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DECEMBER 18, 1970

 

3:17 P.M.

 

It had been raining hard since five o’clock that morning. Brontean weather, Dr. Barrett thought. He repressed a smile. He felt rather like a character in some latter-day Gothic romance. The driving rain, the cold, the two-hour ride from Manhattan in one of Deutsch’s long black leather-upholstered limousines. The interminable wait in this corridor while disconcerted-looking men and women hurried in and out of Deutsch’s bedroom, glancing at him occasionally.

He drew his watch from its vest pocket and raised the lid. He’d been here more than an hour now. What did Deutsch want of him? Something to do with parapsychology, most likely. The old man’s chain of newspapers and magazines were forever printing articles on the subject. “Return from the Grave”; “The Girl Who Wouldn’t Die"—always sensational, rarely factual.

Wincing at the effort, Dr. Barrett lifted his right leg over his left. He was a tall, slightly overweight man in his middle fifties, his thinning blond hair unchanged in color, though his trimmed beard showed traces of white. He sat erect on the straight-back chair, staring at the door to Deutsch’s bedroom. Edith must be getting restless downstairs. He was sorry she’d come. Still, he’d had no way of knowing it would take this long.

 

The door to Deutsch’s bedroom opened, and his male secretary, Hanley, came out. “Doctor,” he said.

Barrett reached for his cane and, standing, limped across the hallway, stopping in front of the shorter man. He waited while the secretary leaned in through the doorway and announced, “Doctor Barrett, sir.” Then he stepped past Hanley, entering the room. The secretary closed the door behind him.

The darkly paneled bedroom was immense. Sanctum of the monarch, Barrett thought as he moved across the rug. Stopping by the massive bed, he looked at the old man sitting in it. Rolf Rudolph Deutsch was eighty-seven, bald, and skeletal, his dark eyes peering out from bony cavities. Barrett smiled. “Good afternoon.” Intriguing that this wasted creature ruled an empire, he was thinking.

“You’re crippled.” Deutsch’s voice was rasping. “No one told me that.”

“I beg your pardon?” Barrett had stiffened.

“Never mind.” Deutsch cut him off. “It’s not that vital, I suppose. My people have recommended you. They say you’re one of the five best in your field.” He drew in laboring breath. “Your fee will be one hundred thousand dollars.”

Barrett started.

“Your assignment is to establish the facts.”

“Regarding what?” asked Barrett.

Deutsch seemed hesitant about replying, as though he felt it was beneath him. Finally he said, “Survival.”

“You want me—?”

"—to tell me if it’s factual or not.”

Barrett’s heart sank. That amount of money would make all the difference in the world to him. Still, how could he in conscience accept it on such grounds?

“It isn’t lies I want,” Deutsch told him. “I’ll buy the answer, either way. So long as it’s definitive.”

Barrett felt a roil of despair. “How can I convince you, either way?” He was compelled to say it.

“By giving me facts,” Deutsch answered irritably.

“Where am I to find them? I’m a physicist. In the twenty years I’ve studied parapsychology, I’ve yet to—”

“If they exist,” Deutsch interrupted, “you’ll find them in the only place on earth I know of where survival has yet to be refuted. The Belasco house in Maine.”

“Hell House?”

Something glittered in the old man’s eyes.

“Hell House,” he said.

 

Barrett felt a tingling of excitement. “I thought Belasco’s heirs had it sealed off after what happened—”

“That was thirty years ago,” Deutsch cut him off again. “They need the money now; I’ve bought the place. Can you be there by Monday?”

Barrett hesitated, then, seeing Deutsch begin to frown, nodded once. “Yes.” He couldn’t let this chance go by.

“There’ll be two others with you,” Deutsch said.

“May I ask who—?”

“Florence Tanner and Benjamin Franklin Fischer.”

Barrett tried not to show the disappointment he felt. An over-emotive Spiritualist medium, and the lone survivor of the 1940 debacle? He wondered if he dared object. He had his own group of sensitives and didn’t see how Florence Tanner or Fischer could be of any help to him. Fischer had shown incredible abilities as a boy, but after his breakdown had obviously lost his gift, been caught in fraud a number of times, finally disappearing from the field entirely. He listened, half-attentive, as Deutsch told him that Florence Tanner would fly north with him, while Fischer would meet them in Maine.

The old man noted his expression. “Don’t worry, you’ll be in charge,” he said; “Tanner’s only going because my people tell me she’s a first-class medium—”

“But a mental medium,” said Barrett.

"—and I want that line of approach employed, as well as yours,” Deutsch went on, as though Barrett hadn’t spoken. “Fischer’s presence is obvious.”

Barrett nodded. There was no way out of it, he saw. He’d have to bring up one of his own people after the project was under way. “As to costs—” he started.

The old man waved him off. “Take that up with Hanley. You have unlimited funds.”

“And time?”

“That you don’t have,” Deutsch replied. “I want the answer in a week.”

Barrett looked appalled.

“Take it or leave it!” the old man snapped, sudden, naked rage in his expression. Barrett knew he had to accede or lose the opportunity—and there was a chance if he could get his machine constructed in time.

He nodded once. “A week,” he said.

 

3:50 P.M.

 

Anything else?” asked Hanley.

Barrett reviewed the items in his mind again. A list of all phenomena observed in the Belasco house. Restoration of its electrical system. Installation of telephone service. The swimming pool and steam room made available to him. Barrett had ignored the small man’s frown at the fourth item. A daily swim and steam bath were mandatory for him.

“One more item,” he said. He tried to sound casual but felt that his excitement showed. “I need a machine. I have the blueprints for it at my apartment.”

“How soon will you need it?” Hanley asked.

“As soon as possible.”

“Is it large?”

Twelve years, Barrett thought. “Quite large,” he said.

“That’s it?”

“All I can think of at the moment. I haven’t mentioned living facilities, of course.”

“Enough rooms have been renovated for your use. A couple from Caribou Falls will prepare and deliver your meals.” Hanley seemed about to smile. “They’ve refused to sleep in the house.”

Barrett stood. “It’s just as well. They’d only be in the way.”

Hanley walked him toward the library door. Before they reached it, it was opened sharply by a stout man, who glared at Barrett. Although he was forty years younger and a hundred pounds heavier, William Reinhardt Deutsch bore an unmistakable resemblance to his father.

He shut the door. “I’m warning you right now,” he said, “I’m going to block this thing.”

Barrett stared at him.

“The truth,” Deutsch said. “This is a waste of time, isn’t it? Put it in writing, and I’ll make you out a check for a thousand dollars right now.”

Barrett tightened. “I’m afraid—”

“There’s no such thing as the supernatural, is there?” Deutsch’s neck was reddening.

“Correct,” said Barrett. Deutsch began to smile in triumph. “The word is ‘supernormal. ‘ Nature cannot be transcen—”

“What the hell’s the difference?” interrupted Deutsch. “It’s superstition, all of it!”

“I’m sorry, but it isn’t.” Barrett started past him. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

Deutsch caught his arm. “Now, look, you better drop this thing. I’ll see you never get that money—”

Barrett pulled his arm free. “Do what you will,” he said. “I’ll proceed until I hear otherwise from your father.”

He closed the door and started down the corridor. In light of present knowledge, his mind addressed Deutsch, anyone who chooses to refer to psychic phenomena as superstition simply isn’t aware of what’s going on in the world. The documentation is immense—

Barrett stopped and leaned against the wall. His leg was starting to ache again. For the first time, he allowed himself to recognize what a strain on his condition it might be to spend a week in the Belasco house.

What if it was really as bad as the two accounts claimed it was?

 

4:37 P.M.

 

The Rolls-Royce sped along the highway toward Manhattan.

“That’s an awful lot of money.” Edith still sounded incredulous.

“Not to him,” said Barrett. “Especially when you consider that what he’s paying for is an assurance of immortality.”

“But he must know that you don’t believe—”

“I’m sure he does,” Barrett interrupted. He didn’t want to consider the possibility that Deutsch hadn’t been told. “He’s not the sort of man who goes into anything without being totally informed.”

“But a hundred thousand dollars.”

Barrett smiled. “I can scarcely believe it myself,” he said. “If I were like my mother, I’d undoubtedly consider this a miracle from God. The two things I’ve failed to accomplish both supplied at once—an opportunity to prove my theory, and provision for our later years. Really, I could ask no more.”

Edith returned his smile. “I’m happy for you, Lionel,” she said.

“Thank you, my dear.” He patted her hand.

“Monday afternoon, though.” Edith looked concerned. “That doesn’t give us too much time.”

Barrett said, “I’m wondering if I shouldn’t go alone on this one.”

She stared at him.

“Well, not alone, of course,” he said. “There are the two others.”

“What about your meals?”

“They’ll be provided. All I’ll have to do is work.”

“I’ve always helped you, though,” she said.

“I know. It’s just that—”

“What?”

He hesitated. “I’d rather you weren’t along this time, that’s all.”

“Why, Lionel?” She looked uneasy when he didn’t answer. “Is it me?”

“Of course not.” Barrett’s smile was quick, distracted. “It’s the house.”

“Isn’t it just another so-called haunted house?” she asked, using his phrase.

“I’m afraid it isn’t,” he admitted. “It’s the Mount Everest of haunted houses, you might say. There were two attempts to investigate it, one in 1931, the other in 1940. Both were disasters. Eight people involved in those attempts were killed, committed suicide, or went insane. Only one survived, and I have no idea how sound he is—Benjamin Fischer, one of the two who’ll be with me.

“It’s not that I fear the ultimate effect of the house,” he continued, trying to ameliorate his words. “I have confidence in what I know. It’s simply that the details of the investigation may be"—he shrugged—”a little nasty.”

“And yet you want me to let you go there alone?”

“My dear—”

“What if something happens to you?”

“Nothing will.”

“What if it does? With me in New York, and you in Maine?”

“Edith, nothing’s going to happen.”

“Then there’s no reason I can’t go.” She tried to smile. “I’m not afraid, Lionel.”

“I know you’re not.”

“I won’t get in your way.”

Barrett sighed.

“I know I don’t understand much of what you’re doing, but there are always things I can do to help. Pack and unload your equipment, for instance. Help you set up your experiments. Type the rest of your manuscript; you said you wanted to have it ready by the first of the year. And I want to be with you when you prove your theory.”

Barrett nodded. “Let me think about it.”

“I won’t be in your way,” she promised. “And I know there are any number of things I can do to help.”

He nodded again, trying to think. It was obvious she didn’t want to stay behind. He could appreciate that. Except for his three weeks in London in 1962, they’d never been separated since their marriage. Would it really hurt that much to take her? Certainly, she’d experienced enough psychic phenomena by now to be accustomed to it.

Still, that house was such an unknown factor. It hadn’t been called Hell House without reason. There was a power there strong enough to physically and/or mentally demolish eight people, three of whom had been scientists like himself.

Even believing that he knew exactly what that power was, dare he expose Edith to it?


 

DECEMBER 20, 1970

 

10:39 P.M.

 

Florence Tanner crossed the yard which separated her small house from the church and walked along the alley to the street. She stood on the sidewalk and gazed at her church. It was only a converted store, but it had been everything to her these past six years. She looked at the sign in the painted window: TEMPLE OF SPIRITUAL HARMONY. She smiled. It was indeed. Those six years had been the most spiritually harmonious of her life.

She walked to the door, unlocked it, and went inside. The warmth felt good. Shivering, she turned on the wall lamp in the vestibule. Her eye was caught by the bulletin board:

 

Sunday Services—11:00 a.m., 8:00 p.m.

Healing and Prophecy—Tuesdays, 7:45 p.m.

Lectures and Spirit Greetings—Wednesdays, 7:45 p.m.

Messages and Revelations—Thursdays, 7:45 p.m.

Holy Communion—1st Sunday of Month

 

She turned and gazed at her photograph tacked to the wall, the printed words above it: The Reverend Florence Tanner. For several moments she was pleased to be reminded of her beauty. Forty-three, she still retained it unimpaired, her long red hair untouched by grayness, her tall, Junoesque figure almost as trim as it had been in her twenties. She smiled in self-depreciation then. Vanity of vanities, she thought.

She went into the church, walked along the carpeted aisle, and stepped onto the platform, taking a familiar pose behind the lectern. She looked at the rows of chairs, the hymnals set on every third one. She visualized her congregation sitting before her. “My dears,” she murmured.

She had told them at the morning and evening services. Told them of the need for her to be away from them for the next week. Told them of the answer to their prayers—the means to build a true church on their own property. Asked them to pray for her while she was gone.

Florence clasped her hands on the lectern and closed her eyes. Her lips moved slightly as she prayed for the strength to cleanse the Belasco house. It had such a dreadful history of death and suicide and madness. It was a house most horribly defiled. She prayed to end its curse.

The prayer completed, Florence lifted her head and gazed at her church. She loved it deeply. Still, to be able to build a real church for her congregation was truly a gift from heaven. And at Christmastime … She smiled, eyes glistening with tears.

God was good.

 

11:17 P.M.

Edith finished brushing her teeth and gazed at her reflection in the mirror—at her short-cut auburn hair, her strong, almost masculine features. Her expression was a worried one. Disturbed by the sight of it, she switched off the bathroom light and returned to the bedroom.

Lionel was asleep. She sat on her bed and looked at him, listening to the sound of his heavy breathing. Poor dear, she thought. There had been so much to do. By ten o’clock he’d been exhausted, and she’d made him go to bed.

Edith lay on her side and continued looking at him. She’d never seen him so concerned before. He’d made her promise that she’d never leave his side once they’d entered the Belasco house. Could it be that bad? She’d been to haunted houses with Lionel and never been frightened. He was always so calm, so confident; it was impossible to be afraid when he was near.

Yet, he was disturbed enough about the Belasco house to make an issue of her staying by his side at all times. Edith shivered. Would her presence harm him? Would looking after her use up so much of his limited energy that his work would suffer? She didn’t want that. She knew how much his work meant to him.

Still, she had to go. She’d face anything rather than be alone. She’d never told Lionel how close she’d come to a mental breakdown during those three weeks he’d been gone in 1962. It would only have distressed him, and he’d needed all his concentration for the work he was doing. So she’d lied and sounded cheerful on the telephone the three times he’d called—and, alone, she’d wept and shaken, taken tranquilizers, hadn’t slept or eaten, lost thirteen pounds, fought off compulsions to end it all. Met him at the airport finally, pale and smiling, told him that she’d had the flu.

Edith closed her eyes and drew her legs up. She couldn’t face that again. The worst haunted house in the world threatened her less than being alone.

 

11:41 P.M.

 

He couldn’t sleep. Fischer opened his eyes and looked around the cabin of Deutsch’s private plane. Strange to be sitting in an armchair in an airplane, he thought. Strange to be sitting in an airplane at all. He’d never flown in his life.

Fischer reached for the coffeepot and poured himself another cupful. He rubbed a hand across his eyes and picked up one of the magazines lying on the coffee table in front of him. It was one of Deutsch’s. What else? he thought.

After a while his eyes went out of focus, and the words on the page began to blur together. Going back, he thought. The only one of nine people still walking around, and he was going back for more.

They’d found him lying on the front porch of the house that morning in September 1940, naked, curled up like a fetus, shivering and staring into space. When they’d put him on a stretcher, he’d begun to scream and vomit blood, his muscles knotting, rocklike. He’d lain in a coma three months in the Caribou Falls Hospital. When he’d opened his eyes, he’d looked like a haggard man of thirty, a month short of his sixteenth birthday. Now he was forty-five, a lean, gray-haired man with dark eyes, his expression one of hard, suspicious readiness.

Fischer straightened in the chair. Never mind; it’s time, he thought. He wasn’t fifteen anymore, wasn’t naïve or gullible, wasn’t the credulous prey he’d been in 1940. Things would be different this time.

He’d never dreamed in his wildest fancies that he’d be given a second chance at the house. After his mother had died, he’d traveled to the West Coast. Probably, he later realized, to get as far away as possible from Maine. He’d committed clumsy fraud in Los Angeles and San Francisco, deliberately alienating Spiritualists and scientists alike in order to be free of them. He’d existed barely for thirty years, washing dishes, doing farmwork, selling door to door, janitoring, anything to earn money without using his mind.

Yet, somehow, he’d protected his ability and nurtured it. It was still there, maybe not as spectacular as it had been when he was fifteen, but very much intact—and backed now by the thoughtful caution of a man rather than the suicidal arrogance of a teenager. He was ready to shake loose the dormant psychic muscles, exercise and strengthen them, use them once more. Against that pesthole up in Maine.

Against Hell House.


 

DECEMBER 21,1970

 

11:19 A.M.

 

The two black Cadillacs moved along the road, which twisted through dense forest. In the lead car was Deutsch’s representative. Dr. Barrett, Edith, Florence Tanner, and Fischer rode in the second, chauffeur-driven limousine, Fischer sitting on the pull-down seat, facing the other three.

Florence put her hand on Edith’s. “I hope you didn’t think me unfriendly before,” she said. “It was only that I felt concern for you, going into that house.”

“I understand,” said Edith. She drew her hand away.

“I’d appreciate it, Miss Tanner,” Barrett told her, “if you wouldn’t alarm my wife prematurely.”

“I had no intention of doing that, Doctor. Still—” Florence hesitated, then went on. “You have prepared Mrs. Barrett, I trust.”

“My wife has been advised that there will be occurrences.”

Fischer grunted. “One way of putting it,” he said. It was the first time he’d spoken in an hour.

Barrett turned to him. “She has also been advised,” he said, “that these occurrences will not, in any way, signify the presence of the dead.”

Fischer nodded, taking out a pack of cigarettes. “All right if I smoke?” he asked. His gaze flicked across their faces. Seeing no objection, he lit one.

Florence was about to say something more to Barrett, then changed her mind. “Odd that a project such as this should be financed by a man like Deutsch,” she said. “I would never have thought him genuinely interested in these matters.”

“He’s an old man,” Barrett said. “He’s thinking about dying, and wants to believe it isn’t the end.”

“It isn’t, of course.”

Barrett smiled.

“You look familiar,” Edith said to Florence. “Why is that?”

“I used to be an actress years ago. Television mostly, an occasional film. My acting name was Florence Michaels.”

Edith nodded.

Florence looked at Barrett, then at Fischer. “Well, this is exciting,” she said. “To work with two such giants. How can that house not fall before us?”

“Why is it called Hell House?” Edith asked.

“Because its owner, Emeric Belasco, created a private hell there,” Barrett told her.

“Is he supposed to be the one who haunts the house?”

“Among many,” Florence said. “The phenomena are too complex to be the work of one surviving spirit. It’s obviously a case of multiple haunting.”

“Let’s just say there’s something there,” said Barrett.

Florence smiled. “Agreed.”

“Will you get rid of it with your machine?” asked Edith.

Florence and Fischer looked at Barrett. “I’ll explain it presently,” he said.

They all looked toward the windows as the car angled downward, “We’re almost there,” Barrett said. He looked at Edith. “The house is in the Matawaskie Valley.”

All of them gazed at the hill-ringed valley lying ahead, its floor obscured by fog. Fischer stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray, blowing out smoke. Looking forward again, he winced. “We’re going in.”

The car was suddenly immersed in greenish mist. Its speed was decreased by the driver, and they saw him leaning forward, peering through the windshield. After several moments he switched on the fog lights and wipers.

“How could anyone want to build a house in such a place?” asked Horence.

“This was sunshine to Belasco,” Fischer said.

They all stared through the windows at the curling fog. It was as though they rode inside a submarine, slowly navigating downward through a sea of curdled milk. At various moments, trees or bushes or boulder formations would appear beside the car, then disappear. The only sound was the hum of the engine.

At last the car was braked. They all looked forward to see the other Cadillac in front of them. There was a faint sound as its door was closed. Then the figure of Deutsch’s representative loomed from the mist. Barrett depressed a button, and the window by his side slid down. He grimaced at the fetid odor of the mist.

The man leaned over. “We’re at the turnoff,” he said. “Your chauffeur is going into Caribou Falls with us, so one of you will have to drive to the house—-it’s just a little way. The telephone has been connected, the electricity is on, and your rooms are ready.” He glanced at the floor. “The food in that basket should see you through the afternoon. Supper will be delivered at six. Any questions?”

“Will we need a key for the front door?” Barrett asked.

“No, it’s unlocked.”

“Get one anyway,” Fischer said.

Barrett looked at him, then back at the man. “Perhaps we’d better.”

The man withdrew a ring of keys from his overcoat pocket and disconnected one of them, handing it to Barrett. “Anything else?”

“We’ll phone if there is.”

The man smiled briefly. “Good-bye, then,” he said. He turned away.

“I trust he meant au revoir,” said Edith.

Barrett smiled as he raised the window.

“I’ll drive,” Fischer said. He clambered over the seat and got in front. Starting the motor, he turned left onto the rutted blacktop road.

Edith drew in sudden breath. “I wish I knew what to expect.”

Fischer answered without looking back. “Expect anything,” he said.

 

11:47 A.M.

 

For the past five minutes Fischer had been inching the Cadillac along the narrow, fog-bound road. Now he braked and stopped the engine. “We’re here.” he said. He wrenched up the door handle and ducked outside, buttoning his Navy pea coat.

Edith turned as Lionel opened the door beside him. She waited as he struggled out, then edged across the seat after him. She shivered as she got out. “Cold,” she said, “and that smell.’ ”

“Probably a swamp around here somewhere.”

Florence joined them, and the four stood silent for a few moments, looking around.

“That way,” Fischer said then. He was gazing across the hood of the car.

“Let’s take a look,” said Barrett. “We can get our luggage afterward.” He turned to Fischer. “Would you lead?”

Fischer moved off.

They had gone only a few yards when they reached a narrow concrete bridge. As they walked across it, Edith looked over the edge. If there was water below, the mist obscured it from sight. She glanced back. Already the limousine was swallowed by fog.

“Don’t fall in the tarn.” Fischer’s voice drifted back. Edith turned and saw a body of water ahead, a gravel path curving to its left. The surface of the water looked like clouded gelatin sprinkled with a thin debris of leaves and grass. A miasma of decay hovered above it, and the stones which lined its shore were green with slime.

“Now we know where the odor comes from,” Barrett said. He shook his head. “Belasco would have a tarn.”

“Bastard Bog,” said Fischer.

“Why do you call it that?”

Fischer didn’t answer. Finally he said, “I’ll tell you later.”

They walked in silence now, the only sound the crunching of gravel underneath their shoes. The cold was numbing, a clammy chill that seemed to dew itself around their bones. Edith drew up the collar of her coat and stayed close to Lionel, holding on to his arm and looking at the ground. Just behind them walked Florence Tanner.

When Lionel stopped at last, Edith looked up quickly.

It stood before them in the fog, a massive, looming specter of a house.

“Hideous,” said Florence, sounding almost angry. Edith looked at her. “We haven’t even gone inside, Miss Tanner,” Barrett said.

“I don’t have to go inside.” Florence turned to Fischer, who was staring at the house. As she looked at him, he shuddered. Reaching out, she put her hand in his. He gripped it so hard it made her wince.

Barrett and Edith gazed up at the shrouded edifice. In the mist, it resembled some ghostly escarpment blocking their path. Edith leaned forward suddenly. “It has no windows,” she said.

“He had them bricked up,” Barrett said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps—”

“We’re wasting time,” Fischer cut him off. He let go of Florence’s hand and lurched forward.

They walked the final yards along the gravel path, then started up the wide porch steps. Edith saw that all the steps were cracked, fungus and frosted yellow grass sprouting from the fissures.

They stopped before the massive double doors.

“If they open by themselves, I’m going home,” Edith said, trying to sound amused. Barrett gripped the handle on the door and depressed its thumb plate. The door held fast. He glanced at Fischer. “This happen to you?”

“More than once.”

“Good we have the key, then.” Barrett removed it from his overcoat pocket and slid it into the lock. It wouldn’t turn. He wiggled the key back and forth, attempting to loosen the bolt.

Abruptly the key turned over, and the heavy door began to swing in. Edith twitched as Florence caught her breath. “What is it?” she asked. Florence shook her head. “No cause for alarm,” Barrett said. Edith glanced at him in surprise.

“It’s just reaction, Mrs. Barrett,” Florence explained. “Your husband is quite right. It’s nothing to be alarmed about.”

Fischer had been reaching in to locate the light switch. Now he found it, and they heard him flick it up and down without result. “So much for restored electrical service,” he said.

“Obviously the generator is too old,” Barrett said.

“Generator?” Edith looked surprised again. “There’s no electrical service here?”

“There aren’t enough houses in the valley to make it worth the effort,” Barrett answered.

“How could they put in a telephone, then?”

“It’s a field telephone,” Barrett said. He looked into the house. “Well, Mr. Deutsch will have to provide us with a new generator, that’s all.”

“You think that’s the answer, do you?” Fischer sounded dubious.

“Of course,” said Barrett. “The breakdown of an antique generator can scarcely be classified as a psychic phenomenon.”

“What are we going to do?” asked Edith. “Stay in Caribou Falls until the new generator is installed?”

“That might take days,” said Barrett. “We’ll use candles until it arrives.”

“Candles,” Edith said.

Barrett smiled at her expression. “Just for a day or so.”

She nodded, her returned smile wan. Barrett looked inside the house. “The question now,” he said, “is how do we find some candles? I assume there must be some inside—” He broke off, looking at the flashlight Fischer had taken out of his coat pocket. “Ah,” he said.

Fischer switched on the flashlight, pointed the beam inside, then, bracing himself, stepped across the threshold.

Barrett went in next. He stepped through the doorway, seemed to listen briefly. Turning then, he extended his hand to Edith. She entered the house, clutching at his hand. “That smell,” she said. “It’s even worse than outside.”

“It’s a very old house with no aeration,” Barrett said. “It could also be the furnace, which hasn’t been used in more than twenty-nine years.” He turned to Florence. “Coming, Miss Tanner?” he asked.

She nodded, smiling faintly. “Yes.” She took a deep breath, held herself erect, and stepped inside. She looked around. “The atmosphere in here—” She sounded queasy.

“An atmosphere of this world, not the next,” said Barrett dryly.

Fischer played the flashlight beam around the dark immensity of the entry hall. The narrow cone of light jumped fitfully from place to place, freezing momentarily on hulking groups of furniture; huge, leaden-colored paintings; giant tapestries filmed with dust; a staircase, broad and curving, leading upward into blackness; a second-story corridor overlooking the entry hall; and far above, engulfed by shadows, a vast expanse of paneled ceiling.

“Be it ever so humble,” Barrett said.

“It isn’t humble at all,” said Florence. “It reeks of arrogance.”

Barrett sighed. “It reeks, at any rate.” He looked to his right. “According to the floor plan, the kitchen should be that way.”

Edith walked beside him as they started across the entry hall, the sound of their footsteps loud on the hardwood floor.

Florence looked around. “It knows we’re here,” she said.

“Miss Tanner—” Barrett frowned. “Please don’t think I’m trying to restrict you—”

“Sorry.” Florence said. “I’ll try to keep my observations to myself.”

They reached a corridor and walked along it, Fischer in the lead, Barrett and Edith behind him, Florence last. At the end of the corridor stood a pair of metal-faced swinging doors. Fischer pushed one of them open and stepped into the kitchen, holding the door ajar for the others. When all of them had gone inside, he let the door swing back and turned.

“Good Lord.” Edith’s eyes moved with the flashlight beam as Fischer shifted it around the room.

The kitchen was twenty-five by fifty feet, its perimeter rimmed by steel counters and dark-paneled cupboards, a long, double-basin sink, a gigantic stove with three ovens, and a massive walk-in refrigerator. In the center of the room, like a giant’s steel-topped casket, stood a huge steam table.

“He must have entertained a good deal,” Edith said.

Fischer pointed the flashlight at the large electric wall clock above the stove. Its hands were stopped at 7:31. A.M. or P.M., and on what day? Barrett wondered as he limped along the wall to his right, pulling open drawers. Edith and Florence stood together, watching him. Barrett pulled open one of the cupboard doors and grunted as Fischer shone the light over. “Genuine spirits,” he said, looking at the shelves of dust-filmed bottles. “Perhaps we’ll raise some after supper.”

Fischer pulled a sheet of yellow-edged cardboard from one of the drawers and pointed the flashlight at it.

“What’s that?” Barrett asked.

“One of their menus, dated March 27, 1928. Shrimp bisque. Sweetbreads in gravy. Stewed capon. Bread sauce in gravy. Creamed cauliflower. For dessert, amandes en crème: crushed almonds in whipped egg whites and heavy cream.”

Barrett chuckled. “His guests must have all had heartburn.”

“The food wasn’t aimed at their hearts,” said Fischer, taking a box of candles from the drawer.

 

12:19 P.M.

 

They started back across the entry hall, each carrying a candle in a holder. As they moved, the flickering illumination made their shadows billow on the walls and ceiling.

“This must be the great hall over here,” said Barrett.

They moved beneath an archway six feet deep and stopped, Edith and Florence gasping almost simultaneously. Barrett whistled softly as he raised his candle for a maximum of light.

The great hall measured ninety-five by forty-seven feet, its walls two stories high, paneled in walnut to a height of eight feet, rough-hewn blocks of stone above. Across from where they stood was a mammoth fireplace, its mantel constructed of antique carved stone.

The furnishings were all antique except for scattered chairs and sofas upholstered in the fashion of the twenties. Marble statues stood on pedestals in various locations. In the northwest corner was an ebony concert grand piano, and in the center of the hall stood a circular table, more than twenty feet across, with sixteen high-backed chairs around it and a large chandelier suspended over it. Good place to set up my equipment, Barrett thought; the hall had obviously been cleaned. He lowered his candle. “Let’s push on,” he said.

They left the great hall, moved across the entry hall, beneath the overhanging staircase, and turned right into another corridor. Several yards along its length, they reached a pair of swinging walnut doors set to their left. Barrett pushed one in and peered inside. “The theater,” he said.

They went inside, reacting to the musty smell. The theater was designed to seat a hundred people, its walls covered with an antique red brocade, its sloping, three-aisled floor with thick red carpeting. On the stage, gilded Renaissance columns flanked the screen, and spaced along the walls were silver candelabra wired for electricity. The seats were custom-made, upholstered with wine-red velvet.

“Just how wealthy was Belasco?” Edith asked.

“I believe he left in excess of seven million dollars when he died,” Barrett answered.

“Died?” said Fischer. He held open one of the doors.

“If there’s anything you care to tell us …” Barrett said as he stepped into the corridor.

“What’s to tell? The house tried to kill me; it almost succeeded.”

Barrett looked as though he meant to speak. Then he changed his mind and peered down the corridor. “I think that staircase leads down to the pool and steam room,” he said. “No point in going there until the electricity’s on.” He limped across the corridor and opened a heavy wooden door.

“What is it?” Edith asked.

“Looks like a chapel.”

“A chapel?” Florence looked appalled. As she neared the door, she started making sounds of apprehension in her throat. Edith glanced at her uneasily.

“Miss Tanner?” Barrett said.

She didn’t answer. Almost to the door, she held back.

“Better not,” said Fischer.

Florence shook her head. “I must.” She began to enter.

With a faint, involuntary cry, she shrank back. Edith started. “What is it?” Florence was unable to reply. She sucked in breath and shook her head with tiny movements. Barrett put his hand on Edith’s arm. She looked at him and saw his lips frame the words, “It’s all right.”

“I can’t go in,” Florence said, as though apologizing. “Not now, anyway.” She swallowed. “The atmosphere is more than I can bear.”

“We’ll only be a moment,” Barrett told her.

Florence nodded, turning away.

As she went inside the chapel, Edith braced herself, expecting a shock of some kind. Feeling nothing, she turned to Lionel in confusion, started to speak, then waited until they were apart from Fischer. “Why couldn’t she come in?” she whispered then.

“Her system is attuned to psychic energy,” Barrett explained. “Obviously it’s very strong in here.”

“Why here?”

“Contrast, perhaps. A church in hell; that sort ofthing.”

Edith nodded, glancing back at Fischer. “Why doesn’t it bother him?” she asked.

“Perhaps he knows how to protect himself better than she does.”

Edith nodded again, stopping as Lionel did to look around the low-ceilinged chapel. There were wooden pews for fifty people. In front was an altar; above it, glinting in the candlelight, a life-size, flesh-colored figure of Jesus on the cross.

“It looks like a chapel,” she started to say, breaking off in shock as she saw that the figure of Jesus was naked, an enormous phallus jutting upward from between the legs. She made a sound of revulsion, staring at the obscene crucifix. The air seemed suddenly thick, coagulating in her throat.

Now she noticed that the walls were covered with pornographic murals. Her eye was caught by one on her right, depicting a mass orgy involving half-clothed nuns and priests. The faces on the figures were demented—leering, slavering, darkly flushed, distorted by maniacal lust.

“Profanation of the sacred,” Barrett said. “A venerable sickness.”

“He was sick,” Edith murmured.

“Yes, he was.” Barrett took her arm. As he escorted her along the aisle, Edith saw that Fischer had already left.

 

They found him in the corridor.

“She’s gone,” he said.

 

Edith stared at him. “How can she—?” She broke off, looking around.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Barrett said.

“Are you?” Fischer sounded angry.

“I’m sure she’s all right,” said Barrett firmly. “Miss Tanner!” he called. “Come along, my dear.” He started down the corridor. “Miss Tanner!” Fischer followed him without making a sound.

“Lionel, why would she—?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Barrett said. He called again. “Miss Tanner! Can you hear me?”

As they reached the entry hall, Edith pointed. There was candlelight inside the great hall.

“Miss Tanner!” Barrett called.

“Yes!”

Barrett smiled at Edith, then glanced over at Fischer. Fischer’s expression had not relaxed.

She was standing on the far side of the hall. Their footsteps clicked in broken rhythm on the floor as they crossed to her. “You shouldn’t have done that, Miss Tanner,” Barrett said. “You caused us undue alarm.”

“I’m sorry,” Florence said, but it was only a token apology. “I heard a voice in here.”

Edith shuddered.

Florence gestured toward the piece of furniture she was standing beside, a phonograph installed inside a walnut Spanish cabinet. Reaching down to its turntable, she lifted off a record and showed it to them. “It was this.”

Edith didn’t understand. “How could it play without electricity?”

“You forget they used to wind up phonographs.” Barrett set his candle holder on top of the cabinet and took the record from Florence. “Homemade,” he said.

“Belasco.”

Barrett looked at her, intrigued. “His voice?” She nodded, and he turned to put it back on the turntable. Florence looked at Fischer, who was standing several yards away, staring at the phonograph.

Barrett wound the crank tight, ran a fingertip across the end of the steel needle, and set it on the record edge. There was a crackling noise through the speaker, then a voice.

“Welcome to my house,” said Emeric Belasco. “I’m delighted you could come.”

Edith crossed her arms and shivered.

“I am certain you will find your stay here most illuminating.” Belasco’s voice was soft and mellow, yet terrifying—the voice of a carefully disciplined madman. “It is regrettable I cannot be with you,” it said, “but I had to leave before your arrival.”

Bastard, Fischer thought.

“Do not let my physical absence disturb you, however. Think of me as your unseen host and believe that, during your stay here, I shall be with you in spirit.”

Edith’s teeth were set on edge. That voice.

“All your needs have been provided for,” Belasco’s voice continued. “Nothing has been overlooked. Go where you will, and do what you will—these are the cardinal precepts of my home. Feel free to function as you choose. There are no responsibilities, no rules. ‘Each to his own device’ shall be the only standard here. May you find the answer that you seek. It is here, I promise you.” There was a pause. “And now … auf Wiedersehen.”

The needle made a scratching noise on the record. Barrett raised the needle arm and switched off the phonograph. The great hall was immensely still.

“Auf Wiedersehen” said Florence. “Until we meet again.”

“Lionel—?”

“The record wasn’t meant for us,” he said.

“But—”

“It was cut a good half-century ago,” said Barrett. “Look at it.” He held it up. “It’s merely a coincidence that what he said seems applicable to us.”

“What made the phonograph go on by itself, then?” Florence asked.

“That is a separate problem,” Barrett said. “I’m only discussing the record now.” He looked at Fischer. “Did it play by itself in 1940? The accounts say nothing of it.”

Fischer shook his head.

“Do you know anything about the record?”

It appeared that Fischer wasn’t going to answer. Then he said, “Guests would arrive, to find him gone. That record would be played for them.” He paused. “It was a game he played. While the guests were here, Belasco spied on them from hiding.”

Barrett nodded.

“Then, again, maybe he was invisible,” Fischer continued. “He claimed the power. Said that he could will the attention of a group of people to some particular object, and move among them unobserved.”

“I doubt that,” Barrett said.

“Do you?” Fischer’s smile was strange as he looked at the phonograph. “We all had our attention on that a few moments ago,” he said. “How do you know he didn’t walk right by us while we were listening?”

 

12:46 P.M.

They were moving up the staircase when an icy breeze passed over them, causing their candle flames to flicker. Edith’s flame went out. “What was that?” she whispered.

“A breeze,” said Barrett instantly. He declined his candle to relight hers. “We’ll discuss it later.”

Edith swallowed, glancing at Florence. Barrett took her by the arm, and they started up the stairs again. “There’ll be many things like that during the week,” he said. “You’ll get used to them.”

Edith said no more. As she and Lionel ascended the stairs, Florence and Fischer exchanged a look.

They reached the second floor and, turning to the right, started along the balcony corridor. On their right, the heavy balustrade continued. To their left, set periodically along a paneled wall, were bedroom doors. Barrett approached the first of these and opened it. He looked inside, then turned to Florence. “Would you like this one?” he asked.

She stepped into the doorway. After several moments, she turned back to them. “Not too bad,” she said. She smiled at Edith. “You’ll rest more comfortably here.”

Barrett was about to comment, then relented. “Fine,” he said. He gestured toward the room.

He followed Edith inside and shut the door. Edith watched as he limped around the bedroom. To her left were a pair of carved walnut Renaissance beds, between them a small table with a lamp and a French-style telephone on it. A fireplace was centered on the opposite wall, in front of it a heavy walnut rocking chair. The teakwood floor was almost covered by a twenty-by-thirty-foot blue Persian rug, in the middle of which stood an octagonal-topped table with a matching chair upholstered in red leather.

Barrett glanced into the bathroom, then returned to her. “About that breeze,” he said. “I didn’t want to get involved in a discussion with Miss Tanner. That’s why I glossed over it.”

“It really happened, didn’t it?”

“Of course,” he answered, smiling. “A manifestation of simple kinetics: unguided, unintelligent. No matter what Miss Tanner thinks. I should have mentioned that before we left.”

“Mentioned what?”

“That you’ll need to inure yourself to what she’ll be saying in the next week. She’s a Spiritualist, as you know. Survival of and communication with the so-called disincarnate is the foundation of her belief; an erroneous foundation, as I intend to prove. In the meantime, though"—he smiled—”be prepared to hear her views expressed. I can’t very well ask that she remain mute.”

 

To her right, their heads against the wall, were a pair of beds with elaborately carved headboards, between them a huge chest of drawers. Above the chest, suspended from the ceiling, was a large Italian silver lamp.

Directly across from her, by the paneled window shutters, was a Spanish table with a matching chair. On top of the table was a Chinese lamp and a French-style telephone. Florence crossed the room and picked up the receiver. It was dead. Did I expect it to be working? she thought, amused. At any rate, it had doubtless been used only for calls made within the house.

She turned and looked around the room. There was something in it. What, though? A personality? A residue of emotion? Florence closed her eyes and waited. Something in the air; no doubt of it. She felt it shift and throb, advancing on her, then retreating like some unseen, timorous beast.

After several minutes she opened her eyes. It will come, she thought. She crossed to the bathroom, squinting slightly as its white tile walls glittered with reflected candlelight. Setting the holder on the sink, she turned the hot-water faucet. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a gurgling rattle, a gout of darkly rusted water splattered into the basin. Florence waited until the water cleared before she held her hand beneath it. She hissed at its coldness. I hope the water heater isn’t broken too, she thought. Bending over, she started patting water onto her face.

I should have gone into the chapel, she thought. I shouldn’t have backed off from the very first challenge. She winced, remembering the violent nausea she’d felt as she was about to enter. An awful place, she thought. She’d have to work her way up to it, that was all. If she forced it now, she might lose consciousness. I’ll get in there soon enough, she promised herself. God will grant the power when it’s time.

 

His room was smaller than the other two. There was only one bed with a canopy top. Fischer sat at the foot of it, staring at the intricate pattern on the rug. He could feel the house around him like some vast, invisible being. It knows I’m here, he thought; Belasco knows, they all know that I’m here: their single failure. They were watching him, waiting to see what he’d do.

He wasn’t going to do anything prematurely, that was certain. He wasn’t going to do a thing until he got the feel of the place.

 

2:21 P.M.

 

Fischer came into the great hall carrying his flashlight. He had changed into a black turtleneck sweater, black corduroy trousers, and a pair of scuffed white tennis shoes. His steps were soundless as he moved toward the huge round table where Barrett, seated, and Edith, standing, were opening wooden boxes and unloading equipment. In the fireplace, a fire was burning.

Edith started as Fischer emerged from the shadows. “Need help?” he asked.

“No, it’s going fine,” said Barrett, smiling. “Thank you for the offer, though.”

Fischer sat in one of the chairs. His eyes remained on Barrett as the tall, bearded man removed an instrument from protective excelsior, wiped it carefully with a cloth, and set it on the table. Fussy about his equipment, Fischer thought. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one, watching the gamboling deformity of Edith’s shadow on the wall as she picked up another wooden box and carried it to the table.

“Still teach physics?” he asked.

“Limitedly, because of health.” Barrett hesitated, then continued. “I had polio when I was twelve; my right leg is partially paralyzed.”

Fischer gazed at him in silence. Barrett took another instrument from its box and wiped it off. He set the instrument on the table and looked at Fischer. “It won’t affect our project in any way,” he said.

Fischer nodded.

“You referred to the tarn before as Bastard Bog,” Barrett said, returning to his work. “Why was that?”

“Some of Belasco’s female guests got pregnant while they were here.”

“And they actually—?” Barrett broke off, glancing up.

“Thirteen times.”

“That’s hideous,” said Edith.

Fischer blew out smoke. “A lot of hideous things happened here,” he said.

Barrett ran his eyes across the instruments already on the table: astatic galvanometer, mirror galvanometer, quadrant electrometer, Crookes balance, camera, gauze cage, smoke absorber, manometer, weighing platform, tape recorder. Still to be unpacked were the contact clock, electroscope, lights (standard and infrared), maximum and minimum thermometer, hygroscope, sthenometer, phosphorescent sulfide screen, electric stove, the box of vessels and tubes, the molding materials, and the cabinet equipment. And the most important instrument of all, Barrett thought with satisfaction.

He was unpacking the rack of red, yellow, and white lights when Fischer asked, “How are you going to use those when there’s no electricity?”

“There will be by tomorrow,” Barrett said. “I telephoned Caribou Falls; the phone is near the front door, incidentally. They’ll install a new generator in the morning.”

“And you think it will work?”

Barrett repressed a smile. “It will work.”

Fischer said no more. Across the hall, a burning log popped, making Edith twitch as she walked to one of the larger wooden boxes.

“Not that one, it’s too heavy,” Barrett told her.

“I’ll do it.” Rising from his chair, Fischer walked to Edith and, stooping, lifted the box. “What is it, an anvil?” he asked as he set it on the table.

Barrett was aware of Fischer’s curious gaze as he pried up the boards on top of the box. “Would you—?” he asked. Fischer lifted out the bulky metal instrument and set it on the table. It was cube-shaped, painted dark blue, an uncomplicated dial in front of it numbered 0-900, the thin red needle pointed at zero. Across the top of the instrument was stenciled, in black letters: BARRETT—EMR. “EMR?” asked Fischer. “I’ll explain it later,” said Barrett. “This your machine?”

Barrett shook his head. “That’s being constructed.” They all turned toward the archway at the sound of heels. Florence was approaching, carrying a candle in its holder. She had changed to a heavy green, long-sleeved sweater, thick tweed skirt, and low-heeled shoes. “Hello,” she said cheerfully.

As she came up to them, her gaze ran across the array of devices on the table, and she smiled. She turned to Fischer. “Like to take a walk with me?” she asked. “Why not?”

After they were gone, Edith saw a typed list on the table and picked it up. It was headed, “Observed Psychic Phenomena at the Belasco House”:

 

Apparitions; Apports; Asports; Automatic drawing; Automatic painting; Automatic speaking ; Automatic writing; Autoscopy; Bilocation; Biological phenomena; Book tests; Breezes; Catalepsy; Chemical phenomena; Chemicographs; Clairaudience; Clairsentience; Clairvoyance; Communication; Control; Crystal gazing; De-materialization; Direct drawing; Direct painting; Direct voice; Direct writing; Divination; Dreams; Dream communications; Dream prophecies; Ectoplasm; Eidolons; Electrical phenomena; Elongation; Emanations; Exteriorization of motricity; Exteriorization of sensation; Extras; Extratemporal perception; Eyeless sight; Facsimile writing; Flower clairsentience; Ghosts; Glossolalia; Hyperamnesia; Hyperesthesia; Ideomorphs; Ideoplasm; Impersonation; Imprints; Independent voice; Interpénétration of matter; Knot tying; Lévitation; Luminous phenomena; Magnetic phenomena; Materialization; Matter through matter; Metagraphology; Monition; Motor automatism; Newspaper tests; Obsession; Paraffin molds; Parakinesis; Paramnesia; Paresthesia; Percussion; Phantasmata; Poltergeist phenomena; Possession; Precognition; Presentiment; Prevision; Pseudopods; Psychic photography; Psychic rods; Psychic sounds; Psychic touches; Psychic winds; Psychokinesis; Psychometry; Radiesthesia; Radiographs; Raps; Retrocognition; Scriptograph; Sensory automatism; Skin writing; Skotography; Slate writing; Smells; Somnambulism; Stigmata; Telekinesis; Teleplasm; Telescopic vision; Telesthesia; Transcendental music; Transfiguration; Transportation; Typtology; Voices; Water sprinkling; Xenoglossy

 

Edith put the list down numbly. My God, she thought. What kind of week was it going to be?

 

2:53 P.M.

 

The garage had been built to accommodate seven automobiles. Now it was empty. As they entered, Fischer thumbed off his flashlight, enough daylight filtering through the grimy door windows for them to see. He looked at the greenish mist which pressed against the panes of glass. “Maybe we should keep the car in here.” he said.

Florence didn’t answer. She was walking across the oil-spotted floor, turning her head from side to side. She paused by a shelf and touched a dirty, rust-flecked hammer.

“What did you say?” she asked. 

“Maybe we should keep the car in here.”

Florence shook her head. “If a generator can be tampered with, so can a car.”

Fischer watched the medium move around the garage. As she passed close by, he caught a scent of the cologne she wore. “Why did you give up acting?” he asked.

Florence glanced at him with a fleeting smile. “It’s a long story, Ben. When we’ve settled down a bit, I’ll tell it to you. Right now, I’d better get the feeling of the place.” She stopped in a patch of light and closed her eyes.

Fischer stared at her. In the dim illumination, the medium’s ivory skin and lustrous red hair gave her the appearance of a Dresden doll.

After a while she returned to Fischer. “Nothing here,” she said. “You agree?”

“Whatever you say.”

Fischer switched on his flashlight as they ascended the steps to the corridor. “Which way now?” she asked.

“I don’t know the place that well. I was here only three days.”

“We’ll just explore, then,” Florence said. “No need—” She broke off suddenly and stopped, head twisted to the right, as though she heard a noise behind them. “Yes,” she murmured. “Yes. Sorrow. Pain.” She frowned and shook her head. “No, no.” At length she sighed and looked at Fischer. “You felt it,” she said.

Fischer didn’t answer. Florence smiled and looked away. “Well, let’s see what else we can find,” she said.

“Have you read Doctor Barrett’s article in which he compares sensitives to Geiger counters?” she asked as they walked along the corridor.

“No.”

“It’s not a bad comparison. We are like Geiger counters in a way. Expose us to psychic emanations, and we tick. Of course, the difference is that we are judge as well as instrument, not only picking up impressions, but evaluating them as well.”

“Uh-huh,” said Fischer. Florence glanced at him.

They started down the flight of stairs across from the chapel, Fischer pointing the flashlight beam at their feet. “I wonder if we’re going to need the full week,” Florence said.

“A full year wouldn’t be too long.”

Florence tried to make her sound of disagreement mild. “I’ve seen the most abstruse of psychic problems solved overnight. We mustn’t—” She stopped, hand clamping on the banister rail. “This goddamn sewer,” she muttered in a savage voice. She jolted in dismay and shook her head. “Oh, dear. Such fury. Such destructive venom.” She drew in trembling breath. “A very hostile man,” she said. “No wonder. Who can blame him, imprisoned in this house?” She glanced at Fischer.

Reaching the lower corridor, they moved to a pair of swinging metal doors with porthole windows in them. Fischer pushed at one of the doors and held it open for Florence. As they went inside, their footsteps sounded sharply on a tile floor and reverberated off the ceiling.

The pool was Olympic size. Fischer shone his flashlight into the murky green depths of it. He walked to the end of the pool and knelt at its corner. Pulling up the sleeve of his sweater, he put his hand in the water. “Not too cold,” he said, surprised. He felt around. “And water’s coming in. The pool must work on a separate generator.”

Florence gazed across the glinting pool. The ripples made by Fischer were gliding across its surface. “Something in here,” she said. She did not look to Fischer for verification.

“Steam room’s down the other end.” Fischer returned to her side.

“Let’s look at it.”

The ringing echoes of their footsteps as they walked along the edge of the pool made it sound as though someone were following them. Florence glanced across her shoulder. “Yes,” she murmured, unaware that she had spoken.

Fischer pulled open the heavy metal door and held it ajar, playing the flashlight beam inside. The steam room was twelve feet square, its walls, floor, and ceiling tiled in white. Built-in wooden benches lined the walls, and spiraling across the floor like some petrified serpent was a length of faded green hose connected to a water outlet.

Florence grimaced. “Perverted,” she said. “In there—” She swallowed as though to rid her throat of sour bile. “In there,” she said. “But what?”

Fischer let the door swing shut, the thumping closure of it echoing loudly. Florence glanced at him; then, as he turned away, she fell into step beside him, “Doctor Barrett is certainly well equipped, isn’t he?” she said, trying to lighten his mood. “It’s strange to think he really believes that science alone can end the power of this house.”

“What will?”

“Love,” she answered. She squeezed his arm. “We know that, don’t we?”

Fischer held open the swinging door for her, and they went back into the corridor. “What’s over there?” Florence crossed the hallway and opened a wooden door. Fischer pointed the flashlight beam inside. It was a wine cellar, all its shelves and racks empty. Florence winced. “I see this room completely filled with bottles.” She turned away. “Let’s not go in,”

They went back up the staircase and started along the first-floor corridor. As they passed the chapel door, Florence shuddered. “That place is the worst of all,” she said. “Even though I haven’t seen the entire house, somehow I have the feeling …” Her voice faded as she spoke. She cleared her throat. “I’ll get in there,” she said.

They turned into an adjoining corridor. Twenty yards along its right wall was an archway. “What have we here?” Florence walked beneath the archway and caught her breath. “This house,” she said.

The ballroom was immense, its lofty, brocaded walls adorned with red velvet draperies. Three enormous chandeliers hung, spaced, along the paneled ceiling. The floor was oak, elaborately parqueted. At the far end of the room was an alcove for musicians.

“A theater, yes, but this?” said Florence. “Can a ballroom be an evil place?”

“The evil came later,” Fischer said.

Florence shook her head. “Contradictions,” She looked at Fischer. “You’re right, it’s going to take a while. I feel as if I’m standing in the center of a labyrinth of such immeasurable intricacy that the prospect of emerging is—” She caught herself. “We will emerge, however.”

Overhead, there was a tinkling noise. Fischer jerked up his arm, pointing the flashlight at the parabola of heavy hanging crystal above them. Its pendants refracted the light, splaying colors of the spectrum across the ceiling. The chandelier was motionless.

“The challenge is met,” whispered Florence.

“Don’t be too quick to accept it,” Fischer warned.

Florence looked at him abruptly. “You’re blocking it off,” she said.

“What?”

“You’re blocking it off. That’s why you didn’t feel those things.”

Fischer’s smile was cold. “I didn’t feel them because they weren’t there. I was a Spiritualist too, remember. I know how you people find things in every corner when you want to.”

“Ben, that isn’t true.” Florence looked hurt. “Those things were there. You would have felt them just as I did if you weren’t obstructing—”

“I’m not obstructing anything,” he cut her off. “I’m just not sticking my head on the block a second time. When I came here in 1940, I was just like you—no, worse, much worse. I really thought I was something. Gods gift to psychical research.”

“You were the most powerful physical medium this country has ever known, Ben.”

“Still am, Florence. Just a little bit more careful now, that’s all. I suggest the same approach for you. You’re walking around this house like an open nerve. When you really do hit something, it’ll tear your insides out. This place isn’t called Hell House for nothing, you know. It intends to kill every one of us, so you’d damn well better learn to protect yourself until you’re ready. Or you’ll just be one more victim on the list.”

They looked at each other in silence for a long time. Finally she touched his hand. “ ‘But he who buried his talent-’ ” she began

“Oh, shit.” Turning on his heel, he stalked away from her.

 

6:42 P.M.

 

The dining hall was sixty feet in length, and as high as it was wide—twenty-seven feet in both directions. There were two entrances to it—one an archway from the great hall, the other a swinging door leading to the kitchen.

Its ceiling was divided into a series of elaborately carved panels, its floor polished travertine, its walls were paneled to a height of twelve feet, stone-blocked above. In the center of the west wall was a giant fireplace, its Gothic mantel reaching to the ceiling. Spaced at intervals above the length of the forty-foot table in the center of the hall hung four immense sanctuary lamps, wired for electricity. Thirty chairs stood around the table, all of them constructed of antique walnut with wine-red velvet upholstery.

The four were sitting at one end of the table, Barrett at its head. The unseen couple from Caribou Falls had left the supper at six-fifteen.

“If no one objects, I’d like to try a sitting tonight,” Florence said.

Barrett’s hand froze momentarily before continuing to spoon himself a second portion of broccoli. “I have no objection,” he said.

Florence glanced at Edith, who shook her head. She looked at Fischer. “Fine,” he said, reaching for the coffeepot.

Florence nodded. “After supper, then.” Her plate was empty; she’d been drinking only water since they’d sat down.

“Would you care to sit in the morning, Mr. Fischer?” Barrett asked.

Fischer shook his head. “Not yet.”

Barrett nodded. There; it’s done, he thought. He’d asked and been refused. Since his part in the project required the services of a physical medium, Deutsch couldn’t object to his sending for one of his own people. Excellent, he thought. He’d get it settled in the morning.

“Well,” he said, “I must say that the house has scarcely lived up to its reputation so far.”

Fischer looked up from the scraps of food on his plate. “It hasn’t taken our measure yet,” he said. His lips flexed briefly in a humorless smile.

“I think we’d be mistaken to consider the house as the haunting force,” Florence said. “Quite evidently, the trouble is created by surviving personalities—whoever they may be. The only one we can be sure of is Belasco.”

“You contacted him today, did you?” Barrett asked. His tone was mild, but Florence sensed the goading in it. “No,” she said. “But Mr. Fischer did when he was here in 1940. And Belasco’s presence has been documented.”

“Reported,” Barrett said.

Florence hesitated. Finally she said, “I think it might be well for us to lay our cards on the table, Doctor Barrett. I take it you are still convinced that no such things as ghosts exist.”

“If, by that, you mean surviving personalities,” said Barrett, “you are quite correct.”

“Despite the fact that they’ve been observed throughout the ages?” Florence asked. “Have been seen by more than one person at a time? Been seen by animals? Been photographed? Have imparted information that was later verified? Have touched people? Moved objects? Been weighed?”

“These are facts in evidence of a phenomenon, Miss Tanner, not proof of ghosts.”

Florence smiled wearily. “I don’t know how to answer that,” she said.

Barrett returned her smile, gesturing with his hands as though to say: We don’t agree, so why not let it go at that?

“You don’t accept survival, then,” Florence persisted.

“It’s a charming notion,” Barrett said. “I have no objection to it, so long as I am not expected to give credence to the concept of communicating with the so-called survivors.”

Florence regarded him sadly. “You can say that, having heard the sobs of joy at séances?”

“I’ve heard similar sobs in mental institutions.”

“Mental institutions?”

Barrett sighed. “No offense intended. But the evidence is clear that belief in communication with the dead has led more people to madness than to peace of mind.”

“That isn’t true,” said Florence. “If it were, all attempts at spirit communication would have ended long ago. They haven’t, though; they’ve lasted through the centuries.” She looked intently at Barrett, as though trying to understand his point of view. “You call it a charming notion, Doctor. Surely it’s more than that. What about the religions that accept the idea of life after death? Didn’t Saint Paul say: ‘If the dead rise not from the grave, then is our religion vain’?”

Barrett didn’t respond.

“But you don’t agree,” she said.

“I don’t agree.”

“Have you any alternative to offer, though?”

“Yes.” Barrett returned her gaze with challenge. “An alternative far more interesting, albeit far more complex and demanding; namely, the subliminal self, that vast, concealed expanse of the human personality which, iceberglike, inheres beneath the so-called threshold of consciousness. That is where the fascination lies, Miss Tanner. Not in the speculative realms of afterlife, but here, today; the challenge of ourselves. The undiscovered mysteries of the human spectrum, the infrared capacities of our bodies, the ultraviolet capacities of our minds. This is the alternative I offer: the extended faculties of the hinnan system not as yet established. The faculties by which, I am convinced, all psychic phenomena are produced.”

Florence remained silent for a few moments before she smiled. “We’ll see,” she said.

Barrett nodded once. “Indeed we shall.”

 

Edith looked around the dining hall. “When was this house built?” she asked.

Barrett looked at Fischer. “Do you know?”

“Nineteen-nineteen,” Fischer answered.

“From several things you said today, I have the impression that you know quite a bit about Belasco,” Barrett said. “Would you care to tell us what you know? It might not be amiss to"—he repressed a smile—”know our adversary.”

Amused? thought Fischer. You won’t be when Belasco and the others get to work. “What do you want to know?” he asked.

“Whatever you can tell us,” Barrett said. “A general account of his life might be helpful.”

Fischer poured himself another cupful of coffee, then set the pot back on the table, wrapped his hands around the cup, and began to speak.

“He was born in 1879, the illegitimate son of Myron Sandler, an American munitions maker, and Noelle Belasco, an English actress.”

“Why did he take his mother’s name?” Barrett asked.

“Sandler was married,” Fischer said. He paused, went on. “His childhood is a blank except for isolated incidents. At five he hanged a cat to see if it would revive for the second of its nine lives. When it didn’t, he became infuriated and chopped the cat to pieces, flinging the parts from his bedroom window. After that, his mother called him Evil Emeric.”

“He was raised in England, I presume,” Barrett interjected.

Fischer nodded. “The next verified incident was a sexual assault on his younger sister,” he said.

Barrett frowned. “Is it all to be like this?”

“He didn’t live an exemplary life, Doctor,” Fischer said, a caustic edge to his voice.

Barrett hesitated. “Very well.” he said. He looked at Edith. “You object, my dear?” Edith shook her head. He glanced at Florence. “Miss Tanner?”

“Not if it will help us understand,” she said. Barrett gestured toward Fischer, bidding him continue.

“The assault put his sister in the hospital for two months, Fischer said. “I won’t go into details. Belasco was sent to a private school—he was ten and a half at the time. There, he was abused for a number of years, mostly by one of the homosexual teachers. Belasco later invited the man to visit his house for a week; at the end of that time, the retired teacher went home and hanged himself.”

“What did Belasco look like?” Barrett asked, attempting to guide the course of Fischer’s account.

Fischer stared into his memory. After a while, he began to quote: “ ‘His teeth are those of a carnivore. When he bares them in a smile, it gives one the impression of an animal snarling. His face is white, for he despises the sun, eschews the out-of-doors. He has astonishingly green eyes, which seem to possess an inner light of their own. His forehead is broad, his hair and short-trimmed beard jet black. Despite his handsomeness, his is a frightening visage, the face of some demon who has taken on a human aspect’ “

“Whose description is that?” asked Barrett.

“His second wife’s. She committed suicide here in 1927.”

“You know that description word for word,” said Florence. “You must have read it many times.”

Fischer’s smile was somber. “As the Doctor said,” he answered, “know thine adversary.”

“Was he tall or short?” asked Barrett.

“Tall, six-foot-five. ‘The Roaring Giant,’ he was called.”

Barrett nodded. “Education?”

“New York. London. Berlin. Paris. Vienna. No specific course of study. Logic, ethics, religion, philosophy.”

“Just enough with which to rationalize his actions, I imagine,” Barrett said. “He inherited his money from his father, did he7”

“Mostly. His mother left him several thousand pounds, but his father left him ten and a half million dollars—his share of the proceeds from the sales of rifles and machine guns.”

“That could have given him a sense of guilt,” said Florence.

“Belasco never felt a twinge of guilt in his life.”

“Which only serves to verify his mental aberration,” Barrett said.

“His mind may have been aberrant, but it was brilliant, too,” Fischer went on. “He could master any subject he chose to study. He spoke and read a dozen languages. He was versed in natural and metaphysical philosophy. He’d studied all the religions, cabalist and Rosicrucian doctrines, ancient mysteries. His mind was a storehouse of information, a powerhouse of energy.” He paused. “A charnelhouse of fancies.”

“Did he ever love a single person in his life?” asked Florence.

“He didn’t believe in love,” Fischer answered. “He believed in will. ‘That rare vis viva of the self, that magnetism, that most secret and prevailing delectation of the mind: influence.’ Unquote. Emeric Belasco, 1913.”

“What did he mean by ‘influence’?” asked Barrett.

“The power of the mind to dominate,” Fischer said. “The control of one human being by another. He obviously had the kind of hypnotic personality men like Cagliostro and Rasputin had. Quote: ‘No one ever went too close to him, lest his terrible presence overpower and engulf them.’ His second wife, again.”

“Did Belasco have any children?” Florence asked.

“A son, they say. No one’s really sure, though.”

“You said the house was built in 1919,” Barrett said. “Did the corruption start immediately?”

“No, it was innocent at first. Haut monde dinner parties. Lavish dances in the ballroom. Soirées. People traveling from all over the country and world to spend a weekend here. Belasco was a perfect host—sophisticated, charming.

“Then—” He raised his right hand, thumb and index finger almost touching. “In 1920: ‘un peu,’ as he referred to it. A soupçon of debasement. The introduction, bit by bit, of open sensuality—first in talk, then in action. Gossip. Court intrigues. Aristocratic machinations. Flowing wine and bedroom-hopping. All of it induced by Belasco and his influences.

“What he did, in this phase, was create a parallel to eighteenth-century European high society. It would take too long to describe in detail how he did it. It was subtle, though, engineered with great finesse.”

“I presume that the result of this was primarily sexual license,” Barrett said.

Fischer nodded. “Belasco formed a club he called Les Aphrodites. Every night—later, two and three times a day— they’d hold a meeting; what Belasco called his Sinposium. Having all partaken of drugs and aphrodisiacs, they’d sit around that table in the great hall talking about sex until everyone was what Belasco referred to as ‘lubricous.’ Then an orgy would commence.

“Still, it wasn’t exclusively sex. The principle of excess was applied to every phase of life here. Dining became gluttony, drinking turned to drunkenness. Drug addiction mounted. And, as the physical spectrum of his guests was perverted, so, too, was their mental.”

“How?” asked Barrett.

“Visualize twenty to thirty people set loose upon each other mentally—encouraged to do whatever they wanted to one another; no limits set but those of imagination. As their minds began to open up—or close in, if you like—so did every aspect of their lives together. People stayed here months, then years. The house became their way of life. A way of life that grew a little more insane each day. Isolated from the contrast of normal society, the society in this house became the norm. Total self-indulgence became the norm. Debauchery became the norm. Brutality and carnage soon became the norm.”

“How could all this … bacchanalia take place without repercussions?” Barrett asked. “Surely someone must have— what’s the expression?—blown the whistle on Belasco?”

“The house is isolated; really isolated. There were no outside telephones. But, just as important, no one dared to implicate Belasco; they were too afraid of him. Once in a while, private detectives might do a little probing. They never found a thing. Everyone was on their best behavior while the investigation was taking place. There was never any evidence. Or, if there was, Belasco bought it.”

“And, during all this time, people kept coming to the house?” Barrett asked, incredulous.

“In droves,” said Fischer. “After a while, Belasco got so tired of having only eager sinners in his house, he started to travel around the world enlisting young, creative people for a visit to his ‘artistic retreat'—to write or compose, paint or meditate. Once he got them here, of course—” He gestured. “Influences. “

“The most vile of evils,” Florence said, “corruption of the innocent.” She looked at Fischer almost pleadingly. “Had the man no trace of decency at all?”

“None,” said Fischer. “One of his favorite hobbies was destroying women. Being so tall and imposing, so magnetic, he could make them fall in love with him at will. Then, when they were in the deepest throes of adoration, he’d dump them. He did it to his own sister—the same one he’d assaulted. She was his mistress for a year. After he rejected her, she became a drug addict and the leading lady of his Little Theater Company. She died here of an overdose of heroin in 1923.”

“Did Belasco take drugs?” asked Barrett.

“In the beginning. Later on, he started to withdraw from all involvement with his guests. He had it in mind to make a study of evil, and he decided that he couldn’t do that if he was an active participant. So he began to remove himself, concentrating his energies on the mass corruption of his people.

“About 1926, he started his final thrust. He increased his efforts at encouraging guests to conceive of every cruelty, perversion, and horror they could. He conducted contests to see who could come up with the ghastliest ideas. He started what he termed ‘Days of Defilement,’ twenty-four-hour periods of frenzied, nonstop depravities. He attempted a literal enactment of de Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom. He began to import monstrosities from all over the world to mingle with his guests—hunchbacks, dwarfs, hermaphrodites, grotesques of every sort.”

Florence closed her eyes and bowed her head, pressing tightly clasped hands against her forehead.

“About that time,” continued Fischer, “everything began to go. There were no servants to maintain the house; they were indistinguishable from the guests by then. Laundry service failed, and everyone was forced to wash their own clothes—which they refused to do, of course. There being no cooks, everyone had to prepare their own meals with whatever was at hand—which was less and less, because the pickups of food and liquor had dwindled so much, with no acting servants.

“An influenza epidemic hit the house in 1927. Believing the reports of several of his doctor guests that the Matawaskie Valley fog was injurious to health, Belasco had the windows sealed. About that time, the main generator, no longer being maintained, started functioning erratically, and everyone was forced to use candles most of the time. The furnace went out in the winter of 1928, and no one bothered to relight it. The house became as cold as a refrigerator. Pneumonia killed off thirteen guests.

“None of the others cared. By then they were so far gone that all they were concerned with was their ‘daily diet of debaucheries,’ as Belasco put it. They were at the bottom by 1928, delving into mutilation, murder, necrophilia, cannibalism.”

The three sat motionless and silent, Florence with her head inclined, Barrett and Edith staring at Fischer as he kept on speaking, quietly, virtually without expression, as though he were recounting something very ordinary.

“In June of 1929, Belasco held a version of the Roman circus in his theater,” he said. “The highlight was the eating of a virgin by a starving leopard. In July of the same year, a group of drug-addicted doctors started to experiment on animals and humans, testing pain thresholds, exchanging organs, creating monstrosities.

“By then everyone but Belasco was at an animal level, rarely bathing, wearing torn, soiled clothes, eating and drinking anything they could get their hands on, killing each other for food or water, liquor, drugs, sex, blood, even for the taste of human flesh, which many of them had acquired by then.

“And, every day, Belasco walked among them, cold, withdrawn, unmoved. Belasco, a latter-day Satan observing his rabble. Always dressed in black. A giant, terrifying figure, looking at the hell incarnate he’d created.”

“How did it end?” asked Barrett.

“If it had ended, would we be here?”

“It will end now,” Florence said.

Barrett persisted. “What happened to Belasco?”

“No one knows,” said Fischer. “When relatives of some of his guests had the house broken into in November of 1929, everyone inside was dead—twenty-seven of them.

“Belasco was not among them.”

 

8:46 P.M.

 

Florence came walking back across the great hall. For the past ten minutes, she’d been sitting in a corner, “preparing herself,” she’d told them. Now she was ready. “As ready as one can be in this kind of climate. Excessive dampness is always a handicap.” She smiled. “Shall we take our places?”

The four sat at the huge round table, Fischer across from Florence, Barrett several chairs away from her, Edith next to him.

“It’s occurred to me,” Florence said as she settled herself, “that the evil in this house is so intensely concentrated that it might be a constant lure to earthbound spirits everywhere. In other words, the house might be acting like a giant magnet for degraded souls. This could explain its complicated texture.”

What is one supposed to say to that? Barrett thought. He glanced at Edith, forced to repress a smile at her expression as she gazed at Florence. “You’re certain this equipment isn’t going to bother you?” he said.

“Not at all. As a matter of fact, it might not be amiss for you to switch on your tape recorder when Red Cloud starts to speak. He might say something valuable.”

Barrett nodded noncommittally.

“It works on battery as well, doesn’t it?”

Barrett nodded again.

“Good.” Florence smiled. “The rest of the instruments, of course, are of no use to me.” She looked at Edith. “Your husband has explained to you, I’m sure, that I’m not a physical medium. Mine is solely a mental contact with those in spirit. I admit them only in the form of thought.” She glanced around. “Will you put out your candles now?”

Edith tensed as Lionel wet two fingers and crimped out the wick of his candle, Fischer blew his out. Only hers remained, a tiny, pulsing aura of light in the vastness of the hall; the fire had gone out an hour earlier. Edith was unable to make herself extinguish it. Barrett reached out and did it for her.

Blackness seemed to crash across her like a tidal wave, taking her breath. She groped for Lionel’s hand, the moment reminding her of a visit she had made once to the Carlsbad Caverns. In one of the caverns, the guide had turned out the lights, and the darkness had been so intense that she had felt it pressing at her eyes.

“O Spirit of Love and Tenderness,” Florence began. “We gather here tonight to discover a more perfect understanding of the laws which govern our being.”

Barrett felt how cold Edith’s hand was and smiled in sympathy. He knew what she was going through; he’d been through the same thing dozens of times in the early days of his work. True, she’d been to séances with him before, but never in a place with such an awesome size and history.

“Give us, O Divine Teacher, avenues of communication with those beyond, particularly those who walk this house in restless torment.”

Fischer pulled in a long, erratic breath. He recalled his first sitting here in 1940—in this hall, at this very table. Objects had been hurled about; Dr. Graham had been knocked unconscious by one of them. A greenish, glowing mist had filled the air. Fischer’s throat felt parched. I shouldn’t be sitting in on this, he thought.

“May the work of bridging the chasm of death be, by us, so faithfully accomplished that pain may be transformed into joy, sorrow into peace. All this we ask in the name of our infinite Father. Amen.”

It was silent for a while. Then Edith’s legs retracted as Florence began to sing in a soft, melodious voice: “ ‘The world hath felt a quickening breath from heaven’s eternal shore. And souls, triumphant over death, return to earth once more.’ Something about the sound of her muted singing in the darkness made Edith’s flesh crawl.

When the hymn had ended. Florence started to breathe in deeply, making passes in front of her face. After several minutes, she began to rub both hands over her arms and shoulders, down across her breasts, and over her stomach and thighs. The strokings were almost sensual as she massaged herself, lips parted, eyes half-closed, an expression of torpid abandonment on her face. Her breathing became slower and louder. Soon it was a hoarsely sibilant, wheezing sound. By then, her hands lay flaccid in her lap, her arms and legs twitching slightly. Bit by bit, her head leaned back until it touched the chair. She drew in an extended, quavering breath, then was still.

The great hall was without a sound. Barrett stared at the place where Florence sat, though nothing was visible to him. Edith had closed her eyes, preferring an individual darkness to that of the room. Fischer sat tensely in his chair, waiting.

 

Florence’s chair made a creaking noise. “Me Red Cloud,” she said in a sonorous voice. Her face, in the darkness, was stonelike, her expression imperious. “Me Red Cloud,” she repeated.

Barrett sighed. “Good evening.”

Florence grunted, nodding. “Me come from afar. Bring greeting to you from realm of Eternal Peace. Red Cloud happy see you. Always happy see earthlings gather in circle of belief. We with you always, watch and ward. Death not end of road. Death but door to world without end. This we know.”

“Could you—?” Barrett started.

“ Earthling souls in prison,” Florence interrupted. “Bound in dungeons of flesh.”

“Yes,” said Barrett. “Could you—?”

“Death the pardon, the release. Leave behind what poet call ‘muddy vesture of decay.’ Find freedom—light—eternal joy.”

“Yes, but do you think—?”

Edith bit her lower lip to keep from laughing as Florence interrupted again. “Tanner woman say put on machine, get voice on ribbon. Not know what she mean. You do that?”

Barrett grunted. “Very well.” Reaching across the table, he felt around for the tape recorder, switched it on, and pushed the microphone toward Florence. “Now, if you’d—”

“Red Cloud Tanner woman guide. Guide second medium on this side. Talk with Tanner woman. Bring other spirits to her.”

Florence looked around abruptly, teeth bared, eyebrows pressing down, a growl of disapproval rumbling in her throat “Bad house. Place of sickness. Evil here. Bad medicine.” She shook her head and growled again. “Bad medicine.”

She twisted around the other way, grunting in surprise, as though someone had come up behind her and attracted her attention. “Man here. Ugly man. Like caveman. Long hair. Dirt on face. Scratches, sores. Yellow teeth. Man bent over, twisted. No clothes. Like animal. Breathing hard. In pain. Very sick. Say: ‘Give me peace. Let free.’ “

Edith clutched at Lionel’s hand, afraid to open her eyes lest she see the figure Florence had described.

Florence shook her head, then slowly raised her arm and pointed toward the entry hall. “Go. Leave house.” She stared into the darkness, turned back with a grunt. “No good. Here too long. Not listen. Not understand.” She tapped her head with an index finger. “Too much sick inside.”

She made a sound as though something interesting had been imparted to her. “Limits,” she said. “Nations. Terms. Not know what that mean. Extremes and limits. Terminations and extremities.” She shook her head. “Not know.”

She jerked around as though someone had grabbed her rudely by the shoulder. “No. Go away.” She grunted. “Young man here. Say must talk—must talk.” She made a grumbling noise and then was still.

All three twitched as Florence cried out, “I don’t know you people!” She looked around the table, her expression one of rabid agitation. “Why are you here? It does no good. Nothing ever changes. Nothing! Get out of here, or I’ll hurt you! I can’t help myself! God damn you filthy sons of bitches!”

Edith pressed back hard against her chair. The voice was totally unlike Florence’s—hysterical, unbalanced, threatening. “Can’t you see I’m helpless! I don’t want to hurt you, but I must!” Florence’s head shifted forward, eyes hooding, lips drawn back from clenching teeth. “I warn you,” she told them in a guttural voice. “Get out of this house before I kill you all.”

Edith cried out as a series of loud, staccato rappings sounded on the table. “What’s that?” she asked. Her voice was lost beneath the chain of savage blows. It sounded as though a berserk man were pounding a hammer on the table- top as hard and fast as he could. Barrett started to reach for his instruments, then remembered that there was no electricity, Damn! he thought.

Abruptly, the rappings ceased. Edith looked toward Florence as the medium started making groaning noises. She could still hear the blows ringing in her ears. Her body felt numb, as though the vibrations had deadened her flesh.

She started as Lionel pulled his hand free. She heard a rustling of his clothes, then started again as a small red light appeared where he was sitting. He had taken the pencil flashlight from his pocket and was pointing it at Florence. In the dim illumination, Edith could see the medium’s head lolling back against the chair, eyes shut, mouth hanging open.

She stiffened, suddenly aware of a mounting coldness underneath the table. Shuddering, she crossed her arms. Fischer clenched his teeth together, willing himself not to jump from his chair.

Barrett tugged at the microphone wire, the scraping of the microphone across the table making Edith shudder. Picking it up, he noted quickly, “Temperature decline. Strictly tactile. Instrument reading impossible. Physical phenomena commenced with series of severe percussions.” He pointed the flashlight at Florence again. “Miss Tanner reacting erratically. Trance state retained, but variable. Possible confusion at onset of unexpected physical phenomena. Absence of cabinet a probable factor. Handing subject tube of uranium-salt solution.”

Edith watched the red light flicking around the tabletop. She saw Lionel’s dark hand pick up the tube. The coldness beneath the table was making her legs and ankles ache. Still, she felt a little better, the unruffled tone of Lionel’s voice having had a quieting effect on her. She watched as he pressed the tube into Florence’s hands.

Florence sat up quickly, opening her eyes.

Barrett frowned in disappointment. “Subject out of trance.” He switched off the tape recorder and struck a match. Florence averted her face while he relit the candles.

Fischer stood and moved around the table to a pitcher of water. As he poured some into a glass, the lip of the pitcher rattled on the glass edge. Barrett glanced at him. Fischer handed the glass to Florence, who drank its contents in a single swallow. “There.” She smiled at Fischer. “Thank you.” She set the glass down, shivering. “What happened?”

When Barrett told her, she stared at him in confusion. “I don’t understand. I’m not a physical medium.”

“You were just now. The embryo of one, at any rate.”

Florence looked disturbed. “That doesn’t make sense. Why should I suddenly become a physical medium after all these years?”

“I have no idea.”

Florence gazed at him. Finally she nodded with reluctance. “Yes; this house.” She looked around. At last she sighed. “God’s will, not mine,” she said. “If my part in the cleansing is to alter my mediumship, so be it. All that matters is the end.” She didn’t look at Fischer as she spoke. The weight’s been lifted from his shoulders to be put on mine, she thought.

“We can work together now if you’re amenable,” said Barrett.

“Yes, of course.”

“I’ll telephone Deutsch’s man and have him see to the construction of a cabinet tomorrow morning.” Barrett wasn’t convinced that what had happened indicated a physical mediumship in Florence extensive enough for his needs. There was certainly no immediate harm in seeing if she had the capability, however. If she did it would be more expeditious to work with her than be forced to wait for Deutsch’s permission to bring up one of his own people.

Seeing her expression still reflect uneasy doubt, he asked, “You really want this?”

“Yes, yes.” Her smile was disconcerted. “It’s just that:… well, it’s difficult for me to understand. All these years, a mental medium.” She shook her head. “Now this.” She made a sound of wry amusement. “The Lord moves in mysterious ways indeed.”

“So does this house,” said Fischer.

Florence looked at him in surprise. “You think the house had something to do with me—?”

“Just watch your step,” he cut her off. “The Lord may not have too much influence in Hell House.”

 

9:49 P.M.

 

Science is more than a body of facts. It is, first and foremost, a method of investigation, and there is no acceptable reason why parapsychological phenomena should not be investigated by this method, for, as much as physics and chemistry, parapsychology is a science of the natural.

This, then, is the intellectual barrier through which man must inevitably break. No longer can parapsychology be classified as a philosophical concept. It is a biological reality, and science cannot permanently avoid this fact. Already it has wasted too much time skirting the borders of this irrefutable realm. Now it must enter, to study and learn. Morselli expressed it thus: “The time has come to break with this exaggerated, negative attitude, this constant casting of the shadow of doubt with its smile of sarcasm.”

It is a sorry condemnation of our times that these words were published sixty years ago—because the negative attitude of which Morselli wrote still persists. Indeed—

 

“Lionel?”

Barrett looked up from his manuscript. 

“Can I help?”

“No, I’ll be finished in a few moments.” He looked at her propped against a bank of pillows. She was wearing blue ski pajamas, and with her short hair and slight figure she looked, somehow, like a child. Barrett smiled at her. “Oh, it can wait,” he said, deciding with the words.

He put the manuscript back in its box, looking briefly at the title page: “Borders of the Human Faculty, by Lionel Bar- rett, Β.S., M.Α., Ph.D.” The sight of it gratified him. Really, everything was going wonderfully. The chance to prove his theory, ample funds for retirement, and the book almost completed. Perhaps he’d add an epilogue about the week here; maybe even do a thin, appending volume. Smiling, he extinguished the candle on the octagonal table, stood, and crossed the room. He had a momentary vision of himself as some baronial lord crossing a palace chamber to converse with his lady. The vision amused him, and he chuckled.

“What?” she asked.

He told her, and she smiled. “It is a fantastic house, isn’t it? A museum of treasures. If it weren’t haunted—” Lionel’s expression made her stop.

Barrett sat down on her bed and put aside his cane. “Were you frightened before?” he asked. “You were very quiet after the sitting.”

“It was a bit unnerving. Especially the coldness; I can never get used to that.”

“You know what it is,” he said. “The medium’s system drawing heat from the air to convert it into energy.”

“What about those things she said?”

Barrett shrugged. “Impossible to analyze. It might take years to trace down each remark and determine its source. We only have a week. The physical effects are where the answer lies.”

He broke off as she looked across his shoulder with a gasp. Twisting around, he saw that the rocking chair had begun to move.

“What is it?” Edith whispered.

Barrett stood and limped across the room. He stood beside the chair and watched it rocking back and forth. “It’s likely the breeze,” he told her.

“It moves as though someone were sitting in it.” Edith had unconsciously pressed back against the pillows.

“No one’s sitting in it, that I guarantee you,” Barrett said. “Rocking chairs are easy to set in motion. That’s why the phenomenon is so frequent in haunted houses. The least application of pressure suffices.”

“But—”

"—what applies the pressure?” Barrett finished for her. “Residual energy.” Edith tensed as he reached out and stopped the chair. “See?” His hand had withdrawn, and the chair remained motionless. “It’s dissipated now.” He pushed the chair. It rocked a few times, then was still again. “All gone,” he said.

He returned to her bed and sat beside her. “I’m not very good parapsychologist material, I’m afraid,” she said.

Barrett smiled and patted her hand.

“Why does this residual energy suddenly make a chair rock?” she asked.

“No specific reason I’ve been able to discover. Although our presence in the room undoubtedly has something to do with it. It’s a kind of random mechanics which follows the line of least resistance—sounds and movements which occurred most often in the past, establishing a pattern of dynamics: breezes, door slams, rappings, footsteps, rocking chairs.”

She nodded, then touched the tip of his nose. “You have to sleep,” she said.

Barrett kissed her on the cheek, then stood and moved to the other bed. “Shall I leave the candle on?” he asked.

“Would you mind?”

“No. We’ll use a night light while we’re here. No harm in it.”

They settled down, and Edith looked up at the shell design carved in the walnut ceiling panels. “Lionel?” she asked.

“Yes?”

“Are you sure there are no such things as ghosts?”

Barrett chuckled. “Nary a one.”

 

10:21 P.M.

 

The hot stream of water sprayed off Florence’s upper chest and rivuleted down between her breasts. She stood in the shower stall, head back, eyes shut, feeling the ribbons of water lace across her stomach and down herthighs and legs.

She was thinking about the tape recording of her sitting. Only one thing in it seemed of import: that crazed and trembling voice which had told them to get out of the house or be killed. There was something there. It was amorphous, just beginning, but most compelling. Can’t you see I’m helpless? she heard the pitiful voice in her mind. I don’t want to hurt you, but I must!

It could be part of the answer.

She twisted off the faucets and, pushing open the shower door, stepped out onto the bathmat. Hissing at the cold, she grabbed a bath towel from its rack and rubbed herself briskly. Dry, she pulled the heavy flannel gown across her head and thrust her arms into its full-length sleeves. She brushed her teeth, then moved across the bedroom with the candle, set it down, and got into the bed closest to the bathroom door. She thrashed her legs to warm the sheets, then stretched out, pulling the bedclothes to her chin. After a while, her shivering stopped. She wet two fingers and, reaching out, crimped the candle flame between them.

The house was massively silent. I wonder what Ben is doing, she thought. She clucked in distress. Poor, deluded man. She brushed aside the thought. That was for tomorrow. Now she had to think about her part in the project. That voice. Whose had it been? Beneath its threatening had been such despair, such harrowed anguish.

Florence turned her head. The door to the corridor had just been opened. She looked across the darkness of the room. The door closed quietly.

Footsteps started toward her.

“Yes?” she said.

The footsteps kept approaching, muffled on the rug. Florence started reaching for the candle, then withdrew her hand, knowing it was not one of the other three. “All right,” she murmured.

The footsteps halted. Florence listened carefully. There was a sound of breathing at the foot of the bed. “Who’s there?” she asked.

Only the sound of breathing. Florence peered into the darkness, but it was impenetrable. She closed her eyes. Her tone was even, undismayed. “Who is it, please?”

The breathing continued.

“You wish to speak to me?”

Breathing.

“Are you the one who warned us to get out?”

The sound of breathing quickened. “Yes,” she said. “It is you, isn’t it?”

The breathing grew more labored. It was that of a young man. She could almost visualize him standing at the foot of the bed, his posture tense, his face tormented.

“You must speak or give me some sign,” she said. She waited. There was no reply. “I wait for you with God’s love. Let me help you find the peace I know you hunger for.”

Was that a sob? She tightened. “Yes, I hear, I understand. Tell me who you are, and I can help you.”

Suddenly the room was still. Florence cupped her hands behind her ears and listened intently.

The sound of breathing had stopped.

With a sigh of disappointment, she reached to the left until her fingers found the matchbook on the chest of drawers. Striking one, she lit her candle and looked around. There was still something in the room.

“Shall I put out the candle?” she asked.

Silence.

“Very well.” She smiled. “You know where I am. Anytime you want—”

She broke off, gasping, as the bedspread leaped into the air and sailed across the foot of the bed, then stopped and settled downward flutteringly.

A figure stood beneath it.

Florence regained her breath. “Yes, I can see you now,” she said. She estimated height. “How tall you are.” She shivered as Fischer’s words flashed across her mind. “The Roaring Giant,” he was called. She stared at the figure. She could see its broad chest rise and fall, as though with breath.

“No,” she said abruptly. It was not Belasco. She began to rise, easing the bedclothes from her body, gazing at the figure. She let her legs slide off the mattress, stood. The head of the figure turned, as though to watch her while she drifted toward it. “You’re not Belasco, are you? Such pain would not be in Belasco. And I feel your anguish. Tell me who—”

The bedspread suddenly collapsed. Florence stared at it awhile, then leaned over to pick it up.

She reared with a gasp as a hand caressed her buttocks. Angrily, she looked around the room. There was a chuckling— low-pitched, sly. Florence drew in a shaking breath. “You’ve proved your sex to me, at any rate,” she said. The chuckling deepened. Florence shook her head in pity. “If you’re all that clever, why are you a prisoner in this house?”

The chuckling stopped, and all three blankets flew from the bed as though someone were pulling them away in rage. The sheets went next, the pillows, then the mattress cover. In seven seconds, all the bedclothes lay in scattered heaps across the rug, the mattress shifted to the side.

Florence waited. When nothing more occurred, she spoke. “Feel better now?”

Smiling to herself, she started gathering up the bedclothes. Something tried to pull a blanket from her hands. She jerked it back. “That’s enough! I’m not amused!” She turned to the bed. “Go away, and don’t come back until you’re ready to behave.”

As she started to remake the bed, the corridor door was opened. She didn’t even look around to watch it shut.
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