



[image: Cover Image]





FACES


Leigh Kennedy


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The Silent Cradle


Florie O’Bannon first suspected that she had a third child about mid-October.


The room at the end of the hall had been relegated to storage, mostly furnishings that Vanessa and Tim had grown out of. Florie opened the door, expecting disarray. The old crib that both children had used stood against one wall, a yellow blanket draped across the rail, as if to keep the bright sunlight off the mattress.


There was the smell of soured milk.


Florie stood for a moment, rubbing her arms. Everything had been packed away into the closet except those things an infant would need. A clean, dry bottle stood on the bedside stand, which was filled with folded diapers.


She walked to the window, trying to remember when she’d last come into this room. A month … two months ago? She remembered closing the door one evening in late summer to hide the clutter. She opened the window to air out the strange smell.


‘Now, why did I come in here?’ she asked aloud. She’d completely forgotten. Coming through the window, the breeze was cool. Too cool. Instinctively, she shut the window.


She walked back into the living room, filled with nostalgia about newborns. Vanessa was now eight; Tim five. Both had been a joy to her at all ages, and yet sometimes she thought the newborn’s day most magical, like the first days of a love affair. She had only wanted to stare at their wrinkled faces and fondle their toes.


She sat down cross-legged in front of the bookcases where they kept the baby albums.


There was a new one. Like the others, it had a padded white binding. Tentatively, Florie pulled it out and opened it.


Born: October 11, 7:45 a.m., 8 lb., 4 oz., 21½ inches, George Russell O’Bannon.


No picture.


Florie reread the entry absently, trying to imagine what sort of joke her husband might be playing on her. He’d often told her that she enjoyed children too much, that two would certainly be enough. No, this was not the kind of thing he would do. The smell of milk, the casualness of the blanket on the crib … These things were apart from his senses, too subtle for his kind of joke.


Florie closed the book and put it away. Momentarily, she felt guilty. Yes, she would love to have another child, and, for a moment, she could pretend. When Tim came storming in from the back yard calling, ‘Mom! Mom!’ she thought that she might shush him. The baby was sleeping.


But she said nothing. She would wait to see who would finally break down and laugh with her about the book and the room.


Florie paused in the hallway. Vanessa stood at the crib with her face wedged between the side rails. An empty bottle lay in the crib.


‘What are you doing?’ Florie asked.


Vanessa looked up, embarrassed. ‘Just looking,’ she said.


‘At what?’ Florie realized that she sounded sterner than necessary.


Children have a way of looking obviously secretive without knowing the adult ability to follow such nuances. Florie smiled at her daughter’s coyness, feeling a flush of recognition for her as an individual. ‘Did you put the bottle in there?’ Florie saw a thin white residue on one side.


‘No.’ Vanessa pulled away from the crib and started past Florie without looking up.


‘What are you thinking about, little one?’ Florie asked.


‘Ms Harley asked me how my new little brother was,’ she said in a tone of confession.


Florie knelt and looked Vanessa in the eye. ‘We don’t have a baby,’ she said. ‘Did you come in here to look?’


Vanessa nodded. ‘I thought maybe he was a secret.’


Florie laughed. ‘It would be hard to keep that a secret, wouldn’t it? Besides, wouldn’t I want you to help me with a new baby?’


Vanessa smiled briefly, then a question appeared in her eyes again. ‘But what was that sound I heard the other night?’


‘What sound?’ Florie was chilled.


‘It sounded like a baby crying.’


Florie paused to pull herself together. ‘It may have been some cats in the yard.’


Vanessa gave her a doubtful look but said nothing. After Vanessa went to the kitchen, Florie looked back at the silent crib. She pulled the door to.


Quietly.


The meatloaf is too salty, she thought, shaking the ketchup bottle over her plate.


‘I can’t imagine how this got started, Florie,’ her husband said. ‘Don’t they remember the picnic this summer? You were in shorts and a halter top. Don’t they remember Bridget’s birthday party? That was only a few months ago.’


‘Don’t know, Bert,’ she said.


The children looked from their plates to their parents, forks in their mouths, eyes curious. Tim had a milk moustache.


Florie had hoped her husband would clear up the whole affair. But in the last few minutes, he had proved to be as puzzled as herself. ‘Well, whoever it is is close to us,’ she said. And she rose to fetch the baby book she’d found.


She discovered new entries: a month-old weight and a note of the six-weeks check-up. ‘Healthy!’ it said. She found an envelope stuck between the pages. Her husband took the book and leafed through it, frowning. ‘What is this?’


She laughed. And then she began to giggle, self-consciously, knowing her amusement wasn’t shared yet. Tears wet her lashes.


‘Florie?’ Bert said. ‘What’s going on? Are you trying to tell me something?’


She handed him the paper and envelope which she’d just read. ‘He’s a cheap kid, anyway.’


Bert smiled vaguely as he read the receipt from the pediatrician. Paid. They both ignored Vanessa’s persistent, ‘What? What is it?’


‘Florie, it’s a funny joke,’ Bert said flatly.


‘But it’s not mine,’ she said, smiling.


Tim looked back and forth between his parents with reserve. ‘Mom, can I have more potatoes?’


At Christmas, Florie put a teddy bear under the tree and tagged it ‘Russell.’ Vanessa wanted it, but Florie playfully viewed it as a sacrifice to the prank. Into the crib it went.


By Easter, it was worn. Florie thought that the children played with it surreptitiously.


By summer, there had been other notes and receipts in the baby book. Florie discovered that Russell cut his first tooth earlier than her other children.


By fall, she found pieces of zwieback on the floor. Anything placed at the edge of counters was likely to be found on the floor.


She said little about it to Bert. In the beginning, they had taken it lightly. But now, she took pleasure in the situation. She no longer thought about who was pulling the prank or why. Now that Tim was in school all day, she’d begun to go shopping, visiting with her mother and a few non-working friends.


She would pause at the door, staring inward, uneasy about leaving.


Whenever she stood in the extra room, she felt a kind of warm spookiness. As if someone were thinking of her strongly and lovingly. She set up her sewing machine in the room. Then a comfortable chair for reading by the window.


More and more often, she found an excuse to spend time by the crib.


‘Florie,’ Bert called.


She thought he was in their bedroom, but she found him in the spare room. He was holding a small wooden truck. He looked stern, as he did when he had to do or say something he didn’t relish.


‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.


‘We can’t afford for you to be buying things like this for foolishness.’


‘What!’ She looked at the truck. Like the mobile that hung over the crib, little blue ducks and yellow fish swimming mid-air, like the rattlers and the teething rings, it had just suddenly been there. Where it had come from, she had no idea.


‘Listen, Florie,’ Bert said patiently. ‘I know you would like to have another baby.’


‘Wait a minute,’ she said. ‘I don’t have anything to do with this.’


Bert sighed. ‘Why can’t you just talk to me about things any more? What’s happened to you?’


Florie shook her head. ‘You’ve got it all wrong. I haven’t done any of this. Well, I bought the teddy,’ she said, picking it up out of the crib. She felt a pang, wondering if somehow she really was responsible for whatever was going on. But how? She knew in her mind that soon a friend, her mother, or even Vanessa would own up to it.


‘We can’t afford this joke any more,’ Bert said.


Florie was aware that things were tight. Their car had thrown a rod a few months ago and they’d unexpectedly been forced to buy a new one. They’d had to have the plumber out a few times. School clothes were expensive this year, and Christmas was on the way. Prices were going up.


‘Bert, believe me,’ Florie said.


He studied her a long while. ‘I don’t know what to say. I think we need for you to go back to work, even just for half days.’


‘Bert …’


He put his arms around her, teddy and all. ‘I think it would be good for you. I suspect you’re bored.’


Stunned, Florie said nothing. Perhaps he was right.


She sat at her desk and squirmed. As if she itched, she longed to scratch, but she couldn’t localize it. She simply was uncomfortable.


She pleaded illness and rushed home. In the bathroom, a tub of cloudy tepid water stood, and a box of baking soda sat on the floor. Florie looked in the spare room. It was hot and stuffy, but she didn’t dare open the window.


She lay on her bed, feeling safe at home, but worried. Worried about what, she didn’t know. She dozed.


As she slept, she seemed to be aware of her sleeping self, knowing where she was and why. And in that awareness, she held close to her the shape of a toddler wrapped in a blanket. The child was restless, his fever radiated through the blanket to her.


‘It’s all right, Russell,’ she said in her sleep. She comforted him just as she had Vanessa and Tim, thanking God that she had already had chicken-pox.


She was furious the day she came home and the kitchen was ravaged. Pots and pans, dishes and tin cans had been pulled out of the cupboards. A stick of butter hadn’t yet melted enough to hide the teeth marks.


She yelled at Russell from the living room, to be sure that he heard her from wherever he was. But he was too young to understand yet, for the situation didn’t improve until the receipts from the daycare center began arriving.


‘Mom,’ Tim said, ‘Russell broke the crib.’


Florie looked at Bert.


Bert stood. ‘Now, look, young man. That’s going too far. You can’t blame things on an imaginary being. What did you do?’


‘I didn’t do it,’ Tim said with the certainty of a clear conscience. ‘I heard a noise a while ago and now the crib’s busted. Come and look.’


Florie saw that Bert believed Tim’s honesty, but not the story. They followed him into Russell’s room. The slats of the crib had been smashed outward.


‘The bed’s too small for him now,’ she said calmly.


‘That’s stupid,’ Bert said. ‘I think …’ He shrugged. ‘This whole thing is stupid.’ And he stalked away.


They bought Timothy a new bed, had the crib hauled away and sent Tim’s old bed into the extra room. Florie went to the second-hand store and bought a bedspread for the old bed. She cleaned out the baby things and had a garage sale. All of Tim’s old clothes went into Russell’s dresser.


Sometimes she found them in the laundry hamper.


Tim spent time playing in Russell’s room. Bert noticed it, explaining that Tim probably missed his old bed. (Bert never did see the need for the new one.) ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘we don’t yell at him when he bounces on it any more.’


Vanessa found blood on the back porch one day. A few days later a receipt came for nine stitches at the clinic.


Bert raged. ‘I’ve had enough of this!’


He called Dr Thorn. After explaining the 4-year-old prank to the pediatrician whom Florie had always been reluctant to discuss it with, the doctor only said, ‘I don’t know what to tell you. According to our records, Russell has always been seen by my partner, who only works on Wednesday afternoons.’


‘What the hell is going on around here?’


‘I don’t know, Mr O’Bannon. Maybe you should hold a séance.’


Florie heard Bert say something she thought improper and impolite. Embarrassed, she took her children to another pediatrician the next time.


One day the kitchen window was shattered by a baseball. Vanessa and Tim were not home. Florie saw no one in the yard.


Everyone disavowed responsibility for the leftovers being set out for a persistent stray dog. Eventually the dog won his way into the family. He never answered to any name they gave him, and always slept on Russell’s bed. Much later, he got a silver tag and they found out that his name was Claude. Claude was a quiet dog; he always seemed to be waiting and listening.


Vanessa told Florie matter-of-factly that Russell would sometimes at night come into her room and hold her hand. In fact, Vanessa seemed to be his favorite. She found unexplained treats in her room – sometimes candy, sometimes a new comic book. On her sixteenth birthday, she received a record. It was Vanessa who’d started long ago having a birthday celebration every October for her youngest brother.


When Russell started school, Tim tried dutifully (on Florie’s instruction) to check on Russell in class. Tim was too bashful to speak to the teachers. He peeked in the windows, but saw no one he could positively identify as his brother. So Florie tried herself. He was always either on a field trip, or out of the room working on a special project.


Florie found report cards in his room, along with the baseballs, comic books, jars of grasshoppers, magnifying glasses, bits of junk picked up along the walk from school to home. He was a good student, though, ‘shy and hard to communicate with verbally,’ as his second-grade teacher put it.


He left his parents cards on the dinner table every holiday.


Russell was treated like a fact by the children. What to them had been a bit of amusement that their parents had thought up turned into a person who had never quite arrived or had just left. Russell’s doings were reported at the dinner table.


Florie had forgotten that it was a joke. When people asked her about her children, she would say, ‘I have three …’ and hesitate, or she would say she had two and be just as uncertain.


Bert didn’t see it their way. The evening before Russell’s eighth birthday, Bert stopped Vanessa mid-sentence as she talked about the cake she was going to bake.


‘Enough!’ he shouted.


Florie, Vanessa and Tim stared, each shaken.


‘There is no Russell, there never has been a Russell, and there never will be,’ Bert said, leaning towards Vanessa. ‘You,’ he said to Florie, ‘have two children. Two, Florie. This one,’ – he pointed to Vanessa, then to Tim – ‘and this one. I have no son named Russell.’


‘Aw, Dad,’ Tim said, as if this were an old argument.


‘Show me,’ Bert said, pounding his fist on the table. ‘Show me!’


‘Vanessa, why don’t you and Tim clean up the kitchen,’ Florie said. She stood and held out her hand to Bert. ‘Let’s take a walk.’


Bert sat at the table until Florie brought him his jacket. He put it on and walked out of the house ahead of her. They strolled silently for a time. Florie took his hand.


Bert kicked at some leaves. ‘You take it for granted. I just can’t. Eight years, Florie. I just can’t stand it any more. It’s not funny, and yet I can’t take it seriously. You can’t really believe all this, can you?’


Florie shrugged. ‘You remember what I told you about my family? When we were growing up, the door would blow open and someone would say, “It’s our ghost.” And we said our ghost took things, broke things, did this or that. It just became something we said. I don’t know, love. Maybe it’s the same one, only now he’s got a name and a place.’


Bert looked at her. ‘Well, is he real or not?’


Florie paused.


‘Is he real?’ Bert insisted.


‘I … don’t know.’


He shrugged.


After a silence, he said, ‘You know, I’ve been thinking about something old Dr Thorn said years ago. Something we should have done sooner.’


‘What’s that?’


Bert laughed a little. He hesitated long enough to let Florie know that he was embarrassed. ‘Maybe we should have a séance.’


They both laughed. Florie took his arm, and felt good that they were laughing together. ‘Are you serious? she asked, still giggling.


‘Oh, I don’t know, love. It couldn’t hurt.’


They heard a rustle of dried leaves in the yard as they passed. Both looked, but neither saw anything. Bert frowned as he swung Florie back toward the house.


Then they laughed as they ran.


If there could be a medium with respectability, references, and an honest, no hocus-pocus air, it was Barbara. She was young, slim, blonde, and straightforward. Florie had found her through a psychiatrist’s reference and checked her out thoroughly.


First, she listened with a pen and notepad to the whole story. She looked at Russell’s room, handled some of his possessions, scrutinized his handwriting carefully. Florie felt odd watching those long fingers touching his things, as if that made Russell more real. Quietly, Barbara asked what kind of person they thought he was, and everyone agreed that he was a good kind of kid – no one ever complained. He’d only done things that any boy would do. Florie chuckled about the worms in the kitchen sink (in retrospect).


Barbara sat and explained to all of them that séance didn’t often work. Rarely, in fact. But there seemed to be a strong possibility of a ghost. Why, she didn’t know, unless there was some strong desire for this addition to the family that had attracted Russell.


Florie looked at her hands, guiltily avoiding Bert’s face. She shivered. She realized that she’d never thought of Russell as a ghost, really. More a spirit.


‘Well, do you think this is a good idea?’ Barbara asked. ‘Suppose we do contact him?’


Florie and Bert looked at one another. Florie tried to figure out her feelings about it; Bert seemed to be watching her face for the answer.


‘Shall we go ahead?’ Barbara asked patiently.


Florie gave Bert an ‘I-don’t-see-why-not’ look and he nodded.


‘I don’t see why not’ he said.


Barbara joked with Tim about his cold hands as they sat down at the dining room table. Tim’s bashfulness was apparent even in the dim light. Barbara talked calmly to Russell, asking him to appear. She spoke to him as if he were shy. Then she turned to Vanessa. ‘You talk to him.’


Vanessa stared at the table. ‘It won’t work.’


Barbara raised her eyebrows just a little. ‘Why not?’


‘Because …’ She looked at Barbara in that quiet way that adolescent girls look at young women. ‘Séances are for dead people.’


The hairs on the back of Florie’s neck rose.


The family looked at Barbara for the answer. Barbara half-smiled as she considered. ‘Maybe you’re right.’


Florie glanced at Bert, who sighed. He looked worn, and just a bit depressed. Barbara let go of Tim and Vanessa’s hands. ‘Why don’t we rest up. And if you decide you want to try again, we’ll get together another night.’ She stood.


They were quiet as they watched her gather her notes almost absently. ‘Keep in touch,’ she said as she left.


Florie woke and reached out into the space beside her in the bed. She listened for a while to the early morning sounds, trying to discover the movement of her husband in the house somewhere. She slid out of the warm covers and padded through the room into the hallway. Softly, she called Bert’s name.


The door to Russell’s room was slightly open. Quietly, she pushed it wide. Bert sat in a chair by the bed. He lifted his sleepy chin from his chest and looked at her bleary-eyed. He put his finger to his lips.


They returned to their room. ‘What is it?’ she whispered, climbing back into bed.


‘I’m not sure. I think he had a nightmare or something.’


He held her as they fell asleep again. Florie felt something had changed, but Bert never talked much about it again.


When Vanessa went to college, Russell missed her so much that he apparently spent his evenings in her room reading; his books were sometimes in a neat stack by her bed. Claude took to napping on her rug, too.


Tim became interested in computers in high school and found that his brother borrowed his magazines and books on the subject. Tim said that he figured sometimes Russell went to Willie’s with him. Willie had a micro-computer. They sometimes found funny messages on the screen. When Florie asked what kind off messages, Tim told her that Russell suggested a computer game of hide-and-seek which they worked out and had a lot of fun with.


Florie was more embarrassed when she found the men’s magazines under Russell’s bed than she ever had been about finding Tim’s. (She had been sure she was alone when she found Tim’s.)


Tim went off to college.


Russell liked his schoolwork; his reports were always excellent. While a junior in high school he won an essay award, which Florie found on his dresser and framed on his wall. He left his term papers out, which Florie and Bert read with amazement. He seemed fascinated with international relations, history, and economics.


‘Oh, Bert,’ Florie said once, ‘what if he goes into espionage?’


Bert assured her that he might be elusive, but he left too many clues to be a spy.


His high school yearbooks showed up on the bedroom bookshelf. Russell O’Bannon was always listed – in fact, he belonged to the computer club, Latin club, and Honor Society. He was never available for photos, however.


In the summer of his eighteenth year, the house became uncommonly lonely. Claude wagged his tail wistfully every now and then as he sniffed through Russell’s room. Florie expanded her part-time job to full-time. It wasn’t easy at first to enjoy the new solitude. The holidays were the same as ever; Christmas brought a full round of presents, including gifts from Russell. He’d developed a real knack for getting something for everyone that they’d never really wanted but was a marvelous gift just the same.
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