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Somewhere,

how, they'd b

gled—or perhaps a

brighl child was 100 smart

for them, whaltever they did.

The reason was no longer important; now, it was ihe
fact that Johnny had found what they'd worked so hard
to conceal from him—and Johnny was afraid...

NIGHT-FEAR

by Frank Belknap Long

{iMsstraled by Don Sibley)

X THE big house,
upstairs, a child was
sobbing. Dr. Bran-
non could hear the
sobs from the foot
.of the slairs, and
his nearsighted eyes
grew Lroubled. It
was more than he
could  understand.

his fear as he climbed the stairs. For
the first time in len years he felt real-
Iy old—weary and bajfled and old. He
iound himself thinking of Johnny’s
prouy yuung mother, an(l Jhow hard
she had tried to spare her son the
loneliness and dread which had cast a
shadow on her own childhood.

Even nnto the third generation, he
thought, and for an instant bitterness

Johnny wasn't a ladj d youngs-
ter, starved for sympalhy and alfec-
tion; he was a perfectly normal seven-
year-old, fond of games and well-liked
by is playmates. A sell-reliant, con-
fident lad, even il he did have a way
of smiling which made him seemn wise
beyond his years, at limes.

Dr. Brannon tried hard to swallow

tightened his lips and drove the gen-
tleness [rom his eyes. Why should a
child playing with other children in
the warm, bright sunlight [eel a sud-
den, terrifying sense ol insecurity?
‘What could have darkened the sunlight
for him, and undermined his conli-
dence in himsel[?

Dr. Brannon glanced nervously at
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his watch. Try as he might, he could
not rid his mind of the alarming, hour-
old memory of a laughing, healthy child
eclipsed by a white-laced stranger with
tormented eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

Psychologists were always harping
on the almost-miraculous samity of
childhood, its [reedom from morbid-
ity, its joyous acceptance of life as a
shining, untarnished coin. How blind
they were not to realize that children
were at the mercy of night-fears—
great, shadowy-winged creatures which
could inflict cruel wounds, and go flap-
ping off into the darkness, leaving
their small, terrified victims in full
flight from reality on a plane incom-
prehensible to adults,

It is always a trying moment when
an elderly physician must win the con-
fidence of a young patient by absolute-
ly untried methods. Dr. Brannon could
still hear himself asking: “What
frightened you, Johnny? Did you talk
it ovér with the other children? Is
that why you’re so [rightened?”

He might as well have saved his
breath. Johnny hadn’t wanted sym-
Pathy of a wheezing, red-faced old [ool
of a doctor.

The door of Johnny’s room was ajar.
Dr. Brannon could hear Johnny’s
mother moving about and making a
difficult situation worse by talking to
her son as if he were still a tot of three
with a stubborn slreak, and a bad case
of sulks.

With an impatienl grimace, he
stepped into the room, and shut the
door quickly behind him. “Well,
Johnny, how do you feel now?” he
asked. “Don’t you think we'd better
have another little  talk—man to

n?"

Johnny’s mother ceased rearranging
the pillows at her son’s back and
straighlened with a sigh that was half
a sob, the bedside lamp casling a
circle of radiance about her pale hair.

“I'm sure he’ll talk to me now,”
Dr. Brannon said, conscious of a faint
irritation with the woman for being so
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beautiful seven years after lhe death
of her husband. Somehow the mother
o an ailing child who was not a little
worn-looking grated obscurely on his
sense of propriety.

In utter silence he drew up a chair,
sat down and looked at the lad on the
bed over- the lop of his spectacles. He
saw Johnny’s face as a misty oval, the
eyes darkly shining.

He coughed and adjusted his glass-
es. Seeing Johnny’s face clearly, he
felt a curious helplessness which his
reason could not justily. Surely John-
ny wasn't beyond help; he wasn’t
physically ill, or running a fever. His
mother had perhaps unwisely put him
to bed, and pulled down the shades,
leaving him for a full hour in deep
darkness. Naurally he would be blink-
ing now, and confused, and resentful.
He couldn’t possibly be as lormented

. as he looked, as inwardly beyond hope
of rescue.

R. BRANNON hilched his chair
nearer lo Lhe bed, and the smile
that came o his [ace was slow and
{riendly. “If you were away at school
I could understand your not wanting
to talk about it,” he said. “Strangers
might nol know what a brave lad you
really are. But J know, Johnny. Sure-
ly you can talk freely lo an old friend
ir your own home!”

For an instant Johnny drew back
as if in secret pain. Then, abruptly, he
leaned forward, his eyes accusing, his
hands tightly clenched. “This isn't my
home!” he said, and his voice secmed
no longer the voice of a child, but that
of some aging wanderer, shaken by
despair and wretchedness.

Dr. Brannon stared for a long mo-
ment into the bewildered, angry eyes in
shocked disbelief. Then his lips light-
ened, and he said in a voice that was
almost a whisper: “So you’vé [ound
that out at last, lad!"

Johnny's mother straightened as if
stung by a bornet. “How could he find
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out?” she breathed. “None of the oth-
er children knew.”

“How did you find out, Jobnny?”
Dr. Brannon asked.

Johnny =Pook his head, then looked

ohrny,” Dr. Brannon
“Keep it to yourself, il

you wish.”

He turned around to face Johnny’s
mother. “You can’t keep secrets from
some youngsters,” he said. “You just
can’t, thal’s all. It's as great a folly as
irying to hide a jam-pot on a high
shell. Most likely the other children
knew just enough to enable him to put
two and {wo together.”

Dr. Brannon took his spectacles and
blew upon them. “Children’s minds are
tricky. When a lad like Johnny puts
two and two together he’ll come up
with a figure that cuts across all math-
ematical boundaries. Not four, mind
you, but a figure that cuts much closer
to the trath.”

Johnny’s mother sat down om the
side of the bed, put ber arm around
him and kissed him. *'johnny—" she
whispered.

Dr. Brannon’s eyes had a glint that
might have been conipassion or amuse-
ment—or both. “Your mother's here,
Johnny,” he said. “Doesn’t that make
it your home?”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“You're afraid, lad—is that it? For
the [irst time in your hfe, you feel lost
and afraid and alon

There was a quick, answering louk
of lorment in Johnny's cyes.

Geod lgé, Dr. Bramnon thought.
Someday, Tornny, voilll answer all the
well-micant questions  jearlessly. IUs
the only way we can give and reccive
help in the loncliness aid the Garkncss.

Dr. Brannon pu\lled back his chair,
and slood up. “I'm going Lo prove to
you that you have a home, Johnny,”
he said. *“There’s something you've
got to face, and we're going to face it
together.”

Al the door be paused to speak lo

Johnpy's mother. “Get him ready,”
he said. “I'll be back in Lwenly min-
utes.”

HEN DR. BRANNON returned

Johnny was ready. If Dr. Bran-

non had maved wearily before he now

seemed to bear the weight of the world

on his shoulders. “All right, Jad,” he
said. “We may as well get going.”

Dr. Braonon took Johnny by the
hand, and together (hey descended the
stairs of the big, silent house, mcving
slowly and awkwardly., Then out
across a sun-drenched playroom they
went, and down a long sloping corridor
with shining walls.

Doors opened at their approach with
ac eerie droning, and closed noiseless-
ly behind them. Five doors with wink-
ing lights, and then they were in an-
other corridor which was almost a tun-
nel, and a cold wind scemed 1o blow in
upon them.

At the end of the corridor they halt-
ed, and Dr. Brannon said: “You were
born here, Johnny. For all the years of
your life, this has been your home. A
good home, Johnny, a home o be
proud ol. I was not born here, but the
sunlight up above is as warm and
bright as the sunlight T knew as a
child.”

“I’s not reat sunlight,” Johnny said.

“No, of course not; but it’s just as

healthful. You see, lad, even now we
who should be strong and self-reliant
sometimes become [rightened. We let
ourselves become frightened, and it is
very foolish.”
- Dr. Brannon pressed Johnny’s hand.
“We thought we could protect you
from the cold and the dark—to keep
you from fecling lost and afraid for the
[ew happy years before cight. We of
an old generation had a less-secure
childhood.”

Dr. Brannon scratched his ear. “I'm
afraid we were not too successiul;
you were too smart for us. Youngsters
really know how to cut corners lo get
at the truth, and when they do—" He



smiled. “There’s a fine kettle of fish
tc unboil, lad!”

Dr, Brannon tightened his grip on
Johony’s hand. “So now for the [irst
time you'll see your home as it really
is. T'll tell you how it became your
home, and yowl be proud—you’ll be
sc very proud of the men who gave
tkeir lives to make it vour home—
you'll forget to be afraid.

“Now remember what I told you.
That spacesuit is heavy and weighs
you down. But away from the station’s
arlificial gravily, you'll be as spry as
a harvest mouse in a field of summer
corn.”

Dr. Brannon pressed a butlon and
there was a steady, humming sound.
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Dr. Brannon said slowly: “Now
put on your oxygen-helinet, lad. That's
right; just let it settle gently on your
shoulders, the way your father did
when Ihe Larth was forever bebind
him, and he walked [rom the rocket
with the courage of a Lrue pioneer.”

For a moment Dr. Brannon scemed
Lo grow in stalure, as if the bracing of
his shoulders had added a cubit to his
height. Then the airlock swung open,
and the man and the boy walked for-
ward together, and emerged hand in
hand on the cold, dark surface of the
moon.

*




