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“. . . Sometimes I feel like giving up,
it is no use to fight problems.
Last year when I was in the 5th grade
I tried to take the needle from some
older kids . . . in the school yard.

I really felt that anything, even dying,
was better than being here in this life.
Death has to be better than this.”

—Carmen, in Can't You
Hear Me Talking to You?
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THE FIRST VICTIM

 

NOT LONG after midnight on a dark, wet morning late in July, just as the pale, giant clock on the gray tower of the Greek Orthodox Church that faces Central Park West in New York City tolled the quarter hour through the last of the fog and the glitter of rain that slanted across its single yellow eye, a taxi careened to the flooded curb on the far side, close to one of the park entrances.

It stopped so abruptly that a cascade of shining water fanned up and outward, window-high, bringing an exclamation of mixed pleasure and alarm from the single passenger seated in the back.

Middle-aged, pleasant-looking, tastefully dressed, she had clung to the handstrap throughout the whole of the wild, dizzying ride from the Village, half the time praying, the rest just silly and giddy enough from the lingering effects of the two cocktails she’d had after the lecture to enjoy skidding past red lights, lurching around corners, and whooshing madly through flooded intersections as if they’d had an outboard motor tied on the back.

Now that the car had finally stopped and through the misted window she glimpsed the entrance to her apartment building across the street, she breathed her relief, yet in the next moment laughed. The bright black eyes of the driver flicked to his rearview mirror.

“What’s so funny?”

The tone was good-natured enough, yet edged with the kind of playful sadism that told her he was bored and that the ride had been meant to frighten or annoy her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of either.

“Nothing. The roller-coaster ride.”

The eyes in the mirror crinkled half shut and she knew he was grinning.

“More like Venice.” He peered from his window at the lake that surrounded them. “Can’t let you out on this side. How’s yours?”

She rolled down the window and looked, her eyeglasses instantly clouding. Through the misty haze she saw a vast pool of ankle-deep water. Did it really matter?

“I’m soaked to the knees anyway.” But the driver did puzzle her. “Why don’t you swing to the other side? The building with the green canopy; that’s mine.”

The driver pointed behind them, and what she saw was little more than a blur but obviously a white-and-blue police car parked opposite at the far corner.

“I know the bastards; they’d give me a ticket sure. Tell you what; I’ll drive you around the block: and come up legal-like on the other side.”

“No, no.” She dug blindly into her carryall for billfold and change purse, glanced up, squinting.

“I can’t read your meter.”

“Four twenty-five.”

“Good heavens!”

The cabbie was busy tightening the rubber band that gathered his long dark hair into a thick snake, oily and sleek, that hung to the center of his back.

“Lady, that’s what the numbers say—right there. It counts all by itself; real smart.”

“I’m not complaining. Just— Surprised.” She found a five-dollar bill and squeezed it into the ridiculous little go-through box in the plastic shield that separated the passenger’s side from the driver’s.

“Does this really help?”—tapping the worn, stained wall of plastic. No answer. “Well— No one can hold a gun to your head, or blow poison darts into the back of your neck.”

The silly man was pretending to have trouble finding adequate change in a cigar box that was obviously overflowing with it.

“Keep it. And this too.” A quarter and a dime. “A night like this!”

She gathered up her belongings: carryall, briefcase, two books, a bound stack of mimeographed sheets and drawings from the lecture. What else? Something was missing. Her folding umbrella! But that had been ripped from her hands the moment she’d stepped from the New School into that fearful wind: hurtling aloft like a demonic kite to melt into the writhing sea of fog and blackness that should have been Fifth Avenue.

Had there ever been such a storm? In New York City? In July?

The news reports—those she had overheard by hearsay in the lecture hall just before the film— were probably exaggerated. Five inches of rain in less than an hour! Sporadic winds of hurricane force! Even hail that smashed countless windows in the Heights section of Brooklyn! One report, which she didn’t believe, and had to laugh as she tried to picture it, had all the south storefront windows at Bonwit Teller shattered to the ground and a dozen manikins lying in the street like so many well-dressed corpses—a few dismembered limbs, hands, feet, as far east as Madison Avenue!

“I have no umbrella.” Something oddly plaintive had crept into her voice. “But it’s stopped now, hasn’t it.”

The cabbie nodded, scooping the change from his little sliding box.

“Yeah.”

“At least the heavy part is over.” She swung her door open on the park side, paused, touched again by the same swift, strange feeling that had just now put that queer note of self-pity into her voice. It was fear. Something—she hadn’t even the vaguest notion what—was frightening her.

The cabbie was grinning, his boyish face slightly dim and distorted through the sheen of misty plastic.

“Only a drizzle now. And fog.” He glanced out his side of the cab and back.

“Never seen such a fog. Maybe it ain’t New York. Maybe we’re in London, eh, lady? Piccadilly Square.”

“Circus.”

“What?” He remembered. “Oh yeah.” His feet touched the accelerator, racing the motor. He was obviously anxious to be off.

 But she wouldn’t get out! She sat there on the edge of the seat, the door wide open. He leaned back to glance out the door on her side. The water wasn’t that deep. He’d pulled the wheels of the cab right over to the curb so she could step out on the pavement.

“Is anything the matter?” Her face was peculiar and strained.

Startled, she shook her head quickly.

“No. It’s just—” She couldn’t herself decide what the matter was. “I don’t see my doorman. But sometimes he sleeps in the elevator. It’s a tiresome job.”

“Yeah.” The motor raced.

She fidgeted with her books, her bag; adjusted her glasses.

“Well . . . ” She had to get out, or find a reason not to.

“You can say that again.”

“What?”

Laughter. “I’m kidding, lady. Have a good night. Or morning. Watch your step.”

“I will.”

She stepped out onto the pavement.

“Got everything?”

“I think so.”

His rear wheels whirred and spun in the mud between the curb and the sidewalk, then they caught, and the cab shot off with such an astonishing burst of speed and sound that she thought surely the men in the police car opposite would . . . 

But the police car was nowhere in sight. It had evidently left while she’d been talking to the cabbie. With bewildering dismay—somehow she had wanted it there—she looked right and left as far as she could see. No police car. No car. Nothing. Overturned trash baskets. Broken branches. Beer and coke cans. Leaves. Mud. And water everywhere. A veritable lake in front of her.

She looked up and across the street at her apartment building, which she could just dimly see. Her glasses were misted; with a brush of fingertips she wiped them clear, too impatient to look for a tissue. It did little to improve her view, merely distorting her vision, but it was certain the doorman was nowhere in sight.

She noticed the building canopy had become loose in the storm, or perhaps part of it had actually ripped: two big sections of wet canvas were cracking in the wind, looking, from where she stood, like the wings of a gigantic dark bird ready to swoop down and devour her.

Well, bird or no, doorman or no, there was her building, and the dim light from the lobby’s glass doors cast its warm, comforting glow onto the wet pavement.

She was home. Safe. —Despite all those peculiar feelings she’d had moments before she’d stepped from the cab. As if . . . 

Instinctively, she turned quickly to glance behind her. Nothing. The park entrance: an avenue lined with deeply-shadowed trees and shrubs, benches, a drinking fountain at one side, street lamps casting an eerie glow.

Beyond that, centered, as far as she could see, a wall of trees, or at least a kind of thickening green fog as foliage mixed with mist through her again-clouding glasses.

How still it was! Not a sound. Only the monotonous crack and flap of the canvas across the street. Not a single car passing. Wasn’t that odd? Perhaps not; not after such an incredible storm and so much of the city badly flooded.

Her eyes again moved to the street directly in front of her. There was absolutely no point in looking for a dry place to cross. There were none. Besides, why care? Her shoes, which were suede, were surely ruined already. Nevertheless . . .

She smiled, and feeling suddenly silly and secret, imagined it would be fun to take off her shoes and wade across ankle-deep through that shining lake in her stockinged feet.

As she leaned over to remove her shoes . . .

A faint cracking sound. Distant, but sharp as a little boy’s cap pistol. It had been a twig! Someone had snapped a twig, broken it between his hands or—in one sudden leap her heart crowded her throat—stepped on it. Someone, something, was behind her, somewhere !

She turned instantly. But the park entrance was quite as it had been before, though now the mist had thickened in the distance; patches of it had settled closer to the ground and were wafting and rocking gently the way she had often seen it do in the little valleys that dip down on country roads.

But then, then—quite as if she had known, known all along exactly where to look beforehand, her head turned slowly to the distant left. And there she saw it, or him, or her, and curiously, saw it with an immense rush of relief and initial pleasure . . . because it was not the imagined dreadful thing her mind had been busy conjuring: it was not Count Dracula, black-caped and long-toothed, nor Dr. Frankenstein’s grunting guttural monster, or even—one thing truly possible—a six-foot-four New York junkie, wielding an open razor, half crazed for money to buy his fix.

But whatever it lacked in provoking dread it more than doubled in inspiring openmouthed astonishment. Because it was a naked child! Small, no more than nine, or perhaps ten or twelve, long hair dripping, soaking wet, standing in the leafy shadows.

It was not to be believed! And this time her hand dug rapidly through her carryall for a tissue. She quickly cleaned her glasses and replaced them.

There then! It was not an apparition after all: no meandering of fog and fear, no wraith, incubus, writhing ectoplasmic horror. It was distinctly—yes, a boy: she could see the genitals, even the first faint shadow-growth of body hair.

There he stood, motionless, close to a tree between thick parted foliage—his shoulder-length hair shaggy, disheveled, shining with streaks and beads of wetness as if he had been out in the pelting rain for hours. He was—no, not a white child, but very light-skinned, handsome, thin but well-proportioned, strong. And because of the mist and the unnatural eerie glow from the park’s carbon-arc lamps that were somehow whitely greenish, his skin had a slightly luminous, almost phosphorescent glow. It was this that had made him seem so unreal, at first an apparition; but he was clearly real and solid flesh: a strange, naked, wet, long-haired, oddly staring, wide-eyed, astonishing boy!

The woman stood as motionless and staring as the child, quite uncertain what to do. —Or say, for that matter.

Hello?

What are you doing here?

Why are you naked?

Why do you look at me?

What do you want?

Nothing seemed commensurate with a situation that was, to say the least, extraordinary.

She managed to take her eyes from the child to look right and left, then behind her, hoping, wishing, wordlessly praying that someone, anyone, were there—or would miraculously appear, to share her surprise and uncertainty.

If only the police car would return! If only she could suddenly see her doorman standing in the lighted lobby across the street to whom she could motion, or call! If only . . .

But why so much hesitancy, doubt, bewilderment about what to do? When she had first seen the boy it had been with a flood of relief, almost pleasure. But now that they both stood there, motionless, waiting—for what?—her panic grew. Their meeting seemed to be—the word forced itself into her mind—contractual; however unknown and nameless, there was an agreement, a bond between them.

Then the blood rushed to her cheeks. How silly! How morbid! How shameful, and unlike her! Where was her pity, her courage, her concern? Indeed, her duty! If anything contractual existed, an absurd thought, it was to help this child, whatever his trouble. Surely the answer was simple. He was sick, lost; perhaps beaten by others, and left lying unconscious until the rain had washed him clean of blood and soil.

At the very worst, he could have been an addict, and drugged himself senseless, or insane, bereft of mind and purpose, tearing the clothes from his body, wandering like a dazed and wounded animal, through the intricate miles of wilderness that was the park.

So fortified with logic, decision was next: she dared to take one step toward him, and in the most hesitant of gentle voices:

“Hello—? Who are you?”

Just one more half step.

“What . . .” Her voice quavered so much she had to begin again. “What . . . are you doing? In the park? So late?”

No answer, no motion; not the slightest expression. Even the eyes didn’t blink: only their steady wide stare.

Another step, and her bottom lip disappeared between her teeth. She knew that any quick, rash, or sudden movement on her part would make him bolt, melt instantly into the foliage, disappear— forever. And she couldn’t bear that. God help her, she had to know about this child.

Another half step, her heart an erratic hammer. She could literally hear it. Could he? Was he listening to the hammer of her heart—this naked, strong boy, with his unbearably mysterious and, yes—she could see it now—insolent eyes fastened so steadily on hers?

Seeing the insolence, or what she thought to be that, another decision was possible; at least she could fake it, and she became instantly sure, bold, “brave”—scolding him as if he were a naughty child whom she knew very well.

The feigned anger made her voice irritable and sharp.

“Look how wet you are! Where are your clothes? Aren’t you ashamed? How can you wander through the park like that? At this hour.” — Gesturing without looking at the great pale yellow eye of the church clock far in the distance behind her. “Don’t you know what time it is? !”

Her “attack” seemed to change him slightly. Was it visible or did she imagine she saw his body tighten?—the muscles alert and poised, ready for instant flight, and this, of course, was not what she’d wanted at all. Her “naughty-boy” approach had obviously failed, so she altered her tone, sympathy and kindness taking over.

Her voice was small, but warmed with unmistakable concern, and desire to “do” something.

“Are you lost . . .  ? Aren’t you cold . . .  ? Why don’t you  . . .  ?”

She had taken several unconscious steps forward and then stopped because the boy had made a swift, almost gliding movement backward, shrinking deeper into leaves and shadow. Now his body was virtually hidden. Only his luminous face peered out, the eyes still wide, unblinking.

Seeing now that she might lose him altogether, the woman shifted everything she carried into one arm, extending the other in an open, sincere gesture of invitation and friendliness.

“Don’t be afraid. Please. I’m a  . . .  a schoolteacher. I know about children; all about them. I love them. So how could I . . . possibly hurt you? All that I want. . .”

Quick as the shutter on a camera, the wet leaves where his face had been became an unbroken wall. She heard rustling, footsteps, a snapped twig, silence.

Her dismay and disappointment were almost overpowering, so caught up, so wrapped up now was she in solving the irresistible mystery of this boy, in experiencing its total drama.

Almost as quick as he, without the slightest hesitation, she moved to the wall of leaves where the child had been and pushed her way through. She felt her feet sink into mud, wet leaves shower her with water that seemed almost icy.

Plaintive, almost a wail—

“Little boy  . . .  ! Please! Don’t run away! You mustn’t . . .  !”

She stumbled forward, tripping on a root, regained her balance, rushing to the left, and then to the right, heedlessly, entering a wooded area so thick with trees it appeared to be a dense forest. And all the while, her voice was strained between a shout and a whisper—

“Where are you . . .  ? Little boy . . .  ? Little boy  . . .  ?”

She rushed on, quite as if she knew where to look, exactly where to find him. Yet her movements were truly haphazard and arbitrary: this way and that, or at best, instinctively tropistic, drawn to where any darkness thinned out, where the glow from some distant lamp managed, however dimly, to reach and illuminate an area.

A patch of mud sucked off one shoe; she didn’t notice until moments later, then knowing she could never find it, simply kicked off the other rather than stumble lopsidedly, risking a fall at every step,

The boy was nowhere, and even though she stopped dead still every minute or so, she heard not a sound. Yet she had the knowledge, the conviction that he was close by and that he heard her, and listened. So the litany continued . . . 

“Little boy  . . .  ? Where are you . . .  ?”

The last word caught in her throat and she leaned against a tree in a spasm of hard coughing. When she could breathe again, and speak and press on, her tone, now edged with hysteria, grew insistent and sharp. . . .

“No one . . .  can stay in the park all night . . .  Not you . . .  Not anyone . . .  Especially not a child  . . .  ”

A tangle of branches caught her, pulling her back: almost angrily she wrenched herself free, shouldered her way through a misty patch of pale light, and found herself, with surprise, in a kind of valley, a somewhat round, open clearing, towered with rocks that were a wall on all sides.

She paused, breathing quickly, suddenly dizzied and sick. Her hair was so wetly scrolled about her head she might just now have risen from the depths and broken the surface of the sea; she was muddied and plastered with leaves; her shoes were gone, as well as both books and the notes from the lecture. Only her carryall remained; this seemed infinitely precious, as if it contained the secret that would save her, and she hugged it wetly to her heart.

What next? What next to do? She was lost. Absolutely. Directionless. The child was gone. She had no sense of his “being there” any longer. Or perhaps he was, but her growing fright had crowded out the intuition, blurred the initial inexplicable “feel” of his being near her.

Well, to go on searching was certainly senseless—even more so than the complex of insane desires and decisions that had brought her to this place and this moment. She would have to find her way back, simply wander about until she discovered a path or a road, saw a glimmer of light, somewhere, anywhere.

But before she turned, she couldn’t resist one last pathetic try, a final insanity . . . whispered, strangely melodic, like a song that puts a child to sleep, or gently wakes him—

“Little boy  . . .  ? Have you no place to go  . . .  ?”

Tremulously—

“Please, I want to help you. . . .”

Imploring—

“Let me find you. . . .”

Begging—

“Come to me. . . .”

He had parted a thick clump of bushes and was squatting close to the ground, half hidden by foliage.

Her paralysis was instant, so shocked was she to have suddenly turned her head and seen him there. Yet, curiously, having found him, or he her, the corners of her mouth turned upward in slow pleasure while the gooseflesh seemed to begin in the column of her rigid spine, flooding outward, covering her shoulders and arms, racing down her thighs.

She felt the nipples of her breasts tighten and grow hard; of this she was aware with a kind of amazed horror, knowing that somewhere in the panic of this night’s puzzle was a kind of submerged sexuality she could in no way decipher.

The boy’s eyes were quite as before: steadfast, intent, glowing, but this time the lax mouth hung open slightly, and she could hear the sounds of his breathing: quick, short, light pants, as if he’d been running hard.

And seeing him so: crouched, openmouthed, breathing rapidly, staring, no longer shy or timid, his insolence even clearer, she felt the edges of the design begin to assert itself. She had not wandered, bewildered, uncertain, lost, into the very heart of the wildest, most isolated part of the park; he had led her; she had followed!

Why? Why?

She watched the boy’s chin lift toward her, and just as the nose widened, sniffing the air like an animal that had just gotten the scent of its prey, there was a soft rustle behind her.

She knew what it was before she saw it.

Another child!

Older. The skin darker; even more beautiful than the first. As naked as he. But a girl, with a flood of black, shining hair that reached to her waist; half shadowed, half silver in the wet, leafy darkness, brazenly full-viewed, but like the boy crouched, poised, alert, ready for instant flight.

Another rustle—to the left of the girl—and the woman’s head spun just in time to see a third child, this one smaller, as shy as a doe and moving as quickly, now here, now there, as if it were actually leaping, the eyes glinting through the leaves, the light skin flashing.

Like an instant stinging rash, the gooseflesh again prickled the woman’s body, head to toe, for she could finally actually see and count five children; five: all graceful and strong, all shaggy-haired, wet, inexplicably naked; and all— what?—drugged, mad, possessed, rabid! No word would suffice, no word explain.

They had formed a wide, crude circle around her, and were now in constant movement, their sounds initially so subtle and accidental she had to strain to hear: rustlings, broken twigs, running steps, the suck of mud when a foot slipped in too deeply. But underneath all this were sounds that began to dizzy her senses, warp her awareness of time and space, as if by simply letting her mind go, melt, dissolve away, or atomize, shatter itself into nothingness, she could escape the magnitude of the nightmare; and these sounds were: ripples of faint laughter, coughs, grunts, growls, yelps, snarling.

The bag she’d been hugging to her heart slipped free, falling at her feet. Her arms hung useless. Her eyeglasses were thoroughly misted now, filling her world with silver and fog, but she counted this a blessing as she began to turn slowly, revolve like a giant figurine on a mechanical base.

A voice half choked, thinned out, and wild passed from her mouth like a medium’s control.

“Little boy . . .  !”

Then a great shredding sound burst from her throat, imploring, begging piteously, acknowledging absolutely herself as victim—

“Children . . .  ! Children . . .  ! Please . . .  ! Please . . .  !”

But they were already in the air, hurtling down upon her from the blackness on all sides, so simultaneous and precise, the attack seemed the attack of one single, great animal.

It was as stunning as birth, and so intolerable in concept, in actuality, that mind, body, nerves simply refused to believe or react.

She felt nothing. But as consciousness slipped away, she heard a fantastic variety of mingled grunts, growls, snorts, and the frenzied, ravenous tearing and eating of her flesh.


DAWN

 

THE DAWN, after a severe summer storm, is sometimes especially beautiful.

And when the wind shifts to the north, as it did, if briefly, on this particular day, the air, so maligned in New York City, can become as clear and bracing as anyplace in the world you can name.

By afternoon, the temperature again crowded the 90’s, and the humidity, so laden with smog it was a visible sea, flooded slowly back, but for a few blessed hours just after daybreak, the air was actually 59°, extraordinary for July, and the torrential rain the night before combined with winds of gale force, had washed Central Park clean. Its midsummer carpet of brown and yellow leaves had been swept away, leaving a soft, fresh color that seemed spring-new, spring-green.

A fat young jogger in gray sweatshirt and ragged shorts found the body—though, finding it, he did not call it by that name simply because the word in no way occurred to him. Beaded with sweat, gulping for air, he merely looked down at a few mysterious, repellent, and quite inexplicable “objects” that were strewn across his usual path. He paused just long enough to realize that he was somehow seeing more than he really cared to, and then moved on.

Some minutes later a cruising police car nosed over a hill, looking so much like a film in slow motion, the jogger knew its occupants must be drinking coffee. He waved as it drew abreast and stopped it, stammering a bit in his perplexity to describe just what it was he had found, but at least telling the two men that there was “something” over there—pointing and locating the area exactly—that “I think you ought to see.”

Coffee, indeed, was the preoccupation of the moment, along with a bagful of Horn & Hardart whole-wheat doughnuts, but one of the officers, clown-mouthed with white powered sugar, nodded okay, meaning, presumably, that they’d investigate; then, before they could detain him with questions he probably couldn’t answer anyway, the jogger ran off. He heard a vague, full-mouthed shout as he disappeared into a wall of bushes at the side of the road, but ignored it, pressing quickly on.

Staring down with considerable amazement, neither of the two officers initially saw it as a “body” either, and would have been at a few moment’s loss for words to write in their notebooks what would in any way approximate the indescribable mass of mangled flesh and bared bone, mud, blood, crushed leaves, exposed roots, even bark-stripped branches that lay, indeed, were scattered about before them.

That there was a torso—a broken birdcage of ribs—was quickly evident however. And limbs of sorts. And something, God help them, round and hard, half-sucked down in a pocket of rosy mud, that looked distinctly like a skull with a few remaining shreds of flesh and hair.

If there was any real doubt, and doubt persisted irrationally simply to inhibit as long as possible the full shocked pain of the truth, six yards away, porcelain-white, exquisite, washed clean by the rain, and completely bled of its color, was a small human hand. It was obviously a woman’s hand, the nails frosted a pale pink, two fingers ringed, all of it gently curled, like petals, around the shattered, crushed remains of a pair of thin, gold-rimmed eyeglasses.

A uniformed governess with a sleeping baby in her arms counted seven, no eight police cars. Eight! Besides the ambulance and, good heavens, four or five other ordinary cars.

“What is it?! What happened?!”

Her voice was shrill, insistent, the accent thickly British, and her hungry eyes virtually prodded and poked at the thin, shirtless man with the bicycle, the nearest bystander to her in the crowd compelled to stand behind the wooden horses of a crude police barrier.

The man shrugged without bothering to look at her.

“I don’t know.” And after an irritating pause: “Somebody got killed.” He seemed only idly curious. “Somebody’s always getting killed.” He either laughed or snorted faintly. “In this park!? At night!? Are you kidding!?”

It was a curious way to express what the governess understood to be a reference to the dangers of Central Park after dark, but she was a visitor to the city and still not used to the many oddities of expression she encountered.

The man’s gaze, which she followed intently with her own, was focused on at least a half a dozen uniformed policemen and others who now, almost desultorily, since the principal search was over, kept pacing back and forth in a clearly aimless, haphazard manner, kicking through grass and underbrush.

“They kept finding things for a while.”

The governess could barely wait.

“Things?”

Now he turned, looking at her and the baby’s sweet sleeping face without even a flicker of expression.

“Yes.”

The corners of his eyes wrinkled ever so slightly as his leg swung over his bicycle.

“—I don’t know what.”

And as he rode off—

“Bloody things.”

A teenage girl who, listening, had moved close to them during their conversation, knew all about the “bloody” things they kept finding and volunteered the information readily.

“Parts of a body. You know—! Hands. Legs. Like that. All chewed up. That’s what I heard one man say.”

Incredulously—

“All what?”

“Chewed up.”

The girl made a growling, grinding bite over a thick wad of pink bubble gum visible between her front teeth, enjoying herself.

“—Like something wild had attacked her; maybe some animal from the zoo. The zoo’s not far. See—” Pointing—“That flag. That’s the top of the main administration building. But all the big animal cages are there too, outside. And every once in a while one of them gets loose, a gorilla or something, or somebody gets hurt, like getting a hand chewed off from getting too near to a cage.”

She glanced idly at the sleeping infant, her tone matter-of-fact, her expression really quite dull, without discernible mischief.

“Once a baby got eaten. Truly. Snatched right out of its mother’s arms through the bars of the cage. I was there. So I know.”

The girl’s eyes seemed as clear as still water, truth sparkling like sunlight. “That time it was a bear. They’re the worst, you know; and the quickest to escape. They’re smart and walk on their hind legs like a man, and grab you and hug you to death before they eat you.”

The story was much too fascinating to let go without hearing the end.

“But how could a bear escape?”

The child’s eyes became wide with absolute belief.

“Oh they do! You read about it all the time. In the papers. Don’t you? I certainly do. Perhaps you don’t turn to the right section. You must look under Animals in the local news index. Or “Animal Escapes . . .” that’s usually the heading. I’ve read about bears many times. I’ve seen accounts of snakes getting loose, too. Surely you’ve seen those! —Huge boa constrictors. They travel through the sewers, you know, and come up right in the apartment where you live. It’s true. You could walk right into your bedroom—tonight!—and there, before you know it, is a big boa constrictor arching up with its jaws unhinged, ready to eat you alive!”

All of which was just a bit too much, and with a weak smile the governess moved quickly away, having covered the baby’s ears for fear some of this unwarranted gore might slip dangerously into the child’s slumbering subliminal.

Sewers and snakes and unhinged jaws! It was not for nothing that the American people were judged to be among the most bloodthirsty and violent on earth!

Isolating herself, she remained content merely to watch—though there seemed now very little left to see. Very few bystanders remained, possibly because the ambulance had long since left—with its obscure and carefully covered remains, whole or parts. Whatever was on the stretcher, it certainly wasn’t body-shaped!

Most of the police cars had left; indeed, the last two were now bumping over a curb, ready to take off.

A doctor remained—at least a white-uniformed somebody, writing in a little book. And over there—why hadn’t she noticed them before?—resting in the shade of a huge overhang of umbrella-shaped rock—were two men whom she surmised to be detectives. What else? Who else? They had that look, and so American: with their ties off, both with their jackets removed.

So untidy! So unlike Scotland Yard!

One was quite young, with blond hair, long and hideously unkempt, but that presumably was the fashion—even for detectives apparently. But she was being unfair. Surely it was the soggy heat, and all that prowling he must have been doing. He was soaked with mud from the knees down and the front of his shirt was brown with dried blood, from the corpse no doubt.

The other detective was a much older man, and had managed to stay cleaner. He was short-haired and sucked on an unlit pipe under a thick, sandy mustache during moments of silence in his dialogue with the other.

A sudden thought struck the governess. She could lip-read! Once years ago she had been governess to two mute, deaf children, and it was necessary that she go to school with them to learn.

She moved closer, as near as the police barricade allowed, and though the distance was great, narrowed her eyes and concentrated.

The young man with the wild hair was speaking and she watched his mouth closely:

“. . . It isn’t as if I really cared; I mean—Hell, Jim— It isn’t prestige or anything like that, and it isn’t jealousy.” The lips were still for a moment. “—Though I think some of the guys think so.”

Staying with the young man, she missed “Jim’s” reply, but it had been brief, whatever it was.

“—Well, let them think so. The only thing that’s really bothering me is the money, and the fact that I did have seniority. Maybe only two weeks, but so what? I was in the department, and working, two weeks before he was. That’s seniority. And another thing . . .”

They weren’t talking about the crime at all! Something dreadfully mundane: work, a job, seniority. How very disappointing!

But anyway, Bonnie Dee was awake; and hungry; and setting up a lusty cry.

Enough of these peculiar Americans and their dismembered corpses in Central Park!

It was time for home, and a bottle.

“Yes, sweetheart? Yes, love?”


THE DETECTIVES

 

LIEUTENANT JAMES SCHRADER had given up two-packs-a-day smoking and was in his third tortured week of total abstinence. In virtually useless compensation, he had chewed yards of sickly gum, sucked with smacking vigor countless pounds of hard candy, eaten everything within reach, and lately, since nothing eaten really seemed to work, had begun taking occasional lung-deep whiffs of strong ammonia from a small vial he carried. Actually, this helped most of all, until some lunkheads on the force were sure he was sniffing coke. This was such an inconvenience and an embarrassment finally, that it was easier to give up the ammonia than keep explaining or sticking the vial under some creep’s nose.

As a last resort, or at least the next illusory compensation, he had taken to the stem of an empty pipe, sucking without the remotest pleasure the stale, slightly woody taste of it, or tapping the tip of it, often unconsciously, against his front teeth like a woodpecker gone mad.

He had crushed three stems between his molars, each time spitting out a mouthful of splinters. He also used the end of the pipe in various fetishes and rituals that included scratching the side of his nose, the back of his head, under his chin, the lobes of his ears—everything but sticking it up his ass! Nothing helped. Giving up smoking was a genuine, deeply felt loss; there was no other word; it was a death in the family; and he grieved, at moments intolerably, actually ready to cry when his chest seemed to burst in its ache to suck down that soothing, loving cloud of nicotine and tar, formaldehyde, carbolic and prussic acids, carbon monoxide, arsenic, and all other and sundry delectable anathemas and sweet, sweet poisons!

Irritably, almost baring his teeth like a teased dog, he heard himself barking: “What!? What!” for he had not really heard much that Art had been saying—something about that seniority business, a subject on which he hadn’t shut up for the last three days.

Also, he was suddenly aware that the woodpecker was tapping like a frenzied idiot, and in a burst of accumulated anger, he tore the mother of a black bastard from its porcelain perch and flung it away.

It landed at the doctor’s feet who, knowing what it was all about, tsk-tsked a few times, shaking his head sadly, and returned it gently to its owner.

They smiled at each other, Jim rather sheepishly. He nodded toward Art, whom the doctor had never met.

“This is Art Davis. We’re together now.” And to Art—

“Dr. Rivers; George Rivers.”

There were handshakes, and nods, and rather grim smiles all around, for the business at hand was now clearly at hand. But the doctor said nothing. Jim had to throw out his hands, affect astonishment of sorts.

“—Well?!”

Prodded, the doctor started to speak; at least he opened his mouth, then closed it, shrugging helplessly. He tried again, this time succeeding, if rather lamely.

“What can I say? Only . . . what I already told you. And what you could see for yourself.” He glanced back at the area where the body had been found, shaking his head. “Fantastic! Unbelievable! Really.”

Jim frowned, dissatisfied and unhappy.

“Tell me again. Tell Art. He didn’t hear.”

The doctor seemed surprised.

“Again?”

Jim nodded.

“Yeah. Why not? That’s the way it works sometimes. We hear the same story again, and again—and maybe suddenly there’s a tiny piece that we didn’t hear before, and it means something. New. Or leads to something.”

The doctor shrugged good-naturedly and glanced at Art.

“You looked at the body?”

Art’s faint smile was puzzled, as if he thought it a stupid question.

“Of course. All of it. Every inch. Every hair.”

“And—?”

Art laughed.

“You mean—you want me to— Me? I’m not a doctor, or a lab man.”

“You don’t need to be.”

“But what can I say?”

“That’s my point exactly! What can anyone say? If we were in Africa, or New Guinea, there’d be no problem.”

The connection eluded Art, who was sometimes a bit slow.

“How’s that?”

The doctor smiled, rather enjoying this pleasantly simple, open-faced young man with disheveled hair, bloodied and mud-splattered from head to toe.

“She was obviously, and please note the word—obviously—attacked, killed, torn apart, the body half eaten by a pack of predatory, carnivorous, half-starved animals.” He turned to face Jim. “I say half-starved because I don’t think more than a third of the corpse is left. He nodded to dispel Art’s look of surprise. “Yes. Much of the bone is exposed and appears to have been gnawed. Visible tooth marks. All the long muscles gone, the fatty tissue. The neck was broken, by the way.”

Jim’s eyebrows raised slightly.

“Oh? You didn’t mention that. Does it mean anything?”

The doctor shrugged.

“I don’t suppose. There’s a lot of embedded rock around. Maybe she just hit the ground with terrific force. If they hit her from the front and she fell backward . . . well, that could have done it.”

Jim’s eyes brightened a bit.

“They? Why do you say they?”

The doctor laughed.

“I must!”—then, teasing—“Or maybe not. Would ‘it’ suit you better?” His eyes played with Jim’s.

“Murders in the Rue Morgue.”

Art was lost.

“What’s that?”

No one would tell him.

“And that’s it—everything?” Jim’s pipe was raised, about to start clicking, but he remembered in time and pocketed it.

“For now.” The doctor walked toward his car. “If the lab turns up anything. I’ll let you know.” He slammed the door of his shiny black Triumph, settled back into its red-leather bucket seat. After it had shot off, revved up to create a momentary spectacular roar, Jim turned to Art with a somewhat sour pout under his bushy mustache.

“What kind of car did you say you owned?”

Art looked thoroughly depressed, picking hopelessly at a few ragged spots of mud and blood on the front of his new three-ninety-five cotton-and dacron drip-dry shirt.

“A 1964 Chevrolet four-door sedan, with one window busted, a fender smashed, and four paper-thin tires.”

They were hot, sticky, indescribably dirty, and bone-tired. Jim’s blue shirt clung wetly to his back from belt to neck, quite as if he had stepped from a river, and Art had a raw itch at one side of his crotch he’d gotten from a pair of too-small swim trunks he had worn to Jones Beach the Sunday before, which, stung with the salt from his sweat, was driving him wild.

Yet they remained, as if some secret were still there, waiting to be found, watching a police truck gather up the last of the wooden barricade horses. Surely they had said everything there was to say, yet Jim persisted with a sigh and mild sarcasm.

“Well, Sherlock? —or do you prefer being called Mr. Holmes?”

Unhearing, bemused, conjuring his own weird pictures while shaking his head in awe, Art did not reply, instead half whispered—“A pack of wild, half-starved animals.”

Jim had decided that his pipe was a menace to his sanity after finding himself thrusting it into an ear, and deliberately broke it in half, throwing the pieces into the underbrush.

“You don’t believe it —The animal part.”

Art shook his head.

“No. I don’t. I mean—” laughing, groping, “I do; yes—in my mind. How can you dispute what the doctor said, and what you could see for yourself. But—” He touched his head. “Something says no; it’s impossible. Jim—” Disarmingly, with such a great staring earnestness it was almost comic—“Jim— This is New . . . York!”

Like a number of irritating people Jim had known, but never before Art, the young man pawed his arm, tugged at his sleeve to guarantee absolute eye-to-eye attention.

“New . . . York . . . City!”

Jim faked alarm, freeing himself as if the other were a raving psychotic.

“All right, all right! I believe you!”

Art turned, lifting his head, looking up and out over the treetops to the long sweep of apartment house buildings that made up the faintly blue, smoke-hazed skyline on the west.

“And to think . . . that it happened here . . . in Central Park . . . where kids play ball . . . and jump rope . . . where kites get busted and balloons fly away. . . .”

“And two lousy cops—” Jim’s face was sour “—can’t come up with even one single mother of a clue.”

“Or even a sister or brother.” Art’s jokes were always pathetic. But his expression was concentrated and strained, the mouth tight, the brow deeply furrowed. Then suddenly his features relaxed, becoming open and smooth as the idea he’d been struggling with burst upon him with the quality of a conversation.

“Do you know what I think?!” Almost shaking with excitement—“Hey! Jim! Listen to this!” Pawing him again—“Did you ever see a dog go bad? I have. Rotten. Mean. They do, you know. What happens— They get lost, or run away, or families abandon them; and then, somehow, they find each other. First there’s a pair, then three or four; maybe more. They live in—”

For a moment he couldn’t think where, but then he got it.

“—Caves; like in the park, some of the rocks are honeycombed; or empty sewers; or beat-up, abandoned buildings, like in Brownsville or parts of Spanish Harlem; you know, the city’s loaded with them; why, I’ve seen streets that look like a bomb had hit.” A moment’s pause. “Well?!” Then rushing on—“That’s where they live, or at least—sleep, in the daytime, hidden away, like vampires. At night they hunt, and they learn to hunt together—for food, garbage mostly, knocking over cans, nosing off the lids, but other things too. They’d attack a human. They would, Jim, you’d better believe it. I know. I seen it. I got followed once by four of them; four: ugliest, mangiest things you ever saw; half crazed from neglect, disease.”

He looked into the older man’s face closely, seeking any motion of muscle or line for reaction, but found none. Jim didn’t seem the slightest impressed. Angered, he added a sadistic nuance—

“One of them was almost hairless, with a running sore on its back as big as a soup plate, like raw meat. . . .”

That part did reach Jim. “Oh come on!” He turned away in pique and disgust.

Vaguely embarrassed, Art lowered his voice, some of the hope and conviction in his tone gone.

“All I’m telling you is God’s truth. And it could happen. Maybe that’s what did. A whole pack of half-crazed dogs! Not three or four, but, who knows, maybe ten—or thirty! And if some woman is nutty enough to wander into the park in the middle of the night, and they corner her. . . .”

He stopped entirely, sighing and discouraged, but secretly convinced it was a brilliant theory.

Jim smiled and placed his hand affectionately on the young man’s shoulder.

“Well—it is an idea, isn’t it. And I’ve come up with nothing better.” He paused, thinking, his eyes sliding in a sly glance at the other. “Of course, there were no animal footprints around . . . only lots of kicked-up mud and countless prints of barefoot kids from the day before. Hm? But it rained crazy hard toward morning, didn’t it—so it’s not easy to tell about anything.”

A sudden wave of desire for a cigarette swept over him, hitting him hard, leaving him breathless and bent over, yet it seemed considerably less severe than the last time and, straightening up, he felt a small wonder and growing pride. What had they been talking about? Ah, yes. He concluded the thought—

“Still—rain or no, you’d think there might be at least one good paw print, wouldn’t you; particularly since there were dozens that children had made. . . .” He paused. “Bit of a puzzle.”

Art was not above sulking. He kicked a stone down the path before them with the anger of a small boy whose father had just told him he was not to get this week’s allowance.

“Well—” He was determined to cling to straws. “I still say it’s possible. Explains a lot of things. You heard the doctor.”

Another kick and another stone plummeted downhill. “—Two-thirds of the body eaten away; the bone exposed and gnawed. My god—!”

Two stones, three stones, four.

“—It’s got to be an animal; it’s got to!”


THE STREET

 

AT THE END of the street, or the beginning actually, if it is entered from the south where the numbers, if there are any, run upward, the buildings are unoccupied.

Uninhabitable is a better word.

The doors are gone; the windows long ago shattered and smashed.

The roofs expose jagged patches of blue, and most of each floor has been eaten away, leaving only a vast crosspatch of beams and two-by-fours spliced with the knuckled slime of broken and crumbling plumbing, so blackened they look charred.

Occasional kids play in and out if the smell is tolerable—faint enough to wrinkle a nose in quick disgust and forget it.

More often the stench is unbearable.

Bums and drunkards and wandering derelicts stumble in to piss or bend down and shit in the shadowed corners.

Starving cats, sometimes a dog or two drag in carrion to munch on, slit-eyed and growling in the dark, while an army of rats, often crazed with hunger and disease, fight among themselves, eat their dead, leaving what remains to rot until the stink is so strong it would gag you as easily as if it were being fogged out into your face from a canister of teargas.

Time, decay, neglect, indifference; lack of feeling and of love: these create a bomb as deadly as the atom, and indeed, ruins that are far more beautiful.

In Bedford-Stuyvesant, or on the fringes of Black or Spanish Harlem, block after block, sometimes mile after ragged mile of these hideous buildings, viewed from a distance, say on a clear and moonlit night, have all the ghastly, ghostly beauty of Berlin, or Dresden after the holocaust.

Farther on up the street, there are doors on the buildings, and even glass in most of the windows; or if not glass, plastic or plywood or even cardboard—any makeshift barrier to keep out the rain.

That’s because people have begun to live here —fractional humans first, half alive, half dead, or two-thirds into another world: the absolute loonies, the elusive, dangerous heads mixing, as the social hierarchy improves, with the harmless alcoholics and spaced-out junkies, merging finally into the teeming thousands of lesser deviate and destitute humans that finally constitute the heart and center of the street.

Oddly, plumbing makes the difference. If a toilet flushes, or if you can fill a glass or tub with water, however rank and rusty, you’ve got a home. At least a place to die in.

On the crumbling steps of the first occupied brownstone, marked 69 2, the third numeral having vanished in decay, sit two black fairies.

One, the immensley tall, knobby-boned, falsely eyelashed somnambulist of twenty-two, is Fenister Octavius Brown.

The other, the short, fleshy, handsome nineteen-year-old with the frosted blue-black Afro, was christened Star-Glory Joshua Jones by his coke-high mother. The name, however, is seldom used, except on welfare checks where it is required, and verbally by Fenister, who enjoys it; “Nohung” being preferred, the nickname acquired because the boy has no testicles. One remained undescended during infancy, and the other was so crushed in an accident when he fell from a bicycle over a fire hydrant at the age of twelve, that it had to be surgically removed.

Awash in sweat, giddy from the heat and the insufferable boredom of the afternoon, Fenister is busy lacquering Star-Glory’s nails an unearthly violet-tinged rose. He pauses, pink tongue between moistened black lips to appraise his work and glance up the block where the wide mouth of an open fire hydrant has been ingeniously wired with wood to throw a two-story fountain of foaming water over tens of dancing, shrieking children. Now he turns, velvet-eyed, to speak to his neighbor, the fat woman in the faded flower wrapper nursing her baby on the stoop of the brownstone next door. Once 6900, the double “o” has long ago fallen away, leaving only something of an occasional passing joke.

Fenister can speak flawless English but enjoys affecting an exaggerated southern drawl and commensurate manners, as if he were a permanent Blanche in an eternal performance of A Streetcar Named Desire.

“Y’ole liike this heah color. Miz’ Johnson?”—exhibiting Nohung’s glittering fingers.

Mrs. Johnson is so glistening and finely wet from the heat, she appears thoroughly oiled. The over-90 temperature doesn’t bother her much, but it has covered her baby’s body with a prickly rash which she dabs at constantly with a soaked rag from a saucer of calomine, painting the tiny torso a pinkish-powdery white. She is actually bone-dry of milk and nurses the infant only because a pacifier is five flights up.

Grateful for a diverting moment to take her eyes from her worry, she smiles back at Fenister, admiring the color extravagantly, but mistakenly calling it purple.

“Purple! Why Miz’ Johnson—” Fenister’s thickly mascaraed, nearsighted eyes squint inches from the bottle. “Ah’ll have yew know that this heah is Fatal . . . Mauve.”

He laughs, appreciating the absurdity of it, and somehow, beneath the hidden pain, the absurdity of the situation: himself, and Star-Glory, and the whitewashed infant busy sucking at an empty breast that appears as round and ripe and full as a melon, while a bunch of skinny, mostly naked kids leap like idiots through a geyser of water spitting from a black snoot of metal sticking out of the pavement below.

He must lean closer to read the fine print, his long lashes virtually brushing the label.

“Super-vibrant fluorescent color: it glows in the dark.” Another laugh; strengthening his voice to ride above the shrill babble of sounds from the street—“Yew heah?—Star-Glory. Y’ole goin’ t’ glow in the dark t’night! Yo’ mammy sho’ named you raight!”

He blows his breath on Nohung’s nails, his heavy eyes once more lifting to the burning street The long sweep of it, disappearing into a haze of smog in the distance, seems more filled with plant life than human; sea-grown, with flesh of all colors crowding each window, lining the doors, spreading itself over every step and stoop, like coral and ocean weed over a sunken city.

His eyes return to the fountain, the nexus of all life at the moment. Besides the kids, a few adults, unable to resist, have stripped half nude, and are exposing themselves to the stinging, cooling thrash of the water.

Fenister nudges Nohung, and— “Look, Miz’ Johnson”— pointing to the Riveras, an old couple, all skin and bones, dressed in what appear to be white nightgowns plastered wetly to their bodies, standing eyes closed, holding hands, pushing their grinning, almost toothless faces into the lacey edge of the fountain.

On the other side, Graciela Ruiz, a tiny crippled girl in a battered oversize wheelchair, is delirious with joy, screaming her pleasure, as she is pushed in and out of the spray by Juan, her brother.

Farther on, beyond the reach of the water, a cluster of small wet children, each with a nickle in a grimy fist, crowd around the orange-and-white-striped umbrella cart of a street vendor who scrapes finely shaved ice into a paper cup, sprinkling and soaking it to the rim with flavored, dye-colored sugar water.

Their cries—“I’m nex’!” “I wuz heah afore yew!” “Gimmie the strawbarry!”—reach Fenister’s ears. Sadly, he remembers himself as one of these same skinny kids, a nickel clutched in his hand, waiting his turn, hungering for the taste of that sweet, icy water that stained his tongue so happily green, glowing red, or darkly yellow.

A white-and-blue police car turns a corner and begins to nose its way down the street, moving slowly, a white officer at the wheel, his companion black.

One by one, in pairs, by groups, the people in the street become aware of the car and fall silent. Some move off, others become still and watch. Soon all is a tableau except for the faint wail of a baby and the sporadic bark of a dog. And, of course, the splatter and hiss of the water, rivers of it at each cluttered curb. If there are sewer openings, they’re so choked with trash and debris that half the street is now a shallow lake, against and over which the hydrant fans out water as heavy as tropical rain.

The car moves into and through the cloudburst, coming out clean and glistening, the windshields humming.

The officers seem slow and weary, thoroughly bored, as if they had done what they are doing a thousand times that day.

The black cop comes over to the hydrant, twists the water off, then loosens the bite of the great black wrench on the bolt that had opened the flood.

“Whose is this?”—holding up the tool for the crowd to see.

Silence. Someone coughs. Dripping kids sniffle. Subdued laughter. The wail of the baby. The dog.

“—Your’s, Julio?”—seeing a small dark man fidget, half lost in the crowd. And in Spanish: “It looks like a plumber’s wrench.”

Julio tosses a shock of ink-black hair from his furrowed forehead only to have it fall back again immediately. His Picasso-bright eyes peer out like a small animal’s from the underbrush.

“No.” Laboriously shaping, forming, saying the words in English—“Some—kid’s. He brought it. I saw him.”

Vigorous nods, hushed murmurs of agreement from the crowd.

The officer smiles dubiously.

“Yeah. Some kid . . . some kid about fifty years old.” He turns to his companion officer. “You heard? You could make it out? He says it belongs to some kid.”

The white officer shrugs. “Looks like it belongs to a plumber.”

The dark cop nods. “That’s what I told him; it’s his all right.” He turns back to Julio. And in Spanish: “Well, since it isn’t yours, you won’t mind if we keep it.”

The little man steps forward, stammering words impossible to say in English: “But— I promised to give it back. I think it belongs—to the kid’s father. Maybe he’s a plumber.”

The officer ignores him, throwing the wrench through the car’s back window.

He faces the crowd. His voice is strong, but it’s tone weary.

“It’s a misdemeanor to turn on the water yourself. No one’s allowed. Every hydrant in the city would be on—day and night. It lowers the pressure. It’s bad. Understand? You want water, you call the department. They have special spray nozzles. You know that.” He repeats the whole speech in Spanish, then pauses. “Okay?”

Faintly, from somewhere in the crowd: “Go fuck yourself.” And in Spanish: “Eat shit.”

The officer suffers patiently, shaking his head sadly.

Watching, Star-Glory mutters underbreath: “Mother-fuckers !”

The police car moves on. Fenister improves the epithet.

“Father-fuckers!”

Nohung loves the innovation and instantly both are manic with laughter, giddily hugging and kissing, posturing absurdly, as if two brothers separated and lost for twenty years had suddenly found each other.

On the west side of the street, opposite them, the last of the day’s sun is trapped in a brief fire between two buildings. Sharp as a laser, it suddenly pierces the outerflung reaches of a cloud of fine mist left suspended in the air from the water, shattering into a vast instant arc of color, gone in the blink of an eye.

Over the shoulder of his friend, Nohung’s jaw hangs open in surprise.

“I just saw a rainbow !”

Fenister pulls back, glances around and up, his bored eyebrows arching, forgetting his accent.

“You just saw shit, honey. That’s what you saw.”

His languorous eyes sweep the street again, this time stopping short at the rusted black rail fronting 6913.

His interest is keen now, instantly focused, for there, separated from the thinning crowd, perched on a battered trash can, sits Julia Ortiz: small, too thin for her thirteen years, pale, but almost beautiful of face. Somewhere, way back, there must have been Oriental blood: the cheekbones are high, the dark, shadowed eyes lidded but oblique; fine, straight black hair hangs to her waist. She wears a T-shirt and faded boys’ Levi’s, a jagged hole in one knee, a red patch sewn near the crotch. Her feet are bare and dirty.

Fenister paws Star-Glory’s arm.

“There! I told you. The Ortiz girl. Right on time. And soon the others will follow; the moment the sun goes down; like a gathering of—” he couldn’t think what “—of bats! You’ll see!”

Even as he speaks, another of them (in Fenister’s use, the word usually bristles with queer emphasis) arrives: Angel Rodriguez, who was deaf and born with a tongue so malformed and twisted, he never learned to speak, but is so remarkably handsome at twelve years of age, so finely made of face and body, his color as light and warm as ground nutmeg, that Fenister would gladly kill him, or, short of that, himself.

The hatred has always been mutual. Whenever he happens to pass “that crazy black giant of a fairy” (the language would have to be sign) Angel spits vigorously on the ground, never quite looking directly, always pretending not to see.

He does so now though they are separated by a hundred feet or more, spitting not once but twice, and with a screwed-up expression, as if he had some vile and unbearably bitter taste in his mouth, or smelled something fantastically malodorous nearby. Watching him, Fenister feels the blood pound in his head, seeking a passage to erupt.

“I’ll get him; oh, one day I’ll get the little mother-fucker; then we’ll see who spits!

The few words he can manage are edged out between his teeth.

“That’s two.”

Star-Glory looks at them as directed; the first pair: Julia Oritz and Angel Rodriguez, and then the others as, indeed, they soon arrive: Jamie Santana, Kathy Whatshername?—Sanchez or Santos, and Maria . . . he can never remember how to pronounce the name though he can spell it out in his head . . . del Vallejo. But to him there is never really very much to see: just a few ordinary neighborhood kids: two Spanish, one black, one (possibly) white, and the other—godknows—all dressed, as always, in what he considers rags: faded jeans and T-shirts, the Santana boy in a loose-fitting tank top that must have come down from an older brother.

If they appeared at all, it was where they were now—in front of 6913, an empty, boarded-up building, and always, yes, at about dusk, sometimes later, so at least that much must have been prearranged. But why make anything of it?

Nohung had decided long ago, without interest, that they were probably part of a street gang, or some kids’ club: every child around seemed to belong to some stupid thing, like “The Blue Sharks” (why blue?—because the paint in their spray cans for subway graffiti was always in shades of blue!) or a new one he had heard of recently: “The Satanics.” The Satanics! Boy, some real dopey, juiced-up kid must have jacked that one off! Anyway—

Whoever, whatever they were, if anything beyond what he could plainly see, to him they were in a way “mysterious” or “sinister”—qualities his friend insisted they possessed.

“Mysterious!” “Sinister!”

Shit! That Fenister!


THE CHILDREN

 

THEY HAD GROWN to hate shoes, and none of them wore them, except Julia who, before she went home, put on a pair of old gray sneakers, broken and threadbare, which she kept hidden in the trash under the hallway stairs. Otherwise her mother would scream and beat her, though the beating usually came anyway, barefoot or not.

“Shoes! No shoes !?”—shrill, strident: “what are you, a gypsy? Do you want some lousy prick of a cop to arrest you for vagrancy? Do I have money for that?!”

And clothes were a bother, too: somehow repellant, uneasy to touch, unpleasant next to one’s skin; except for worn T-shirts, and Levi’s so smooth and thin from repeated washings thick with lye and bleach, you could actually see through the denim.

Strong light had begun to hurt their eyes—at least, that is the way Jamie explained it, as if all five simultaneously had contracted a rare ocular disease. No one believed him, including himself, yet all agreed to it. Somehow each was ashamed to admit that “the change,” as they first called it, which had so subtly begun to transform them (into “what” initially remained as inexplicable as the “why”) had made them simply “like” the night-time hours. They felt more alive then, their senses more alert, their nerves sharpened.

But sleep they must and they had taken to doing so in the daytime when they could, together if possible, and it was not unusual, since none could do so at home, for two or more, sometimes all five, to curl up in a tangle of closeness and intertwined limbs in the small, cool secret cave Angel had found high up in a remote, mountainous part of the park where a shaft of immense rock jutted out over a stream.

It had been difficult to climb at first; one exposed wall flat and almost sheerly perpendicular for several yards, with only small natural niches in the rock to cling to with fingers and toes.

The girls, Kathy and Maria, had fallen initially, and Julia on the second try, to hoots of derision and laughter from Angel and Jamie, even though they could have been seriously hurt were there not two feet of muddy water below to break their fall. But it had been spring then, and now, after a summer’s practice, all of them could leap and scramble up over the wall as nimble and sure as mountain goats.

Another thing—

And this, at its discovery, was greeted with shrieks and shocks of laughter and surprise: Jamie’s eyes now shone in the dark, so the others said!—at least sometimes, and they were forever crowding him into dark corners to see if it would happen, each curious and concerned about himself, half-longing for, half-dreading the moment when their own eyes, like Jamie’s would flash glints of green-to-orange fire, becoming glowing coals in shadow and darkness.

And something else—

Perhaps the oddest of all—

They seldom talked to each other anymore. Decisions were made, meanings communicated and explored, questions asked—and answered—but through the intimacy of touch and sign: the flicker of an eye, a slight smile or nod; even less, even nothing discernible—as if they had all become as speechless as Angel, with tongues so twisted they could no longer form proper words. But so becoming, they became, like him, even more subtly articulate, observant, and sensitive, sharing an instant community of feeling.

So they touched, and nodded, and smiled, and made signs no other mortal could decipher, adding soft murmurs, grunts, occasionally a bewildering, deep-throated sound that, so strangely, if it came rumbling up from one’s own throat, seemed an incipient growl, and with this came  . . .  came. . . .

But memory was not yet whole, or connected, if ever it would be, and the ravenous howl in the night, the chase, the rending cry of the kill remained, for now, subliminal, and so without reality: only the barest hint of it grazing consciousness, glazing a child’s eye for a stricken moment, or slackening his jaw.

If Angel, whose sensibilities and memory were keenest, “remembered” kneeling in the shallow water at the edge of the lake washing away with the others the drying blood that covered them, so thick and clotting it was a gelatinous slime, he was remembering a “dream,” or a small facet of one dream’s madness, quickly blurred, then forgotten.

What emerged from memory as totally real, was the “forest”—the swiftness of his own feet which, flashing below him, seemed like the flight of two white birds  . . .  and the rustle and rush of leaves splashed silver-wet with moonlight  . . .  or the whiplash of wind and rain crashing against his grinning face, stinging his shoulders and thighs  . . .  or the fog, like one’s winter breath, settling in the tortured paths that wound through an intricate maze of trees and rocks, so thick in patches by the lake he could actually kick it, and roll in it, while he laughed, and shouted, and howled with the others who, as naked as he, played out their games.

Like him, they had escaped—for a few “dreamed” hours, for a blessed night. “How” they had done it remained unknown; but it had “happened” now, several times, each time with more power and surrender, when they became creatures reborn, rather—new to an ancient, buried life; and they would learn the secret.


JULIA

 

THE LITTLE BLACK BOY with the corn-rowed hair who pulled at Julia’s shirt had spoken to her three times.

“You’re going to get it !”

And the second time: “Your mother’s goin’ t’kick your ass.”

And the third: “I mean it. She seen yuh from the window when yuh passed. She’s screaming like everything’s all bloody.”

And maybe it was. —All bloody. Julia looked down at the child, though vacantly. —Maybe Mama’s finally used that kitchen knife she keeps grabbing for and shaking at us. Maybe she’s killed Gabriel and Bruno and Danilio. And Raphael. And Delores and Teresa. And maybe she’s sliced up Papa too, and thrown the pieces all over the kitchen floor.

She looked at Kathy and Maria, but spoke to Jamie who, for no specific reason, perhaps only because he was so big and strong for his age, was regarded as their “leader.” Or maybe it was because—the thought was a funny one and Julia smiled—it was his eyes that shone in the dark.

“I’m going. I haven’t been home in three days. My mother will call the police; she has before.”

She signaled most of this to Angel whose brow was wrinkled, watching her lips, and indicated to him with angled, prayer-held hands and tilted head that she was going to sleep at home that night.

The thought so depressed her she couldn’t move, and it was she who was still standing there alone in the darkness after the others had left. Angel had been the last to leave and as he walked away slowly, he kept turning his head, smiling his lovely impish smile until his face was a small white blur that finally disappeared.

Two of the street lamps nearest her were out; there was a boy in the neighborhood with a rifle who shot from the roofs, making a career, it seemed, of plunging streets into darkness. Once a bullet had whizzed by her ear, smashing into a cement wall behind her. He was being hunted, twice pursued by the police but not caught. Still, perhaps one should be grateful. The darkness, the semidarkness, really, since the house windows provided enough light to find one’s way, was preferable to the harsh glare of the street lamps which exposed, even more than daylight it seemed, the incredible squalor and filth of the streets.

And Julia smiled, thinking blindness must have at least one blessed side. One moved through a clean world, as ordered and beautiful as thought could make it.

Why wouldn’t her legs move? How profound could depression be?—that it paralyzed her where she was standing—but then she jumped as a sudden furry black blur of movement shot from an alley to a waist-high pile of cans and refuse at the curb.

The rat had startled her, returning power to her legs, as well as alertness and curiosity to her brain. She took a step closer to discover where the creature had gone, anxious to see it more clearly, but it had hidden itself well. She could hear it, however, and stood death-still, listening with slightly bewildered pleasure. It was making a fascinating sound, more like chirping than squeaks, its tiny sharp nails clawing and rattling at something metallic. She knew it was a young rat; hungry, half-starved, perhaps; its belly aching for food.

A mere four blocks away, the walk home took more than an hour. She made it do so, zigzagging the streets, stopping to watch anything that provided the slightest interest. A few things did. —Two prostitutes in wild getups, out for the evening, picking their way daintily through the littered street, giggling at a private joke they were sharing in whispers. Julia decided they were men, then, as they passed and she perceived somewhat narrow shoulders and wide, plump asses, changed her mind. —A weaving drunk pissing smack in the middle of the street under a street lamp, his limp long cock wetting his shoes. —Two small kids fighting sixty-nine, rolling and tumbling like spitting cats until an immense woman in curlers and kimono rushed from a building to separate them, dragging each of them in by one ear.

An empty beer can barely missed Julia; when she looked up, a grinning face with a glinting gold tooth stuck itself out from a shadowed doorway, speaking to her thickly. The tone was inviting and seductive in a language she didn’t know.

And suddenly, inevitably, she was home, on her own doorstep, looking up at her older brother Gabriel, who was peering down from a third-story window, his chin resting idly on his hands.

Presently—

“Mama’s sure going to kick your ass.”

Well . . . That seemed to be the consensus: she’d get her ass kicked. Before entering the hall, Julia stared down at her naked, dirty feet. To wear sneakers or not to wear them, that was the question. Whether ’twere nobler maybe to get only half her ass kicked by wearing them, or. . . . She decided on defiance and bravado. She’d go naked and dirty to the slaughter.

Never in her life had Julia seen anyone draw or write them, yet every square inch of wall space in the downstairs hall where the plaster had not crumbled and fallen away, was covered with an intricate maze of graffiti: political, racial, but mostly sexual. As far back as 1969, some boy or man who wanted his cock sucked named the place, the date, and the time. This, beside the stick-body drawing by a child of a child with the mouth-balloon message: “Mary’s a fat pig’s ass,” together with the jagged news that the building contained a bomb ready to explode and that everyone should vacate immediately. And here the scrawled Jew-bastards joined hands with the black mother-fuckers and the shit-eating Spick cunt-lickers, and all lived together in multi-colored fluorescent peace.

Julia had at one time or another read every message, funny, sick, lusty, or sad, and with critical care regarded every crude scrawl and drawing; she was prepared to examine any new one that might appear, but it was all by now so unchanging and familiar it seemed like the design on ancient, faded wallpaper, and as she passed through the hall up the lopsided, broken stairs, she barely noticed.

As often happened, she had to step over “a body” on one landing where, this time, the acrid odor of fresh urine in the closeted space was so strong it hit the nerves in her head as sharply as a close whiff of ammonia. It was a man, apparently—dead, drunk, or high, the upper half of his body wrapped like a mummy in a winter coat despite the intense heat. His crotch was wet and a long deeply yellow stream that wound to the edge of the stairs was just now beginning to sink into the rotting floorboards.

Julia paused by her door, staring at the three locks, two of them useless and unworking, and the lip of the jamb that long ago had been scarred with an assortment of crowbars and knives, gathering courage to face the inevitable storm. After a lingering bite on a knuckle, she extricated a key pinned to the inside of one dungaree pocket and noiselessly let herself in.

Julia’s father (Aurelio by name) lies on a couch in the darkened living room dressed in soiled white oversize boxer shorts watching a small-screen TV placed on a chair nearby. Close to him on the floor, circulating the stagnant air, is a small electric fan that hums softly, surrounded by half a dozen empty beer cans and the cellophane from two bags of potato chips. He is a wiry, thick-haired, brown little man in his late forties. His left arm, at the elbow, is encased in a dirty, thread-fringed plaster cast because of a joint fracture he’s received in a street fight.

As Julia enters, he glances up momentarily but in no way acknowledges that she’s there or that he’s seen her, his vacant eyes returning immediately to the TV.

And Julia doesn’t greet her father either. She merely stands still, watching him, and then stares at the video screen where a screeching pterodactyl is battling a giant lizard. The vertical hold on the set is awry so that the frames reel slowly upward without pause or stop. The motion doesn’t seem to bother her father or interfere with whatever pleasure is his from watching, but in minutes it has annoyed Julia enough to move to the set and adjust the picture. At the far end of the dark room, Gabriel sits motionless, still looking down into the street. At his feet, almost hidden against a wall, lies her baby brother Danilio, sucking on the mouth of an empty Coke bottle.

It is a railroad apartment, and the next windowless, doorless room is where her parents sleep. It contains only a battered bureau with a cracked mirror and a large double-size mattress and boxspring on the floor. Beyond this is the kitchen, and then, at the back of the building, is the children’s (all seven) room where two windows overlook a fire escape that leads down into an alley and a large open backyard area stacked with trash cans and littered with debris, all once surrounded by a fence of seven-foot chicken wire, now rusted and fallen. The bathroom, for multiple-tenant use, is in the hall.

Seated at the kitchen table, their heads bent noisily over lukewarm, thinned-out stew, are Bruno and Teresa, and the twins, Delores and Raphael—all younger than Julia—while near the stove, her back turned, stands the thin, sharp-eyed, sharper-tongued mother of the brood, Elina Gabriela Rivera Ortiz, to whom life has meted out so few pleasures and so much pain, it has made of a lovely mouth a mere line across a face, and filled once-beautiful eyes with fear, rebuke, and melancholy.

Julia’s appearance is too sudden, too instant for anger to assert itself adequately; an expression of rage, like that of love, requires time to bloom; so Elina, turning, soup ladle in hand, merely stares at her daughter until the adrenalin begins to race through her blood and color rises in a dark-red flush to her brown cheeks.

In the next instant the ladle strikes quick and hard while the shrill voice lashes out in a mixture of Spanish and English.

“So! There you are! You’re here, are you!—creeping in like a thief. After three days!—and I’ve been waiting three days to give it to you! How do you like that—eh? And that! Where does it hurt most?—let me give it to you there! . . . ”

The girl dodges instinctively, hands coming up to protect her head.

“. . . And there! On the bare arms—eh? That’s where you like it! And the pretty, stupid little face! . . .”

Gabriel stands in the doorway watching, his handsome young face trying to hide its pleasure, but then, seeing his mother’s growing possession, the vicious, mindless intent of the blows, giving way to concern.

“Mama—don’t!”

Breathless, startled, Elina drops her arm momentarily, but continues her half-convulsed speech, now entirely in Spanish.

“Where were you?—gone three days, and every night besides. Six kids on my hands—the little one sick—eating plaster from the wall!—that’s what the clinic said! And that man in there?—who is he?—pretending to be sick; he’s been ten years sick, but he can sleep all day and watch movies all night! What good is he?—to me, to anyone? I wish he were dead! If he doesn’t die soon, I’m going to kill him! Yes! And maybe you too. All of you!”

She pounds hysterically on the table, startling the small children who begin to cower in their chairs.

“Do you think mothers don’t kill their children? Is that what you think? Well, maybe you’re wrong—eh? We’ll see. Where were you? Where? Where? . . . ”

The question is repeated in a savage litany, accompanying new, stronger blows from the ladle until Gabriel again interferes.

“Mama—stop!”—seizing her; “that’s metal!” And Elina—“Metal—eh? Good. She deserves it.” Twisting herself free—“A few bruises are what we need! Where were you? Where? Where? . . .”

Again and again, until Gabriel, unable to control the flailing arm, explodes, “Shit! tell her f’Christ’s sake, or she’ll never stop!” And Julia, screaming—“Nowhere! Out! By the River! In the Park! At the museum!”—frantic, still dodging the blows, one of which has caught her in the cheekbone, stunning her, shattering the light—“Mama—you stop!”—and in Spanish, “or I’ll hit back: I swear . . . I’ll kill you! I mean it!”

Elina stops instantly, not because of the threat though there is something genuinely dangerous in the girl’s manner, but because she looks so strange: the teeth bared, the eyes shining and for the briefest unbelieved second flashing a greenish-gold, seemingly cowering but actually crouched, poised, the hands clawed, ready to spring!

The rage Elina has nurtured for three days drains from her body. She turns away, depleted, afraid that her anger has driven her too far. Nevertheless, after a quick glance back, challenged, entertained, the black eyes snapping: “Kill me—eh? Is that it.” A laugh. “Kill me.” A pause. “Suppose I didn’t mind—eh? What then? What if I considered it a favor to be dead? Anything—” a gesture around “—has got to be better than this.”

She throws the ladle into the sink and dries her forehead. Without looking at Julia—“Sit down. Calm yourself. You’ll eat something. The stew isn’t bad. We have bread. And some margarine. If there’s any left. Later, you’ll take a shower. You’re filthy.” She turns slowly back, lifts her eyes, glittering with tears. She looks long and wonderingly at her daughter.

“How can anyone get so dirty?—doing what? Are you turning into an animal?” Appalled: “Ah God, look at you !”

It is more like a litter than a bedroom with sleeping children: seven of them, on three mattresses on the floor, the little ones naked, in a virtual heap of intertwined limbs pointing in directions as diverse as those on a compass.

The heat is so intense, the humidity so unrelieved, that every inch of exposed skin is beaded and gleaming with sweat. The breathing is a soft, sighing chorus, with an occasional cough or mutter or groan as one or more of them toss or anguish in restless sleep.

At the back of the room, the two windows overlooking the fire escape, opened to their widest, are faintly lighted by the alley’s brick wall reflection of a street lamp, while through the kitchen from the living room where Aurelio at three in the morning still lies on the couch, comes the faint blinking blue-white glare of the TV screen and the murmur of TV voices.

Only Julia is awake, so wet she might have stepped from a river, the thin white shirt she wears sticking in wrinkled folds to her body. She lies on the bare floor because it is coolest, and next to her on a mattress all his own, is Gabriel, with a sleeping sound in his open throat like the purr of a cat, his dark skin melting into the surrounding darkness, his jockey shorts almost a bright white blur down below. Beyond him, by the windows, are the rest of the children, naked and piled, like the picture she had once seen of slaughtered refugees in a ditch.

Night and time have been passing like a great black tide on which she floats and is adrift, wide-eyed, seeing nothing, hearing and having heard everything. . . .

—A bottle tossed from an upper window smashing on the pavement below . . .

—Two men arguing in muted tones, then violently; a scuffle and running footsteps, one clearly in pursuit of the other, shouting hoarsely “You better run, you white mother-fucker. . . .”

—The occasional rumble of a predawn truck, literally shaking the building, and twice, faintly, the pulsing wail of a police siren . . .

—A woman screaming, then bursts of a monologue filled with grief and terror . . .

—A radio or phonograph, the loud crash of rock and roll before the machine is quieted . . .

Gabriel groans and changes position; his arm rises and flops over Julia like a great fish, his hand coming to rest on her lower abdomen. She stares at it, and his sleeping face, then lifts his arm and folds it across his chest, moving away, slightly closer to Delores and Raphael who are now also on the floor, having spilled from their mattress.

—The woman again, this time with sobs and moans, so rife with pain, Julia must, for a time, cover her ears to shut out the sound . . .

—Under it all, the murmur of the TV voices, the curious fake quality of movie doors being slammed or movie gunshots fired beside the ultrareal rattle of mucus caught in her father’s throat, his occasional cough and spitting . . .

—From her mattress only yards away, Elina, dreaming, weeps with such pathos one imagines her heart will break; half-waking, she curses softly in Spanish, then calls plaintively for Aurelio, gently speaking his name. . . .

The hair prickles on Julia’s neck.

If he goes to her, if I have to hear them, one more time . . .

It is too much. It is unendurable. And tears brim Julia’s eyes as she withdraws, trying to squeeze the something that is herself, whoever, whatever she is, into small, small, ever smaller space, so small finally, she will not see, hear, feel anything at all, so small she couldn’t possibly exist; never having been born, never made, never being. . . .

But the opposite occurs. It is like the shatter of water and sunlight mixed when a fish leaps from the sea; for suddenly, the ghost-image of the forest shimmers before her eyes and then moves against her and into her with a flood of moonlight and rushing wind; wet leaves, shreds of fog twisting on the paths; above all, the dazzling dance of her feet down below . . . running . . . running . . . running . . . breathless, wild . . . never to be caught. . . .

A wave of darkness crashes over her.

It is Gabriel, bringing her back. He has moaned and moved again, this time a leg coming up and crossing over her thighs. He is sexually aroused in his sleep; she can feel a smooth, rounded hardness against her. The movement wakes him slightly; he lifts his head and stares at Julia with heat-drugged, sleep-drugged eyes; then he smiles, feeling a dark seeking ecstasy in his body, and his caressing hand runs lightly across her stomach before he is unconscious and still again, heavy against her.

Pinned down, her heart thumping, feeling the weight, the silken smoothness of Gabriel’s young body, Julia lifts her head, staring at him, her mouth dry, as if for a moment considering whether or not to sexualize with her brother. But with a slight shudder she moves from under him. This time she stands, dizzied, looking down at the sea of twisted limbs and glistening bodies in disbelief, then with careful step, moves beyond them and out on the fire escape, pushing back the strands of wet hair that cling to her forehead.

The space is small, crowded with two paper bags of trash and a few potted plants that died long ago. The air seems a few degrees cooler, and with her back to the window jamb, Julia breathes deeply while she looks about: at the brick wall opposite, part of it now almost white with a shaft of slanted moonlight, at the eyes of the windows, inky black, at the rubble in the alley and yard below, the heaps of broken brick, glass, bottles, cans, wire, wood, paper. . . .

It is now close to dawn and the street almost quiet. Very quiet. Until—

—A few tiny rattles; tinny, scuttling noises below.

Julia moves quietly to the edge of the fire escape, looking down over the rail, surprised that her vision seems incredibly keen, far better than in the day. She sees everything in the sharpest detail, particularly the few dark bodies darting zigzag about the garbage cans in the yard. One can is lying on its side, and the rats keep nuzzling the rim, seeking to remove it and make their way in.

Bewildered by her own sharp interest, surrendered to it, Julia leans over the rail, moving accidentally as she does so, one of the flowerpots. The slight scraping noise attracts the largest of the rats. He pauses in his frenzied zigzags to peer intently up, his pink eyes glistening and sparkling in the shadows.

And Julia peers down, meeting the rodent’s impudent stare with an insolence all her own, their gaze locking while the girl’s hair seems to bristle and her breath stops short. When she breathes again, it is in quick, soft pants, while the gooseflesh crawls from her neck, across her shoulders, down the length of her damp, tensed body. She is astonished because she is feeling half herself, half “other”—compelled in her attraction to and for the creature below, with a clear sensation of their affinity, yet also with the eerie conviction that not only has she been “recognized” but “challenged.”

That being so, and so it is, she must creep stealthily to the fire escape stairs, make her way down. The metal ladder at the bottom long ago rusted through partway down, so she need drop only eight feet or so, landing with a faint thud on hands and feet.

The rats are a good fifty feet away, but the sound scatters them instantly. On her haunches, breathless, Julia hears nothing, sees nothing move.

She rises, and as she walks with quick, sure step through the rubble, the touch of the damp shirt clinging to her body is unbearable; she loosens it at the neck, slips it over her shoulders, and lets it drop to her feet, stepping out and over it, leaving it there.

Seconds later, secure in the deep shadows, naked, squatting, her back against the ruined wall of the empty, decayed building at the rear of the yard, ten, perhaps twelve feet away from the cans where the rats had scuttled and squeeked and the biggest of them had dared her with insolent eyes, Julia patiently waits.

It is a long wait, the rats cautious and timid, smelling, sensing, knowing her exact position though she has made no sound, not even her breath, and except for her restless eyes, not a single move, not even the smallest muscle.

Encouraged, or stupid, an old mangy half-tailed rat with one bloody opaque eye rotting away in a pus-rimmed pocket is the first to make an appearance. He must turn his head at a peculiar angle in order to see her, then he backs away, his yellow teeth bared.

Two young rats, lean and muscular, range into view, keenly aware that she’s there but also aware of the comfortable distance between them. Ravenous, so psychotic with hunger they must dizzy themselves running in small mindless circles and crazed angles before they begin again to torture the rim of the overturned can, they pay Julia no heed until, angered, strangely confused by their behavior, she unknowingly shifts her weight, leaning slightly toward them. A bone in a knuckle cracks, and in the instant it cracks, the rats are gone.

But she has only moments to wait: because he comes back, His Lordship . . . King Shit she thinks with the part of her that still thinks, much bigger than most, fattened and muscled on God knows what, scarred and skin-bare in patches where the fur has been torn away in battle, with eyes as empty as the Devil’s . . . rubies faded to pink, glittering and glassy, with more time behind him than man, and probably more of a future, dreaming he’ll live to gnaw on the last man’s bones.

Julia rivets his attention because she has growled; yes, from deep in her chest comes an unmistakable rumble of warning, an answer to his challenge.

He is instantly fixed, poised, bristling with agitation, the tail up, the fur seeming to crackle with electricity, the tiny wet holes of his nose dilated to suck in the air, the long stained teeth bared and chattering with anticipation, the eyes twin pits of fire. Such pomp and splendor! Julia is not at all unimpressed, but it is clear she has some splendor of her own as the blood drains from her face, leaving it pale and luminous, more ectoplasmic in appearance than flesh, while darkness pools into the sockets of her eyes and the eyes themselves match the flashing fire of the rat’s with glints of green and gold.

The skin of her mouth becomes taut, pulling back from her teeth in a snarling grimace. With her black hair wildly disarrayed, her hands clawed, every muscle of her body contracted and ready, she begins to sway slightly, displaying much of the contained power and magnificence of the cobra.

So! All is not as simple as it seemed. The rat hesitates, and for the first time gives just a bit of ground, retreating a few feet, but immediately coming back halfway, not to be intimidated.

On the other hand, Julia does not give ground but takes it, moving forward the instant the rat retreats. As she does so, the ghost-image of the forest impinges, dissolving away the buildings, the rubble; it has the quality of a wave of the sea crashing over her, draining back, leaving her without human senses; rather—ultraalive, ultrareal, all of her body and mind seething with a primordial ecstasy.

She is able to smell the rat now, sharp and exquisite. Her teeth chatter, her body strains forward.

Had he a choice, perhaps the rat would now flee, seeing that his adversary is more dangerous than he dreamed, but it is much too late. He must attack.

He curls his legs secretly beneath him, a low, snarling growl vibrates from his throat. The wretched teeth are bared to their fullest; the eyes gleam their deadliest warning.

He springs, but is stopped in midair, for Julia also has leaped, and her strike is a second sooner. The bleeding, helpless, squealing rat has been caught by the throat from behind and hangs between Julia’s teeth, its pale belly quivering, its claws futilely raking the air.

Julia grinds down her teeth, burying them deep in the furry flesh, and with rapid twists of her head, shakes and tosses the victim violently. Once . . . twice . . . the teeth sinking deeper each time; the third time the rat surrenders, hanging limply, the blood oozing and bubbling from its open mouth, the shrill, pathetic squeals of its dying becoming fainter and fainter—until all is still.


JAMIE

 

THE BOY in the cracked, steamed mirror over the bathroom sink was tall for his twelve years, well-muscled and lean—perhaps too thin: the shoulder bones on either side of his neck sticking out embarrassingly, and although it probably had nothing to do with weight, his Adam’s apple was indeed the size of a small apple.

Otherwise he was good-looking, with the good looks of character and uniqueness rather than regular or beautiful features, the skin fine-grained and smooth—a dark, ochered olive, the black wavy hair so thick on his head he sometimes went to a barber just to have it thinned out, seldom cut, since he wore it long.

Jamie swallowed several times to watch the bone in his throat move up and down, then squinted close to the mirror to see what progress was being made in the peach-skin fuzz that shadowed his upper lip. None really, it seemed the same as last week, even the week before, and he was disappointed.

What else, what else was there to see?—seizing the rare moment when his depression had left him and he was feeling not too bad. He stepped closer to the mirror to look down at his sex; but he looked at that so often! with no other conclusion than it was neither big nor small, probably normal enough, so he shouldn’t complain, but the dark downy growth of pubic hair was doing very well indeed, and this somehow pleased him.

Of more and particular concern—he’d noticed it with real shock when he’d first taken off his clothes—were the six, seven, no eight, no nine! long, sharp scratches across his chest and back, one so deep it was virtually a cut and still sticky with congealed blood.

The warm water of the shower had the sting of acid and he’d winced at the pain, afterward toweling himself dry with great care, pasting up the deep scratch which still bled with several layers of toilet tissue.

He’d been amazed! Where had he gotten them? How? How could one get so badly, surely painfully scratched and not know it was happening; worse: not remember afterward? Was something happening to his mind?—part of the sickening black moods he so often had to suffer?

Astonished and dazed for the second time that evening, once before, now after his shower, he dropped the broken seat on the toilet and sat down, trying hard to think back.

He’d been with Julia and Angel and the others the night before—at the river first and the boat basin, fooling around, and then later at the park. There had been . . . nothing, nothing at all he could recall that. . . . Yet—something troubled him, began to edge into consciousness.

He remembered . . . a sound; yes . . . a voice! —plaintive, high-pitched, so far away, faintly, like a half-heard echo—

Little boy . . . ? Little boy . . . ?

What did it mean? Why did the words some-how frighten him and return his depression? Why did his heart hammer and his tongue go dry?

Jamie’s eyes rolled upward, half into his head; he rose, staggering slightly, almost fainting, and had to steady himself against the door, his head thrown back, twisting slowly, while, as with Julia, the ghost-image of the forest crashed over him in a wave—as glittering and cool as the sea, seething, laced with foam, spangled with moonlight, draining back, and away, leaving him stunned and breathless. And with this much memory—at least this much: a ragged wall of bramble—a thicket, sharp with thorns, through which he’d flung his naked body, pursued or pursuing . . . Just that; no more.

Little boy . . . ? Little boy . . . ?

The doorknob rattled, someone knocked rapidly. A woman’s cranky voice—“Who’s in there? Who is it? Come out. Don’t be in there forever.”

Jamie waited, having not quite finished, hoping the woman would go away, perhaps use the bathroom on one of the other floors, but whoever it was, she simply stayed there. God damn . . . !

He climbed into the clean Levi’s he’d hung on the door, then carefully pulled the tissue from the deep scratch which had now stopped its bleeding, and flushed it away.

Was he leaving anything? The hand mirror, his brother’s razor which he’d hopefully brought and then not used, his toothbrush and powder, the towel and soap? He dumped everything into the wet towel, gathered it up. Then he paused, his hand on the hook-and-eye latch, for a last glance around.

The look back made him see what was there, and his depression deepened, his eyes for a moment becoming like those of a housing inspector listing violations in a building about to be condemned: the chipped porcelain and dark rust stains in the bathtub, the soaked-in dirt that made it a permanent gray, the broken faucet with its eternal drip, the great patches of plaster gone from the walls, the sagging window behind the toilet with no glass at all overlooking a fire escape stacked with yellowed newspapers, empty wine bottles and beer cans; above all the incredible stink of the place: from the rotted plumbing, the roach killers and rat poisons, the barrage of powders and sprays and cheap perfumes and lotions its twenty-odd, thirty-odd users who lived on the floor, and tens of strangers besides, brought with them when they bathed and showered and shit and pissed and douched and powdered and plucked and picked and vomited and jacked-off and turned on with coke or acid or smoke or horse. . . .

The door rattled and shook.

It is only old Crazy Juanita, Mrs. Valdez if you please, wrapped in Kelly-green satin, her almost fluorescent red hair wound in curlers, her eyes so blackened with mascara and blue paint it looks like someone has clouted her with a baseball bat. She carries a tiny pink-eyed poodle done up in blue ribbons and a rhinestone collar from which most of the glass has fallen.

Getting inches close so she can see him, her breath flower-sweet with gin—“So it’s you! I might have known.” Hating him—“Get out of my way—” real elbow rough, pushing past him into the wretched bathroom. “We’ve been waiting an hour for our bath, and Sarah don’t like to wait.”

And as if that isn’t enough to brighten his first night home all week, the fat middle-aged woman in 402 opens her door a crack as he passes.

“Jamie—”

Even in the half-light of the hall her face is strange, painted a thick, dead white, the lips too, over which she has outlined pinkly a cupid’s bow. There is a black wig piled on her head stuck through with a few long knitting needles.

Seeing his look of astonishment—“Oh, I was just trying things. You know how it is when you’re bored. And lonely. —My makeup, and wigs.” Pleased—“This is my geisha outfit.” And without pause—“Would you do me a favor? I need help”—consternation so wrinkling her forehead that the white paint begins to flake, falling like crystals of snow.

“My bedroom window’s stuck. I can’t open it—in this stifling heat! Truly, I’m wringing wet; you can feel”—offering herself, any part whatsoever. “I had to close it last night when it rained. Wasn’t that storm awful? I think the wood swelled. Be a dear. Come now.” So absurdly coy and openly seductive, he knows she is high or drunk—“You wouldn’t want to turn down a damsel in distress, now would you?”

In the glaring, unshaded lights of her main room, he sees her pink flowered kimono, and the small red pillow she’s got tied above her ass with what appears to be a cord from a Venetian blind.

He’d seen the room before, a few months ago, when it was virtually empty; in fact, he’d helped her move some things from a cab, and she’d given him a dollar.

Now that he sees it lived in, it’s fantastic! Not dirty; at least not the kind of dirt that needs scrubbing and mopping up, but so cluttered with things—junk, from kinky dolls to empty beer bottles, it’s a wonder she can find her way through.

One filthy thing: on the floor by the radiator, spread out over newspapers, in no container at all, is a pile of pebbly white cat litter so shot through with lumps of shit it looks like chocolate chip ice cream.

Now he remembers: when she’s not spoken of in the building as simply “402,” or “that blond whore,” it’s “the cat lady,” reputed to own anywhere from five to twenty, varying with the intensity of the smell in the hall. He sees only four: two Siamese, on the table, licking an empty cat-food can, the others on the couch, one gray, one black.

Her Japanese-made eyes follow his, pleased. “Do you like cats?” Pointing to the biggest Siamese—“His name is ‘Stop-That!’—because he’s ruining my furniture. And the other is ‘You-Too!’” —guffawing as if it were the best of jokes. “And this one—” ruffling the black cat’s fur, “this here’s ‘II n’y a pas de quoi.’ Isn’t that cute? That’s French. —For ‘don’t bother.’—Or something like that.”

There is a single stalk of celery on a plate smeared with dried egg yolk which she picks up.

“And this one—” the gray cat “—oh, let me think—” the end of the celery touching her forehead in pained perplexity. “I have so many names, I have more names. . . . It will come to me in a minute”—her teeth grinding down on the celery, chomping off a good four inches, stuffing her cheeks.

Muffled— “What . . . is . . . his . . . name? —‘Boop-a-kins?’ No, that one died. He got a bone in his throat and choked to death—a splinter; you know? —From a chicken leg—which he stole from my plate. God knows I’m smart enough not to give a cat a chicken leg. I have never, in my whole life, given a cat of mine, a chicken leg . . . because do you know what they do? Jamie? You are sweet”—stroking his cheek; “that skin!—like a coffee egg cream; I tell you— you Spicks—have got it made: at least in the skin department, and maybe—” with a sly glance at his crotch “—just maybe, somewhere else.” A guffaw. “My sister used to say, ‘Show me a Spick with a little dick and I’ll show you a Wop with a whooper,” again the raucous laugh. Whatever is in her, dope or booze, it’s hitting her harder now. “Meaning—let’s face it, friends, the Italians grow them small—too much wine and spaghetti; though I always say—” another chomp on the celery “—I always say, the exception proves the rule. I have come across a number . . . of big-dicked Italians. But about skin —My mother had it, I mean like yours; not dark—” laughter “—God, no; she was as white as alabaster, which I am told is very white, but fine-grained, like—well, marble; no pores at all, not a single pore on her whole goddamn body. . . .” —Glaring at him, as if he were disputing the fact.

“About your window—”

“What?!”

“The window.”

“Oh. Oh!” Recovered, and gentle—“Well I guess you know where the bedroom is—” the pink cupid mouth curving coyly “—most of my good friends do. Besides, since I’ve got only two fuckin’ rooms . . . that—” a gesture to an open door “—must be it.”

He has no trouble at all with the window; a little lift and it’s up, bringing an explosion of fake surprise and laughter from 402. “Well good heavens! It wouldn’t budge for me! It takes a man—right? My, you’re strong!”

She is framed in the doorway, blocking his exit, sicker now, sex sick, with heavy eyes and wet smiles, her kimono half open, one hand fingering a breast.

Softly, small-voiced—“I don’t see you . . . around, Jamie. Just that once, when I first moved in. I’ll bet you don’t even remember my name. Do you?”

A shake of his head.

“Well it’s Ellen.” As if he were stupid or hard of hearing—“El-len. Will you always remember that?”

He feels teased, tormented: the woman has persisted so, crowding him until he can hardly breathe.

“Yes. I gotta go.”

“I thought you liked me—helping and all, that first time. I thought we were going to become friends.”

More than crowded: confined, trapped. If she doesn’t get out of his way . . .

“My Ma just called me.”

Listening—“I didn’t hear anything.”

“No. I mean before. She’s got an errand I gotta do. It’s important.”

Ellen had expected and now accepts the rejection, but is nevertheless offended.

“Important! Like what?” Virtually sneering, making fun—“‘Jamie, take down the garbage’?”

In a rush of pique, she pulls off the black wig and throws it aside. Unpinned, her own blond hair tumbles down in golden waves. It is thick and beautiful but improves nothing; she is still sick and ridiculous and a clown—with the pillow tied to her ass and her patchy white face and pink baby mouth.

But a tongue in her head?—yes. And she uses it.

“Jamie Jamie Jamie!” —imitating his mother— sarcastically, with sneers. “Jamie this, Jamie that! Someone ought to tape up her mouth. Permanently. No wonder you’re never home. Boy, I’d put a mile between me and that woman too. Where do you sleep?—in the park? And that older brother of yours—what’s his name?—David—that glassy-eyed junkie—when are they going to throw the net over him?”

She has hit her mark squarely, and with clear satisfaction watches the slow fire burn in his eyes, giving another turn to the screw.

With exaggerated, phony apology—“Oh! I’m sorry. I guess I’m not supposed to admit I even know what goes on next door. I ain’t got no eyes— right? Or ears. Only I do, little boy.”

Little boy. . . . ! Little boy. . . . !

“. . . I do. These walls are thinner than cardboard. Why a man with half a hardon could shove his dick through with no trouble at all.”

So! Has she humiliated and destroyed him? She rips the pillow from her back, claps on a pair of thick black plastic-rimmed glasses, and turns to view the damage.

Seeing clearly for the first time all evening, she now sees the long angry scratches on Jamie’s body, one of them, near the left nipple, shining with a drop of blood.

“Well!”—instantly entertained. The explanation has just got to be sexual. “Been rolling in the bushes with our best girl? I’ll just bet you have!” —reaching for but not quite touching the wound that is bleeding.

In a taunting, baby voice, slowly lowering her head toward his body—“Ahhh. Is baby-kins hurt? Let Mama kiss it and make it better. . . .”

Watching Ellen’s head move against him, the boy is momentarily helpless. Her tongue flicks out, removing the drop of blood, then, above the wound, her mouth circles a nipple, giving it a soft, warm tug.

It is almost over before it’s begun: he has struck down at her with such swiftness and éclat that his name might be Count Dracula, and with a shriek she pulls back and away, a hand clapped to a shoulder, the bite so severe blood is already oozing out between her fingers and trailing in forked streams down her arm.

Her astonishment couldn’t be more absolute. She is stunned, the mouth gaping, the lower jaw shuddering up and down in a half-paralyzed effort to shape words. When they finally come—

“Why you freaked-out, fucked-up kid . . . ! You . . . animal!” Staggering back—“You bit me!” And back even more—“You bit me  . . .  !”

A glance at her shoulder brings another shriek together with a clawy scamper of cat feet. “Stop-That!” and “You-Too!” arch their backs, their fur electrified, dancing and spitting at nothing they can see.

Some of Ellen’s golden hair falls over her eyes and, too beside herself to control what she does, a bloodied hand flings it back, soaking it, streaking her nose and forehead with instant red, bringing another shriek, this one filled with revulsion.

Half the things on the table clatter to the floor as she grabs for the tablecloth. Scrounging a handful, she blots at the wound, whimpering in panic and disbelief.

She is astounded to see him still standing there, frozen into place by the door, his towel of bath things hugged to his chest with both arms.

Her voice crashes into his head, half splitting it open.

“Get out! Get out! Get out! Get out! Get ooooooooouuuuuuuuuttttttt!”

The light bulb at the end of the windowless hall had burned out, and in the deep shadow, Jamie could just make out 404, his own door. He stood for a while trying to calm himself, smoothing back the wild hair that overhung his face. His chest was heaving, and he could still taste the woman’s blood, actually taste it, experience its strange silky texture, for his teeth, sinking into her shoulder, had evidently opened a vein and it had spurted up in a tiny gushing fountain.

He was trembling with excitement and a mixture of exhilaration and shame. What had made him do it? He couldn’t get it into his head. He had bitten her, bitten her, and from the amount of blood it was no small wound. Somehow, the whole thing wasn’t—real. It was like. . . .

Little boy . . . ! Little boy . . . !

. . . But he couldn’t describe it, even to himself, because he had no actual memory of the moment when it happened. All he recalled after her insults and taunting was the unendurable intimacy of her mouth—and then standing by the door, hugging his wet towelful of bath things, watching an insane, wildly bloodied woman send a tableful of junk crashing to the floor.

What would she do—phone the police? But he’d heard she was in trouble a lot; they were forever dragging her in; so maybe she’d just call a doctor. Or go to emergency at one of the city hospitals.

Whatever happened, he knew he didn’t much care. He felt ashamed that he’d used his teeth; he should have clouted her with a fist; but shame wasn’t remorse. Who the fuck did that grimy whore think she was?—her flippers out for a boy his age! What a freak! What a painted-up fart! “You know how it is—when you’re bored—and lonely!” A pillow on her ass! That white shit plastered all over her face! “My . . . name . . . is . . . El-len.”

Fuck you, Ellen Nobody. Fuck you.

He dried the tears from his cheeks, and the wetness from under his nose, and opened the door to 404.

His mother is waiting, as always when he’s home: a ghostly sentry by the door. He can never leave, even for a minute, to go to the bathroom or, as it now happens, take a shower or change his clothes, but that she’s there, watching, waiting, peering out into the blackness of the hall, trying to make sure he won’t leave for another week or more.

His little brother Orlando is there too, hanging behind his mother’s skirt, but he instantly disappears, being sick with a morbid shyness that never allows him to show his face. Oh, he’ll talk to you if you corner him and don’t mind talking to the back of his head or fingers spread over his eyes. If you want actually to see him, maybe comb a few knots from his hair or wipe the dirt from his face, you’ll have to sneak in when he’s asleep, and even then you might have to pull his hands away.

Mrs. Santana, the ghost by the door—always in white, fragile, thin, her face a web of premature wrinkles so dense and fine they’re invisible until you’re inches away—has a sickness of another kind: she talks compulsively, not loud or abrasive, but a steady, fretful drone, a monologue of doom, an inventory of disasters: frequently concerning her husband’s death, or that of her two beloved sisters, one of whom was beheaded in an auto crash, but also of the deaths of other relatives, friends, even strangers, the details of which she has accumulated from newspapers.

And if not death, her obsessive nature extends into other morbid areas: a particular preoccupation is food, and the dread that she and her children must ultimately and inevitably one day starve to death—a fear not without some slight justification, since she must feed and house herself and four children, including a baby, Christina who is two, on a widow’s pension and a welfare check—all of it well gone before the end of each month.

Come the twenty-seventh or twenty-eighth, they are hungry, borrowing shamefully from neighbors, subsisting on junk, feeding Orlando and Christina a paste made from flour and sugar, with a drop of vanilla if they have it. After two days on this, Christina usually begins to throw up.

Jamie is good, and sometimes helps out—if he stays around long enough and can find an odd job or two. David is hopeless. He’d rather take from you than give. Twice now he’d emptied the house of anything he could possibly pawn: basic things, like the two living-room chairs—for which he got five dollars apiece.

Along with the monologue, whatever the subject—today it is definitely David—goes the demand for attention. She must touch you constantly—your knee, your arm, your shoulder, tap, tap, particularly your cheek or chin, turning your head, bringing it back to face hers, never permitting you to look away. And with this goes the rest of the ritual touching, ostensibly the varied expressions of her love and concern: she must stroke you, pet you, hug you, kiss you.

It starts now, the moment Jamie enters, all of it—the whole depressing drama-fraught, one-woman show.

“It’s too late; he’s gone; just now. You must have missed him in the hall. He said he’d be back, but that means nothing. You know how he lies. Jamie—” His wet towel and bath things distract her—“Put that down. Look at me—” touching him now. “Why were you so long? You said— a few minutes, a quick shower you said—

“Jamie, Jamie!”—pressing and squeezing his hand between hers. “It’s here. He came in just to get it; I’m sure of that, and you could have stopped him and talked. You promised you would. I don’t know where he hides it. I can’t imagine; that room is so small. I’ve looked everywhere. Jamie—” kissing his fingertips “—even the floorboards!—one of them was loose so I pried it up. —Nothing. A dollar in change, and two of those nasty things he must use for sex. And a few cigarettes, you know the kind, twisted at the ends. But none of the other.”

“Mama—”

“He’s got it somewhere. He brings it in all the time. I know when he does. I’ve watched him. I listen. I hear him at night. If he has none, he’s scratching and digging at the wall. . . .”

“Mama—”

“He’s dug a hole in the plaster a yard long and half an inch wide; down to the wood underneath. And he moans all night; I hear that too, even if he puts something in his mouth or his head under a pillow. I don’t know what to do. It’s gone too far. I should report him to the police, or one of those centers. But I’m afraid. Can you imagine? My own son? I was counting on you. But you’re never home. Where do you go? Why? For days at a time”—pawing him, kissing him, hugging and stroking. “How can you do that when you know how I need you? You see how it is. . . .”

“Mama—please!”

“Where do you sleep? In the park, like a tramp, on one of the benches?—in a tunnel, on newspapers, when it rains? Or do you ride the subways all night?”

“Please, Mama. Stop!”

Hearing him finally—“What am I doing?” But she knows very well, and her hands leave him briefly to worry each other. “Oh I’m sorry. I forget. But it’s such a small thing really. And you know why I do it”—she’s at him again, more intimate than ever; justified—“because I love you. I love all my children, but Jamie the best! Your skin is so damp. And your hair is still wet. Did you have a nice shower? You do look fresh. But what are those scratches?”

She requires no answer, and goes on without pause. “I tried to keep him. I told him you wanted to talk. You still do, yes, Jamie? You love your brother. No two boys could have been closer, growing up. What’s the matter? You look pale.”

Suffocating—“It’s so hot. Mama, please. I don’t feel well.”

“Are you hungry? Haven’t you eaten today? I have nothing. Only plain tea, and a sandwich— the last of the bread. I wrapped it in paper and kept it damp for two days. I saved it for you. The check comes tomorrow. Orlando left the table hungry. He was crying. Christina had the last of the milk, so I filled him with sugar and water. I warmed it, it wasn’t bad, with cinnamon on top.”

Her voice has tightened and risen in pitch, so Jamie knows what is coming.

“Everything else is gone, even the flour. It was bad this month.”

Her hands leave him finally to cover her mouth as she bends half to the ground. No tears. No sound. Only dry, heaving sobs that last a few moments before she straightens up.

“Come now. Come to the kitchen”—handing him a clean T-shirt. “You’ll eat what is yours.”

“I don’t think I want it. Mama, have it yourself; or give it to Orlando.”

“To Orlando, no”—curiously stern. “Not to Orlando. He’s a bad boy. He’ll eat everything in sight; take it right out of his sister’s mouth; yes, steal it. . . .”

She turns swiftly, looking for the boy. “Steal it?! Orlando—!”

But it is much too late. In the kitchen, Orlando is crouched in a corner, his face to the wall, stuffing as much of the food into his small mouth as it will hold in the first immense bite.

Mrs. Santana’s behavior is now almost ludicrous, so far in excess of anything normal that one could easily imagine her insane.

“You steal! You dare steal!”—overturning a chair in her passion to reach him. “That’s Jamie’s! Give it back; do you hear!?”—seizing the child’s hair.

Jamie—“Mama, I don’t want it.”

“You do; you must; it’s yours”—twisting, spinning the kicking boy.

And Orlando: smothered, gulping—“No; no; it’s mine!”—while his mother bangs on his head to keep him from swallowing it all.

Determined to have it, Orlando now pushes so much of the damp, mangled bread into his mouth that he begins to choke. In a moment, he has gagged and is vomiting it up: part dough, part sugar water, spewing it out in a strangled gush all over himself and his mother, both struggling on the floor.

Jamie is in the hall, the door slammed shut behind him, half out of his head, almost gagging himself with the nausea that crowds his throat. He pulls the shirt over his shoulders and staggers the length of the hall, leaning against the bathroom door to let the sickness that’s in him, both stomach and heart, subside.

Hearing the sound of him outside—“Go away,” says a voice; clearly his brother’s. “This is occupied; go to another floor.”

Whispering—“It’s Jamie. David, it’s Jamie.”

A long wait; then the sound of the latch lifted from inside the door.

God has been melted and warmed to a liquid and waits clear and gleaming in the curve of a spoon. David sits on the edge of the bathtub, his arm twisted up in a tie, the peppered flesh rosy, a fork of dark veins inside the elbow swollen to a knot.

He is impatient and fevered—“Well?! Shut the door you dumb fuck. Move! Fast!”

Jamie does so, then stands in awe, watching the quick shaking needle steady itself and penetrate.

Many still, breath-held moments go by, until finally David breathes out, sweet and long. “Wow! Oh wow! Is that ever it; is that it!”

Dreamy eyes tremble open as he looks up, all mixed angel and orgasm, smiling unlimited love.

“I wanted you in here because I’m going to give you a fix. How about that! The first goddamn fix for my sweet virgin brother. And do you know why this blessed event is occurring? Because for the first time, the first time in the whole of my fucked-up life, I’ve gotten enough—and more where this comes from. So I’m feeling generous—oh, how generous I feel. . . ! Come, love—”

Jamie gives a quick, nervous shake of his head.

“Ah now”—reproval; mock disappointment, all the while stretching, luxurious and slow, beginning to smile the wide, gorgeous smile that is David’s alone: all sex and seduction. “A first fix?—what’s the big deal?” He shrugs. “You don’t like it—so you never have another. But you gotta try; everybody’s gotta try. Why the fuck not? Come, love—” relighting the stub of the candle he’s stuck on top of the toilet tank. “You asked for it once—remember? You were begging to try. Only I didn’t have it then”—taking Jamie’s hand, turning it palm-upward. “Now I do. More than enough. I’ll tell you a secret. I get it from a very rich lady—because I do her a small service now and then. Sometimes all I need do is sit in front of her and smile; she’s hooked on my smile, and my teeth—can you beat that shit? But of course—” his eyes sly and insinuating, teasing Jamie “—other times . . . there are other things . . . I must do.”

Now he leans forward, lifts the boy’s arm. “Right there, right there, sweet brother”—kissing a vein gently, stroking it lightly with his tongue, while Jamie grows gooseflesh and feels feathers in his groin.

“You won’t even feel it, until—” a soft explosion of David’s breath “—wow!—God’s roller coaster” —laughing at his own absurdity, enjoying the metaphor “—that big ol’ roller coaster up in the sky. Come on, love. The first ride’s free. God gave me an extra ticket. I swear. He said—‘Here: for you and your brother . . . that sweet ol’ little love-baby brother of yours. . . .’ ”

David’s words, his seductive manner, his mouth and tongue, and gentle fingers, the closeted secrecy of the bathroom where they’d once had so much sex, David showing him all the love-aching, heart-pounding things they could do—all of it is literally hypnotic. Jamie’s eyes are half up in his head, his body filled with sawdust, his limbs wired and useless. . . .

Little boy . . . ! Little boy . . . !

He can barely see and watch David’s adroit, practiced hands about their business: the glassine envelope, the spoon, the candle, the syringe. . . . Even a small bottle of alcohol and a bit of cotton.

Little boy . . . !

David is humming softly, perhaps unconsciously, of all things!—“Mine eyes have seen the glory . . . of the coming of the Lord. . . .”

It is too funny. Jamie laughs silently while the terror in his chest expands, pushing into his lungs and heart.

“. . . He is trampling out the vintage. . . .”

He feels cornered, trapped—as if that crazy whore still stood in his way. His teeth begin to chatter; the muscles of the upper lip tighten, pulling back the flesh.

“. . . Where the grapes of wrath are stored . . .”

“Come, love—” The wet cotton is a touch of ice.

It was not the attack of a killer, but that of a taunted beast frenzied to escape.

Jamie felled his brother with what was nothing short of a great leap upward and down, the mouth hideous and gaping, snarling and snapping with small vicious bites, the raging teeth seeking and sinking into anything it could find.

On the floor, amid the scattered, broken paraphernalia of his fix, his face and throat bloodied, the shirt torn in shreds from his body, David lay stunned, aghast, half paralyzed with shock, his amazement absolute, staring up at the black patch of the window where, with the marvelous agility of a cat, or an ape, he had seen his brother disappear.


KATHY

 

KATHY’S FATHER, Milagros Orestes Santos, leaned from the second-story window, took careful aim at his daughter in the semidarkness below, and let the empty whisky bottle fly.

It missed by inches, shattering at her feet.

She heard a spasm of stifled laughter and looked up just in time to see him duck.

He was drunk as usual and would try it again, so she moved back under the overhanging arch of the doorway.

Moments later a woman came up the steps, dressed in a tight leather miniskirt and a blouse opened to the waist, several inches of thin metal bracelets jangling on her wrists. Her eyelids were sequined and the scent enveloping her so pervasive and penetrating that had it been tear gas it would have felled a bull a good four yards away.

Fragments of glass crackled beneath her feet and with a muttered “Shit!” she began kicking them from the stoop until, startled, she saw the shadowed figure in the doorway.

“Kathy? Jesus, you scared me! How are you?”

“Okay.”

“Aren’t you up pretty late? It must be almost two. Is something wrong?”

“Not really.” Peering up—“You’d better stand clear. He’s throwing bottles again.”

“So I see”—with a last kick at the glass. “Well— You can’t sleep at my place. My sister’s there.”

“I know. She came in a little while ago.”

“—Unless you can do with a chair. We could put two together—”

“No. But thanks, Trina. I’ll think of something.”

“Not the park! Really— You’ll get yourself killed; or raped.”

With a laugh—“I hear they do both; for the price of one.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass. After dark—FFT; meaning—there’s a fucked-up freak behind every tree. You know what I’m doing now—?”

“What?”

Trina’s hand slipped into her shoulder bag and removed what appeared to be a plastic pouch full of ocher-colored sand.

“Mace. Any of those mother-fuckers come within four feet of me he gets it in the eyes. And while he’s digging it out, I Kung Fu him with this—” She raised an ample knee. “But if I’m feelin’ mean, and the fucker looks real dangerous—” a thin, six-inch steel blade glittered in the street light “—off comes his meat; I slice up the bologna.” She laughed, pleased at her own joke. “So—! That’s the way things are—in Fun City—on this lovely summer’s night. Besides being shit-hot. I drank so many Dr. Peppers today I was peeing green.”

They didn’t speak after that, with nothing more to say, the heat and the night becoming oppressive in the silence.

Trina’s bracelets jangled as she smoothed the damp hair from her forehead, her eyes lifting to peer at an abandoned car at the corner the scavengers had picked clean; two dark figures had just crept inside—to make out in one way or another. Her eyes came back, following the curbline of overflowing trash cans, the fantastic disorder of the littered street.

“Wotta life!”

She moved indoors, pausing to smile and nod goodnight before closing the hall door. “And if that fucker up there starts pawing you again, you know where I die.” She shook her head quickly, pretending to have made a mistake. “I mean—where I live.”

She was gone just a moment when another bottle came crashing down. And a third.

“Will you stop it, Papa? Stop it!”

His voice, all innocence and surprise—“Stop what, baby? It ain’t me. It’s that one-legged bastard upstairs. He’s been trying to get me all night. Every time I stick my head out.”

Maybe he was right; the last bottle anyway. She could see a shining carpet of fine green glass scattered half across the street, so it must have been thrown from higher up.

“Kathy—?”

He repeated it six times, before she moved out cautiously, finding the blur of his handsome dark head against the faint light of the window.

“You goin’ t’ stay there all night? It’s almost three.”

No reply.

“Your Ma’s been askin’ for you; callin’ all day.”

Distress furrowed Kathy’s forehead, tightened her mouth.

“She’s been real sick this time. I mean it. I don’t know what’s wrong.”

“You know what’s wrong.”

“No, no. It’s not what you think.”

Sarcastically, since his middle name was Liar—“Yeah!”

“Kathy, I swear! —For your mother’s sake. She needs you. Suppose she dies. She might be dead even now; lyin’ in there dead.”

Dead drunk, most likely. There was no point in believing anything he said.

She moved back under the arch, hiding herself in the dark shadows.

“Kathy—?”

“Kathy—!”

He gave up temporarily, moving away from the window with a string of muttered obscenities, the only words she could hear being “fuck, shit, and goddamn.”

Despite many years of compulsive heavy drinking and the sporadic use of a variety of drugs, Milagros had retained a lean body and almost all of his youthful good looks. His mixed Irish and Spanish ancestry had surfaced the best of both races: he had film-star features, the bluest of eyes, and hair of such fine texture and luxurious smoky-black thickness, it was the lip-bitten envy of every woman he’d ever met—these virtually as numerous as the stars.

To account for his youth while they themselves wilted and aged like rotting apples, his friends decided he was “pickled”—every cell of his body so saturated with alcohol he might be walking about in a sea of formaldehyde. One of them joked that when he died, if he ever did, there’d be no work for the mortician, since he was already better preserved than the pharaohs of ancient Egypt.

His wife, Ana, drank also—though her illness was of more recent origin and, unlike him, it had aged her quickly—well beyond her thirty-eight years, bloating her flesh and features sufficiently to give her a subtlely unfamiliar, misshapen appearance—the one thing more than any other that had troubled and pained Kathy deeply. Loving her mother the way she did, she had to strain beyond that gross carnival look to find vestiges of the once calm and caring and beautiful woman she had known as a small child.

Too—and again unlike Milagros who, if anything, became more active when drunk, Ana had always to take to her bed with varying degrees of hysterical paralysis. Of course it never affected the hand that raised the glass to her lips, but always her legs, which became useless, unable to bear her weight, the joints shot through with severe recurrent pain. The logic became twisted and reversed itself; she didn’t become paralyzed because she drank as, indeed, the clinic doctor had told her; no, in the ocean of self-pity that engulfed her, she drank because she became paralyzed, Proof: between the whiskey bottles that lined her dresser and night table burned a dozen votive candles in their small ruby cups, petitioning a cure for the curse and affliction that prevented her from being wife to her husband and mother to her child.

With the vague hope that Ana might just possibly be dead, and Kathy heir to a five-thousand-dollar insurance claim which he, naturally, must manage since his daughter, though mature for her age, was barely more than thirteen, Milagros pushed open the bedroom door. But no— There she was, face down, nude, the tangled hair fanned out on the pillow, the mouth opened and the dry lips cracked from prolonged heavy breathing, the top sheet a wet, yellow-stained scroll twisted between her legs and under her hips.

“Ana—?”

He knew she could neither hear nor reply, but it was his habit to speak to her, even frequently touch her, anyway.

“Your darling daughter is home. After three days. Or is it four? Ain’t you glad?” He leaned over the bed, shaking her by the shoulder. “Come now. It’s time to celebrate.” He lifted her up, a life-size doll, slapping the gray face while her head lolled back and forth as if the neck were broken. The handling made her exhale, and the sudden stench of her breath was a shock. With disgust he let the limp body drop back, picking up a bottle that had rolled from the bed. It contained a half-inch of whiskey which he drained promptly, then, suddenly seeing with pleasure his own handsome if half-clothed self in the bureau mirror, expanded his bare chest, turning profile, exposing as many beautiful, diamond-hard, milk-white teeth as he could find available.

“Well, Milagros, I see there ain’t goin’ t’ be no welcoming home party after all. ’Cept by you and me.”

He moved closer to the image, still grinning, Ana’s hairbrush in hand, tidying his black mass of wild hair. “You and me, pal . . .” Now he splashed some cologne into his armpits, and behind his ears the way he had seen women do. “But we’ll just see what we can arrange . . . to liven things up; right?—maybe make it . . . real nice, for both of us. . . .”

At the window he bellowed.

“Kathy— !”

When he saw the girl move out and look up—“Last chance. Your ma says to come up.” And for every neighbor and all the world to hear—“If you don’t, then fuck it! I got better things to do than yell out a winder all night. You ain’t here in two minutes, I’m locking up with the chain.”

And with that he slammed the window shut, a fitting final gesture, punctuating his angry ultimatum, only to open it again immediately because of the overpowering heat.

The apartment door opens onto the kitchen and as Kathy pushes it in, she sees her father at the table, the Daily News spread out, ostensibly absorbed in reading, unconscious to all else as he sucks noisily at a can of beer, pretending so obviously not to hear her, not to notice. The door to her mother’s bedroom on the right is shut. In all, the situation seems falsely calm and fake. When the faint odor of the perfume he has doused himself with reaches her, it seems doubly suspicious.

She stands so long and undecided in the doorway he must finally notice and become irritable.

“Well, stupid?! Come in or go out.”

Better judgment tells her to leave, regardless, but—“Why is the bedroom door shut?”

Milagros shrugs, mixing irritability with surprise. “How the fuck should I know? Maybe Uncle Sam did it. Or the Wicked Witch of the North.” Pause. Glaring at her—“How’d you get so dirty? Oh boy, look at you! One of your freakin’ two-inch boyfriends must have been banging you in the Gobi Desert.”

Sometimes he “got” her purely through insult, she becoming so angry and outraged, she wanted to stay and fight, risking all danger.

‘You shut up, Papa!”

With mincing sarcasm, mimicking her tone—“You shut up, Papa!”

So it began, her fear of him quickly blurred by the desire to hurt him: mortally, mortally, if she could.

Because he had risen—“Don’t you come near me!”

Sneering—“Near you!? Who the fuck wants to come near you?”—so rough, so crude, yet underneath it, his handsome face is alive with slyness and the subtlest of smiles, as if you both shared a secret and this were all just a game to frighten you, until he grabbed you in innocent fun, and spun you in dizzy circles, with laughter and kisses and cries that he loved you. . . . “I just wanted to see that scratch on your face, you stupid kid. Better wash or you’ll have it infected.” And while he spoke he moved toward her.

Warning him, her voice trembling—“I’ll call Trina!”

This stops him and brings a healthy laugh as he returns to his beer on the table, staggering a bit. “Trina! Honey—that tub of painted lard would lick the dog shit off my shoes if I told her. Don’t you know that by this time? Don’t you know that when—”

“Shut up! Shut up!”—hysteria, sharp and wild in her voice.

Silence.

Kathy swallows the lump in her throat again and again as it rises, and her father breathes a bit heavily, hiding his emotion in a display of indifference, feeling a heat and a hunger grow in his groin, mixing with the anger in his heart. His jaw aches because his teeth are so tightly clenched. The grip on the beer can tightens until the metal caves in, and the amber liquid shoots out in a small explosion.

He laughs at that, and looks back at Kathy to see if she has enjoyed it too. Such a small silly thing to calm them both!—but it does, for the moment at least.

Giving in with a little laugh—“Papa, look at you!”—the hair on his chest foaming with beer, his face dripping.

She brings a towel from the kitchen sink, and dries his face and, with hesitation, his chest, her strokes becoming slower and more self-conscious until they stop. As he takes the towel from her hand his fingers brush hers.

She pulls away quickly, as if his touch were a burn, and turns her back.

“Does Mama really want me?”

Bluntly—“No.” After a moment—“But she soaked her bed, and I’ll be damned if I clean up again. Your turn, sweetheart.” And as Kathy moves to the bedroom door—“The laundry bag’s in the closet. If you need help moving her, call me.”

Is the woman on the bed truly her mother? Couldn’t it be someone else, some . . . strange person, unknown to her, never before seen?

It is always a shock to see her nude, no matter how many times it happens, and Kathy feels the blood warm her cheeks. Ana’s face is hidden because of the angled twist of the body in the sheets; one leg hangs over the side of the bed, and the dark-brown breasts are ponderous, with a sheen of sweat, the nipples almost black—as round and flat and wide as silver dollars.

Embarrassment and shame actually prickle in the girl’s cheekbones and around her eyes, and the heartbreak is the kind that puts a stone in her chest. The evil smell of the bed reaches her; it is the smell of a public toilet where a thousand men or women have pissed into the broken yellow porcelain of a thousand dark holes in the ground.

The girl can’t move; she stands in a staring stupor until her father is at her side with a muttered oath and a “Well?!”

He crosses to the closet, takes out a laundry bag, removes two wrinkled sheets which he throws to the floor beside the bed.

He handles Ana so roughly he might be a butcher with a carcass of beef, untwisting the tangled wet sheets, lifting legs, arms, head as carelessly as those of a corpse.

“I wouldn’t bother but the place stinks!”—pulling the second sheet from under her. “I feel like I’m livin’ at the zoo. Or the circus —The animal cages, that’s what! Piss and more piss”—loathing them as he kicks the soaked sheets toward the door.

“I worked for a circus once.” He staggers, looking back at his daughter, gripping the foot of the bed for support. “You didn’t know that, eh? Well I did. —All that slop and stink. Nothing’s worse than an animal. Unless—” looking at Ana and grinning at Kathy “—unless it’s a human being.”

As he kicks the sheets out of the room—“Move!”—because Kathy stands in his way.

Now he’s at the bed again, throwing Ana to her back, folding the arms across her chest like a body newly dead. Next: a single clean sheet is draped across her.

“There. That’ll do. Why waste two sheets, eh? She’s soaked the bed anyway; and will piss again before the night’s over. Let her stew in her own juice; right?”

The metaphor tickles him, and he laughs so hard it makes him dizzy. Stumbling, a naked foot cracks a few toes against a bottle on the floor. With a yelp of pain, he bends down, seizes the bottle, and flings it out the window.

Kathy hears it hit the pavement, and then an angry male voice—“Hey! Who the fuck t’rew that fuckin’ bottle out the winder?” And a second voice, equally graphic—“Hey, asshole. Show yuh fuckin’ face. We got somethin’ nice for yuh!”

Pleased, his excitement growing, Milagros edges up for a cautious peek out the window. As he does so, a good chunk of brick flies into the room like a rocket, smashing into the bureau mirror which fractures into an instant web of angled cracks, all of it sliding to the floor with a tremendous crash.

Even more pleased, Milagros is virtually dancing tiptoe about the room, barely suppressing his laughter, waving at Kathy to stay back. He picks up an empty bottle from the floor, carefully approaches the window by hugging the wall, peering out obliquely.

Calling suddenly—“You wanna play games, Mother? Let’s go!”

And he lets the bottle fly. A crash and just moments later another rock enters the room, but this time through the top panes of the window, smashing through the double glass. It showers over Kathy, who with a cry of surprise and a too-late gesture to protect her face, moves into a corner, one cheek smally-cut but bleeding.

Milagros is gleeful. He lets another bottle fly, and another. There are laughter and muttered obscenities from below where the fight is also enjoyed. Another rock, two, the last bouncing on the bed and rolling against Ana’s face. Two more bottles, the hollow, explosive crack and tinkling crash of them as they splatter across the pavement. Then—silence, footsteps, faint laughter and fading voices, the rock throwers having lost interest and walked away.

Milagros moves full-view into the window, calling after them—

“Chicken!”

And louder—“Chickenshit!”

And bellowing—“Mother-fuckers!”

And finally, straining hoarsely—“Eat shit. Eat shit!”

But no obscenity is strong enough to pique their interest and bring them back.

Frustrated, disappointed—because the fight wasn’t nearly long and strong and violent enough to purge him of his liquored rage, he is left with a roomful of broken glass, a stinking, half-dead body on the bed, no more whiskey to drink, and his dirty, barefooted, wide-eyed, bleeding daughter, crouched in a corner like a beaten puppy.

Can there be any doubt about what he wants to do, has to do next?

But it takes a bit of cunning. The first step is to position himself quickly between Kathy and the door. This done, and interest renewed, his frustration and disappointment disappear. It is obvious that his daughter has already guessed the name of the game, and has no choice but to play.

And play well she does, having played it before. She rises to her feet slowly, her eyes on his, reading his intention, her back flat, pressed to the wall, while one quite steady hand curls around the neck of a bottle lying on a corner of the bureau.

It is a pleasure to watch, to remember how strong she is for her age, to realize that if she can she will gladly and truly kill you before it is over, split open your skull, or, if she decides to smash the end off the bottle, grind the circle of jagged glass into your face, twist it, rip at your eyes.

That’s the kind of daughter to have if you’re the kind of father that Milagros is.

He smiles his handsome smile, alert, elated, even slightly sobered, marshaling all his wits, uncertain but enormously curious to learn what her next move will be.

Surprisingly, there’s to be dialogue along with the drama; for in an irresolute moment, one of apparent weakness and confusion, she wavers, and an imploring, pathetic word, a shaken plea for help is spoken, addressed to the inert, senseless form on the bed.

“Mama—?”

And then, with equal pathos—“Papa—?”

But he’s not to be undone and denied his prize so easily.

“Yes, love—?”

She speaks once—with no sound at all. The second time he hears her—“Please—?”

He takes a step toward her. “Please—what?” No answer. Another step. With a fake aside, exaggerated frowning concentration—“I don’t seem to remember all this—fuss the first time. Oh—” a small laugh “—maybe—just a little, at the beginning.” Two small steps, veering to the left, giving her a possible opportunity to run around him if she dares. “Seems all girls like to pretend not to want it at first; part of their nature; ain’t that right? But you liked it after awhile, I remember; oh boy, did you love it! I can still hear you yelling!” And now he mimics her voice obscenely, his voice high and ecstatic: “Oh, Papa. . . .! Papa . . . ! Papa . . .!”

He is stopped on the fourth “Papa!” by the explosive crack of the bottle smashed on the end of the bureau. And in the next moment she’s at him, slashing toward his face, so quick that despite his preparation he is taken by surprise, the jagged glass raking the air, the longest glittering green tooth of it just missing his eye and cutting him open from cheekbone to chin with a deep ragged scratch.

Shocked, enraged, he seizes her wrist in one hand and with the other grabs her shirt at the throat, ripping it from her body.

She is incredibly strong!—so astonishingly so that his smile is no longer a smile but a frozen grimace as he strains to force her arm back and behind her in an effort to twist the glass from her hand. He succeeds only inches at a time, but finally, with a gasp of pain, her fingers open and the bottle drops.

He then grabs her about the waist in a tremendous bear hug, crushing the breath out of her, walking her backward, lumbering toward the bed.

She writhes, twists, kicks, scratches, her teeth seeking anything they can find. She is so impossible to control that Milagros fears he will lose her. Frenzied, he pulls back, freeing one arm, and with a blow that could easily have felled a two-hundred-pound man, brings up his fist under the girl’s jaw.

She falls, loose-limbed, limp, shapeless, like a stocking-doll, unconscious at his feet.

She has a rocking sensation, and for a few sweet moments half-dreams, half-imagines that she is a tiny child, secure and loved, cradled firmly in gentle arms that rock her back and forth, back and forth, in a blissful rhythm as soothing as the sea.

Her eyes open, consciousness feathering back, but nothing is real or meaningful initially; the room isn’t a room but a high open space, the bed isn’t a bed but a drifting cloud, and far below, where the earth should be, is a shattered rainbow, a blazing desert of fragmented color that dazzles her senses.

It is long before the room rights itself and walls become walls, and the rainbow just pieces of broken glass on the floor, gleaming in the faint glow of dawn from the window.

She’s . . . ? Where? Home?—yes; on her own bed?—no; because next to her angled head that hangs half over the edge, so close it is blurred, she can make out the outline of her mother’s open-mouthed, sleeping face.

The rhythm, the sensation of being rocked persists, and, awakening, becoming progressively more alive through the pervading numbness of her whole body, is the strange, frightening feeling of movement below, of oppressive weight and massive pressure, of something burrowing deep and hard inside her, filling her to a total fullness, virtually lifting her body from her bed in pulsing waves of intense pleasure mixed with intolerable pain.

Milagros sees she’s awake, that her body moves under his, and it blows his mind.

“Let me hear it,” he groans. “Say it, love; say it! Tell me I fuck as good as God; tell me you love it, love it . . . !”

His breath comes in gasps. He is so close to orgasm, so convulsed with the imminent flood of his passion, that he doesn’t hear the first sound.

The second sound he hears: a low growl, a snarl, half-hissed, half-rumbled from the throat of a beast.

His head jerks up and back, and after a moment’s glaze-eyed paralysis and a startled cry, he pulls away, stumbling frantic to the wall.

The naked Kathy is down on the floor, leaping on all fours; teeth long and gleaming, eyes gold, gaping mouth cornered with bubbling foam. When Milagros trips himself and falls in his frenzy to reach the door, she is instantly upon him, covering him like a great clawed cat, ripping into head and throat, tearing away bloody chunks of hair and flesh.


MARIA

 

LYDIA LAMOUR (née Alejandrina-Clemencia Luz Vallejo) had her daughter, Maria, tied to the bed. She’d used a long length of wire ripped from a lamp base to fasten her feet, and then her hands behind her back, and the cord from the broken slide that worked the draw-drapery in the living room to secure the bound wrists to the foot end of the brass bedstead.

Maria, in Lydia’s eyes, and indeed those of Alejandrina-Clemencia, was a delinquent, a liar, a vagrant, a thief, a consorter with young criminals and criminal types, and, above all and most disturbingly, a chronic runaway. Perhaps more accurately, she was a “stayaway,” gone from home for days, sometimes weeks at a time, coming back only, which was rare, if she became ill, more often to shower, change her jeans and shirt, and grab whatever money might be lying about.

Today it was by mere accident that Mrs. Vallejo had managed to “capture” her daughter; the girl had sneaked into the six-room, floor-through apartment, showered in the small bathroom in the back, and was about to change into fresh clothes when her mother caught her. If the apartment hadn’t been on the ground floor with all the windows barred, Maria, cornered in her bedroom, would surely have seized her clothes and leaped through the window.

Punishment of virtually every kind had never worked in the past, promised nothing for the future, and consequently Mrs. Vallejo, a widow of some seven years and therefore alone with the problem, kept seeking new and untried means to control and discipline—indeed, the right word seemed to be “tame”—her daughter.

Today, the means consisted of the wire and rope together with a long heart-to-heart talk in Lydia’s bedroom as she dressed to receive her third and last gentleman caller of the evening.

In frilled, see-through bikini underpants and bra, her hair bound back under a satin headband, the healthy, pink-skinned, voluptuously-muscled, and well-fleshed woman sat before an enormous three-mirrored vanity ringed with light bulbs and so densely tiered and massed with the variety of cosmetics and mechanical devices needed to create, or at least preserve and enhance, the illusion of her beauty, that, in complexity at least, it quite resembled the dashboard of an intercontinental plane.

The preparation for this particular gentleman caller, Rafi de los Santos by name, was taking longer than usual because not only was he a fifty-dollar all-night john, but one of the very few “good guys” on her list, one for whom she felt some genuine affection, and who always arrived with a gift and two bottles of expensive whiskey, plus a dazzling repertoire of the latest jokes he had heard in the numerous lower-life bars and clubs which he—as he described it in his slightly broken English—“frequented-for-fun.” —A good guy definitely. One not to lose. Or anger, or upset, or trouble in any way.

And she looked over at Maria, trussed up like a fowl for the oven, with considerable doubt and concern, wondering how Rafi would take it  . . .  you know: a child tied up like that. It seemed cruel. Though it wasn’t at all. She was a genius to have thought of it. At least now she could talk like the concerned mother she was, and make her thoughts known, even though the wretched girl glowered and sulked, and bit her lips, her eyes filled with daggers and venom, pretending not to listen, not to hear, and making not a single reply. Despite this, it seemed necessary to persist and continue.

“It isn’t as if I expected  . . .  gratitude”— leaning close to the mirror to paint the swell of flesh beneath each eyebrow a silvery, metallic green. “That would be too much, wouldn’t it!— what mother can expect gratitude from her child nowadays?—but cooperation, surely. I don’t think you ever stop to really consider and appreciate what you have, and how lucky you are.” Pause, as the delicate, artistic work on her eyes absorbed her—“You have so much more than most girls your age; I mean, a room of your own, and very nice too  . . .  and all those clothes in your closet—” darting Maria a hurt look “— beautiful clothes; not cheap, not cheap at all. —Do you understand what I’m trying to say? Why  . . .  you should want to go around in a pair of ragged boy’s dungarees and a T-shirt is absolutely beyond my comprehension. Jeans with a buttoned fly no less!—when you’ve not a damned thing to take out. What is it?—you’d like to pee standing up! Honey, you’ve got to sit down—just like the rest of us. Don’t—for God’s sake, tell me you’re going to turn out queer—one of those awful dykes or lesbos; God, I couldn’t stand that. Not my daughter; no daughter of mine! Really— They give me the creeps.”

She stopped everything for a moment, musing, a thoughtful expression on her face. “You know—every once in a while one of them makes a pass at me, a dyke I mean, if I happen, you know, to be at a bar, or a party, where one of them happens to be. God, they turn up everywhere! You can’t take a simple walk down the street nowadays without at least one or two ogling your ass. And sometimes you really can’t tell  . . .  do you understand what I’m trying to say? They look normal, like everyone else! One of them one time—” with a laugh “—offered me money. Money! God knows for what—probably to do some of those disgusting things women do with each other. Not that I blame them, of course— I mean for wanting me for whatever it is they do. I suppose they find me attractive.” She turned back to the mirror for an appraising, gratified look. “—Which I am, of course. Isn’t it so, Maria? I really am. God knows I deserve it. I’m half starved all the time. But I found out long ago, that if I drink—and I must in my work—then I simply can’t eat. And if I spend three hours a day before this goddamn mirror, it’s worth it. It pays off. Do you understand what I’m trying to say? Look at this apartment, six beautiful rooms, every one furnished like Buckingham Palace. And clothes!—two walk-in closets full! That’s a lesson for you right there, right before your eyes. But you never seem to learn.” She turned, facing her daughter squarely. “Look at me, Maria. Come now, this is serious. As I told you before, and so often  . . .  you’re really  . . .  you’re really not bad-looking—” with faint surprise “—I mean, considering your age and all. It will be six months or a year I suppose before you’re really—” looking at the small pouting swell of the girl’s breasts “—really developed, but believe me you could get by  . . .  if you wanted to  . . .  if you’d listen to a little good advice, and do as I say. There are all kinds of men in the world, sweet, and there are many men who like young girls; I mean like young girls; really young, your age. They are queer for young girls. Do you understand what I’m trying to say? And after all, what difference does it make? It’s straight. It’s normal. It’s not some—perversion like I was just telling you about. And it’s better than jacking-off, believe me.” With a sly, knowing look and a burst of laughter—“Oh now! Let’s not pretend that we don’t. All girls do—at your age—even nuns shut up in monastaries—or whatever they’re shut up in. Why do you think they carry such big crucifixes? I remember myself—God, everything from bananas to broom handles—if the wood was, you know, smooth, and not apt to give me a splinter. I remember I kept a beauty of a cucumber until the damn thing rotted and part of it broke off inside of me. I was scared stiff, you know—trying to get all of it out and half imagining—” a loud guffaw “—half imagining that in nine months I’d surely give birth to a giant cucumber with no arms or legs but tiny green hands and feet—like one of those freaks in a sideshow—a human torso. I could see myself putting a lace bonnet on it and wheeling it around in a carriage! God, what imaginations kids have! Anyway—Baby  . . .  ! What do you say? Think of the money. Honey, think of what two incomes would mean. Why, we could move! Certainly this apartment is okay, but the neighborhood!—that’s really bad news. You know how it is now. God, I have to step over the drunks and junkies in the hall. Last night some punk grabbed my foot and had his head under my skirt and halfway up my thigh before I could manage to kick his teeth in.”

Her face now painted to her satisfaction, she removed the satin headband and looked over the six varicolored wigs lined up on their faceless plastic heads like soldiers waiting for squad drill.

“So what do you say?”—touching the feathery curls of a ‘French-cut” ash-blond semi-Afro. But Maria had nothing to say and, for the most part, hadn’t even listened, her thoughts and her heart somehow seeking, and finding it seemed, “places” —states of mind and feeling that were silent and cool and damp and thickly leaf-shadowed.

Lydia chewed on a nail. “You discourage me; really you do”—suddenly deciding on the dark monkey-cut wig and putting it on. “How is this? Do you think it will go? I’m wearing my blue corepe—the one with the flowers. God knows it won’t be on me long—” a chuckle “—but I do like to make an attractive initial impression. A man likes to see you pretty and dressed up like a doll, for that first view—do you understand what I’m trying to say?—even if he’s tearing the dress off you in the next ten seconds. And Rafi likes blue; I found that out.” A moment’s confusion and inner fright—“It is Rafi, isn’t it? Today is Wednesday; it must be”—and she looked up at a large calendar on the wall that was covered with crayoned appointments and notations, breathing relief.

“Wednesday the twenty-fourth; yes.” Glancing at her watch—“Good heavens!—any minute now.” She pulled the blue crepe from her closet and quickly threw it over her head. “I’m glad it’s Rafi; because tonight I planned to talk to him about you.” She fastened on a pair of ornate blue earrings, the while looking intently at Maria through the vanity mirror. “My, we look surprised!” Her voice hardening—“You didn’t think I was going to put up with your shit forever, did you? I’m your mother, honey, and if you know me at all, you know that my middle name is No-Shit. —Do you understand what I’m trying to say? We’re cutting off the pigtails and putting on the bra—” chuckling “—or maybe taking it off. Sweetie, zip me up.” Remembering that Maria is tied—“Oh, I forgot! Well, I’ll manage myself.”

The door buzzer rang impatient and loud. “How do I look? Goodness, that man is on time! Do I look all right?” The buzzer again; and again. Bellowing—“All right; all right!” The flat of her hands moved across each buttock. “Am I smooth in the back? Whenever I wear this goddamn dress—” halfway out the room in a rush for the door “—my fuckin’ underwear keeps riding my ass!”

Rafi’s toenails need cutting and his hair is over greasy: long, thick, straight, and slicked back in two old-fashioned ducktails, as black as shoe polish and shiny as patent leather. Otherwise he is pleasant enough: portly, round-faced, with an eyebrow-thin mustache and eyes that appear kind. He is ostensibly a salesman of automobile parts, but he is part owner of two discotheques and conducts a number of underground activities, including the making and distribution of pornographic films; he is unmarried and so constituted sexually that he is physically uncomfortable, generally with gastrointestinal symptoms and complaint, if he does not have at least four orgasms a week, of which Lydia Lamour (given name pronounced Leed-yah, accent on the second syllable) provides two, or, if he’s up to it and so inclined, three—though all count as one, if they occur the same evening.

The festivities have begun in the living room where half of one bottle of whiskey has been consumed, together with a fifth of imported champagne—tonight’s extra gift—and now move to the bedroom, Rafi already down to his paisley boxer shorts, having divested himself piecemeal of his clothes on the way.

He has unzipped Leed-yah who, entering the bedroom, quickly steps out of her blue crepe, and, having forgotten, is surprised to see the bound Maria sitting on the bed, her face tear-streaked and wet.

Rafi is more than surprised; indeed, momentarily desexed as he stares, a bit sobered, at the child; so there is a delay as the situation is explained in detail, including subtle hints that Leed-yah would appreciate Rafi’s help in planning the girl’s future. He clearly understands, nodding his head sagely in agreement; that done, he quickly returns to his former drunken, horny self, grabbing Lydia in a bear hug for a long, wet, smacking kiss from which both emerge with rollicking laughter, as if sharing a marvelous joke.

Then, as Lydia carefully removes her wig—it’s too expensive to have it ruined in the melee of passion that will soon follow—Rafi sits and stares at Maria, pouring himself another four fingers of whiskey.

“She’s a pretty little thing. Funny—I din’ know yuh even had a kid. Y’ never tol’ me.”

“That’s because I wasn’t sure; she’s never around. I mean, I thought maybe I had dreamed her.”

“What’s ‘er name?”

Kidding—“Uh . . . Let me see. It’s uh . . . Oh! Maria. That’s her name.”

Smiling warmly at the girl—“That right, sweetie?” No reply. “What’s a matter; she don’t talk?”

Lydia is now entirely nude except for her plastic mauve shoes with their five-inch heels, her voluptuous body filling every square inch that God allows it, and perhaps a little bit more, the magnificent breasts hanging like sun-ripened honey-dews on a vine.

“Of course she talks! What d’you think, I got a dumb kid?”

“She ain’t said nothing since I been here.”

“Well—” Looking at Maria—“Talk to the man, honey. He wants to hear.”

Not a sound. Lowered eyes, clenched teeth; the mouth a line, the neck and cheeks pink with blood.

Rafi is sympathetic. “She ain’t in the mood, I guess. She’s mad you got her tied up that way.”

“That’s tough.” Lydia bends to the vanity mirror to remove an errant eyelash that has fallen loose. “I caught her; and this time she stays caught. For good.” To Maria—“She’s got a few—lessons to learn; and I’m the one handin’ out the homework. Do yo understand what I’m trying to say?” To Rafi—“You can untie her; I’m going to lock her in her room.” Guzzling her drink and joking—“Or . . . do you by any chance want an audience?”

Rafi, considering—“Nah. Not her age.” He looks up at Lydia innocently. “That would be ‘Seventy’?”

Lydia bites, swallowing it all. “What’s . . . ‘Seventy’?”

Rafi—”Sixty-nine with your kid watchin’.”

Lydia is so broken up and strangled with laughter she must spit up a bit of mucus which she deposits demurely in a pink facial tissue. Then her laughter resumes, mixing with Rafi’s.

Before they remove Maria to her bedroom next door, there are more jokes and spasms of laughter, both of them beginning to paw and clutch at each other, Rafi kneading Lydia’s beautiful, more-than-ample behind with the loving touch of a devoted baker’s at the first batch of the morning’s risen dough.

It is, all of it, impossible to watch, to listen to, and Maria squeezes her eyes shut, tightening her body into a knot. Her throat begins to vibrate between a hum and a moan, filling her head with sound, as she tries impossibly to shut out everything in her mother’s strange and terrifying world.

The wall is so thin, their voices so loud and uncaring, Maria must hear every word, every laugh, even whispers—and ice tinkling in glasses, the rustle of sheets.

The talk, the jokes at first, as they grow more and more drunk, and before they reach all the groans and sighs and murmurs of their serious and strenuous lovemaking is general and laced with teasing and frivolity.

In this mood the subject turns to Maria—for Lydia would persist in her plans, and she goads and prods Rafi into offering suggestions and options, of which he has many.

To start off with—part joke, part genuine possibility—why not put her in one of the cages at his East Side place?—she din’ hafta know how to dance—who dances?—“All she hasta do is wave her arms artistically and shake her ass, but is she—uh, you know, suitable—I mean, come on Leed-yah!—I forgot to look.”

“Do you mean breasts?—is that what you’re trying to say? Honey, she’s twelve and a half. What she’s got I’d call pimples.”

Huge, tripping-over-chairs, falling down laughter.

“No, no. I’m kidding, love. She’s okay—really. Maybe not watermelons, but at least a couple of nice small pun’kins in the briar patch.”

More screaming laughter.

“But a cage!”

“Whadayahmean? It’s gold, ain’t it? And strung up twelve feet above the floor; so no fuckin’ son-of-a-bitch is gonna lay a greasy finger on her.”

“But what I had in mind was something more—dignified; perhaps a few really nice steady men; not shaking her ass in some goddamn cage.”

Silence.

“Well— I jus’ don’t know about men. How about the flicks? We’re doin’ one with chicken soon. Money’d be great.”

“What’d she hafta do?”

“Honey, what does anyone do in a porno? There’s only two things yuh can possibly do: suckin’ and fuckin’; that’s all. —Oh, maybe sometimes someone gets it up the ass, but that’s unusual; mostly the homo flicks go in for that. I’m straight, y’understand; I don’t fuck around with no queer stuff.”

“Oh, but you don’t know Maria. You wouldn’t get her to do anything.”

“Sweetie—when it comes t’ that, I could get Jesus and Mary t’ put on a show. A few drinks and some grass and maybe an Up—look, it comes natural. And if it’s kids, we know how to sweet-talk ’em after a couple a pills. I got this one kid, Lenny, nice Italian boy—as big-dicked as Superman wearin’ two cock rings but only thirteen: so shy I couldn’t get him to lift up his eyes; two pills later and after a good feel of that bread, he gets this hardon like the torch on the Statue of Liberty. . . . ”

Two hours later, the moon is midsky and through shreds of drifting smoke-thin clouds, the light filters down between the blackened buildings. When it is at its brightest, flooding through Maria’s window, it throws a dark Crosshatch of bars against the floor as it’ would on the floor of a prison.

The room is a prison; for whom would you say?—not the simple psychopath who would steal your purse, ransack your home, but for that most feared and dangerous of all human deviates: the criminally insane—that small naked child with the heart-shaped, bloodless face and golden eyes who scratches and bangs and throws herself against the door, who leaps with astonishing strength, unbelievable agility a full ten feet into the air to claw and cling with hands, mouth, curled feet and toes, all of her body to the bars of the window that keep her from the night, only, after hopeless moments, to slide helplessly back and down to the floor with whines and whimpers, yelps and howling cries.

Bruised, softly snarling, with senseless, mindless gestures, she picks and scratches at herself until some of the skin is raw and bleeding; then, crushed into a corner, she licks herself, mixing tears with blood and mucus, her head jerking this way and that, waiting, waiting, ready to spring, because there is a sound in the hall: the soft rush of footsteps, whispers, a touch of the handle, the lock on the door turning.

It was Lydia who first heard the sounds from Maria’s bedroom and was so startled and hair-risen she tried to pull away from the hammer of Rafi’s body. And he was so close to climax he muttered an oath, ready to hit her.

But—“Hush! Hush!”—hissing it, covering his mouth.

His flared boned hardness ready to burst within her began instantly to soften, for he heard the noises too: the eeriest, most frightening sounds he was ever to hear for the rest of his life.

“Somethin’s happened to your kid! Some-thin’s in there—with her!”

No one is “with her” of course. Only Maria, so shadowed and crouched it is impossible quite to see where she is until she edges out into the moonlight.

What is the divine task of the animal cornered: the wounded rat, the rabid dog, the frenzied wolf? Only to escape.

Convulsed, her face a contorted mask, her mouth laced with foam, her teeth bared and snapping, she creeps forward toward her unknown tormentors who shake and tremble before her, shrinking back, tripping, stumbling, Lydia falling to her knees with babbling, choking cries of amazement and revulsion.

Maria just has room to scramble by them. Once outside the room, she flings herself howling against the apartment door, with no sense at all of a lock to open or a doorknob to turn.

It is the panicked Rafi who does it—seeing the unmistakable intention of the “thing” that is upon them.

At the stairs, for one shocking moment, Maria turns her incredible face back, her eyes flashing fire.


ANGEL

 

OLBOBO SANTIAGO was Angel’s uncle, an ancient man, wrinkled and half bent to the ground, whose left leg was almost useless and had shrunken until it was two inches shorter than the right—an undiagnosed medical conundrum to the doctors at the Manhattan Hospital for Joint Diseases. Olbobo, however (the name is a contraction of Old Bobo), suspected what was wrong and would have been happy to tell you in crackling, toothless Spanish that he had one foot in the grave, literally: the leg was simply farther along in its dying than the rest of him. Whatever it was, he despaired of the fine glossy crutches the hospital supplied and was forever breaking off knobbly branches from trees in the park to comfort and aid him in his hobbling.

He lived in a small hideous room at a welfare hotel, with no sense of cleanliness or order, and this, if he chose to stay, could have been Angel’s home.

There was love between the two, but only to the extent that a deaf-and-dumb kid and a half-dead, wizened old man with few interests and little or no memory could maintain a reciprocity of feeling. Whenever Angel showed up—for a shower, to wash his few clothes, or, though seldom, to sleep—the old man was very happy to see him and welcomed him warmly, but it was a new happiness and welcome each time; in between, he forgot who Angel was, indeed, that he had a nephew, that Angel Rodriguez was alive or had ever lived at all.

Because of this, Angel at a very early age—really as far back as he could remember, became a nighttime, daytime wanderer: a child of the streets; the streets he knew intimately, the streets were his home.

It is after three in the morning, and along the curb of the virtually deserted street, Angel kicks a battered beer can.

Since he has lived in a silent world after the age of eight when an infection destroyed both of his inner ears, his vision is particularly sensitive and keen; every fractured glint of the metal, every flash of color, every leap and jump and glide of the can is a dance he enjoys, until it disappears down the mouth of an open sewer.

A tiny gray kitten attracts his attention, pawing through the heaped refuse of an overturned trash can. He squats down to touch the pretty creature, seeing its silent pink mouth open and close as it mews. As he strokes the bony head and thin neck he knows the cat is purring from the vibration he feels in its throat.

He digs through the garbage, futilely at first, but then actually finds two cans that contain a bit of moist cat food. He digs it out and the kitten eats so greedily it barely has time to swallow before the next bite is gulped in, its tiny baby teeth scraping quickly and softly at his fingers. Then its curious rough tongue licking the tips.

It is so pitiful and sweet that tears fill Angel’s eyes and run over, and for a long while after the cat has finished what little there was, he cuddles it to his heart, smiling because all it is possible to feel is a tiny, almost weightless ball of furry vibration.

He wishes he could own it, keep it, give it love forever; surely he could bring it to his Uncle Olbobo, but the cat is only one of a hundred he encounters on his nighttime journeys, and it is rare that he lets one stop him at all, because he would not be able to live and keep breaking his heart a hundred times over.

He walks on, always alert, turning his head frequently to look behind, having learned that his eyes must be his ears also.

As he nears a corner, his walking becomes idle and supercasual, because from the corner of an eye he has glimpsed a tall dark figure standing in a shadowed doorway.

It is a tease-game he plays frequently, for whatever pleasure from close danger it affords: to pretend not to see, not to notice, to fake innocence and vulnerability to attack while prepared, totally ready for instant flight.

Anyone out at three in the morning is a hunter: for food, for money, for blood, for alcohol, for sex, for dope, sometimes with a raging, sleepless loneliness that simply wants to talk or, hardest to find of all, to touch lovingly or be touched, and as Angel draws closer so he can more clearly see and also present himself as easier bait for whatever the hunter might desire, his heart beats ever so slightly faster, and he hopes that whatever the danger-flight might be, it will be fun, relieving for a few moments the endless tedium and boredom of wandering forever through the silent voiceless night.

What it turns out to be is only that Godawful fairy, the tall bony one with the shit-thick false eyelashes, probably just home from a “date,” the sequins still stuck all over his fuckin’ eyes.

So—? With nothing better to do, let’s make the most of it. And for the first time ever, Angel looks up at him directly as he spits with enormous éclat and saunters by. He then pauses, letting an idle hand glide over a full crotch in a slow, taunting gesture of ownership and pride before he hitches up his trousers, spits another vigorous, healthy spit, and walks on.

Looking down at Angel and trembling before the enormity of the insult, Fenister wishes, prays, humbly begs God for a razor to hack and slash that hideous, fantastically beautiful boy to shreds and pieces. Better—something that lasts longer and is more enjoyable than a razor, and his mind races and fumes for a plan while he waits for Star-Glory to come down from the bathroom upstairs.

Something has to be done; it is time; something beautiful.

About a mile to the north and a few blocks east where the livable buildings thinned out and the rotting warehouses began, was an all-night bar called the HITCHING POST, only on the sign outside, some of the neon letters didn’t work, so it read ITCHI G OST, which amused Angel. In his mind he always called it “The Itchy Ghost.”

And it was to the Itchy Ghost that he now wandered, as he often did; not to go in, of course, but to hide and watch from the street because besides ordinary people and a more than usual assortment of drunks and queers and whores, the place was visited by strange wild men dressed in clothes resembling cowboys, yet different: sometimes all in shiny leather, with fringes, and wide belts studded with steel crosses or stars. Some of them wore gold earrings and strange necklaces made of animal claws and maybe fish teeth, and dog collars glinting with bits of colored glass, and silver chains. A few of them were sometimes puzzling and hard to figure out because although big and heavily muscled and fearsomely tough and rough-spoken, their wavy golden hair was black at the roots, and more than once he had seen a mouth so red it had to be painted.

They came singly, and in pairs, and in small groups, filtering in and out through the night, and sometimes, if Angel were lucky, he’d see a great wave of them zoom up on motorcycles in a billowing cloud of smoke and dust, some of them with wild, openmouthed girls clinging to their backs, dressed as weirdly as they.

Thinking about these men and their girls, he had the feeling, the prickly sensation at the back of his head, that something interesting would happen tonight, but perhaps it was more desire than intuition and only because he was more than usually bored and pained by his unending wandering through the streets night after exhausting night. If only there were someplace to go, really go, someplace to be, something to be done, someone who wanted or needed him.

Would the emptiness, the worthlessness of himself never end?—and he surrendered, as he sometimes did, because it helped just a little, to a deep-inside rush of self-pity that made him curl up into the smallest he could make himself at the shadowed side of a building where he choked out soundless sobs and, with relief, let the tears run down his face and drip from his chin.

Then, with a gulp and a sigh, it was over and he was prepared to face the streets once more, surprised to find that he was only a block away from “The Itchy Ghost” where the broken, beat-up sign blinked pinkly in the night.

Just before he reaches the bar, Angel passes an alley, stops, and then comes cautiously back, knowing that the corner of his eye has seen something move.

The alley is wide, and deeply shadowed, but the surrounding buildings so arranged that a patch of moonlight, almost round like a spot on a stage, falls down, and smack in the center of the light stand two Blacks, a man with his trousers about his ankles, and a woman with her dress pulled up to the waist, trying, it seems in vain, to fuck.

Now the reason that they can’t is obvious: they are almost falling-down drunk, and the man’s dick as limp as a wilted, month-old carrot.

This is entertainment of a kind, and starved for it, Angel is not apt to abandon it too quickly. Indeed, he moves closer to improve his view and watches the two of them weave slightly, each supporting the other. The man jiggles his dick with one hand, trying to coax it to life, while the other raises a bottle to his lips, which is then passed to the woman who also sucks at the mouth of it, a trickle of amber fluid trailing to her jaw.

There is a long drunken tableau as the two stare stupid and motionless into nothing. The woman is the first to realize they have an audience, and with thick-tongued interest—“We got company, love.”

“Wha’?” He turns, sees Angel who with the moon behind him creating a silhouette outlined in whitened gold, might just possibly be an angel, drops his dick, fumbles in a pocket, taking out a switchblade that opens with a click into a long thin shaft of silvery steel. However ominous this might appear, he is so numb-fingered that the knife slips from his grasp, clattering to the pavement a few feet away.

Another tableau, the couple incapable of movement that involves their legs and feet.

The woman, presently—“I’s on’y a kid.” Seductive and friendly—“Com-mere, baby. You wanna drink?”—shaking the bottle above her head.

Her companion is instantly piqued. “Hey—! Waddayah doin’?”

A mucus-rattled laugh—“Two’s company, three’s a . . . three’s a . . . an or-gee.”

More gurgling laughter, immediately cut to silence because Angel steps forward, bending to pick up the knife.

“Yuh fuckin’ kid!” It is the man who speaks and this time Angel is close enough actually to read the words, and see the expression of regret that immediately follows them.

The couple are so completely stoned they could be cut up and quartered on the spot: they are aware of this and that they’re at the complete mercy of the boy. Their eyes widen and glaze over as they silently watch Angel, who makes a slightly ridiculous display of handling the knife, implying that he is long used to doing so; glancing back and forth between the couple and the blade, allowing the full menacing potential of his advantage to sink in.

He circles them slowly, as if deciding which or where to cut first. He can just make out the flaccid hang of the man’s long dick which now, under his steady gaze, grows smaller and smaller, pulling back into itself, the skin wrinkling and folding as the first and most horrendous fear in the world drenches the man’s face in sweat.

He moans, “Oh God!” and seizes the woman, stumbling behind her in a frenzy, pushing her hips forward, one arm circling her throat so that her body is bent in an arc facing Angel, the sex of her gleaming pink and wetly open in the dark curves of rounded belly and thighs.

“Pussy,” the man groans thinly; “tha’s good pussy; fuh you, kid; all yours; le’s fuck . . . le’s fuck, kid; com’on; le’s fuck . . . fuck . . . fuck. . . .”

Surprisingly, “The Itchy Ghost” is virtually empty; two people at a table and only three at the bar, none of them in any way particularly unusual.

Angel’s head drops below the windowsill. He goes behind the building where through an opaque window he can see into the men’s John through a cracked corner in the glass. Sometimes something interesting goes on here. Once he had seen a man getting beaten bloody with a chain; another time he had seen a wild gang-bang with like ten guys sucking each other off. No one’s here now. He coughs, almost laughing, because the stink of the place is so overpowering that even through the small window crack, it’s like sand in his throat.

So! With “The Itchy Ghost” devoid of interest, what is there to do? He wanders on, passing the alley again where he had threatened and then abandoned the couple. They are both now lying on the ground, the woman passed out apparently, and the man just barely conscious. Glimpsing Angel as he meanders by, the man lifts his head, calling happily, without fear this time, “Le’s fuck, kid; le’s fuck. . . .”

The area where the warehouses are is real spooky, the crumbling buildings high and sometimes mere shells or skeletons. They are dangerous too; to go into, that is, because often the floors have rotted away or there are gaping holes looking down into inky pools of water far below.

But the “feeling” is stimulating, the atmosphere—like maybe a walk on the moon, or on a deserted planet where the people or the “things” that once lived there all died and only the ruins of their strange cities remain.

Angel always got an eerie feeling just being there; sometimes, if he were lucky, the feeling got so strong and his imagination so active, a rash of gooseflesh would cover his body with prickly cold.

I’m on the moon, he would believe, but I don’t need no space suit ’cause my body has been rigerously trained to breathe no air in a simalated space capsull at Cape Can-anna-uh-ruh-bull.

Or, I’m on Jupiter, and all these falling down buildings are a city made outa solit gold ’cause gold here is like the cheap metal they use for Coke and beer cans on earth, so it ain’t worth hardly nothin’, but I get to take a whole spaceship full of it back.. . .

Angel stops dead still, a look of surprise on his beautiful moon-washed face.

He’s got a creepy feeling, all right, but it isn’t the usual good eerie feeling of other planets and cities of solid gold. It’s a sick earth feeling—because he has wandered into a dead-end street and he know, he knows, having listened to the sounds with ears of bone and blood and tissue, that there is someone, something coming up behind him.


THE COWBOY

 

ANGEL HAS SEEN HIM before, the “cowboy” he now faces—just once, weeks ago, outside the bar: a tall man about thirty, with streaky blond hair that he keeps tossing from his eyes with quick jerks of his head; lean, but with the kind of chest and arm muscles that suggest he at one time lifted weights. He is good-looking in a strange, off-beat way, with small handsome features but skin that bears the pits and scars of adolescent acne.

He wears poured-in-tight, faded blue hip-huggers, the heavy mass of his genitals obvious against one leg under a pale lime-colored stain, probably the many yellows of dried urine finally turning the blue of his Levi’s green.

His boots are shiny brown and high-heeled; the belt is wide and closely studded with small silver stars, and from it, at one side, hang the jangling chained circles of Seven Gates of Hell. On one wrist he has two leather cock rings, both star-studded like his belt; on the other, a wide ornate watchband.

He wears no shirt at all, but a smoky-beige vest fitting snugly, fringed at the bottom. The center of his chest and stomach, extending down to and below the navel, is dense with blond hair, as kinky as a Black’s. There is no earring in his ear, but surprisingly he wears two of them elsewhere; both nipples have been pierced and from each hangs a glittering gold ring. Around his throat, wound five or six times, is a thin leather thong, looped loosely in the front, the ends reaching to his waist.

There is fascination and shock to his appearance, for he is simultaneously ugly and beautiful, attractive and repellent. To Angel, more than anything, he is just one thing: dangerous. And that he has appeared out of “nowhere” and must have carefully followed him, always remaining out of sight, makes him doubly dangerous and suspect.

The boy glances about rapidly, astonished that he could have been so stupid. The high walls of buildings surround him, but there are two possible exits. To the left, up some broken stairs, is the black, yawning door of a vast warehouse, and directly behind him, a narrow, brick-strewn alley, though it bends before he can see to what it leads.

However, there is a good distance between him and the cowboy and, standing still, each waiting for the other, Angel feels no immediate threat. He remembers also, with some small comfort, that he has the black drunk’s switchblade in his pocket, if it comes to that.

So his heart stops hammering and his breathing slows. Puzzled, diverted, wondering what the cowboy wants, he decides to sweat the man out.

He hasn’t long to wait. Lazy, playful, half bored it seems, there is a terrible sureness in the cowboy’s manner as he shifts the weight of his sensual body from one foot to the other. There is also a peculiar outward bend or thrust to his lean frame as if he could only stand and walk with his hips protruding, pushing his sex into the face of the world.

The smile he settles on Angel seems almost kind, and the voice, if the boy could hear, low and pleasant, caressing.

“—Hi, there!”—with surprise, soft pleasure, and quite as if they knew each other well. “I’ve been lookin’ for yuh. Some . . . friends of mine tol’ me where yuh’d be. Been trailin’ yuh half the night”—a zigzag motion with his hand— “in and out the shadows. —Hopin’ yuh’d come to a nice quiet place—like this”—looking around with a short, pleased laugh.

“Din’ know I was there, didja’?” Whispering; intimate—“Sort of a—surprise!”

Pause. “Life . . . is full of surprises— wou’n’t yuh say? Why—” a slow grin and a gesture “—all yuh hafta do is look aroun’ . . . behin’yuh.”

Angel half turns to look, and there, ten yards or so away, rising from behind a heap of rubble like dark specters, black ghouls from a grave, are Fenister and Star-Glory. Both, having had to be so creepy-silent, following and sneaking up on the boy, suppressing their delight and enjoyment of their growing success in cornering him for the cowboy, now give vent to their feelings, exploding with shrieks of laughter, posturing, doubling up, falling all over each other in a wild excess of mirth and hilarity.

Their antics grow into a psychotic seizure as they speak between gasps, their gestures fantastic with grimacings, mouthings, self-induced shakes and shudders, as well as wet, smacking kisses, and gropings, handling or holding of each other or themselves genitally.

Curiously, Angel is not the spoken-subject of their mirth.

“Yoh’ll lose yoh sequins, Blanche”—Star-Glory spreading his palms like a startled mammy’s. “Yoh’ll catch yoh death of cold. Heah—lemme wrap this heah shawl ’round yoh shoulders. . . .”

They play-act the scene, Fenister shrieking— “Oh . . . oh! Stanley!—yoh touch on mah baauh skin! Fuck me, please. I want to get all them colored lights agoin’. . . . Oh . . . ! Jes’ liike the Fo’th of Jew-laigh . . . !”

Click! The switchblade glitters in Angel’s hand as he bounds up the warehouse steps, turns and freezes, facing all three from the doorway.

Blanche and Stanley are instantly sobered, and for some moments, they, and the cowboy, and Angel, are a tableau as real, or unreal, as any on a stage.

Then, with fake surprise, Fenister’s thin eyebrows arch. “Well, I declare!”

And Star-Glory—“That boy must be out of his cotton-pickin’ mind.”

“Now I consider that right unfriendly.” And, lapsing back into their exaggerated southern accents—“Don’t yew, lover-man?”—this to the cowboy. “Yew always allow yoh wife to behave in that outrageous fashion? Why, it would chill me raight to the bone.”

The cowboy now moves, “arranging” his body: beautiful and disgusting. His hips hang forward, his shoulders become squarer, slightly hunched, his arms separate a bit, hanging loose; he has acquired a readiness, a pose of power and potential. And if a brutal, mindless, habitual hunger for sex sensation and gratification had an odor, he would now begin to stink.

Softly—“Maybe she needs a lesson.”

That’s all Angel needs; he has read the clear purpose, sees the menace in the man’s body, and with a leap is inside the building, running through alternate patches of bright moonlight and deepest shadow, the light patter of his feet echoing up through the vaulted gloom of vast empty rooms and crumbling spaces.

But it was a mistake to have come in at all: the stairwell up through which he hoped to escape to the roof and then to another building has rotted away into an immense vertical tunnel of twisted metal and fallen stone. He can see a scatter of blue stars above, and far below, through a gaping hole, there is an explosion of tiny red stars: the glinting eyes of an army of startled rats scampering to safety.

There is only the ground floor; three long rooms, through which he races, hoping to find a door, a window, a hole through which to squeeze. There are none, only, finally, the last room, partially roofless and heaped with broken brick and rubble, half of it blazing white with moonlight, the other half melting gradually into shadow that becomes almost totally black against the final wall.

Angel feels an inexplicable necessity to remove his shirt, perhaps better to fight, then, with breath shallow, blood racing, limbs trembling with anticipation, he flattens himself against the wall, knife in hand; there, almost hidden in the deepest shadow, he waits.

The cowboy could be an actor on a stage, so precise, so measured is his entrance, as if each stance, each step and movement were thought out, considered, totally shaped by some genius of a director. And behind him, like spectral hand-maidens, are the two black fairies.

After the cowboy settles his eyes on the boy, barely seen in the shadows, he unwinds the thong from his throat and threads it through the nipple rings forming a triangle to one hand holding it below his navel, allowing him to control as he pulls downward, any degree of sweet pain as the cool thin rings of gold rip and tear at the hardened points of pink tissue.

The other hand is free and used to fondle and massage the swelling pouch between his legs, undo the buttons, stroke and caress the thickening, lengthening penis pushing up and out until it’s bone.

Along with this as he draws closer and closer, goes an astonishing ballet, a dance of jerks and psychotic writhings, of jolting, uncontrollable spasms of hips and joints, shudders forward and back, tics, moans, and a chant—a litany of strange soft words.

“Hey, boy! Hey, sweet baby! There ain’t no use hidin’; none at all. I’m going to get you in the end—” a tittering from the fairies “—so don’t fight me, please. I won’t hurt you, hardly at all; not if you’re a sweet baby . . . not if you’ll give it to me like a sweet boy should. . . .”

It is a dance of love, fantastic, obscene: the fringes of his vest fanning out and whispering about him, his Seven Gates of Hell jangling a weird accompaniment, his chest dripping blood like a doubly wounded Jesus.

Child of the streets, witness to a thousand acts or crimes of love and hate and violence, Angel has never in his life experienced anything of the nature and complexity of what is happening before him now; not only before him, but to him, because he is the adored, the desired, the only object of the dance. It couldn’t exist, neither could the cowboy, if he didn’t, providing from deep inside him, like a sleeping secret seed, the potential counterpart, the opposite that creates reality. And the fingers that grip the knife begin to loosen until it clatters to the floor, while his head against the wall tosses from side to side, the eyes rolling upward, half into the head.

The moment has come; he can endure what is happening, but not what he wants to happen. It is impossible. And in a sweet rush of wind and leaves, the dream-fantasy of the forest is shimmering about him, so real even the taste of it is sharp against his tongue. And mixing with this: the first degrees of the transformation: the elongated tooth, the golden eye.

The cowboy has already severed Angel’s belt, torn the light jeans from his body. The thin fingers of the fairies circle his arms; he feels the warm pressure of their palms on his hips, coaxing, urging his body around, but giving it part freedom to turn by itself.

Like a humming, the cowboy continues his soft chant. “. . . It’s time! I need it. Hey, boy! Hey, love! Give it to me, baby! Give me what I gotta have. . . .” And his hands reach out, like the darkness itself, gently touching Angel’s back and hips, lovingly rounding the buttocks, a finger pushing, probing between and underneath to find the yielding warmth.

With a deep, snarling growl and jolting swiftness, Angel flings both fairies aside, turning to knee-kick the cowboy back into the moonlight where he stumbles and falls, cracking his mouth against a stone.

The stunned man rises, lips bloodied, eyes wide. The animal sound is so inexplicable that it is simply not to be believed, one did not hear it, so after the barest hesitation and a puzzled, blazing look at Angel, crouched in the blackest of the shadows, he gathers himself together to go at the boy again.

It is too late for a single step, because in the next instant Angel half-leaps, half-scuttles, crab-fashion, into the wash of moonlight: metamorphosed: fantastic beast-child and child-beast, incredibly long-toothed, golden-eyed, razor-clawed, and snarling, spitting like the greatest of the great cats, the mouth cavernous with howling, ranting death.

Shouting, screaming, falling, stumbling, slobbering with panic, insane with fright, the cowboy and the fairies flee.

The cowboy makes it. And Fenister, too. Nohung is caught, seized by Angel the way any predatory, carnivorous beast seizes its prey: by a stunning leap at the throat, sinking in its fangs, shaking it violently, while the victim erupts its life from open neck and mouth, unable to scream, only to writhe and kick and struggle until it lies broken and still.

Angel feeds on the body in the moonlight, gulping down shreds of torn flesh, starting at the soft underbelly, burrowing into the entrails.

Now that all is quiet, there is a drip of water from somewhere in the building, a faint ping! ping! of silvery sound.

Angel lifts his blood-wet face from the mangled flesh that was once Star-Glory, listening curiously, cocking his head from side to side the way animals do.


THE PARK

 

HARRY MEYERSON, CPA, age forty-two whose wife Sarah has been buried three days—seventy-four hours, nine minutes, and (Harry looked at his watch) twelve seconds to be exact, tied his poodle “Yippity” to a park bench and led his small round daughter Rosalie to the playground swings.

“Where’s Mummy?”

The voice seemed to have the regularity of a metronome; he must have heard the question a thousand times, always in the same bright rhetorical tone that contained no trace of interest or concern, quite as if the inquiry were being made about a missing button from a coat.

Harry was so numb, so grieved, so tired, so thoroughly shocked and puzzled by the immense, astonishing intrusion of death into his life, that his mind, he had to admit it, had become silly and perverse—perhaps to preserve itself. When the child asked the question, he always answered it, not aloud, since no answer was required, but in his head.

“Where’s Mummy?”

“Where’s Mummy—? Well, sweetheart— If you really want to know— Mummy is dead—just like Yippity’s two little puppies—do you remember what happened to them—” he lifted his daughter into a swing “—when Daddy’s automobile ran them over?—all their stomachs squashed out on the sidewalk? Well, that’s what happened to Mummy—almost the same thing— oh, not by a car, but by five, no seven nice doctors —all handsome and young. . . .”

“Where’s Mummy?”

“Where’s Mummy—? Well, dear— If you really want to know . . .” He pulled the swing back and let it fly. “Mummy caught a strange disease—not on the outside—it wasn’t like measles (do you remember when you had those funny spots on your face?) but more like a thousand hungry worms all sewn up inside her. Well, love— The doctors didn’t know what to do. So they sawed open her skull and snipped out a tiny thing called the pituitary; that’s what makes everything in you grow, or not grow. You see, they thought if they took it out, all the little worms would have to stop eating Mummy. Only they were wrong. Because the worms ate Mummy all up. . . .”

Suddenly the man had to sit, or fall in a faint. He collapsed next to Yippity, and while the dog licked his fingers, he stared at the rosy-cheeked, well-fed being that was his dauthter, with no other image than that she and the swing were a giant pendulum coming to rest.

“Push, Daddy; push!”

“Daddy is tired.” Did he speak it or think it? It’s impossible to tell, because at last, at last he’s beginning to cry, at least his eyes are flooding and the stone he’d been saving in his heart with which to kill God if they met, is melting with the tears.

Yes, the world is silver-blurred and swimming, overflowing majestically like dream banks on the Nile. If only it would wash away that one last image of his wife’s shaved head, all the crisscross, blue-stained stitches above those bewildered, haunted eyes—laced into her upper forehead like a spider-built railroad track, twenty bloody games of tick-tack-toe. . . .

By the playground fountain, a stout, red-haired woman is allowing her Doberman to drink, paws up on the basin, its long red tongue slurping noisily.

A governess with a baby in her arms and a thirsty, chocolate-mouthed little girl at her side, is aghast at the sight.

“You allow a filthy, germ-ridden animal to drink at a fountain where children. . . .”

So the fight begins, to become quite loud and animated, attracting a small crowd and a police officer who can quiet but never settle the issue because there are so many fountains and dogs and thirsty, chocolate-mouthed children. . . .

Across from the fountain, a young man of erotic intent dressed in the uniform of his persuasion: tight Levi’s and a body shirt, is cruising for someone of his own sex to relieve his anxiety. For this purpose it is good to sit not too far, not too close to the men’s room, thereby exposing oneself well and clearly intentioned, but not indiscreetly so, to the in-and-out trade.

A priest passes—certainly someone with a turned-around collar—who glances back at the young man twice. Once can be an accident, twice is a signal. The man of God hurries toward the door marked MEN but whether from a full bladder or with something more stimulating in mind is impossible to say. However, when he doesn’t come out, the young man rises, glancing about so supercasually that one is sure he is wondering whether to buy strawberry or vanilla ice cream from the nearby vendor, before he saunters to the lavatory, deciding that as long as he’s passing he might as well pee, even though he doesn’t have to, very much. . . .

There is a spray fountain in the center of the playground, and a cluster of children dancing in and out of it with the pulse of a sea anemone, or the human girl-flowers in an ancient “Gold Diggers” movie. Beyond the reach of the water, on a scatter of benches, the mothers, fathers, baby-sitters, and sundry guardians of children sit, reading Time but also making absolutely sure with minimal glances up, that the innocents in their charge are not lured into the trees by sinister figures to be murdered or raped, either of which is indeed quite possible in a city where with some regularity children are thrown off roofs, blasted with guns, drowned in bathtubs, doused with gasoline and set afire, or otherwise beaten, starved, mutilated, or persuaded, somehow, to participate in or succumb to a variety of sexual attack. . . .

Over the chain-link fence of the playground are the hills and valleys of a wilder section of the park; beyond this, one of the larger of the lakes and a complex of buildings that take care of a number of human needs: places to fill one’s stomach, to empty one’s bowels or bladder, to rent boats, buy balloons, play tennis, or simply lie on the grass and read a book or make discreet, inoffensive love. Since it is Sunday, the place teems like the day of the winged Swarming of the Ants; indeed, if you could get away, say rise a half a mile or so up into the air and look down, you’d see a thousand tiny specks moving in and out, aimlessly to and from. . . .

Not far away a dozen small sweaty boys play baseball on a dusty diamond and unless you shut out the sound to concentrate on your Shakespeare, or the Daily News, or Strange Sexual Rites Involving Human Sacrifice, you’ll hear the music of that particular kind of love: “Foul  . . .  ! Strike  . . .  ! Who’s up  . . .  ? Don’t fuck me  . . .  ! Shit, man, who made up them rules  . . .  ? !”

In short, it is perhaps any day in any park on a lazy Sunday afternoon in August.

Except for this: “the small, cool secret cave Angel had found high up in a remote, mountainous part of the park where a shaft of immense rock jutted out over a stream.”

The sun splatters a leafy brightness at the entrance, but deep inside the shadows multiply, and there on a bed of leaves and wilted grass, five children sleep. Or are they children?—naked, curled one into the other in tangled, selfless intimacy, breathing with a single soft breath.

One body jerks in a spasmed shudder. The animal dreams, its strange eyes opening and closing in slanted mirrors of green and gold.


THE PACK

 

THEY RETAINED some of their human attributes. For example, they could and often did stand upright—though it seemed more natural and felt more comfortable to run and walk on hands and feet; fingers tight and curled, using the knuckles like the great apes. And they could smile, and laugh, and shout. There were also curious mixtures that seemed part conscious joy, part compulsive instinct: dancing, leaping, bravado, show-off displays of strength and agility, foolish risks of life in daring feats, as if death itself were dead and they immortal.

And there was play, and more play: physical jokes, teasing, surprises, games of biting tag so energetic they drew blood from neck and limb, so prolonged they left all exhausted, stupefied, tongues exposed, breath panting, staring at each other dumbly until sleep lidded their eyes and they once more moved together into the silky warmth of their tangled sleep.

At night, especially before the dawn, which was the time they hunted, they became what they were: a deadly pack—as if each move any one of them made was guided by a single brain: concerted—prearranged, devised to be a kind of orchestrated stealth and cunning that sought out, pursued, encircled, trapped, struck down its prey.


THE RENDEZVOUS

 

THE MOON is at the bottom of the lake, and seeing it there, trapped in water grass and weeds, Jamie and Angel are enchanted, watching a cloud like an eyelid close over it, then open again, returning their world of the night to all its brilliance. When Jamie paws the water, the image shatters into looped and spinning ripples before it settles back to reflect their fractured, grinning faces, becoming finally lightly silvered, mirror-still.

Not far away, Julia is grubbing and sniffing around the earth and leaves at the bottom of a tree, the sound of it attracting Kathy and Maria to her side, seeking the source of an odor so exquisite it intoxicates. Together, they unearth the remains of a bird, an owl perhaps, half skeletonized, feathers and flesh a rotting pulp.

The sweetness of the scent dizzies their senses, and in the next moment they are down on the carrion, rolling over and into it, especially the back of the neck and shoulders, grunting their pleasure.

A Nembutal, a Seconal, a capsule of Darvon compound, two cans of beer, and a shot of vodka: none of it helped, leaving him at four in the morning with nothing but his grief and aching eyes and pounding head.

Harry Meyerson threw back the sheet, waking Yippity at the foot of the bed who, even after only a few weeks’ exposure, knew what the final stages of Harry’s newly acquired sleeplessness meant, and ran for her leash in the hall.

Harry lived in a ground-floor-front apartment, and it was his habit to leave his keys with the doorman who kept an eye on Rosalie while he walked. This done, he crossed the street.

He never went very far into the park at night, knowing of its publicized dangers, but tonight he seemed drawn to do so. The moon was full, the night air cool, and the beauty of the trees and winding paths inviting. It was perhaps only an hour before dawn, and surely the city’s legions of murderers and muggers were sound aleeep. So he told himself. But the sad truth was this: he didn’t care. Maybe there was something after all to all that shit about life-after-death, and if there was, he wanted to be immediately knifed twenty times in the chest by a seven-foot Haitian New Yorker, voodooed and berserk in the park, with chicken blood all over him. That was one way he might be able to see Sarah again. Perhaps the only way.

So, unleasing Yippity, who bounded off in delight, he dared wander where the ache of his battered heart and his morbid fancy led him.

Perhaps it never would have happened if Yippity hadn’t wandered off.

Harry called and whistled softly, then stopped, slightly dazed, to wonder where he was, because he had been walking for the longest while unconsciously. The area seemed exceptionally dense with trees that shuttered out the moonlight, but to the left, down an incline, he could see the pale shimmer of the lake, so he had a rough idea where he was.

He whistled again. It was unusual for Yippity to leave him for so long, unless she’d found another dog, or a wounded bird—something to keep her occupied. And as he stood there, silent, holding his breath in order to listen carefully, the short hairs at the back of his neck began to bristle. He was afraid!—actually afraid!—but the fear, whatever its cause, figment or reality, was good to feel. Any emotion other than the unrelieved, intolerable burden of his grief was welcome.

So—! Let him seek out and find his seven-foot Haitian!—he’d already signed the contract with God: anything in exchange for Sarah, and he stumbled, half fell, down the incline toward the lake which, simply because it was there and white with moonlight, seemed the logical place to go.

When he rose from his knees, he heard a soft nuzzling growl from the leafy darkness at the left. So Yippity had found something, and whistling, Harry pushed through an opening in the underbrush toward the sound.

It was Yippity all right. But she hadn’t found anything at all; something had found Yippity.

Crouched on its haunches, in a blaze of hard moonlight, a dirty, blood-smeared, wild-haired, naked child was tearing at the dead dog with its teeth, Yippity’s head virtually torn from her body, the underbelly ripped open, oozing thick blood and uncoiling the white snake of her intestines.

In the most tragic and grisly moments of our lives, humor has a perverse habit of surviving, and in the next few incredible moments as Harry’s now perfectly round dark eyes met the slitted, glinting gold of those of the surely supernatural beast-child, he tried to worm out of his contract. I didn’t mean it!—this to God; that is, about the seven- foot Haitian and the knife twenty times in my chest. It was a lousy joke. I really don’t want to die. Look: I’ve got a daughter; I’ve got Rosalie to take care of. . . .

Never promise anything to God; His contracts, like those of the Prince of Darkness, are flawless and irreparably binding.

Angel rises, dripping blood, his eyes freezing his new and thoroughly fascinating prey. And the moment he rises he shares his knowledge with the others who, distant or near, know exactly where to go and what to do.

His mind useless, Harry’s body behaves on its own. At his feet lies a heavy broken branch, as neat as a weighted club. Like a slow-motion sequence in a film, he bends to pick it up. Angel can make no meaningful connection between the wood and the man; he perceives only an inexplicable motion and growls his displeasure several times as he watches.

Behind Harry: a rustle; his head jerks in time to see the flash of Julia’s body, then, some distance away, her face through the leaves, barely a foot from the ground.

Another rustle. Another. And a third, and he knows there are five, now in a circle closing in. He watches Angel’s incredible face as the child crouches for a spring, and not a moment too soon, lets the club fly, leaping in the same instant clear over the boy’s head in a panicked, tumbling scramble down the stony slope toward the lake.

In a lunge of concerted movement the pack is after him, overtaking him in seconds, Angel leaping on his back, Maria and Jamie tearing at his legs. He goes down with a startled cry, striking out in every direction, rolling, twisting, beating the children off.

Now on his feet, he kicks out viciously at Jamie who is snarling and snapping at his thigh; then, he literally catches Kathy in midair who, having backed off, had found enough room to fling herself at him. Seizing her by the throat he squeezes until Maria’s long teeth sink into his wrist.

With cracked cries of loathing and despair, he picks up and flings one child against the massed others, gaining a few moments’ time in which, after a leap, he slides spinning down the remainder of the slope to the water’s edge.

There, his clothes half gone, bleeding from wrist, legs, back, throat, he pauses, panicked to know what to do; then, wading knee-deep in the lake, he seizes a rowboat tied with a long rope to a tree. There is no time to free it; he scrambles in, picks up an oar, facing the five children now lined up on shore.

The water deters them; they are used to it about their ankles, but to wade in to the knee, and then waist-deep, is too much of a shock. They attempt it, retreat; attempt it again, come back, jaws jabbering, whimpering their rage and frustration.

Then—an astonishing thing. In a moment lucid with regained humanity, Angel stands up, seizes the rope, and pulls the boat to shore.

They swarm into it in a howling rush as Harry, reeling with terror, swings the oar, knocking one, then another of them over the side. But Angel is truly inspired. He rocks the boat until Harry loses balance and falls—with a scream so thin and wild with terror that God must have covered His ears.

He is inundated instantly, Jamie getting to his throat first. There is a frenzied flailing of arms and legs, a thrashing of torso, fluid, strangled cries, until water and blood and moonlight mix; then all is still.

The bruised children retreat to the bank, there to shake themselves free of dripping water, their breath short and panting. Some, still excited, occasionally growl; all begin to lick at their wounds and scratches.

In the water Harry lies, hair liquid and fanned, entirely nude now except for his belt; his eyes shiny glass, blood clouding the water from his open mouth, the wound in his throat massive.

And behind his head, just the edge of it touching: the moon: a perfect halo.


THE LAST OF THE VICTIMS

 

TWO DAYS AFTER the body of Harry Meyerson was dragged from the lake, another body was found—this one in Bethesda Fountain; or rather, various dismembered parts of a body were found which, later assembled, formed that of a young Caucasian male identified as Peter Sommers of Sunnyside, Queens.

The severed head was the first grisly discovery by a girl of eight chasing her Frisbee. When she looked into the shallow water, she saw what she first thought to be a magnified doll’s head. But through scrolls of fluid hair, two very real dead eyes stared up at her, and because the flesh of the mouth had been torn away, every tooth was exposed in a dazzling smile.

The following day, two dead dogs were found, and at the end of the week, the corpse of a fourteen-year-old child, with evidence that it had been dragged almost a quarter of a mile along the shore of the lake to a mountainous area close to a stream. There, surrounded by hundreds of clear, sharp footprints, the body had been so fantastically mutilated that the police, reporters, examining physicians, and a visiting U.S. Army general and his lieutenant were literally aghast. What remained actually was little more than a gnawed skeleton with shreds of flesh clinging to it. Even the eyes were gone, and the cartilage of the nose. The head was picked clean: a skull crowned with a scrawny tangled wig of human hair.

On Saturday the police barricades went up with more than two thousand men assigned. Special flood lamps were erected lining Fifth Avenue, and Central Park North, South, and West. The park, in effect, became an island afloat in a sea of light.


THE MEN

 

THEY WERE HUNTED the way all highly dangerous, man-eating animals are hunted: by many men with high-powered rifles, six of them with shotguns that could have blasted whole heads from their bodies or holes as big as heads in their chests.

A “jungle expert” had been hired by Lieutenant Shrader, who was in charge, and he had constructed immense flying nets and vast hidden pits—so large and cunning they could have captured twenty Bengal tigers. As a final precaution, Art Davis carried a pocketful of hand grenades— just in case.

Yet it was so easy to find them once they knew where to look, and so effortless to kill them, picking them off the face of the cliff with the rifles, that all the elaborate preparations were an embarrassment and a folly.

The footprints, avowed a footprint expert, led to a cliff; there they saw the little niches on the surface, leading up, serving as footholds for hands and feet. And two hundred feet above, perhaps a little more, was a break in the rock, a few branches, a cluster of leaves and hanging shrubs: obviously an entrance to a hidden cave.

A special gun was used to shoot a capsule of tear gas into the nest, and the rifleman who fired it was so expert, he hit his target at the first shot.

After the all-clear, the mayor of New York City stepped from his shiny black limousine to view, officially, what the dawn’s hunting had wrought.

What had he expected—Dracula’s children? He was amazed.

Terrified, he turned to look into all the blank faces and empty eyes that surrounded him: the police corpsmen, the detectives, the Army personnel, the reporters, and doctors in white.

“These.  .  .these! are the monsters?!”—for what he saw on the ground at the face of the cliff were five naked dead children lying in a careless heap, all of them bloody and riddled with holes, as worthless as Gooks, or Jews ready to be shoveled into the lime pits.


THE STREET

 

AT THE END of the street, or the beginning actually, if it is entered from the south where the numbers, if there are any, run upward, the buildings are unoccupied.

Uninhabited is a better word.

The doors are gone; the windows long ago shattered and smashed.

The roofs expose jagged patches of blue, and most of each floor has been eaten away, leaving only a vast crosspatch of beams and two-by-fours spliced with the knuckled slime of broken and crumbling plumbing, so blackened they look charred.

Occasional kids play in and out if the smell is tolerable—faint enough to wrinkle a nose in quick disgust and forget it.

More often the stench is unbearable.

Bums and drunkards and wandering derelicts stumble in to piss or bend down and shit in the shadowed corners.

Starving cats, sometimes a dog or two drag in carrion to munch on slit-eyed and growling in the dark, while an army of rats, often crazed with hunger and disease, fight among themselves, eat their dead, leaving what remains to rot until the stink is so strong it would gag you as easily as if it were being fogged out into your face from a canister of teargas.

Time, decay, neglect, indifference; lack of feeling and of love: these create a bomb as deadly as the atom, and indeed, ruins that are far more beautiful.

In Bedford-Stuyvesant, or on the fringes of Black or Spanish Harlem, block after block, sometimes mile after ragged mile of these hideous buildings, viewed from a distance, say on a clear and moonlit night, have all the ghastly, ghostly beauty of Berlin, or Dresden after the holocaust.
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