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Anotbher brief flash of horror from that masrer of compression, David Grinnell.
If** beat and moisture and greasy chemical compounds'’ once combined to make
life, the laziness of a slattern landlady might cause them so to combine again.
In that case, the results would not be prerey.

The Rag Thing
by DAVID GRINNELL

IT would have been all right if Spring had never come. During the winter
nothing had happened and nothing was likely to happen as long as the
weather remained cold and Mrs. Larch kept the radiators going. In a way,
though, it is quite possible to hold Mrs. Larch to blame for everything that
happened. Not that she had what people would call malicious intentions,
but just that she was two things practically every boarding-house landlady
is — thrifty and not too clean.

She shouldn’t have been in such a hurry to turn the heat off so early in
March. March is a tricky month and she should have known that the first
warm day is usually an isolated phenomenon. But then you could always
claim that she shouldn’t have been so sloppy in her cleaning last November.
She shouldn’t have dropped that rag behind the radiator in the third floor
front room.

As a matter of fact, one could well wonder what she was doing using such
a rag anyway. Polishing furniture doesn’t require a clean rag to start with,
certainly not the rag you stick into the furniture polish, that’s going to be
greasy anyway — but she didn’t have to use that particular rag. The one
that had so much dried blood on it from the meat that had been lying on it
in the kitchen. '

On top of that, it is probable that she had spit into the filthy thing, too.
Mrs. Larch was no prize package. Gross, dull, unkempt, widowed and care-
less, she fitted into the house — one of innumerable other brownstone fronts
in the lower sixties of New York. Houses that in former days, fifty or sixty
years ago, were considered the height of fashion and the residences of the
well-to-do, now reduced to dingy rooming places for all manner of itin-
erants, lonely people with no hope in life other than drcary jobs, or an
occasional young and confused person from the hinterland seeking fame and
fortune in a city which rarely grants it.
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THE RAG THING 35

So it was not particularly odd that when she accidentally dropped the
filthy old rag behind the radiator in the room on the third floor front late
in November, she had simply left it there and forgotten to pick it up.

It gathered dust all winter, unnoticed. Skelty, who had the room, might
have cleaned it out himself save that he was always too tired for that. He
worked at some indefinite factory all day and when he came home he was
always too tired to do much more than read the sports and comics pages of
the newspapers and then maybe stare at the streaky brown walls a bit before
dragging himself into bed to sleep the dreamless sleep of the weary.

The radiator, a steam one oddly enough (for most of these houses used
the older hot-air circulation), was in none too good condition. Installed
many many years ago by the house’s last Victorian owner, it was given to
knocks, leaks, and cantankerous action. Along in December it developed a
slow drip, and drops of hot water would fall to seep slowly into the floor
and leave the rag lying on a moist hot surface. Steam was constantly escaping
from a bad valve that Mrs. Larch would have repaired if it had blown off
completely but, because the radiator always managed to be hot, never did.

Because Mrs. Larch feared drafts, the windows were rarely open in the
winter and the room would become oppressively hot at times when Skelty
was away.

It is hard to say what is the cause of chemical reactions. Some hold that
all things are mechanical in nature, others that life has a psychic side which
cannot be duplicated in laboratories. The problem is one for metaphysicians;
everyone knows that some chemicals are attracted to heat, others to light,
and they may not necessarily be alive at all. Tropisms is the scientific term
used, and if you want to believe that living matter is stuff with a great num-
ber of tropisms and dead matter is stuff with little or no tropisms, that’s
one way of looking at it. Heat and moisture and greasy chemical compounds
were the sole ingredients of the birth of life in some ancient unremembered
swamp.

Which is why it probably would have been all right if Spring had never
come. Because Mrs. Larch turned the radiators off one day early in March.
The warm hours were but few. It grew cold with the darkness and by night
it was back in the chill of February again. But Mrs. Larch had turned the
heatoff and, being lazy, decided not to turn it on again till the next morning,
provided of course that it stayed cold the next day (which it did).

Anyway Skelty was found dead in bed the next morning. Mrs. Larch
knocked on his door when he failed to come down to breakfast and when
he hadn’t answered, she turned the knob and went in. He was lying in bed,
blue and cold, and he had been smothered in his sleep.

There was quite a to-do about the whole business but nothing came of it.
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A few stupid detectives blundered around the room, asked silly questions,
made a few notes, and then left the matter to the coroner and the morgue.
Skelty was a nobody, no one cared whether he lived or died, he had no
enemies and no friends, there were no suspicious visitors, and he had prob-
ably smothered accidentally in the blankets. Of course the body was un-
usually cold when Mrs. Larch found it, as if the heat had been sucked out
of him, but who notices a thing like that? They also discounted the grease
smudge on the top sheet, the grease stains on the floor, and the slime on his
face. Probably some grease he might have been using for some imagined
skin trouble, though Mrs. Larch had not heard of his doing so. In any case,
no one really cared.

Mrs. Larch wore black for a day and then advertised in the papers. She
made a perfunctory job of cleaning the room. Skelty’s possessions were
taken away by a drab sister-in-law from Brooklyn who didn’t seem to care
much either, and Mrs. Larch was all ready to rent the room to someone else.

The weather remained cold for the next ten days and the heat was kept up
in the pipes.

The new occupant of the room was a nervous young man from up-state
who was trying to get a job in New York. He was a high-strung young man
who entertained any number of illusions about life and society. He thought
that people did things for the love of it and he wanted to find a job where
he could work for that motivation rather than the sort of things he might
have done back home. He thought New York was different, which was a
mistake. _

He smoked like fury which was something Mrs. Larch did not like because
it meant ashes on the floor and burned spots on her furniture (not that there
weren't plenty already), but there was nothing Mrs. Larch would do about
it because it would have meant exertion.

After four days in New York, this young man, Gorman by name, was
more nervous than ever. He would lie in bed nights smoking cigarette after
cigarette thinking and thinking and getting nowhere. Over and over he was
facing the problem of resigning himself to a life of gray drab. It was a
thought he had tried not to face and now that it was thrustmg itself upon
him, it was becommg intolerable.

The next time a warm day came, Mrs. Larch left the radiators on because
she was not going to be fooled twice. As a result, when the weather stayed
warm, the rooms became insufferably hot because she was still keeping the
windows down. So that when she turned- the heat off finally, the afternoon
of the second day, it was pretty tropic in the rooms.

When the March weather turned about suddenly again and became chilly
about nine at night, Mrs. Larch was going to bed and figured that no one
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would complain and that it would be warm again the next day. Which may
or may not be true, it does not matter.

Gorman got home about ten, opened the window, got undressed, moved
a pack of cigarettes and an ash tray next to his bed on the floor, got into bed,
turned out the light and started to smoke.

He stared at the ceiling, blowing smoke upwards into the darkened room
trying to see its outlines in the dim light coming in from the street. When
he finished one cigarette, he let his hand dangle out the side of the bed and
picked up another cigarette from the pack on the floor, lit it from the butt
in his mouth, and dropped the butt into the ash tray on the floor.

The rag under the radiator was getting cold, the room was getting cold,
there was one source of heat radiation in the room. That was the man in the
bed. Skelty had proven a source of heat supply once. Heat attraction was
chemical force that could not be denied. Strange forces began to accumulate
in the long-transformed fibers of the rag.

Gorman thought he heard something flap in the room but he paid it no
attention. Things were always creaking in the house. Gorman heard a
swishing noise and ascribed it to the mice.

Gorman reached down for a cigarette, fumbled for it, found the pack,
deftly extracted a smoke in the one-handed manner chain smokers become
accustomed to, lifted it to his mouth, lit it from the burning butt in his
mouth, and reached down with the butt to crush it out against the tray.

He pressed the butt into something wet like a used handkerchief, there
was a sudden hiss, something coiled and whipped about his wrist; Gorman
gasped and drew his hand back fast. A flaming horror, twisting and writhing,
was curled around it. Before Gorman could shriek, it had whipped itself
from his hand and fastened over his face, over the warm, heat-radiating skin
and the glowing flame of the cigarette.

Mrs. Larch was awakened by the clang of fire engines. When the fire was
put out, most of the third floor had been gutted. Gorman was an unrecog-
nizable charred mass.

The fire department put the blaze down to Gorman’s habit of smoking in
bed. Mrs. Larch collected on the fire insurance and -bought a new house,
selling the old one to a widow who wanted to start a boarding house.



