THE BOOGEYMAN

'| came to you because | want to tell my storyg'nflan on Dr Harper's couch was saying. The man was
Lester Billings from Waterbury, Connecticut. Acciogl to the history taken from Nurse Vickers, he
was twenty-eight, employed by an industrial firmNaw York, divorced, and the father of three
children. All deceased.

'l can't go to a priest because I'm not a Cathblian't go to a lawyer because | haven't donehamyt
to consult a lawyer about. All | did was kill mydd. One at a time. Killed them all.’

Dr Harper turned on the tape recorder.

Billings lay straight as a yardstick on the coundt, giving it an inch of himself. His feet protrudie
stiffly over the end. Picture of a man enduringessary humiliation. His hands were folded corpselik
on his chest. His face was carefully set.. He ldakiethe plain white composition ceiling as if sepi
scenes and pictures played out there.

‘Do you mean you actually killed them, or -'

'No." Impatient flick of the hand. 'But | was resgible. Denny in 1967. Shirl in 1971. And Andy this
year. | want to tell you about it.'

Dr Harper said nothing. He thought that Billingsked haggard and old. His hair was thinning, his
complexion sallow. His eyes held all the miseraderets of whisky.

"They were murdered, see? Only no one believeslftiaey would, things would be all right.'
'‘Why is that?'
'‘Because

Billings broke off and darted up on his elbowsrisigacross the room. 'What's that?' he barked. His
eyes had narrowed to black slots.

'‘What's what?"

"That door.'

'The closet,’ Dr Harper said. 'Where | hang my eoak leave my overshoes.'
'Open it. | want to see."’

Dr Harper got up wordlessly, crossed the room,@ehed the closet. Inside, a tan raincoat hung on
one of four or five hangers. Beneath that was agfahiny goloshes. The New Yofkmeshad been
carefully tucked into one of them. That was all.

'All right?' Dr Harper said.
‘All right." Billings removed the props of his ellve and returned to his previous position.

'You were saying,' Dr Harper said as he went badkg chair, 'that if the murder of your three dhéin
could be proved, all your troubles would be ovehwis that?'

'I'd go to jail," Billings said immediately. 'Fafd. And you can see into all the rooms in a jall.the
rooms.' He smiled at nothing.



'How were your children murdered?'
'Don't try to jerk it out of me!'
Billings twitched around and stared balefully atrpts.

‘Il tell you, don't worry. I'm not one of yourdaks strutting around and pretending to be Napabeon
explaining that | got hooked on heroin because rather didn't love me. | know you won't believe me.
| don't care. It doesn't matter. Just to tell Wil enough.’

'All right.' Dr Harper got out his pipe.

'I married Rita in 1965 - | was twenty-one and slas eighteen. She was pregnant. That was Denny.'
His lips twisted in a rubbery, frightening grin thveas gone in a wink. 'l had to leave college agidag
job, but I didn't mind. I loved both of them. Weneevery happy.

'Rita got pregnant just a little while after Denmgs born, and Shirl came along in December of 1966.
Andy came in the summer of 1969, and Denny wasdyrelead by then. Andy was an accident. That's
what Rita said. She said sometimes that birth-cbstuff doesn't work. | think that it was more ttha

an accident. Children tie a man down, you know. Woitike that, especially when the man is brighter
than they. Don't you find that's true?'

Harper grunted non-commitally.

'It doesn't matter, though. | loved him anyway.'da& it almost vengefully, as if he had loved the
child to spite his wife.

'Who killed the children?' Harper asked.

‘The boogeyman,' Lester Billings answered immetjiatEhe boogeyman killed them all. Just came
out of the closet and killed them.' He twisted asand grinned. 'You think I'm crazy, all rightsit
written all over you. But | don't care. All | watd do is tell you and then get lost.'

'I'm listening," Harper said.

"It started when Denny was almost two and Shirl juasan infant. He started crying when Rita put
him to bed. We had a two-bedroom place, see. Sleiot in a crib in our room. At first | thought he
was crying because he didn't have a bottle tottmked any more. Rita said don't make an issug of i
let it go, let him have it and he'll drop it on loien. But that's the way kids start off bad. Yot ge
permissive with them, spoil them. Then they brealtryheart. Get some girl knocked up, you know, or
start shooting dope. Or they get to be sissies.yBarimagine waking up some morning and finding
your kid - yourson- is a sissy?

‘After a while, though, when he didn't stop, | stdrputting him to bed myself. And if he didn't{sto
crying I'd give him a whack. Then Rita said he waging "light" over and over again. Well, | didn't
know. Kids that little, how can you tell what theysaying. Only a mother can tell.

'Rita wanted to put in a nightlight. One of thosallw

plug things with Mickey Mouse or Huckleberry Houmdsomething on it. | wouldn't let her. If a kid
doesn't get over being afraid of the dark when [itd&s, he never gets over it.

'Anyway, he died the summer after Shirl was boutihim to bed that night and he started to cry
right off. | heard what he said that time. He pethtight at the closet when he said it. "Boogeythan,
the kid says. "Boogeyman, Daddy."



' turned off the light and went into our room aasked Rita why she wanted to teach the kid a word
like that. | was tempted to slap her around eelitblut | didn't. She said she never taught hinayotsat.
| called her a goddamn liar.

"That was a bad summer for me, see. The only fauld get was loading Pepsi-Cola trucks in a
warehouse, and | was tired all the time. Shirl wlombke up and cry every night and Rita would pick
her up and sniffle. | tell you, sometimes | fekigithrowing them both out a window. Christ, kids/dr
you crazy sometimes. You could kill them.

'Well, the kid woke me at three in the morninghtign schedule. | went to the bathroom, only a
guarter awake, you know, and Rita asked me ifietk on Denny. | told her to do it herself and went
back to bed. | was almost asleep when she startect¢am.

'l got up and went in. The kid was dead on his bdakt as white as flour except for where the blood
had. . . had sunk. Back of the legs, the headaite buttocks. His eyes were open. That was thietwo
you know. Wide open and glassy, like the eyes wmia a moosehead some guy put over his mantel.
Like pictures you see of those gook kids over imiNBut an American kid shouldn't look like that.
Dead on his back. Wearing diapers and rubber feeutsuse he'd been wetting himself again the last
couple of weeks. Awful, | loved that kid.'

Billings shook his head slowly, then offered thblrary, frightening grin again. 'Rita was screaming
her head off.

She tried to pick Denny up and rock him, but | vad let her. The cops don't like you to touch ahy
the evidence. | know that -'

'Did you know it was the boogeyman then?' Harpkeasgjuietly.

'Oh, no. Not then. But | did see one thing. It didmean anything to me then, but my mind stored it
away.'

'What was that?"

"The closet door was open. Not much. Just a cBukl knew | left it shut, see. There's dry-cleanin
bags in there. 3 A kid messes around with oneadetand bango. Asphyxiation. You know that?'

'Yes. What happened then?'

Billings shrugged. 'We planted him.' He looked nidipat his hands, which had thrown dirt on three
tiny coffins.

'‘Was there an inquest?'
'Sure."' Billings's eyes flashed with sardonic laite.

'So me back-country fuckhead with a stethoscopeaaniedck bag full of Junior Mints and a sheepskin
from some cow college. Crib death, he called ituMawer hear such a pile of yellow manure? The kid
was three years old!

'Crib death is most common during the first yedartper said carefully, 'but that diagnosis has gome
death certificates for children up to age fivevi@nt of a better -'

Bulishit!" Billings spat out violently.

Harper relit his pipe.



We moved Shirl into Denny's old room a month affter funeral. Rita fought it tooth and nail, butaich
the last word. It hurt me, of course it did. Jesusyed having the kid in with us. But you carétg
overprotective. You make a kid a cripple that wadhen | was a kid my mom used to take me to the
beach and then scream herself hoarse. "Don't gecoiair! Don't go there! It's got an undertow! You
only ate an hour ago! Don't go over your head!"retewatch out for sharks, before God. So what
happens? | can't even go near the water nowhé&'srtith. | get the cramps if | go near a beacta got

me to take her and the kids to Savin Rock once vilreamy was alive. | got sick as a dog. | know, see?
You can't overprotect kids. And you can't coddlergelf either. Life goes on. Shirl went right into
Denny's crib. We sent the old mattress to the duhgugh. | didn't want my girl to get any germs.

'So a year goes by. And one night when I'm putBhgl into her crib she starts to yowl and screauh a
cry. "Boogeyman, Daddy, boogeyman, boogeyman!"

‘That threw a jump into me. It was just like DenAyd | started to remember about that closet door,
open just a crack when we found him. | wanted ke taer into our room for the night.'

'Did you?'

'No.' Billings regarded his hands and his facedwatl. '"How could | go to Rita and admit | was wrdng
| hadto be strong. She was always such a jellyfistook how easy she went to bed with me when we
weren't married.'

Harper said, 'On the other hand, look how eaglywent to bed withher.'

Billings froze in the act of rearranging his haatsl slowly turned his head to look at Harper. ‘Yoa
trying to be a wise guy?'

‘No, indeed,' Harper said.

"Then let me tell it my way,’ Billings snappedcdme here to get this off my chest. To tell my\stor
I'm not going to talk about my sex life, if thatat you expect. Rita and | had a very normal gex |
with none of that dirty stuff. | know it gives sompeople a charge to talk about that, but I'm net oh
them.'

'Okay," Harper said.

'Okay,’ Billings echoed with uneasy arrogance. éenged to have lost the thread of his thought, and
his eyes wandered uneasily to the closet door,wiis firmly shut.

'Would you like that open?' Harper asked.

‘No!" Billings said quickly. He gave a nervousléttaugh. 'What do | want to look at your overshoes
for?

‘"The boogeyman got her, too," Billings said. Heshad at his forehead, as if sketching memories. ‘A
month later. But something happened before tHatard a noise in there one night. And then she
screamed. | opened the door real quick - the it lvas on - and. . . she was sitting up in tlie cr
crying and. . . somethinmovedBack in the shadows, by the closet. Sometkiitgered.'

'Was the closet door open?'

‘A little. Just a crack.' Billings licked his lip'Shirl was screaming about the boogeyman. And
something else that sounded like "claws". Onlysdid "craws", you know. Little kids have trouble
with that "I" sound. Rita ran upstairs and aske@twthe matter was. | said she got scared by the
shadows of the branches moving on the ceiling."'

'‘Crawset?' Harper said.



‘Huh?'

'‘Crawset . . . closet. Maybe she was trying to"stnset".

'‘Maybe,' Billings said. 'Maybe that was it. Butdrtk think so.l think it was "claws"." His eyes laeg
seeking the closet door again. 'Claws, long clais.Voice had sunk to a whisper.

'Did you look in the closet?'

'Y-yes.' Billings's hands were laced tightly acrbsschest, laced tightly enough to show a whit@mo
at each knuckle.

'Was there anything in there? Did you see the -'

'| didn't see anythingBillings screamed suddenly. And the words pouret] @siif a black cork had
been pulled from the bottom of his soul: 'When dieel | found her, see. And she was black. All black
She swallowed her own tongue and she was justag bk a nigger in a minstrel show and she was
staring at me. Her eyes, they looked like those gp& see on stuffed animals, all shiny and awful,
like live marbles, and they were saying it got mDagddy, you let it get me, you killed me, you helped
kill me . .

His words trailed off. One single tear very largel @ilent, ran down the side of his cheek.

‘It was a brain convulsion, see? Kids get thoseetiones. A bad signal from the brain. They had an
autopsy at Hartford Receiving and they told usdiaked on her tongue from the convulsion. And |
had to go home alone because they kept Rita uedatisn. She was out of her mind. | had to go back
to that house all alone, and | know a kid don't §&t convulsions because their brain frigged upu Y
can scare a kid into convulsions. And | had to gokito the house wheitewas.'

He whispered, 'l slept on the couch. With the light,
'Did anything happen?'

'l had a dream,’ Billings said. 'l was in a dar@moand there was something | couldn't . . . cotildn'
quite see, in the closet. It made a noise. . ughy noise. It reminded me of a comic book | reden

| was a kid.Tales from the Crypgou remember that? Christ! They had a guy nameta@nangles;

he could draw every god-awful thing in the worland some out of it. Anyway, in this story this
woman drowned her husband, see? Put cement bladhkis deet and dropped him into a quarry. Only
he came back. 'He was all rotted and black-gredrfanfish had eaten away one of his eyes and there
was seaweed in his hair. He came back and killeddra when | woke up in the middle of the night, |
thought that would be leaning over me. With clawdong claws .

Dr Harper looked at the digital clock inset ints diesk. Lester Billings had been speaking for gearl
half an hour. He said, 'When your wife came baakéowhat was her attitude towards you?'

'She still loved me,’ Billings said with pride. &#till wanted to do what | told her. That's théevsi
place, right? This women's lib only makes sick peophe most important thing in life is for a pemnso
to know his place. His. his.. .uh.

'Station in life?'

"That's it!" Billings snapped his fingers. 'Thdtt'sxactly. And a wife should follow her husbandc,O
she was sort of colourless the first four or fivenths after - dragged around the house, didn't sing
didn't watch the TV, didn't laugh. | knew she'd geer it. When they're that little, you don't get s
attached to them. After a while you have to gdhhureau drawer and look at a picture to even
remember exactly what they looked like.



'She wanted another baby,' he added darkly. 'Illetdt was a bad idea. Oh, not for ever, but for a
while. | told her it was a time for us to get otieings and begin to enjoy each other. We neverahad
chance to do that before. If you wanted to go neo&ie, you had to hassle around for a baby-sitter.
You couldn't go into town to see the Mets unlegsfbiés would take the kids, because my mom
wouldn't have anything to do with us. Denny wasttoo soon after we were married, see? She said
Rita was just a tramp, a common little corner-walk&gorner-walker is what my mom always called
them. Isn't that a sketch? She sat me down oncésththe diseases you can get if you went to a.cor.
to a prostitute. How your pri. . . your penis hast ja little tiny sore on it one day and the nexgt d's
rotting right off. She wouldn't even come to thedwebing.'

Billings drummed his chest with his fingers.

'Rita's gynaecologist sold heron this thing caledUD - interuterine device. Foolproof, the doctor
said. He just sticks it up the woman's . . . hace) and that's it. If there's anything in theme,&gg
can't fertilize. You don't even know it's there€ bimiled at the ceiling with dark sweetness. 'Ne on
knows if it's there or not. And next year she'gpent again. Some foolproof.'

'No birth-control method is perfect,' Harper saldhe pill is only ninety-eight per cent. The IUD yna
be ejected by cramps, strong menstrual flow, andxceptional cases, by evacuation.'

'Yeah. Or you can take it out.'
"That's possible.'

'So what's next? She's knitting little things, #mggn the shower, and eating pickles like crazitirs)
on my lap and saying things about how it must Hzeen God's willPiss.'

‘The baby came at the end of the year after Sdeggh?'

"That's right. A boy. She named it Andrew Lestdlimjs. | didn't want anything to do with it, atast
at first. My motto was she screwed up, so let hke tcare of it. | know how that sounds but you have
to remember that I'd been through a lot.

'‘But | warmed up to him, you know it? He was théyame of the litter that looked like me, for one
thing. Denny looked like his mother, and Shirl didook like anybody, except maybe my Grammy
Ann. But Andy was the spitting image of me.

'I'd get to playing around with him in his playpghen | got home from work. He'd grab only my
finger and smile and gurgle. Nine weeks old andktdevas grinning up at his old dad. You believe
that?'

"Then one night, here | am coming out of a drugstith a mobile to hang over the kid's crib. Me!
Kids don't appreciate presents until they're oldugih to say thank you, that was always my mottd. Bu
there | was, buying him silly crap and all at ohcealize | love him the most of all. | had anotfey

by then, a pretty good one, selling drill bits @uett and Sons. | did real well, and when Andy was
one, we moved to Waterbury. The old place had tanyibad memories.

'And too many closets.

"That next year was the best one for us. I'd giseryefinger on my right hand to have it back ag&h,
the war in Vietham was still going on, and the fgspwvere still running around with no clothes amgj a
the niggers were yelling a lot, but none of thaicteed us. We were on a quiet street with nice
neighbours. We were happy,' he summed up simphgkéd Rita once if she wasn't worried. You
know, bad luck comes in threes and all that. Siersat for us. She said Andy was special. She said
God had drawn a ring around him.'

Billings looked morbidly at the ceiling.



'Last year wasn't so good. Something about theenolianged. | started keeping my boots in the hall
because | didn't like to open the closet door anyeml kept thinking: Well, what if it's in therédl
crouched down and ready to spring the second | tpedoor? And I'd started thinking | could hear
squishy noises, as if something black and greemadvas moving around in there just a little.

'Rita asked me if | was working too hard, and tte@to snap at her, just like the old days. Isick to

rny stomach leaving them alone to go to work, bua$ glad to get out. God help me, | was glad to ge
out. | started to think, see, that it lost us favkile when we moved. It had to hunt around, shigki
through the streets at night and maybe creepitigeisewers. Smelling for us. It took a year, but it
found us. It's back. It wants Andy and it wants ir&arted to think, maybe if you think of a thilogng
enough, and believe in it, it gets real. Maybdlad monsters we were scared of when we were kids,
Frankenstein and Wolfman and Mummy, maybe they wesak Real enough to kill the kids that were
supposed to have fallen into gravel pits or drowindekes or were just never found. Maybe . .

‘Are you backing away from something, Mr Billings?"

Billings was silent for a long time - two minutdgcked off the digital clock. Then he said abruptly
'Andy died in February. Rita wasn't there. Sheagoall from her father. Her mother had been inra ca
crash the day after New Year's and wasn't expeotide. She took a bus back that night.

'Her mother didn't die, but she was on the critiisaifor a long time - two months. | had a veryogdo
woman who stayed with Andy days. We kept housetsighnd closet doors kept coming open.'

Billings licked his lips. 'The kid was sleepingthre room with me. It's funny, too. Rita asked meeon
when he was two if | wanted to move him into anotie®m. Spock or one of those other quacks
claims it's bad for kids to sleep with their pasgisee? Supposed to give them traumas about sex and
all that. But we never did it unless the kid waleegs. And | didn't want to move him. | was afraiq t
after Denny and Shirl.'

'‘But you did move him, didn't you?' Dr Harper asked
'Yeah,' Billings said. He smiled a sick, yellow &mil did.’
Silence again. Billings wrestled with it.

'l had to!" he barked finally. 'l had to! It wa$ @ght when Rita was there, but when she was gibne,
started to get bolder. It started . . .' He rolésieyes at Harper and bared his teeth in a sayageOh,
you won't believe it. | know what you think, justather goofy for your casebook, | know that, buti yo
weren't there, you lousy smug head-peeper.

'One night every door in the house blew wide of&me morning | got up and found a trail of mud and
filth across the hall between the coat closet Aedront door. Was it going out? Coming in? | don't
know! Before Jesus, | just don't know! Recordssathtched up and covered with slime, mirrors
broken . .. and the sounds . . . the sounds...

He ran a hand through his hair. 'You'd wake ujhe in the morning and look into the dark and at
first you'd say, "It's only the clock." But undeatk it you could hear something moving in a stealth
way. But not too stealthy, because it wanted yoloetar it. A slimy sliding sound like something from
the kitchen drain. Or a clicking sound, like clawesng dragged lightly over the staircase banigtad
you'd close your eyes, knowing that hearing it bad, but if you saw it. .

'‘And always you'd be afraid that the noises mighy $or a little while, and then there would be a
laugh right over your face and breath of air likeles cabbage on your face, and then hands on your
throat.'

Billings was pallid and trembling.



'So | moved him. | knew it would go for him, seeedduse he was weaker. And it did. That very first
night he screamed in the middle of the night andlfy, when | got up the cojones to go in, he was
standing up in bed and screaming. "The boogeymaddip . . boogeyman.

wanna go wif Daddy, go wif Daddy." Billings's veitiad become a high treble, like a child's. Hiseye
seemed to fill his entire face; he almost seemeshtimk on the couch.

'‘But | couldn't,’ the childish breaking treble domoied, 'l couldn't. And an hour later there wasrgam.

An awful gurgling scream. And | knew how much I éavhim because | ran, in, | didn't even turn on
the light, I ran, ranan, oh, Jesus God Mary, it had him; it was shaking lihaking him just like a
terrier shakes a piece of cloth and | could seessioimg with awful slumped shoulders and a scarecrow
head and | could smell something like a dead mouaegop bottle and | heard . .

He trailed off, and then his voice clicked bacloiah adult range. 'l heard it when Andy's neck érok
Billings's voice was cool and dead. 'lIt made a ddike ice cracking when you're skating on a countr
pond in winter.'

"Then what happened?’

'Oh, | ran,’ Billings said in the same cool, deattg. 'l went to an all-night diner. How's that for
complete cowardice? Ran to an all-night diner arashkl six cups of coffee. Then | went home. It was
already dawn. | called the police even before Itwgstairs. He was lying on the floor and starihg a
me. Accusing me. A tiny bit of blood had run outooe ear. Only a drop, really. And the closet door
was open - but just a crack.'

The voice stopped. Harper looked at the digitatkcld-ifty minutes had passed.
‘Make an appointment with the nurse,' he saidatt, several of them. Tuesdays and Thursdays?'

'l only came to tell my story,’ Billings said. "Bet it off my chest. | lied to the police, see?dttiem
the kid must have tried to get out of his cribhe hight and. . . they swallowed it. Course thel di
That's just what it looked like. Accidental, likeetothers. But Rita knew. Rita. finally. . . knew .

He covered his eyes with his right arm and begametep.

'Mr Billings, there is a great deal to talk aboDt,'Harper said after a pause. 'l believe we carore
some of the guilt you've been carrying, but firstijnave to want to get rid of it.'

‘Don't you believe Ho7?'Billings cried, removing his arm from his eyes. Jheere red, raw, wounded.
'‘Not yet,' Harper said quietly. 'Tuesdays and Tdhays?'

After a long silence, Billings muttered, 'Goddanhnisk. All right. All right.'

'Make an appointment with the nurse, Mr Billingsi\ddhave a good day.'

Billings laughed emptily and walked out of the o&iquickly, without looking back.

The nurse's station was empty. A small sign ord#ek blotter said: 'Back in a Minute.'

Billings turned and went back into the office. 'Bag your nurse is -,

The room was empty.

But the closet door was open. Just a crack.



'So nice,' the voice from the closet said. 'So.hidee words sounded as if they might have come
through a mouthful of rotted seaweed.

Billings stood rooted to the spot as the closetrdwaing open. He dimly felt warmth at his crotch as
he wet himself.

'So nice,' the boogeyman said as it shambled wstilllheld its Dr Harper mask in one rotted, spad
claw hand.



