is push a few buttons, put a few things in their places. You can stay drunk most of the time if you want. As drunk as you are now, anyway.” 

“Shit.” 

“And later there may be other benefits. You can do things to people, if you wish. It’s better than chickens.” 

Andy is inside the car, though he has no memory of having climbed in and shut the door. “Like the Korean?” he breathes. 

“Better. Is it a deal?” 

Andy teeters a moment, then says, “Hell, yeah. I’m your man.” 

Then the odor of the new leather is just too much, too strong, and he gags. Before he knows it, he is sobbing, weeping, whooping like a little kid. Tears and snot run down his face. Somewhere inside a forlorn voice, his own, says you’ve done it now, you son-of-a-bitch. You’ve really done it now. 

The driver pats his shoulder awkwardly. “There, there,” he says. “It only hurts for a little while. There, there.” 
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On the corner of Bridge and Oglethorpe—which is to say, directly off the southeast corner of the Square in downtown Gaither—is a building that, according to a mangled tin sign over the marquee, is the STATE THEAT E. At 12:21, the front door of this theater is open, the padlock and chain gone for the first time in over two years. Andy McCory is banging around in the dark, holding an inadequate flashlight. Out front, under the dark marquee, the tall stranger stands. “Got it,” Andy yells, referring to the switch box, and the lights come on. The marquee blazes, and the yellow light bulbs around its border begin to flash off and on in synch, setting up a crawl around the bare white field of the marquee itself. Many of the bulbs are burned out, and some are broken, but the crawl effect works. 

“Good,” the man says. “Now try to find the things I told you about. They will probably be in the closet of the projection booth.” 

Andy curses, but he stumps upstairs. The other man reaches into his breast pocket—like Brother Tate, he favors black, but his suit is new, a crisp jet color, and his tie is the same inky hue—and produces a deed. He does not unfold it, but tucks it back into place and pats it. It is the deed to the theater. 

For thirty years the State Theatre showed all the latest movies to Gaither. It was, for most of that time, the only theater in town. In ‘48 a drive-in was built south of town, and it took some of the audience. Television took even more. But the real cause of the State’s demise was the decline of its owner, Mr. Elias Hesketh. 

Hesketh opened the State in May of 1925. He was not a young man then, but he was not old, either. At forty-one, he felt just fine, thank you, and was tired of working for someone else. He used all his savings to build the State on the corner of the Square, where the Simmons Livery Stable had once stood until it burned in ‘22. The State was a success. By 1954, when Mr. Hesketh hit seventy, it had been through its ups and downs, but it had always provided him a decent living. 

In that year, Mr. Hesketh employed a total of seven people: Venner Sosebee, the projectionist, ten years older than Hesketh (he had been the first and only projectionist at the State) but still a steady worker; Laurie Anderson and Minnie Willoughby, who took turns at the ticket window; Jamie Corrigan, Hannah Kraft, and Willie Boykin, who worked both as ushers and as concessionaires, dispensing orange drinks and popcorn; and Loftus Nable, who was black and who served as janitor. 

In January of ‘54, during a hard sleet, Mr. Hesketh closed the theater early and went out to his car, parked in the employee lot behind the building. Just as he slipped his key into the lock of his ‘53 Buick, the mild stroke hit him. His right hand went heavy and dull, and his head filled with liquid pain. Still, he somehow managed to drive home, where he took four aspirin and went to bed for three days, and then came back to work, over the protests of his housekeeper. (Mr. Hesketh had been married back in the twenties, but his wife died of influenza before he even built the State.) He was not the same after that. 

Loftus Nable was the first really to notice. Loftus did not like cleaning out the women’s room (both the men’s room and the women’s room, of course, were for whites only), even after the theater was closed and locked. He had a dread that some white woman would come across him there some time and scream rape. He always sang spirituals, very loudly, as he worked in the women’s room, and he kept the door carefully ajar. 

One night in February Mr. Hesketh barged in, his face brown with layers of Esquire shoe polish, and insisted on joining in chorus after chorus of “Roll, Jordan, Roll.” After an hour of singing, he pressed a fifty-dollar bill into Nable’s hand and went out, forgetting to lock the door behind him. Nable locked up, went home and sat for a long time in the dark on the edge of the bed he shared with his wife, Mauveen. He listened to the regular breathing of his wife, to the puffs and hums of his three sleeping children, all sharing the bedroom just next door. Finally he shook Mauveen awake. “Hon,” he said, “I got to find me a new job. That white man done went crazy.” 

Nable was only the first to go. That spring Hesketh fell into a pattern of ferociously reviewing the movies he showed. If something was in it that he didn’t like—and he didn’t like a great many things, Technicolor included—he simply yanked it and showed old Hopalong Cassidy westerns instead, of which he had a plentiful store. 

Attendance fell. One by one Hesketh let his helpers go. Finally, as fall edged into a cold winter, he even released old Mr. Sosebee, the projectionist. Mr. Sosebee, who had never missed one day of work because of illness, promptly went home, caught pneumonia, and died. 

By now, Hesketh showed only Hopalong Cassidy films, and rarely in any sensible fashion. The last reel might come first, or in the middle of one picture he might become bored and switch to another. All through the first part of December he showed movies to no one but himself. This culminated just before Christmas. He locked all the doors, turned on the projector, and watched nine hours of Hopalong Cassidy, in whatever haphazard order he could thread the machines, the first reel of one movie, a middle reel of another, part of a third, the end of the first, the middle of the first, part of a fourth, and so on. He wept as he stared at the screen, believing the confusion was not in the flickering black-and-white images up there, but in his brain. Hoppy would never get that screwed up. 

Past midnight he stumbled out the front door of the theater, forgetting to close it. He stood on the corner, his bearings completely lost. The temperature was twenty-eight degrees, under an overcast sky, and he was in his shirt sleeves. He wondered why it was so damn cold. It shouldn’t be this cold, not on the Fourth of July. He knew it was the Fourth because he could see colored fireworks strung up on every tree and telephone pole. And he couldn’t find his Buick. 

In a daze he walked north along Oglethorpe Street, past the jewelry store, the Bon Ton dress shop, past Clement Studios, past the Bevan Brothers Shoe Store, past the Georgia Pharmacy, past the Belk’s. Then he turned west, along Main Street, and wandered all the way to the corner, to the Trust Bank. South then, past the dime store, the other jewelry store, down to the furniture store; and then east again, circumnavigating the Square. He wandered like this for almost an hour before a policeman found him and took him home. 

This time his housekeeper called the doctor. By January the theater was closed. Along in February, Hesketh’s nearest relatives, some well-to-do cousins from Atlanta, had put him into an institution. The chain and padlock went on the door of the State, and its marquee went dark. 

Hesketh is still alive on this August night in 1957, but he is not even aware of the fact. He sits staring at the asylum walls during the day, lies down when they lay him down, and stares at the ceiling all night. “Wonder what he’s looking at,” one nurse asks another idly. The second nurse shrugs. 

How can they know that he watches insane, horrifying, disjointed Hopalong Cassidy movies in his head all the time now? 

Andy McCory comes huffing down the stairs. He carries a cardboard box that bulges and is warped with damp. “Got it,” he says, lugging this out to the man in front of the theater. 

“Good. I’ll sort these out. Did you find the other?” 

“The pole thangamadoodle? Yeah, it’s up there.” 

“Bring it.” 

Andy curses, but he goes. The man rummages in the box, pulls out letters, tosses some back, puts others on the sidewalk. Andy comes back, lugging the proverbial ten-foot pole. It has a three-fingered claw at one end, a grip and handle at the other. “Excellent,” the man says. 

He shows Andy how to lay the letters out in sequence, how to plan their arrangement. Then he shows him how to use the mechanical hand to pick them up, one letter at a time, and slide them into place on the marquee. 

Andy is still drunk. He drops some letters, gets others askew, but finally a ten-letter word marches across the marquee. 

The new owner of the theater goes across the deserted street. He stands between the two dwarf crabapple trees at the southeast corner of the Square and admires the lighted marquee. Then he crosses back over to stand under it. “Good,” he says. “Now take these back and replace them.” 

Andy gathers the mechanical hand and the box of letters and departs. Under the glare of the marquee, the tall man turns his gaze to the northwest. Diagonally across the Square, over the one-story bulk of the five-and-dime, in the distance beyond Moccasin Creek, Rainey Hill rises, a gigantic overturned rowboat in the night. Two streets circle it: Rainey Street, and higher up, Summit. Only a little of the hill is visible in the gap between the Confederate memorial and the higher building next to the dime store, and in this wedge only one or two dim lights, bathroom lights, burn. The man grins. 

“Are you there?” he asks softly. “I think you are. I don’t know you, but I feel you. Will you try to stop me? No, I don’t think you will. Or if you do, I don’t think you will succeed. This miserable town is mine.” 

His eyes narrow, and his face splits into the grin that frightened Deputy Presley earlier that night. “Wake up,” he says softly. Then he spins and walks through the front door of the theater, his theater. 

All the crickets, all the cicadas, fall silent. 
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Alan Kirby gasps and sits up in bed. The sheet falls from his bare chest. He wonders what has wakened him. He shivers: with the window open, the night feels like fall, not summer. He becomes aware of the silence. 

Alan slips from bed, pulls his sheet after him, drapes it around his shoulders as he used to do when he played Superman; but he is nearly fourteen now, and too old for such games. He wears the sheet only for warmth. 

He goes to the window, looks out. The backyard falls away to a little cliff, and beyond the cliff is River Street. Beyond that is the creek; and beyond that is town. Alan draws a deep breath. The night feels cool, lonely. Summer is dying, and he is not sad to see it go; for a time comes, even during summer vacation, when a boy has exhausted all possibility and faces a boy’s worst enemy: boredom. 

Summer is played out. The baseball games have lost their savor, fishing is long, hot hours of nothing, the whole world is as dull as the dust-covered magnolia tree out in the backyard to the left, many of its once-shiny green leaves already dry and brown and piled beneath it. Its fruits, the exact size and shape to make them wonderful pretend hand grenades for backyard wars, lie scattered and ignored. 

Alan frowns. Something about town is different. He wonders what it is. Fleetingly, he thinks of all the things this window has been. It has been a loophole in his castle wall, and the brick buildings and white frame houses of Gaither the tents of a futile besieging army. It has been the cockpit of a B-24 roaring in for thirty seconds over Tokyo, ready to drop molten death from the skies on the Bon Ton, the Confederate monument (really a cleverly concealed antiaircraft emplacement), and especially on the Gaither City Elementary School. But tonight it’s just a window, leaking premature fall into his room. 

Alan pushes away and in the dark goes out into the hall. The bathroom is to his left, his father’s room—Alan’s mother died when Alan was eight—opposite his. But Alan turns to the right, to the next room along, also a bedroom, but used by his father as a sort of study. It contains two walls of books, a bureau, a desk, two chairs, and a radio. Without turning on the light, Alan opens the bottom drawer of the bureau and fumbles out a brown leather case that trails a broken strap. Straightening, Alan bumps a hanging picture with his elbow. It scrapes back and forth until he puts out his hand to steady it. In the dark he cannot see the face, his mother’s face, that looks out of the photograph, but he remembers it. The photo stilled, Alan hefts the heavy leather case and takes it back to his room. 

Other kids’ fathers brought back rifles and sidearms from the war, or flags, or enemy helmets. His father brought back these binoculars, a powerful 10x50 instrument. He takes them from the case, rests his elbows on the windowsill, and begins to scan the town with them. A lone cricket strikes up, like a thumbnail rasped along the teeth of a comb, suddenly falls silent, and Alan shivers. That’s what he missed: night sounds, the frying of cicadas, the burr of crickets, the insistence of katydids. After a summer of nightly noise, the emptiness makes the world seem more than lonesome, makes it seem vast, vacant, dead. 

Something wells up inside Alan. He feels as he used to feel in the year after his mother died. Then, at intervals, reading a book, playing tag, swinging on the playground, he would suddenly be seized with the knowledge that his mother was dead, gone, and he would sob uncontrollably. Once he did this in Miss Turner’s classroom. She hurried over, saying, “Alan, honey, what’s the matter?” 

Lula Hartman, who was exactly Alan’s age, knew him better than the teacher did. With a terrible remote coolness, Lula had said, “Aw, he’s thinkin’ of his mama.” She had been right. 

His eyes brim now, for no reason. The field of the binoculars comes to rest on the little slice of storefronts visible over the roof of the dime store, foreshortening them. Alan checks them one by one. The marquee. That is different. The theater marquee is lighted up, the yellow lights around its border chasing themselves as they blink on and off, giving a false sense of movement, even with a third of the bulbs dead. Alan follows for a second, feeling vertigo. He thinks the lights are like people: one row of six flares to life, then go out. They are the parents, living their moment, then dying. The next row, the children, catches fire, then goes dark; now the grandchildren and on and on around, around, eternally, meaningless. 

Alan’s heart pounds, saying to him with absolute knowledge: “You’ll die, you’ll die, you’ll die. ...” 

He trembles. Through the binoculars he has just read the one word on the marquee. 

Alan pulls the sash down, slamming it hard enough to rattle the panes, dives into bed, cocoons himself in the sheet. After a moment he fumbles the coverlet up from the foot of the bed and pulls it, too, over his head. He cries in the dark, being two people, a frightened, weeping child and a boy at one remove from his own fear, hoping he can keep his voice low enough not to wake his father. 

He cries, but could not say why: he cries in deep and unknown despair. 

Even as he feels sure that he will sleep no more this night, the strident night insects strike up again, all at once. The night goes wild, riots with crickets and July-flies, katydids, even the thrum of frogs, the screech of an owl, voices raised in the dark; but to Alan the sounds do little to chase away the despair that has come with silence. They sound, to him, like laughter in a madhouse. 

He closes his eyes, still seeing the one word burned in blood-red letters against the marquee. Though he can read the word, he cannot understand it, interpret it, say why it fills him with a fear he has never known. 

Cool air drifts over him from the window, working on him like a sleeping potion or a magic spell. He falls asleep in an instant. Tomorrow he will not even be certain that he was truly awake, not until he notices his father’s binoculars lying discarded below the window. 

Tonight, though, he sleeps and dreams terrible things. 

And in dream after dream, in one form or another, he sees the word over and over, as though the glimpse through the binoculars has burned it on the inside of his eyelids. 

SHADOWSHOW. 

SHADOWSHOW. 

SHADOWSHOW. 

SHADOW 

SHOW. 
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Alan woke the next morning to kitchen sounds and smells. He slid from bed, the events of the night forgotten—until he saw the binoculars, on the floor under the window, standing upright on their objective lenses, like two dead soldiers (that was what his uncle Cal called empty beer bottles, left standing like that in lonely spots along county roads, dead soldiers) abandoned after a night of drinking. 

Alan picked up the binoculars, held them while he remembered, and then replaced them in their case. After a moment’s hesitation, he looked out the window, down at the town, a toy Lionel-train town at this distance. Nothing there seemed different. Grabbing a fresh pair of underwear and a worn but clean pair of jeans, Alan went to bathe. He liked to fill the tub usually, and lie submerged, but this morning he ran a scant three inches of water, washed in that, and hastily toweled himself dry. He pulled on shorts and jeans, went back to his room for a T-shirt, and then found his father in the kitchen, eating scrambled eggs and toast and reading the Atlanta paper. 

“Son,” John Kirby murmured. 

Alan grunted. He got his own dishes, scooped the rest of the eggs from the black skillet into his plate, and with movements almost ceremonial poured himself a cup of coffee. Every morning as he performed the ritual, Alan thought back to one of his memories of his mother: a woman with pulled-back brown hair and laughing green eyes, giving him a sip of sweetened coffee with cream, then saying, “That’s enough. It’ll stunt your growth.” 

He loved coffee with milk and sugar in it now, and somehow—he could not have said how—he even relished the little pang of heart the memory gave him every time he tasted it. “Anything in the paper?” Alan asked, sliding into place beside his dad. 

John Kirby shook his head. “Wars and rumors of wars,” he said. “And the governor promises two and a half million dollars to build an atomic reactor at Georgia Tech.” 

“Won’t help ’em beat Georgia, though,” Alan said through a mouthful of egg and toast. 

His father, who had (briefly) attended the University of Georgia, and who at least pretended a partisanship in the immemorial rivalry between the two schools, chuckled. “Today’s Wednesday,” he said. “What will you be up to today?” 

“Aw, nothing. You need me to help?” 

“Probably not today, son. You okay for lunch?” 

“I’ll make a sandwich.” 

“You can go across to Betty’s.” 

“I might.” But Alan did not plan to go over to his aunt’s, diagonally across the street from their house. His mother’s sister plied him with far too many semisuccessful experiments in baking and asked him entirely too many questions about the state of the Kirby household to make him at all comfortable. He finished his breakfast, collected his father’s plate and his own, and ran water to do the dishes. 

His father looked up in surprise over the edge of his paper. “Well. You must want something pretty bad.” 

Alan grinned. “Aw, Daddy.” 

“I won’t say another word. Anytime you volunteer to wash dishes—” His father shrugged and went back to the newspaper. 

Alan, standing by the sink, studied his father for a moment. He was a slender man, not too tall, but just above middle height. His eyes were very pale brown, and his hair, looking thin in the morning sunlight, was auburn with a few glints of gray in it. He wore rimless spectacles and a habitual expression of preoccupation. A mild man, an observer would think, and one who probably worried too much. 

The mild man looked up and caught Alan staring at him. The boy blushed, turned, and busied himself scrubbing and rinsing the dishes. “Better get a move on,” he said. “It’s nearly nine.” 

“Is something wrong, son?” 

For a second, just for a second, fear perched on Alan’s lips; but he shooed it away with a forced smile. “Aw, no. Just nothing much to do, is all.” 

John Kirby pushed back from the table. “If you get too bored, come on down to the shop,” he said. “I reckon I can find some use for you. Take care, son.” 

“You, too.” 

His father left him alone in the kitchen. Alan rinsed the skillet, dried it carefully, and replaced it in the slide-out drawer beneath the Kelvinator oven. If his dad had done nothing else, he had impressed Alan early with a sense of order and neatness, and by now Alan was a willing slave to a pernickety habit of putting everything in its place. 

He spent a few minutes reading the funny papers, but the house seemed too empty to him this morning, and, a little after nine, he went out, not bothering to lock the door—he could not remember his father ever having locked the door, and did not even know for sure whether a key for the front door lock even existed—and climbed on his bike. He would go down to town, not to the book and card shop on South Oglethorpe, but to the schoolyard. Somebody would be there, knocking a baseball around, maybe even tossing a football. Somebody always was. 

Alan pedaled his Schwinn hard, rode down the long, stomach-dropping hill toward the highway and the bridge. With the sun hot on his cheek, the wind shrill in his ears, he felt as if he were flying. For that moment, at least, the theater and its strangely ominous marquee were out of his thoughts. 
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Small towns change. You don’t notice it as much if you only pass through from time to time, but they do. Gaither changed from year to year and even from minute to minute—but then it had its unchanging traditions, too, for both good and bad, and because of the kind of place it was, it cherished both kinds. 

Gaither was a town set in its ways, inhabited by people set in theirs. Things tended to happen because they had always happened; that was reason enough. So the Free Will Baptist Church, for example, always presented a Christmas pageant entitled From the Manger to the Cross, and every year some promising male high school senior (preferably one suffering least noticeably from acne) was cast in the role of Jesus as an adult. Casting was done carefully each year; still, being human, and having (perhaps) free will, the boys ensured that about once every decade the minister made a mistake. 

Rube Bowen had been the mistake in 1912, though not in the actual production. He acted the part to perfection, everyone agreed; it was months later (on the anniversary, someone recalled at the time, of the sinking of the Titanic the year before) when the error occurred. Rube, thoroughly drunk on moonshine whiskey and astride a mule difficult enough to control even when her rider was sober, had plunged right through the window of Liberty Dry Goods, at that time the only true plate-glass window in town. Decently, Rube bled to death before people could talk too much. 

Henry Converse was the mistake in 1925, the year of the flapper and the flivver, though his fall had nothing to do with either. Henry worked part-time for Mr. Melton, the grocer. His wrong was common enough, and involved only the pilfering of small amounts of cash from the till. But Mr. Melton was unforgiving, and Henry had to spend two years in prison for his theft of a grand total of one hundred two dollars and twelve cents. When people saw him swinging a blade on the county roads, they thought of how thrillingly he had cried, “My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?” on the same cross that had crucified Rube. 

The next problem Jesus did not arrive on schedule. It was 1942, a war year, before it happened again. That year Bobby Waltrip played the part. His badness did not come out right away; it was not until 1944 that the folks at home heard that he had been court-martialed, away in France or someplace, for cowardice in the face of the enemy. Bobby was dishonorably discharged a few years later, after spending some time in the stockade. He never came back to Gaither. 

And then, of course, there was Paul Andrews, just a few years before, in ‘54. In the spring of ‘55, Paul had had to drop out of school and marry the girl he had gotten pregnant. Paul, too, had been particularly soulful as he admonished the daughters of Jerusalem to weep for themselves and their children.... 

But most of the Jesuses at Freewill had been good Jesuses, had grown up to marry good girls, work in the factories and stores of Gaither, and raise good families. John Kirby had been a Jesus, back in 1939, and he had turned out well, though somehow not quite as well as people had imagined he would. Of course he had married Mary Bolton, back when World War II had broken out, and Mary had given birth to Alan a respectable year and some months later; but when he returned from the war, John had not returned to college. Instead he seemed content to work for Mr. Bolton in the card and gift shop, gradually buying out his father-in-law’s interest in the store. He had become a Methodist, too. 

But that, as everyone in town knew, had been the Bolton influence. When a Free Will member once chided John for abandoning the faith of his fathers, John had leaned across the counter and asked seriously, “Will, do you think the Methodist church will get me as far as heaven?” 

Will Landers, many of whose dry-cleaning customers were Methodists, had stammered, “Well, John, of course it’ll get you to heaven...” 

John straightened up. “That’s where I plan to get off.” 

The retort went around town, as things do in a small town (Will even told it on himself), and after people chuckled, they looked at each other and said, kind of sadly, “John Kirby could have made something of himself.” 

John sometimes thought the same thing. He was thinking something like this on the warm August morning as he parked his car, a postwar (but barely) Studebaker sedan, in the alley behind the Dixie Hotel and climbed out, a maroon money pouch thick with paper and heavy with silver in his left hand. He let himself in the shop through the back way. In the tiny office, he tied his bow tie, squinting into a rectangular mirror. He had six bow ties, one blue, two red, one black, one brown, and one green, and they stayed in the office. Each day he wore one. Today it was the red one with white polka dots. 

He considered himself in uniform when the tie was tied, and he went through into the shop itself. He opened the front door, picked up a twine-bound stack of Atlanta papers from the stoop, and flipped the cardboard sign from CLOSED to OPEN. Back at the counter, he used his pocketknife to cut the twine. He put the stack of newspapers in its place, beside the three-times-a-week Gaither Advocate. This was Wednesday; a new Advocate would be in sometime after noon to replace the three or four Monday papers still in the stack. 

John checked his stock. Stationery items and sundries looked all right. The magazine rack was in good shape, though the Time magazine stack was low. Next to it the two racks of comic books were, as usual, in jumbled condition. He spent a little time putting the garish titles back in order—many younger customers preferred to leaf through them at the racks rather than buy them—slipping the DC comics into place, hardly glancing at Superman or Batman, putting the Disney comics, the Uncle Scrooges and Donald Ducks, in order, winding up with the less-approved Harveys, Little Audrey, Baby Huey, Casper. That chore done, John straightened and glanced around the store. 

The shelves were in good shape: the general-interest paperbacks, the mystery section, where Ellery Queen, Agatha Christie, and John Dickson Carr companionably shared space, the adventure/war/western shelf, the miscellaneous shelf. And at the back of the store, in floor to-ceiling shelves, his pride: the real books, the hardcovers. A Hemingway or a Faulkner might rest there for weeks before a sale; an inspirational book would go more quickly. But Kirby never returned them unsold to the wholesaler, these books, and somehow they all seemed to find homes eventually. 

A bell suspended over the front door jangled. John turned, smiled at his first customer of the day. “Morning, Miz Lewis,” he said to a young woman in a pink and gray blouse and gray summer skirt. “Can I help you?” 

“Oh, I hope so.” Her voice was comically querulous, belied by the good humor in her blue eyes, by the little laugh lines at their corners. “I need to put up a bulletin board at school, and I need some kind of background paper.” 

“I have some poster board,” John said. “Starting a little early, aren’t you?” 

“A little,” Ann Lewis said. “I’m bored, I guess.” 

John grinned. “I think my boy feels the same way.” 

“Well, it’s the end of summer. It’s time to start thinking of school.” 

“I suppose so.” John held up a flexible rectangle of poster board, shook distant thundery sounds from it. “Will this be all right?” 

“That’ll do fine. I guess I’d better have about a dozen.” 

John counted out a dozen sheets of the heavy paper, rang up $2.48 on the cash register, and made two cents change for two ones and a half from his own pocket. When the teacher had left, her purchase awkwardly under her arm, he filled the register till from the money pouch he had brought in from his house. The bell jangled again, and from then until noon John was too busy to think much about Alan. He did, however, hear from Mr. Howell Grady that the old State Theatre had a new owner, a fellow from out of town. A fellow named Nathaniel Baydon or something like that. John didn’t give it much thought. When he paused to think at all, in fact, for some reason his mind kept straying back to the blue eyes and blond hair of his first customer of the day, and once or twice he even wondered what she was doing, there all alone in the school building. 
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