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MARY’S SON IS STRANGE AND WILD. MARY’S SON IS THE DEVIL’S CHILD.

Beneath the floorboards under Mary’s feet, Imp stalks and slithers through the ooze, through the festering stench of ancient decay. His playmates are the creatures of the night; his toys, their twisted, broken bodies.

And only Mary knows. Because Imp is her child, her creation, her demented, hellish vision … the evil she imprisons in the darkness below.

    But Imp is getting restless. So much out there to smell, to touch, to lick … to claw, to tear apart … Soon the little innocents will writhe in screaming agony. Soon the son of Satan will seize the howling Earth…

    IMP




CREATURE of DARK DREAMS…

The little girl couldn’t take her eyes off Imp. His hair was matted and longer than hers, his body streaked with dirt. “Where are your clothes?” she demanded.

He reached up slowly to touch her fine, blond hair. It was as exciting as he had imagined. His little red tongue darted like a serpent’s.

His fingers folded now like a bird’s claw, now opening and closing spasmodically.

He saw her hand before him, got overly excited, and grasped it too quickly, his long nails digging into her dainty skin. She screamed…
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PREFACE


Old Cy Baum paused on his early evening jaunt. Usually, he covered the whole street, from his place all the way down to the turn leading into Centerville. There were ten other houses beside his on Wildwood Drive, but they were spaced far apart with woods and fields between them. This was still one of the quietest and prettiest secondary roads in the township. People guarded their clear land closely; there was little interest in giving any of it up to further home development. Cy liked it that way and hoped it would never change. In fact, he was disappointed when the O’Neils sold their parcel, opening it up to home construction, twenty years ago. Before that, there were only three houses here: his, the O’Neils’, and the Oakses’.

All of his contemporaries on this road were dead. He was friendly enough with all their children; all except Mary Oaks. Widowed in her thirties, she was a tight-lipped, uncongenial sort wrapped up in her religious zealousness and her teenage daughter. The girl was pleasant enough, but always looked a little frightened. He imagined Mary Oaks had somehow poisoned her against him.

Two bats circling Mary Oaks’ porch light were what stopped him. The sight of them froze him. He could tolerate most any animal, had hunted and trapped almost every kind of game available in this part of the Catskills, but bats turned his stomach. He’d handled snakes, even kept one alive by his house, fed raccoons, let beaver live nearby; but bats were too much of nature gone bad.

He would have gone on, walked his distance as he had planned, ignored the bats, if it weren’t for that godforsaken cry—that piercing, shrill scream unlike anything he had ever heard. It seemed a cross between something human and something wild. It drove him into the road, curled his toes, and arched his back like a cat.

Just as suddenly as he had heard it, he didn’t. He listened hard, but it simply wasn’t there. For a moment he wasn’t sure he had actually heard it. He was sure that, whatever it was, it came from the Oakses’ house. He wondered if he should go up and knock on the door to see if anything was wrong.

But the bats settled that question. They were still there.

He could stand anything but getting close to them … never. He satisfied his conscience by listening hard for a good minute. There were no more screams; just the sound of peepers and the rush of the stream that crossed under the road and went on to Brown’s Pond.

So he walked on, now plodding as a man of seventy-five normally would, instead of as he usually walked. His remarkable energy had been sapped by the sight of the bats and the sound of that… whatever it was.

He was unhappy because there was no moon, too. It was darker than ever; it was a night for death. He could almost smell it. It spun him around and sent him trekking toward home, after only half completing his walk. His wife, Hilda, was surprised.

“You didn’t go all the way tonight?”

“Tired,” he said, but she knew it was more. He settled himself in the big, cushioned easy chair. He looked small in it, the cushions sucking him in. He had sat in it so many years, it was practically shaped and creased to the contours of his body, wrapping him in it like a body glove.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said.

“I think I heard one.”

“What do you mean?”

“This scream. Terrible. Came from the Oakses’, I’m sure.”

“Did you see what it was?”

“Bats flying around the porch light.”

“It wasn’t them?”

“No, this was something different. I can’t explain it,” he said, and that made her even more curious and more afraid.

“Well, maybe I should call Mary.”

He simply shook his head. He heard her go to the phone in the kitchen and speak in a low voice. After she hung up, she came back slowly.

“So?”

“Nothing wrong there.”

“She said something else. I can see it in your face.” His wife smirked. “Out with it.”

“She said you probably heard the Devil inside you.”

“Crazy as a loon. Gone haywire since Thomas was killed in that car with that woman.”

“I pity her, pity them both. It has to be unpleasant for them, alone in that big house.”

“We’re alone.”

“It’s different. This house is half the size and we’re old.”

“Well, I don’t care what she says. I heard something wild.”

Hilda looked at him. For a moment she felt uneasy and embraced herself. It was as though something evil had slipped into their house, come in under the door, and brushed against her, leaving her chilled and trembling. Cy looked older than ever tonight, too. She had the terrible idea that Death was shopping, moving along their street, peering in at families, deciding.

Not yet, she asked, not yet.

Her silent prayer was answered. They lived on at relatively the same level of health for the next four years.

And then …

They discovered what Cy had heard that fateful night.



ONE


Faith put her homework down on the kitchen table and listened intently again. He was right beneath her, just under the floorboards by the sink. She had seen him crawl and climb over the old shelves built for the storage of canned fruit and pickles, so she knew he was capable of it. Sometimes, he writhed like a snake, which wasn’t hard to understand. She imagined that down there he often saw snakes, and he had always been good at imitating things he saw.

He knew to be quiet; he knew what would happen to him if he weren’t silent, if Mary were aroused and went down there. But even in his silence, he could communicate with her, Faith thought; and I can communicate with him better than Mary can, no matter what Mary thinks.

The floorboards in the Oakses’ old house were no longer as tight as they once were. Surely, with his ear against them or his mouth to them, he could hear her and she could hear him. She did hear something now, a soft “s” sound so similar to a breeze penetrating the two-story wooden building that only she could tell the difference. He could even imitate the wind.

She was sure he had found a spot between the shelves, the wall, and the roof of the basement and had burrowed himself in comfortably so he could be part of what happened above. He had to be lonely and in need of others of his own kind, no matter what Mary said.

“I have seen his face,” she had said, “and I can tell you he needs nothing but the darkness and other vermin.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “He’s not vermin, he’s…” But she was afraid and she wasn’t completely sure. Mary was right about so many things, why couldn’t she be right about this?

The rain began and splattered the windows like so many fingers strumming a tabletop. She heard the real wind this time. It turned on the house, penetrating the windows and doors, crawling through the walls, and emerging from every crack and crevice, tossing the curtains about, bringing them to life as mad dancing prints of white and gold. She heard the screen door opened roughly and slammed hard against the house. This looked like a summer ripper, not a spring storm. Through it all, she heard Mary come to the foot of the stairs. Mary’s steps were distinct, her movements in the house always recognizable.

“Faith,” she called, “check all the windows in the kitchen and get the screen door.”

“All right,” she replied. She thought she heard him groan. “It’s all right,” she whispered toward the floor. “Nothing bad. Just a little rainstorm.” As if to add comfort to her words, she went by the sink and stood there a moment. Then she rushed around the room, checking the windows.

When she opened the back door to get to the screen door, the wind washed the rain over her, lifting her long, black hair from her shoulders and face. The drops were cool and refreshing. She didn’t retreat at all and her thin white cotton blouse became drenched quickly. She welcomed the raindrops between her breasts and took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of freshly cut grass, pine trees, and darkness.

Realizing her purpose, she grabbed the screen door and brought it closed, locking it tightly with the latch. Then she stood behind it, gazing out like a prisoner behind bars, longing for the freedom that lay just beyond her reach. By the time she turned, her blouse clung to her; her hair, now soaked, hung in thick strands down the sides of her face, and her jeans had turned darker with the dampness. She was barefoot, so her feet were wet and her toes tingled with the coolness.

Mary was waiting in the kitchen, her hands on her hips, her thin face screwed tight by her frowning forehead, her pursed lips, and her small, molelike eyes. The paleness was blotched red near her temples and under her chin, which she held up so high and taut, that it strained the skin on her neck, drawing her Adam’s apple into a knot. When she swallowed, it moved like a heavy thumb pressing and pushing its way to freedom. Something was trapped within her.

“Couldn’t you move faster? Look at you. You’re so stupid. You do such stupid things.”

“It’s raining hard.”

“More reason to move faster. Go up and get into dry clothes before you catch cold.”

She paused only for a moment and then rushed past Mary and obediently hurried up the stairs to her room. Once there, she closed the door as best she could. It was out of kilter and she could never really lock it. Mary wanted it that way.

“Closed doors are for people who do things they’re ashamed of,” she said.

Faith waited a moment. Mary wasn’t coming back up. She was in the kitchen, probably making tea. But she wouldn’t know he was right there beneath her; she wouldn’t sense it the way I sense it, Faith thought.

She worked her buttons open, her fingers trembling just the way they always did whenever she undressed herself, and peeled the blouse off her. She tried not to look at herself in the narrow mirror on her closet door, but she couldn’t help it, even though Mary said it was sinful to feel so much pride in your own body.

When she unfastened her tight bra, her breasts exploded into their true fullness, the nipples already erecting because of the freedom and the coolness. She studied herself as she unfastened her jeans. They, too, were stuck to her skin. She slid out of them as quickly as she could, then folded and draped them over the shower curtain in the bathroom. Her panties weren’t at all wet.

After she had wrung out her blouse and dropped it in the hamper, she began to wipe her body dry, studying herself with almost a stranger’s curiosity. Her breasts had grown, her cleavage deepened. The curve at her waist was sharper, her stomach flatter and surely more inviting, although no one but Mary had ever seen it this way. The feelings rushed over her, as she expected they would when she looked at herself naked. She took her time massaging her bosom dry and then worked the towel down over her stomach in little circles, rubbing places that weren’t even wet.

She listened. Mary was still downstairs, so she rolled the towel and brought it between her legs. Then, taking the ends in her hands, she pulled it up until it was snug against her crotch. She closed her eyes as she began the slow back-and-forth motion, gradually quickening it to keep pace with the heavy thumping of her heart. Her lips were slightly apart, her tongue touching them gently. That sweet, salty taste came to her. The rush of pleasure was so great she wanted to scream her delight, but she couldn’t make a sound.

“FAITH!” Mary’s voice broke the mood. She unraveled the towel quickly and pressed it so it wouldn’t look creased. Mary could discover secrets in the smallest of clues; she could look beyond things and see their significance. Almost immediately, Faith paled with regret and guilt.

“Yes?” Her voice was too small, too revealing. She held her breath.

“What are you doing up there? You have homework, haven’t you?”

“I’m just getting dry. Be right down.”

“I’m making tea. Hurry up.”

“OK.”

She went back to her room and put on another pair of jeans and another bra. Then she picked out a pullover sweater and put it on as she walked down the stairs. Mary was seated at the kitchen table, sipping her tea and eating a cracker. She always nibbled at her food, Faith thought. She holds it in her fingers like a squirrel, afraid to take too big a bite.

“It’s slowing up,” Mary said.

“They say we’re going to get summer weather earlier this year.”

“Who’s they?”

“My teacher did, Mr. Rush. He has that science club after school. They predict the weather and every morning their prediction is read over the public address system. You’d be surprised how many times they were right already this year.”

“I’m glad to hear school’s good for something besides meeting boys.”

“I haven’t met any boys,” Faith said quickly.

“Didn’t say you had.” Mary stopped eating suddenly. “Why? You feeling guilty about something?”

“No.”

Mary thought for a moment.

“That afternoon last Thursday, when you said you had to stay for extra help…”

“I did! You can call Mr. Feinberg and ask him. Five of us stayed!”

“We’ll see how your marks reflect it. This is your senior year, you know. It’s your last chance to do well.”

“I’m doing well.”

“Get yourself a cup of tea. The honey’s on the counter,” Mary said and went back to her cracker, chewing dreamily, that far-off look coming back over her quickly.

Faith moved obediently, pausing once to listen to the floorboards. Then she brought her cup to the table and drank quietly for a while. When she looked at Mary again, she saw that her mother was staring at her intently, making her feel very self-conscious about her every move.

“It’s time to trim your hair again,” she said.

“I didn’t brush it; I just wiped it dry.”

“Some downpour. Imagine forty days and forty nights of it.”

“I was thinking,” Faith said softly, “that it must be frightening to be alone in the dark when a storm like this starts.”

“Frightening for who?”

“You know!”

“I don’t know. How many times have I told you not to speak of him. We do what we must do.”

“I can’t help thinking about it.”

“You’ve got to help it,” Mary said, her eyes coming alive with the inner fire that brought Faith’s nightmares to life. “When you stop helping it, you’ve been lost, too. Do you want that? Do you?”

“No.”

“Then…”

“But I hear him crying more and more.”

“When? That’s not true. He doesn’t need to cry. If he does, it’s because he wants you to go to him, to be contaminated by him. He has no other reason. I told you, he would always get what he needs.”

“You’re just talking about the basic…”

“What … he … needs,” Mary repeated and slapped the table. The cups jumped and Faith flinched. She looked down quickly. When Mary got like this, it could be bad. “I know what he needs. You think of us and what’s been done to us.” She paused and tilted her head slightly. “I’m only doing what I’ve been told to do, aren’t I? Aren’t I?” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“Now get back to your homework. It’s late,” she said and took the cups to the sink and cleared the table. Faith watched her out of the corner of her eye. When Mary was done, Faith looked at her again; then Mary left the kitchen to go into the living room to listen to one of her electric church programs. Faith waited until the radio was turned on. Then she looked to the floorboards.

He was there again; she was sure of it. She looked back through the doorway. Mary was occupied; it was safe now. She would be hypnotized by the sermons and would hear nothing else. Feeling more secure, Faith went to her knees. She crawled along the floor until she found the spot that was the most open. She pressed the palm of her hand against the crack and waited. There it was—the tingle, the feel of his breath; she was sure of it. She looked back at the doorway again. Still safe, she brought her face to the floor, her mouth to the crack, and blew her warm breath through it. She heard him sucking, taking her air like an infant taking his mother’s milk. She did it again and then again. When she pulled back, she heard his disappointment, but she couldn’t take too many chances. Mary would go wild if she merely suspected.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “That’s all for tonight.”

She stood up, went back to her notebook, did her work, and then went through the living room to go up to bed. Mary was almost asleep in her chair, the radio playing soft organ music. Her eyes fluttered when she saw Faith looking at her.

“I’m tired,” Faith said. “And I’ve finished my work.”

“Good night, Dear,” Mary said. “Don’t worry. Everything will be all right. He gets what he needs.”

“OK. Good night, Mom,” she said and she went up to the sanctity of her own dreams.

To Mary the house had always been a challenge of one kind or another. Although she tried to repress her memories of the early days when she was young and her body was fuller and brighter, her voice lighter and softer, she couldn’t help but recall the first time she had seen “The Oaks,” as it was called by the family. Originally, it was a small farmhouse, its one luxury being the large, airy kitchen. But great grandfather Oaks was unable to make even a passable living from just farming. The land was too rocky; there was too much clay. So they took in a boarder one summer to help cover expenses. That proved successful and they took in two the following summer.

Additions were built. The porch was extended and new rooms were added. Before they finished, they had space for ten guests a season. As a small tourist house, The Oaks was more or less as successful as the hundreds of others that sprouted up throughout the Catskill resort area. The next generation of Oaks ran it that way until the early 1960s, when the tourist trade began to fall off. Rooms hardly ever used were eventually closed down. The house began to retreat into itself.

Thomas Oaks never had any interest in building a tourist business anyway. He made his living as an electrician and used only that part of the house that had been its original space. When Mary first saw “The Oaks” in the fall of that year she and Thomas met, she was taken by its brooding quality. She thought it was an impressive building, one of the largest in the area, and she was filled with ambitions to stir the giant structure back to its leviathan life.

Thomas hadn’t actually proposed, but she was anticipating it. He had met her while he worked a job in Ellenville, a village ten miles away. She was only seventeen at the time, but she had taken care of her invalid mother for most of her mature life, and through that responsibility, developed an older, more settled viewpoint. There was nothing flighty or wasteful about her. Her parents had had her late in their lives and were in their fifties and sixties by the time she was seventeen. Because of her responsibilities at home, she was quite sheltered and innocent in comparison with other teenagers. Thomas, however, thought her to be some kind of a find—an untouched, natural beauty, virginal and capable. He was in his late twenties, had already done quite a bit of hell-raising, and had grown somewhat cynical of women. She restored his faith in the belief that he could find someone just like “good old Mom.”

Mary had grown up in a very religious atmosphere. Prayer was a necessary and daily part of life. Because they were unable to get to the church easily, they created their own form of service in her house. The view of God that Mary’s mother imbued in her was the view held by the early Puritans: God was angry because man was sinful. God punished man on earth for the things he did on earth. Therefore, as reverent as she was, because she was crippled, Mary’s mother convinced Mary that God was punishing her for some past crime. “Man’s accidents are God’s purposes,” her mother told her, and that was the way Mary saw the world.

In the beginning Thomas thought he could tolerate Mary’s religious zeal. He even welcomed it as a wholesome element to be added to what he admittedly characterized as a wasteful, degenerate life. In many ways he saw Mary as a kind of medicine. She would cure him of his evil; she would be his saving grace. When she came into The Oaks she would bring with her all that was good and pure, and thus cast a fresh, clean paint over what had been dark, dingy, and lost.

He was attracted to her because of whatever conscience he still possessed. Whenever he thought of his mother and what she had wanted for him, he felt guilty. Whenever he thought of his father and his grandfather and how hard they had worked to keep up “The Oaks,” he felt guilty. Marrying Mary was his redemption. She was religious; she was untouched. She had stability. She could cook and sew and clean and keep him on the straight path. With her he could raise a good family and be a decent, respectable citizen. On top of all that, she was attractive and sexually mysterious to him, for she kept close guard on her body and her virginity. Because she wasn’t obvious, he resorted to fantasy. He had gotten laid hundreds of times, but the picture he conjured of his wedding night went beyond anything he had ever experienced. For some reason, he imagined that making love to someone “decent” would be better. With her he would touch heights that were beyond the sexual ecstasies he had achieved.

Mary had just come off the death of her mother when she and Thomas first met. She wasn’t interested in him simply because she found herself with so much free time to fill. There was something she recognized in Thomas—a dependence, a need. Mary was used to being needed, to providing something essential to someone else. Although Thomas was a strapping six feet two inches, with dark skin and deep brown eyes, Mary honed in on the little boy in him. He had recently lost his parents and was living alone in this enormous two-story house surrounded by beautiful, although unkempt, grounds.

Mary saw all of it—Thomas and his house and grounds—to be a great undertaking, a wonderful responsibility. It would quickly fill the great gaps in her world and give her life renewed meaning. Her father, a tired, melancholy man in his late sixties, was happy to see that his daughter would have a life laid out for her. He had viewed her as a burden now, terrified that something would happen to him before she was settled in either a career or a marriage. Thomas Oaks wasn’t exactly the kind of a man he had envisioned for Mary, but he did make a decent living and she did appear very interested in him. He gave the marriage his blessing. As it was, he lived only a few more years.

It was inevitable that the wedding night would be a great disappointment for Thomas Oaks, no matter what happened. He had romanticized it beyond any resemblance to reality. He was going to open the doorway to sexual excitement for her, and in doing so, he would find an even greater excitement for himself. He would be gentle and loving; he would show her parts of herself that she never knew existed. They would make love many times, long into the night, and then fall into a blissful exhaustion. He must have gone over it and over it dozens of times before they were married. He was determined for his dream to be.

They had their church wedding and drove to the Poconos to a little motel near a large lake. He had scouted it a month beforehand, even choosing the room and the view he wanted. He located the restaurant in which he wanted them to have their first dinner. Everything was set as he had dreamed.

But that night was a disaster. He should have taken it for an omen. Mary was understandably modest, but he enjoyed that. He had bought a bottle of champagne, hoping it would relax her. However, when he got into bed beside her, she whimpered when he touched her. He coaxed her; he did all that he knew to warm and excite a woman, but she didn’t loosen up; she didn’t unclamp her legs.

“I can’t,” she told him. “Please. Don’t make me.”

“Don’t be afraid,” he said. He spoke as softly as he could. When he went to fondle her breasts, she pressed her upper arms tightly against his hands, making it impossible to move them over her body.

He stopped, lit a cigarette, and finished off the champagne, while she curled up into the fetal position and remained silent, uninvolved. He put out his cigarette and tried again. This time he touched her only with his lips. Even the coldest woman he had been with reacted to that, but, when he got down to the small of her stomach, she nearly gouged out his eyes to keep him from prying her thighs apart with his face.

Finally, he grew angry. His coaxing turned into demanding. She tightened even more. In the end he actually had to attack her, subduing her screams by kissing her grossly on the mouth. She cried when he forced her legs apart. She fought him all the way. He wanted to give up, but every time he thought, how could he fail on his wedding night? His penetration of her was totally unsatisfactory. She didn’t seem at all stimulated by it, so he did all the movement. When he finally came, it was more of a relief than orgiastic ecstasy.

Then she bled and there was a mess. He got dressed and went out to get another bottle. When he returned, she had everything straightened again, but she was asleep. He sat up in a chair by the bed, drinking away most of the night. After the morning light appeared, he got in beside her and collapsed into a restless sleep. Sometime in the afternoon, he awoke. She had gone out and gathered something for them to eat. He chastised her for that, telling her they were on a honeymoon and they would go to restaurants for every meal. Afterward, even though it was a nice day and they went on a lovely boat ride, he was sullen. He felt a deep sorrow, such as the kind one feels when he realizes he has made a terrible mistake, one that will cause him to lose money or time.

Despite the bad experience, he tried again the second night. She was just as resistant, so he skipped the softness and went right to the violence. While he was doing it this second time, he realized something: once he forced entry, even though she was tight and uncooperative, she was quiet. The whimpering stopped; the surface resistance ended. It was as though she wanted him to rape her, rather than make love to her. She wanted to be exonerated from any responsibility for it.

Afterward, like before, she was loving, considerate, and friendly. He eased into an amazement for the rest of the honeymoon. During the day, they were like any other newly married couple—enjoying the lake, going to restaurants, sightseeing. At night, when he approached her, she would resist until he became ruthlessly aggressive. She made him feel like a caveman.

“You make me feel guilty,” he said. “Is that what you want?”

“I’m trying,” she said. She started to cry, and once again he thought, maybe she is trying.

“How did you get this way? You never had any kind of a boyfriend?”

“I can’t talk about it.”

“Why?” She didn’t answer. “You make it seem … dirty. It’s natural; it’s good. Isn’t it good?” He waited. She looked as though she would answer. She did turn to him, but something stopped her; something made her shut her eyes and curl her fingers into fists. It was as though she were in great pain. He actually felt sorry for her and thought that, in time, he would free her of whatever it was that kept her from being emotionally free. It would be his great contribution to the marriage.

When they returned to The Oaks, she went at the domestic chores with a fanatical vigor. He couldn’t believe how quickly she brought the house into order, making old things shine again. Neighbors complimented him for the way they were bringing the place back. And she was a great cook as well. He was especially pleased with the way she managed their finances, making his money stretch and accomplish things he didn’t think possible.

Despite their strange love life, he believed she was devoted to him and to The Oaks. Every time he questioned the wisdom of marrying her, something else in the house or something else she did for their lives made him feel proud and satisfied. It was true he found it easier to make love to her when he was drunk, but she didn’t seem to mind it that way.

Even so, it came as a surprise to him when she announced one day that she was pregnant. He had almost come to believe she was incapable of that. In his imagination, he saw his semen shooting into some other part of her body. It had been like making love to a manikin. Suddenly, with her cheeks red, her eyes bright, she greeted him with the news. “We’re going to have a baby!” He couldn’t imagine what such a child would be like.

It wasn’t until after Faith was born that Mary turned fanatical. The tendencies were there—the daily religious devotion, the hard, puritanical view of the world as a battleground between good and evil, the need for a continuous vigil against the Devil and the weaknesses in the human soul. In the beginning of their marriage, Thomas quietly accepted her criticism and complaining about his life-style. After all, she was supposed to serve as a brake on his downward slide.

But after Faith, Mary changed. She didn’t criticize; she preached. She didn’t complain; she ranted. The changes in her appearance reflected the radicalism of her beliefs. She went into the attic and found Grandma Oaks’ high-collar blouses and long skirts. She wrapped her breasts in bras so tight she practically eliminated the appearance of a bosom. She stopped wearing the small amount of makeup he had asked her to wear, and she kept her once beautifully rich, long dark brown hair tied in a snug knot behind her head. The strands were pulled so taut they strained the skin at the top of her forehead and temples. It had the effect of giving her an habitual wide-eyed, wild look—the look of a woman in a frenzy.

Even their bizarre, one-sided lovemaking came to an end. She used her concern for the baby as her initial excuse, moving out of their bedroom and into Faith’s room to be near her during the night. Her Biblical studies took up more and more of her time with the result that her concern for The Oaks slipped. Rooms once kept immaculate grew dingy and dusty again. She began to accept Thomas’ original perimeters for the house, closing down rooms, no longer washing windows.

The light that she had brought into the large house faded. Ironically, the coming of the baby should have brought them more brightness and excitement. Instead, it sent Mary reeling into a mad retreat behind her prayers, her Biblical quotes, and her sexual inhibitions. Thomas Oaks was convinced that the giving of birth had had a traumatic effect on his wife. It had made her mad.

But it was difficult for him to complain to anyone about it. If he talked about her religious fanaticism, friends reminded him she was orthodox to begin with; he knew what he was getting. “And a little religion wouldn’t do you no harm,” they chided. He didn’t want to talk about the death of their sex life. He wouldn’t know where to begin, and he suffered from male false pride, seeing it all as somehow being his failure, not hers. After all, he had quite a reputation before he got married. His friends wouldn’t understand.

Then there was the magnificent way she kept Faith. To begin with, the baby was beautiful. She had the face of a cherub with soft, rich-looking skin that could have easily won her a spot in baby commercials. Everyone who saw her remarked about her dazzling blue eyes. Even as an infant, the child had a way of gazing intently at people, making them feel self-conscious. “I swear,” they would say, “that baby looks like she’s thinking deep, grown-up thoughts.”

Mary spent hours on her hair, washing it and curling it. She kept her little fingernails manicured. She worked days designing and constructing little outfits for her—uniquely bright, form-fitted dresses, blouses, and skirts that made other mothers envious.

And then there was all that time Mary gave toward teaching the child, talking to her, and training her. Faith was precocious. She was pretty and brilliant, speaking long sentences when other children her age were first forming words. She was at Mary’s side continually, mimicking her work, listening, and learning.

Thomas was confused. He wanted to attack his wife for her extremism, but her results with Faith made him question even the things he saw. Gradually, he fell into a complacency and acceptance. He adjusted himself to one kind of life at home and one kind of life away. For the sake of the child, he even participated in some of Mary’s religious sessions. Like a nineteenth-century nobleman, he left his estate for assignations with his various mistresses and then returned to his house and grounds and beautiful daughter.

The Oaks had once again returned to being a large, brooding building with dark rooms wrapped around an inner core of lit ones. At night, when Thomas drove up to the old house, he would see only the heart of it illuminated and he would think of small creatures like turtles and snails retreating into their shells. It left him with a sadness and a fear he couldn’t verbalize.

Until one night when he came home from one of his “hot times” and parked his car. As he walked to the house, he saw Mary standing in the shadows on the porch, the yellow light barely silhouetting her in the corner. He stopped when she moved just a little to the left, dipping her face in the pale glow. Her skin looked sickly, but her eyes were on fire. She seemed to have grown out of the darkness. He stopped on the gravel drive and stared up at her, transfixed, stunned, numbed by her sudden appearance. How many times had she been there before when he returned?

“What is it?” he asked, ashamed at how his voice cracked. He cleared his throat quickly. She stepped further into the light.

“And death and hell delivered up the dead which were in them: and they were judged every man according to their works. And death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death.”

“No shit,” he said and laughed. He felt protected by his laughter, but he couldn’t face her off. It was easier to go into the house and up to his room, leaving her mumbling in the darkness behind him. But before he fell asleep, he saw her face in the porch light again and he promised himself that someday soon he would do something about her.

He never did.

And then it became too late.

Of all his sins, failure to act was his greatest.



TWO


For so long he had known only darkness. The small amount of light that penetrated the boarded windows produced a hazy, dim illumination, outlining and silhouetting his whole world in a sandy gray that made everything dull and distorted. Even the creature that came down to him was shrouded in shadows. The small ceiling fixture she turned on seemed to concentrate the dark spots rather than eliminate them.

He could almost smell her as quickly as he could see her. He knew her scent better than he knew the features of her face. From the first day he could remember, she had been rough with him. There was never anything pleasant or soft in her voice, and she gave him no human comfort.

She provided him with food and the blankets and the box in which he slept. She brought down the pails of sand to replace any she took out from the square in which he littered. Long ago, through the inflicting of pain, she had taught him that this was the only area in which he could excrete.

His floor was made of stone and cement. The only soft spots were in his box with the blankets and in the sand, so he developed hard calluses on his feet, on his knees, and on his palms. In the beginning, he scratched and bumped himself often, developing sores and wounds. He never really cried aloud when that happened. Instead, he would utter a short yelp and sob within, his body shaking with the unhappiness. There was no one to appeal to, to seek sympathy from; so he licked his own wounds, stroked and rocked his body, and created a soft, monotone hum to quiet his fear and pain whenever he had any.

He had always had enough to eat and drink, although never in any great abundance. There was a time when the creature fed him. He remembered having to eat very quickly, swallowing almost as fast as she shoved the food at him. Now she merely left it by the box. A few times he had tried to use the spoon and the fork, but he found them too slow, for he was used to wolfing his food, to hovering over it like a rodent, scooping some of it in, chewing, looking about to be sure nothing threatened the remainder, scooping, chewing…

The creature wouldn’t wait to watch him eat. He sensed early on that she wanted the least amount of contact with him as possible. He felt the same way toward her. If she didn’t demand that he come to her, he would linger in the darkness, eyeing her like a field mouse in a hole, waiting for her to drop off the food and leave. Then he would scurry out quickly, before any other little animals could get there, and eat.

She wanted him to wear the diapers or the shorts, but he soiled them so often that she stopped changing him. The last one remained on him so long that it hung off in shreds before she removed it. Periodically, she would come down to wash him in the large basin she had left there for that purpose. He hated the baths, because the water was always so hot it nearly scorched him. She ran the water into the basin directly from the hot-water tank in the corner, mixing only a pail or two of cooler water with it. And she scrubbed him with that vicious vigor, suggesting she wanted to rub the skin off him. It was no use to wail or struggle. If he did, she would squeeze his neck so hard, it would make his eyes pop; or she would smack him so sharply, it burned more than the hot water.

He always knew when she was coming because she flipped on the ceiling fixture first. She would never come down to him in the dark. As soon as the light went on, he would cover his eyes and scurry for a safe spot. Safe spots were the little caverns and openings he had found for himself. There was the area between the hot-water heater and the stone wall foundation; there was the tunnel he had found between the boxes and old furniture stored in the rear. Lately, he had been more inventive about safe places.

Stronger now, his hands more like claws, with his long fingernails and callused fingers and palms, he climbed up the fieldstone walls, inserting his toughened feet in slots and spaces, using the old stones like a ladder to work his way up to the rafters. Here, he would find places to embed himself between studs and corners, pressing his body into the roof or against the wall, so that he could balance and secure himself above the basement floor.

The first thing he learned when he did this was that he could hear and feel what was happening above him. Exploring the roof of the basement from this vantage point, he was able to discover places in the floorboards that were widely separated. Through them, he could see light and shadows and smell the scents of things that were fascinating and remarkable to him.

The good thing about the higher safe places was that they were really safer. The first time the creature came down to find him for his bath and he was up against the ceiling, she was unable to locate him for the longest time. He heard the great anger in her voice when she screamed, “WHERE ARE YOU, IMP!” He pressed himself as hard as he could against the wall and ceiling, instinctively making his body into the smallest target possible.

She began to pull boxes, furniture, and other things apart. Frustrated by her failure to find him, she took off the wide, thick leather strap she always wore when she came down to him and swung it about threateningly. “IMP,” she called. “IMP, GET OVER HERE!” He hadn’t heard the words often enough to really understand their meanings, but he read her gestures and the tone of her voice well enough to understand that she wanted him to come to her. He had seen her pour the pail of water into the tub and set up the hot-water hose. He knew what she was planning for him. So he resisted.

Furious, she went back upstairs and came down with a flashlight. The first time he saw that, he thought it was some kind of fire. He had seen fire in the furnace and she had burned him with a candle to show him that playing with fire was dangerous. He saw the beam moving over the wall, getting closer and closer to him. He was positive that when the light touched him, it would burn him the way the candle had. So just before it reached him, he screamed and came out of his safe place. Even so, she put the beam on him and he screamed in anticipation of the pain. She was at him instantly. As soon as she was able to reach up and take hold of him, she struck him with the belt. He cried and made his pleading sounds, but she was out to teach him a lesson.

She struck him until there were welts all along his thighs and his buttocks. Then she antagonized the pain immediately by forcing him into the hot tub. After she dried him and wrapped him in the towel, she put him in his box and stood over him threateningly. Again, it was only from her gestures and tone of voice that he understood she was warning him. He cowered and squeezed himself together, pulling his legs and arms in, folding himself and burying his head in his body, just as the little animals did when he trapped them in a corner of the basement. After he felt her heavy shadow move off him and saw the cellar light go off, he unfolded.

There, safe in his darkness, he whimpered and hummed, comforting himself with the feel of his own arms around his torso, squeezing as hard as he could to subdue the pain. He listened to the buzz of motors and the sound of water traveling through pipes. He felt a spider crawl over his neck on its journey across his box. He pulled the blankets up over his legs, wrapping himself in his little cocoon, and fell asleep dreaming of field mice burrowing deeply into the coolness and safety of the stone walls.

Thereafter, whenever she came down to find him for some reason, she always brought her flashlight along. And when she called him, he came. The flashlight was too powerful. He believed it could even reach through things to find him. There was no safe place from the beam of light, so it was best to obey. After he came to her, he always curled up instinctively, expecting some blow or reprimand. Sometimes he whimpered for mercy; sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t.

He hated looking directly into her face. There was a fire and an anger there that he felt strongly. But always when she washed him in the tub, it was difficult not to look closely at her. If he tried to turn away, she would grasp a handful of his hair and tug him around. Then he would have to face her, as she scrubbed his cheeks and ears.

Her eyes were always blazing. Although she was big, the biggest creature he had ever seen, she had small eyes—eyes that reminded him of the soft, furry creatures that lived in holes dug between the stone wall foundation and the cellar floor. Once he grabbed a small one and held it tightly in his hands. It struggled to escape and then, when it realized the futility, changed its look of fear into one of hate. It swung its head about, trying to seize the skin of his fingers into its mouth. But he took hold of the top of its head and stopped that. He squeezed it so hard that red liquid emerged from its mouth. Finally, it stopped the struggle and fell over in his hand limply. He flung it into a corner to rot with other things.

She had this look of hate in her eyes, so he feared that one day she might bite him. Her teeth were small and her mouth twisted and turned, the lips squirming like worms. He had nightmares about that mouth. He saw it come down on his neck and shoulders; he felt the tongue pierce his skin.

He knew what it was to be bitten. The little furry creatures had nipped his legs and arms at times, especially when he was asleep. He’d wake with a start and slap out quickly. Often, he struck one hard enough to stop its movement and make it cold. He wished he could do the same to her.

She muttered sounds as she washed him. They had a rhythm to them that he began to recognize time after time. She’d stop in the middle sometimes and hold his head between her hands, while she looked up at the ceiling and muttered. When she dipped his head under the water, she held it down so hard and so long, he sensed a terrible danger. Then he would struggle as fiercely as he could, swinging and flinging his arms about wildly, until she relaxed the pressure. Once, when he did that, he scratched her and she beat him unmercifully, forgetting the rest of his bath.

He had gotten so he hated the sound of her, the feel of her, the scent of her. In the confines of his small world, there was nothing he feared and despised more. None of the small creatures threatened him. He was amused by them and even welcomed them, for they were company and amusement in a world of solitude and loneliness.

There was one thing that he did long for even more than food when he was hungry and water when he was thirsty. That was the other creature, the smaller creature. He hadn’t seen her as much, but the few times he did, he instinctively recognized a warm, loving feeling between them. When she spoke, she spoke in soft, kind tones. The two times that she touched him when she was here, she touched him gently and affectionately. He wanted her to touch him more, to talk to him more, and to be with him more.

When he discovered that he could hear her and even feel her through the roof of the cellar, he was ecstatic. It filled his life with a terrific new pleasure. Sometimes he waited in his high safe spot for hours, just for a momentary sound, whether it be the sound of her footsteps or the sound of her voice.

For a long time he had been trying to attract her attention by blowing through the cracks in the roof. He was afraid that the bigger creature would hear him, so he was as careful as he could be about when he would do it. One day, the nicer creature realized it and blew back at him through the floor. He let her warm breath wash over his face like a kiss. Whenever she did it, he would turn his head, taking the air over as much of his head as he could. After she stopped, he would call to her with his tiny whimper or his own breath.

One day he discovered a board that would move just a little. There was enough of a space for him to squeeze a finger through it. She realized what he had done and put her hand over the opening to keep him from pushing too far up and revealing himself to Mary. That was when he touched her.

The feel of her skin sent an electricity of warmth through him. Never had he felt this ecstatic about anything. He got so excited about it that he pressed his face into the ceiling too hard and the wood scratched his skin. But he didn’t mind the pain. The pleasure of her skin went beyond any pain. For this he would risk anything, everything. She let him touch her for as long as she could.

This became a ritual between them. He got so he could tell when it would happen. His natural clock kept him aware of time and events. If it were possible to do it at any other time, she would call to him softly. She didn’t use the same word the big creature did. Instead of “Imp,” she said, “Baby.” He liked the sound of that much better, especially the way her voice traveled over the vowel and ended in the soft “e.”

He had amazing hearing, his audio sense compensating for his diminished eyesight due to the darkness and grayness of his world. He could hear a rodent digging, a snake slithering, a fly buzzing across the basement. He got so he could distinguish between upstairs sounds. He knew the smaller creature’s footsteps. The larger creature hit the floor with a sharper, harder step. He thought she was continuously angry.

But there were many upstairs sounds he didn’t understand—the whistle of the teapot, the slamming of doors, the sounds of pots and pans, the frightening sound of churning motors in blenders and mixers. He liked the sound of music and recognized something soft and warm in much of it. Even the heavy organ music of Mary’s religious programs was attractive to him. He moved along the wall, trying to get as close to the music as he could. There he would sit or hang for as long as the music was on. Sometimes he fell asleep to it; sometimes he simply went into a blissful trance. Whatever he did, he welcomed the sound as one of the few pleasures in an otherwise dismal existence.

Of course, he didn’t know it as dismal. He knew it as his world, the world to which he had grown accustomed. In it there was little warmth and much hardness and roughness, unpleasant odors, confinement, and darkness. But all this made him harder and stronger, rather than weaker and puny.

His tiny body elongated into a wiry, muscular form. Like a monkey, he had gotten so he could grasp with his feet as well as his hands, and swing and hang on rafters and pipes. He climbed everywhere—over the stone wall, across the ceiling, up the water heater, and around the boxes and old objects that were stored in the basement. Most of his day was spent exploring, fingering and tasting objects and things he had found. There was always something new: whether it be opening an old dresser drawer and then spending hours inspecting the contents, or working his hands over a machine, digging his fingers into openings, finding and removing loose parts.
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