fantastic::

REG. U. S. PAT. OFF,

ZIFF-DAVIS PUBLISHING COMPANY

Editorial and Executive Offices
366 Madison Avenve
New York 17, New York

Chairman of lhe Board
and Publisher

WILLIAM B. ZIFF

President

B. G. DAVIS

Vice Presidents —

H. J. MORGANROTH
MICHAEL FROELICH

Secretary-Treasurer
G. E. CARNEY
Art Director

ALBERT GRUEN

1_\“ bﬁ_

55

Ve (_O‘r

S0,
ANY.SY

Q
2,

1954
NUMBER 2

CONTENTS

THE LETTER
By Doris E. Kayeesssossassavenas

MR. STEINWAY
By Robert Bloch. s e svvecnacacenss

THE YOUNG ONE

By Jerome Bixby..eosvecsncrenes

ONE FOOT IN YESTERDAY
By William Lindsay Gresham..sene

BEWARE THE FURY
By Theodore Sturgeon.....

THE MOON AND NONSENSE
By William P. McGivern. .

ANYTHING TO DECLARE?
By Naille Wilde, ..

SPECIAL FEATURE

A PORTFOLIO
By Louis Priscillas coseconesssvancs

Cover: Augusto Marin

Editor
HOWARD BROWNE

Managing Editor Art Editor

PAUL W. FAIRMAN

Cepyright 1953 by Ziff-Davis Publishing Company. All rights reserved

6

25

38

62

74

95

terecssasensas 116

70

HERBERT ROGOFF



THE
YOUNG
ONE

OLD BUSTER was suddenly
crouched on stiff legs, right
up out of a sound sleep, and his
cars were laid back flat against
his head, and he was letting out
the deep, wet-sounding growl he
always used on rattlers.

Young Johnny Stevens looked
up in surprise.

The new kid was standing out
in the middle of the road, about

BY JEROME BIXBY

That new kid! He did the darndest
things! Like popping out of thin
air so suddenly that even Old Buster
couldn’t get used to it. And Kovacs
Bela — what kind of a weird handle
was that? It all had Johnny really
puzzled. He gave the kid the benefit
of the doubt, though. But then things
really got mixed up!

ten feet away. He'd come up so
silently Johnny hadn’t even known
he was there — until old Buster
let out that growl.

Johnny stopped whittling. He
sat there on the damp, tree-shaded
grass in front of the Stevens farm-
house, his big silver-mounted hunt-
ing knife in one hand, the shaved
stick in the other, and stared at
old Buster.




Illustrator: Sanford Kossin

39



The dog’s head was down, his
eyes were up and slitted on the

new kid. His lips were curled back.

tight against his teeth.

Johnny started to reach for
Buster’s scruff, afraid he was get-
ting set to attack. But Buster
gave him a mean, panicky, side-
ways glance, and Johnny pulled
back his hand, because he knew
his dog. Then Buster whined. His
tail went between his legs and he
started to walk backward, one
slow step after another. He emerged
from the shade of the big elm,
where he’d been sleeping at John-
ny's feet ever since lunch, and
kept going backward until he was
about twenty feet up the lawn
toward the house. Then he stopped
and threw back his head as if to
howl — but he didn’t. He held the
pose for a second, his eyes glaring
on the new kid down along the
sides of his muzzle, and then he
turned and ran around the corner
of the house.

Buster had never even run from
bear. Johnny had once had to drag
him off the scent of one.

Johnny turned to look at the
new kid, mad clear through and
curious as heck at the same time.

The kid looked friendly, curious
—and kind of lost. He was dark
and thin, with big eyes. His short,
stiff, black hair fit his long skull
like a cap. His voice had a funny
accent, and it was kind of hesitant,
almost like he was afraid to talk.
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“Hello,” he said.

Johnny Stevens stood up. Wood-
shavings spilled off his lap onto
the grass. '

“What'd you do to Buster?"’ he
demanded.

“I — I don’t know. Dogs just
don't like me. I'm sorry I fright-
ened him.”

Johnny scowled. “You didn’
frighten him," he denied formally.
““He musta seen something across
the road.”

“It was me,” said the new kid
softly. .

Johnny turned to look at the
corner of the house. Buster was
poking his head around, low down,
ears still back. The new kid looked
over that way too, and Buster
ducked out of sight like he was
yanked. A second later Johnny
heard the dog’s claws gallop across
the cellar door along the side of
the house, and knew Buster must
be heading for the field out back,
where he went and hid whenever
he was punished.

Johnny scowled harder. ‘“Who're
you?"

“Kovacs. Hello.”

Johnny didn’t answer — just
stared suspiciously.

“What are you making?” Ko-
vacs asked, after a minute,

“I dunno,” Johnny said. Then,
because that didn’t sound smart,
he added, ‘‘A cane, maybe. Or a
fishing rod. Kovacs what?”’

‘“Bela.”

_ “That’s a funny name.”
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“What is yours?”

“Johnny Stevens.”

“Hello, Johnny,” Kovacs Bela
said again, hopefully.

‘Hello,"” Johnny said sourly.

Kovacs Bela came to the edge
of the road, where it gave onto a
slope of rock and root-studded
dirt that rose a few feet to the
Stevens lawn. There he stopped,
his thin shadow lying up the slope
in front of him, as if he were wait-
ing to be invited.

Johnny sat down again, still
scowling. He didn't say anything,

Kovacs half-turned, looking
down the road over his shoulder,
as if sorry he'd stopped.

They watched a couple of rob-
ins chase each other through the
sun-bleached rails of the fence
across the road. Summer heat
danced along the waving tips of
wheat in the field beyond, and
shimmered up the green-brown
sides of the low hillocks that lined
the old creek-bed.

Johnny started whittling again.

“You from that new family
who bought the old Soames place?"’
he asked.

“Yes.”

“Moved in last week, din'cha?
I heard about it.”

“Yes."

The robins tired of darting
through the fence-rails and set off
across the wheatfield, wings blur-
ring, bodies almost brushing the
carpet of tips.
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“We played around there a
lot,”” Johnny grunted. “The Soames
place. Guess we can't now . . .
'cause you moved in."”

Kovacs Bela was silent.

““We used the silo for a robber
hideout,” Johnny said accusingly.

“Silo . . .27

“Don't you know what that is?"’

Kovacs shook his dark head.

“It’'s the big round building,
like a tin can. You're kinda
dumb."”

Kovacs bit his lip and stood
silently, his big, dark eyes unhap-
py. “Do you want me to go
away?"” he asked.

“Sure,” said Johnny, still feel-
ing mean.

Kovacs started to turn away,
with that aimless look to his move-
ments that means one is going no
place in particular — just leaving.

Johnny relented a little. ‘I was
just kiddin’ . . . ¢’mon and sit
down.”

Kovacs Bela stood for a mo-
ment, then smiled hesitantly and
came up the dirt slope into the
shade of the trees. He sank to
the grass and curled his legs under
him with an oddly graceful mo-
tion. ‘‘Thank you,” he said.

Johnny peeled a long sliver of
bark off the stick with his big,
razor-sharp knife. “T wanna know
what you did to Buster. How'd
you make him act that way?”’

‘‘Animals just don’t like me.”

‘(Why?Yl

“My father once said it is the
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way we sme . ., ."' Kovacs' voice
trailed off. I don’t know. They
don't like us.”

“Us? You mean your whole
family?"

“l— yps."

“You're a funny guy. Where
you from, they don't have. silos?
You talk funny too.”

“l am from Hungary."”

Johnny looked closely at Ko-
vacs Bela, taking in the dark
features, the big eyes, the soft
mouth. There was something about
the face that disturbed him, but
he couldn’t pin it down.

““Where’s Hungary?'' he asked.

“In Europe.”

“Oh . .. a foreigner. I guess
Buster never saw a foreigner be-
fore.”

The two robins, or another pair,
came hedgehopping back over the
wheatfield, arced up over the
fence, over the road and into the
uppermost branches of the tree
directly overhead. They set up a
loud chirping, and commenced
flitting from branch to branch.

““Where are you from?” Ko-
vacs Bela asked.

“Right here. Michigan.” Johnny
thought for a second, balancing
his big knife on one finger, the
heavy blade on one side, the silver-
mounted handle on the other.
““There’s Bela Lugosi in the mov-
ies. He’s always a monster or
something. But Bela's his first
name.”
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‘Tt is my first name too. In
Hungary, the first name comes
last. I should have said my name
is Bela Kovacs . . . that is the
way you would say it here.”

Johnny shook his head, as if
wondering at the crazy things for-
eigners did — and the crazy way
they must smell, to wake old
Buster up and send him kiting
the way he had.

Without being obvious about
it, he tried to get a whiff of Bela
Kovacs — but he couldn’t smell
a thing. Well, dogs could smell
lots more than people. Old Buster
sure must have.

Bela Kovacs had noticed the
headshake. He said a little de-
fensively, ‘I talk English well,
don't I?”

Johnny started to deprecate;
but he said instead, honestly,
“Yeah. I gotta admit, you talk
pretty good.”

““We have been in America for
almost a year. In New York. And
my father taught English to me
and my mother before we came.”

Johnny was working up consid-
erable interest in his first foreigner.
“You mean your father’s Eng-
lish?”

“He is Hungarian. He had to
teach himself first. It took him a
long time. But he siid we had to
move, and America was the best
place for us to go. We brought
over some paintings, and my
father sold them to buy the farm."”

““Your father paints pitchers?”
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*'My grandfather painted them.
He was a famous artist in Hun-
gary.”

““What d'you mean, you khad to
move?"'

“We . .. we just had to. We
had to move to a-new country.
That's what Father said.” Bela
Kovacs looked around at the blue
summer sky, the heat-shimmering
hillocks, the groves of trees that
lay along the landscape like clean
green cushions, the dusty road
that wound through low hills to
Harrisville thirty miles to the
east. ‘'] am glad we finally moved
out here. I did not like New York.
In Hungary, we lived in the
country.”

The two robins had been hop-
ping lower and lower in the tree
overhead, and now they dropped
‘'side by side from the bottom
branches to the lawn, where they
began searching the thick grass
for insects.

One hopped to within a few feet
of Bela Kovacs, who still sat with
his legs curled under him in that
relaxed yet curiously steel-spring
position.

Suddenly the robin froze —
cocked its head — regarded the
boy with a startled beady eye.

Then it chirped a thin note, and
both birds streaked away across
the lawn as fast as they could go.

Johnny stared after them.

‘1 like birds,”” Bela Kovacs said
wistfully. *‘I would not hurt them.
I wish they liked me. I wish ani-
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mals did not hate us.”

Johnny began to work up even
more interest in his first foreigner
— because maybe it wasn't the
way he smelled after all.

Because birds could hardly
smell anything.

Then he noticed something
funny. Bela Kovacs was still look-
ing at the place where the robins
had vanished, and Johnny saw
what it was that had disturbed
him about Bela’s face ever since
He'd first seen it.

“You have funny eyebrows,’
he said. ““ They’'re awful thick, and
they meet in the middle. They
grow all the way across.”

Bela didn’t look at him. The re-
mark seemed to have brought
back his shyness. He lowered his
head and raised one slender hand
to the side of his face, as if want-
ing to conceal the eyebrows.

After a second, Johnny was
sorry he'd said anything.

‘“Heck, that's okay,” he said.
“Look — I haven’t got any end
on this finger.” He held up the
pinkie he'd caught in the wheel on
the well two years ago.

Bela Kovacs stared at the
smooth pink end and his straight
bar of brows rose at the outsides.

“We're all different,” Johnny
said — and realized that, curi-
ously, where he had before been
teasing this new kid, he was now
trying almost to console him. And
he wondered more than ever what

43



could be wrong with Bela Kovacs,
to make him act so funny. Guilty,
almost — like he was ashamed of
something — something he was
maybe afraid people would find
out.

Bela was sitting in the same
position, but somehow he seemed
smaller than before, like he was
huddled into himself. His hand
was still up to his face.

“We're all different,” Johnny
said again. ‘' My dad always tells
me that ... and he says it
doesn’t matter. He says for me
never to care where anybody
comes from, or how funny they
look, or anything like that. That’s
why I don’t mind you being a
foreigner. I'm sorry Buster acted
the way he did.”

Bela Kovacs said muffledly,
“I'm so different.”

‘*Naw."

“I am.” Bela looked at John-
ny's finger. *‘ I was born different.”

‘‘Naw,"” Johnny said again, be-
cause he couldn’t think of any-
thing else to say. Heck, he knew
Bela Kovacs was different — any-
body could see that. And he was
itching to know what the mystery
was all about.

He said uncomfortably, '‘Want
to hike or something?”

‘Hike?"”

““Go walking.” Johnny stood
up and shoved the hunting knife
in his belt. **C’'mon, Bela. There’s
lots of swell places to play — I'll
show 'em to you. There's the
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hollow tree, and the injun fort,
and —"

‘A real Indian fort?"' Bela said,
looking up finally, dark eyes wide.

““Naw. We built it outa rocks.
And there’s the caves, back in the
hills . . . miles of 'em. You go
in through a little chink that
don’t look like nothin’ at all, and
then you flash your light around
and there's walls that look like
waving cloth, all pink and green
and blue, and secret passages and
stalatites and stagmites and holes
where you can’t even see the bot-
tom they're so deep.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Bela
Kovacs said. ‘“Will you take me
there, Johnny?”

““Sure. C’'mon, I'll pick up my
flashlight.”” Johnny started up the
lawn toward the house.

Bela rose gracefully to his feet,
as if the steel-spring had suddenly
uncoiled, and walked a few steps
after Johnny. Then he stopped
and looked up at the high summer
sun.

‘“What is the time?" he asked.

“Oh . . . 'bout three o’clock,
I guess.”

“Is it far — to the caves?”

““Two, three miles.”

Bela looked at the grass at his
feet. ‘I have to be home by
seven o'clock.”

“We can make it easy. C'mon."”
Johnny started off again.

Bela fell into step. ‘‘ Johnny —''

“Yeah?"
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“I have to be home by seven.!”

‘lWhy? ”"

“] — I just have to, My par-
ents will be terribly angry if I'm
not. We will not get lost, or go too
far away, will we?”

“Heck, no. I know the caves
better'n anybody.” Johnny glanced
sideways at Bela. “Won’t your
parents let you play at night?
Mine do.”

“It's—only on certain days
that I can't go out at night. Cer-
tain times of the month.”

l[Why? 13

‘I can't tell you. But I have to
be home by seven.”

Johnny was intrigued by this
new addition to the mystery.
*Don’t worry,” he said. ‘*Noth-
in’ll happen.”

They reached the front porch.

““Wait here,” said Johnny.

He went into the house and into
the kitchen, where Mom was al-
ready working on supper, because
the Youngs were coming over for
bridge tonight and supper was al-
ways something special for guests.

Johnny got his flashlight from
under the sink.

Mom looked up from the chicken
“'she was stuffing. ‘‘What are you
doing, dear?”

“Goin’ to the caves.”

Mom frowned. “I wish you'd
stay away from that place, Johnny.
I wish your father would do some-
thing to make you. It's so danger-
ous . . . they go on for miles.
Suppose you got lost sometime?”’

THE YOUNG ONE

“T won't get lost,”” Johnny said
contemptuously. ‘I know every
inch.”

*‘Suppose the flashlight failed?"”’

“Aw, Mom, don’t worry . . .
I'm just going to show the new
kid around.”

“The new kid?"

““Bela Kovacs . . . his family
bought the old Soames place.”

Mom looked surprised, and a
little pleased. ‘“So they have a
little boy! Now you'll have a new
playmate. Is he a nice boy?"”

Johnny juggled the flashlight.
‘“Well, he's kinda funny. He's a
foreigner from Hungry. That's in
Europe. I guess he’s all right."’

“I'd like to meet him."”

-*He's right outside waitin’ . . .
c¢’'mon, I’ll interduce you."”

Johnny started through the
house toward the porch where he'd
left Bela. Mom smiled and wiped
her hands on a towel and followed.

They were just passing through
the front room when they heard
old Buster barking and snarling
like he'd gone crazy.

Buster had Bela Kovacs backed
against the porch steps, and was
snaking back and forth in front
of the boy as if he wanted to at-
tack worse than anything else in
the world, but was afraid to.

Bela’s dark face had gone bone-
colored, and he was half-crouched
in an almost animal position, look-
ing ready to move instantly in any
direction, including straight up.
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Johnny Stevens dropped over
the porch-rail and lit beside Bela
and shouted, ‘‘Buster! Cut it out!
Stop it!"”

Old Buster looked at him with
the red-lamp eyes of a mad dog.
Watery froth dripped from his
stretched lips. His tail was curled
so hard between his legs that it
pressed up along his belly. He
trembled so hard he could hardly
stand — but Johnny knew that
scared or not, Buster was set to
attack any second.

Johnny hissed and clapped his
hands in front of him, hard and
fast. That meant Buster had bet-
ter git, or end up with a sore
rump.

Buster took a prowling, back-
high, head-low step forward. His
lips were so curled that his head
seemed half teeth.

Mom screamed from the porch,
“ Johnny, come away!” and Johnny
turned his head frantically to look
at her, and Buster chose that
moment to charge Bela Kovacs.

Then everything happened al-
most too fast to see.

Johnny felt a tug at his belt,
where he’d stuck the hunting
knife, and saw Bela Kovacs swing
the heavy blade at Buster’s head.

Old Buster lost heart, and
turned and ran again, howling his
heart out.

Bela Kovacs screamed, ‘‘ Stlver

. . the knife is silver!”” and he
dropped the knife and ran off
across the lawn, crying and flap-
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ping the hand he'd grabbed the
knife-handle with. He turned and
ran down the road, faster than
Johnny had ever seen a kid run.

Johnny’s mother was off the
porch and on her knees, franti-
cally examining Johnny to see if
he’d been bitten; and Johnny’s
father drove up just then in the
station-wagon, craned his neck
after Bela Kovacs, and asked
what in hell was going on.

After supper, the grownups sat
around and talked about the new
family before starting to play
bridge.

Everybody who had met either
Mr. or Mrs. Kovacs seemed to
like them all right — that was the
consensus. Mrs. Young said that
Mclntyre, the grocer, who was
generally looked up to as a pretty
good judge of character, had let
it be known yesterday that Mr.
Kovacs had impressed him favor-
ably. Mr. Kovacs had come in to
stock up on food and some imple-
ments, and McIntyre had tried to
pump him, and Mr. Kovacs had
answered the right questions and
resisted the rest pleasantly, and
Mclntyre had liked that.

And Mrs. Kovacs had waited
outside the store in the Kovacs’
'42 Dodge, and three townsladies
said she looked like a nice woman,
if a little foreign-looking.

And Junior Murdoch, at the
gas-station, said that the Kovacs
Dodge was in very good shape for
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its age, and showed signs of recent
careful overhauling — and Mur-
doch liked people who cared for
their cars, particularly old cars
that someone else might lose pride
in. He thought it told a lot about
them.

Nobody thought them too
strange, it seemed — just foreign.

Mrs. Young and Johnny’s Mom
decided, on the basis of the evi-
dence, to suggest at the next meet-
ing of the Ladies’ Club that Mrs.
Kovacs be invited to join.

Then the talk got around to
what had happened this after-
noon. .

Old Buster had come back
around five o’clock, sneaking out
of his hideaway in the field and
looking around each time before
he put his paw down for a step.

While Mom and Johnny had
stayed inside and watched through
the front window, and Johnny
had blinked back tears of worry,
Dad had gone out with his pistol
in one hand and coaxed Buster
over to him and, with the gun
to the animal's head, examined
him carefully, Dad knew a lot
about animals.

Old Buster wagged his tail and
took a couple of laps out of the
pan of water Dad carried in his
other hand.

Dad came back and said, ‘' He's
okay. I don’t know what got into
him. There are some people ani-
mals just hate, and I guess the
Kovacs boy is one of them. It's
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nothing against him — from what
Johnny says, he likes animals him-
self. They just don’t like him.”

‘“He tried to kill Buster,”
Johnny said. He'd been mad about
that all afternoon. ‘“He took my
knife and tried to kill Buster.”

Dad said, ‘“You shouldn't be
angry about that, Johnny. It was
an instinctive thing to do . ..
the kid was probably scared silly.
Buster was out for blood, God
knows why, and Bela grabbed the
knife. and took a swipe in self-
defense. He’s probably sorry he
did it."”

““Idon’t care,” Johnny said sul-
lenly. ““He tried to kill him."”

Dad sighed. “It's just lucky
that Buster saw the knife and lit
out — and that Bela missed with
the knife. Bela didn't get bitten,
and Buster’s all right.”

‘It wasn't the knife,” Johnny
said. ‘‘Buster ain't scared of my
knife. He was scared of Bela . . .
he ran before he even saw the
knife.”

“Well,”” Dad said, “maybe. Any-
way, everything’s all right now.
Nothing really bad happened.”
He paused. ‘“You know, I feel a
little sorry for the kid . . . ani-
mals hating him like that. No
wonder he acts a little strange. A
kid ought to be able to have a
pet. Maybe he feels a little in-
ferior to kids who can.”

But Johnny was still mad. After
Dad finished talking to him, he
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was less mad than before — but
he still resented anyone taking a
knife to his dog. No matter what
the provocation. And %is knife to
boot.

“I wonder why he dropped the
knife and ran,”” Mom mused. ‘‘He
yelled that it was silver, and acted
like it burned his hand.”

“Oh,” Dad said, ‘‘he probably
said ‘sliver.” Maybe he got a
sliver from the knife handle.”

Johnny started to object, but
let it go. His knife handle was of
smooth, worn, hard wood and
silver strips — he knew darned
well there weren't any slivers on it.
But still, he let it go. He'd settle
the whole thing in his own way.

When Dad suggested that he go
over the next day and apologize
to Bela Kovacs for Buster’s be-
havior, and show the new boy that
nobody held his actions against
him, Johnny said all right.

Because, though he knew Dad
was absolutely right and it hadn’t
been Bela's fault, he still wanted
to get back at Bela for trying to
kill Buster — and he had a good
idea of how to do it.

He'd take Bela into the caves,
and pretend to get lost.

Until seven o’clock.

He'd scare the living daylights
out of the kid — and maybe find
out what the mysterious reason
was why Bela had to be home
every night by that time at certain
times of the month.

The grownups finally started
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their bridge game, and Johnny
went outside and sat on the porch
with Buster and looked up at the
big, yellow full moon that rode
the night sky like a spotlight.

Buster had spent the last two
hours prowling around the lawn,
smelling everyplace where Bela
Kovacs had walked, growling deep
in his throat and every so often
letting out a scared-sounding howl.

Now Johnny scratched Buster’s
ears, and thought about tomor-
row.

It was a good idea. He'd scared
Bela spitless — and then tell him
why he'd done it and make friends
with him again. Because Bela
really wasn’t a bad guy . .. he
was just a litle queer.

The next day Johnny took his
flashlight and went over to the old
Soames place around three o’clock.
He went cross-country instead of
down the road, and as he came out
of the weed-grown cornfield that
old Soames had once tended so
lovingly, he saw Bela Kovacs play-
ing in the yard by the windmill.

When Bela saw him, he stood
stock-still, dark eyes wide, again
with that animal look to him, as
if he were ready to run.

Johnny said, ‘I came over to
say I'm sorry Buster tried to bite
you.”

“QOh.” Bela blinked. He had his
hands cupped in front of him,
about belt-level.

Johnny waited for Bela to say
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something else, but he didn't.
Johnny looked curiously at Bela's
cupped hands. ‘**What you got?”
he asked.

Bela’s mouth twisted. He lifted
the top hand, and Johnny saw
that he held a mouse. It was curled
into a ball, and its mouth hung
wide open — but Johnny noticed
it wasn't trying to bite its way
loose. Tiny black eyes glittered up
in terror.

“I caught it,"”” Bela said. “In
the barn.”

**What d'you want to catch a
mouse for?”” Johnny said disgust-
edly. ““Why not get a cat?”

Bela blinked again, and Johnny
suddenly wondered if Bela hadn’t
been just about to cry or some-
thing, before Johnny showed up,

and if he wasn’t holding it back .

now.

“] wanted to make friends with
it,” Bela said softly. ‘But it is no
different in America. All the ani-
mals hate me — fear me.”

““Heck, any mouse’d be scared,
caught and held that way.”

“Not this frightened.” Bela
knelt and gently placed the mouse
‘on the ground. For a second it
stayed there, a huddled gray ball
— then legserupted and it bounded
off, so fast that halfway to the
barn it tripped and rolled over
twice, and when it reached a gap
between two boards in the side of
the barn, it bounced off hard be-
cause of bad aim. Then it van-
ished, hind legs scrabbling.
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“See?” said Bela. “It runs in
terror. So would a cat. I have
never had a pet " He straightened
and gave Johnny his shy, lonely
smile. ‘I am sorry about yester-
day too, Johnny. I am sorry I tried
to hurt your dog. I did not
mean —"’

“Aw,” Johnny said uncomfort-
ably, remembering how Dad had
felt sorry for Bela last night —
and remembering what he planned
to do today in the caves. “‘Aw
. . . forgetit.”

Bela took Johnny into the farm-
house to meet his parents.

Mr. Kovacs was a big, hand-
some, middle-aged man who moved
the same smooth way Bela did.
And Mrs. Kovacs moved that
way too — Johnny noticed it the
instant he came through the front
door into the living room, for
Bela’s parents had just been fin-
ishing their lunch, and when they
saw Johnny come in, they rose
from the table with Old World
courtesy. And with that strange
animal grace.

“Father and Mother,” said
Bela, ‘“this is Johnny Stevens,
the boy I met yesterday.”

Mr. Kovacs took Johnny's hand
and shook it firmly and gently —
and Johnny could tell, from the
size of Mr. Kovacs’ hand and the
hard feel of its palm against his
own, that Mr. Kovacs was very,
very strong.

And a funny thing — when
Johnny took his hand away, the
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ends of his fingers rubbed against
something sort of bristly in Mr.
Kovacs’ hard palm. It felt almost
like Dad’s cheek, just after he
shaved — like short whisker stub-
ble.

But that was silly. Nobody had
hair on their palms. He'd prob-
ably just felt dried skin peeling
away from work callouses . . .

Mrs. Kovacs, a slim, pretty
woman, nodded pleasantly and
said, with an accent much more
pronounced than Bela's, ‘““How do
you do, Mr. Stevens.”

Johnny swelled a little. It was
the first time anyone had ever
called him Mr. Stevens.

“I'm pleased to meet you,” he
said.

“Bela has told us what hap-
pened yesterday,” Mr. Kovacs
said. ‘‘Please, may we add our
apologies to his? It is unfortunate
— but animals just do not like us.
It is a peculiarity of our family.”

“Heck,” Johnny said. ‘I came
over to apologize. And to play
with, Bela.” ‘

Mrs. Kovacs smiled and said
almost exactly what Johnny's
mother had said the day before:
“How nice . . . for Bela to have
such a nice boy his own age to
play with."”

It was Johnny’s turn to smile
shyly. He looked away, and for
the first time got a look at the
inside of the Kovacs home.

The last time he’d been in this
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house, about three weeks ago, it
had been bare walls and refuse-
cluttered floors. Now there was
furniture — mostly ordinary stuff.
But there were some things — the
round table in the middle of the
room, for instance, and that big
bookcase-desk against the wall —
that were pretty foreign-looking.
And the pictures — most of them
were in fancier, heavier frames
than any he'd ever seen, and a lot

» of them were of funny foreign

buildings. And the tablecloth, and
the candlesticks and lamps and
the rug — oh, lots of the smaller
things around the room had a
foreign look. A sort of solid, warm,
old look.

Mr. Kovacs, noting Johnny’s
interest, said in a deep bass voice,
“We brought many of our things
from Hungary.”

““It looks nice,” Johnny said.

“Thank you,” said Mr. Kovacs
gravely.

Mrs. Kovacs commenced to
clear the table, and Johnny glanced
casually at the plates . . . and
when he saw what the lunch had
consisted of, his jaw sagged and
he looked again.

Raw meat. A roast of beef, it
looked like — except it wasn't
roasted. And nothing else. A big
platter of red, blood-juicy beef in
the middle of the table, three red-
stained plates at the chair-places,
glasses and a pitcher of water.

Again Mr. Kovacs noted John-
ny’s interest. Or his amazement.
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- ““Raw meat,” he said, a little
heavily, “is good for the blood.
We eat raw beefsteak once or
twice a week, young man.”

*“Oh,"” said Johnny, trying not
to stare so hard. ‘I guess I read
about that someplace myself —
’bout raw meat being good for
you. But I don't think . . .” His
voice trailed off.

“You do not think you would
like it,"" Mrs. Kovacs smiled, pick-
ing up the plates. **But you are
too polite to say so.”

Johnny nodded uncomfortably.

““Now," said Mr. Kovacs,' come
here, young man.”

Johnny moved to stand before
the man’s chair. He didn’t know
exactly why — except that he felt
somehow that Mr. Kovacs was a
friendly man.

Mr. Kovacs looked apprecia-
tively — almost critically — at
Johnny's well-muscled arms and
firm neck and clear eyes. “‘ You are
in good health,” he said.

“1—1 guess so.”

“You will make a good play-
mate for our Bela,” Mr. Kovacs
said. ‘'He is very active.. Do you
know the country here?”

“I've lived here all my life.”

“Good. You will tell Bela of
any dangers that exist, yes?”

“Sure."” :

“Good. Now, Bela, why don't
you show your new friend around
the house?”

Mrs. Kovacs began to remove
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the platter of raw beef. Mr. Ko-
vacs reached out and took one of
the remaining chunks and bit into
it with teeth that, when he opened
his mouth wide, were startlingly
long and white and, from the way
the meat tore, sharp.

He chewed and looked at Johnny
again, a little reflectively. Johnny
and Bela were over by the book-
case by the stairs — Bela was
showing Johnny what Hungarian
writing looked like.

Mrs. Kovacs looked too, and
her large eyes — now they were
almost luminous — traveled up
and down Johnny's body, along
the muscular arms and legs, dwelt
on the tanned throat. She licked
her lips.

“In the old country . ..
sighed in Hungarian.

“Eva,” said Mr. Kovacs, softly
but warningly, also in Hungarian,

“*Ah, imadot Ferenc, I am only
thinking. But look at him . . .”

Mr. Kovacs smiled at the ex-
pression on her face. ‘‘Sh-h, now,
Eva. We have left all that behind

. it 1s best not even to think.”

“Sajnos . . ." Mrs. Kovacs
picked up a small piece of beef and
bit into it with teeth as long and
sharp as her husband’s. She sighed
again. ‘‘ A new country, a new life
. . . I know, my dear.”

“You are unhappy, Eva?”

“Unhappy?” Eva Kovacssmiled
down at him, and since her lower
lip concealed the points of her
teeth, it was quite a pleasant
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smile. ‘' Only my belly suffers. [ am
happy that we are safe, Ferenc.”

He took her hand and pressed it
against his shoulder. “The old
country, the old life . . . it isim-
possible to live that way any
longer, Eva. We are known. Not
you, perhaps, nor I, nor little Bela,
butwe . . . allofus . . . known
by signs familiar to the smallest
child. While here — here they do
not know us, or even believe in us
— and we must let it remain so.
We must forsake the old ways.”

“You are not disappointed in
America, then.”

He shook his massive head.
‘ America is best, in every way.
There is no tradition to expose us.
The political situation is good.
And living conditions, and oppor-
tunity. No, mamma, I am well
content here ~— except —"’ he put
his big hands palms-up on the
table before him and flexed them
and then slowly made fists around
the clean-shaven stubble on the
palms — ‘‘except at this time of
. the month, when the moon turns
her full face tous . . .”

“Yes,” said Eva Kovacs softly.
“Yes.”

“But beef does not taste so bad,
my dear. Not so bad, at least, asa
silver bullet."

Mrs. Kovacs popped the last
of the beef into her mouth, chewed
powerfully, and swallowed. She
seemed to be tasting it in her
throat, feeling it, almost analyz-
ing it as it went toward her stom-
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ach. **No," she said slowly. ‘“Once
you are used to it, it is not bad.
But —"

“Do not think about it, Eva.”

“We cannot even chase the
cow,” she said softly. “We must
go and buy —"

“I know.’

Mrs. Kovacs looked across the
room again at Johnny Stevens,
and her large eyes grew larger.

“Eva,” Mr. Kovacs said, a lit-
tle sharply. “ You would not think
Of _)l

“*No, no,” she said, and licked
blood from fingers which seemed
to have grown just a little hairier,
and the nails a little longer. ‘‘ Of
course not, tmadot Ferenc. It is
just when I remember . . .”

“We must forget.”

‘“And they are so healthy
here . . .”

“ We must never change again,
Eva. Never.”

‘“And Bela?”

Ferenc Kovacs sighed. ‘“He is
too young yet — too young to
know. We must be sure that he is
always with us when he changes.
Soon he will be old enough to con-
trol the change, as we do — then
we must worry no longer in our
new home.”

Bela had been showing Johnny
his room, which-held an old poster-
bed, a very old maple bureau, and
a carved chest full of fascinating
toys such as Johnny had never
seen before.
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Now the boys came back to
the living room, and Bela said,
“*Mother, we are going out to
play.”

‘“All right, Bela. But remem-
ber — come home before seven
o'clock.”

“Yes, mamma.”

“You know what time of the
month this is, don’t you?”

“Yes, mamma.”’ Bela looked
uncomfortably at Johnny. I will
be back.” '

“You must,’”’ said Mr. Kovacs.
““Just as you did in New York.
You know why, Bela . . .” He
turned to Johnny. “You will not
keep our Bela out late, will you?
You see —he is not well . . .
that is why it is very important
that he return home before night-
fall.”

“Oh,” said Johnny. “I'l be
careful. I mean, I'll — I won't —"
And he looked away in confusion,
thinking of what he planned to do
in the cave.

Mr. Kovacs’ big eyes were still
on his face when he looked up, and
Johnny felt they were looking
right through his own eyes at
the inside of his skull.

“I think,” said Mr. Kovacs,
““that you had better be.”

Bela's parents came to the door
and stood in the sunshine, and as
Johnny and Bela turned to wave
at them from the edge of the corn-
field, Johnny noticed for the first
time that their eyebrows were
just like Bela's — straight, thick
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bars of hair that ran right across
their foreheads.

The entrance to the caves was
just a black chink in the rocks on
the hillside. They climbed up to-
ward it, leaping from one big
boulder to the next under the
afternoon sun.

They reached the black hole,
and felt the coolness of it on their
faces, even in the sunshine.

Bela hung back when Johnny
started to go right in.

“Johnny . . .” he said.
“Yeah?”
“Don't forget . . . I have to be

back before seven.”

Johnny put his hands on his
hips. ‘“Well, f'gosh sakes, yes! 1
heard it enough. What's so awful
that’ll happen to you if you don't?
D’you have to take medicine or
something?”’

Bela shook his head. “I can't
tell you. But it's awful, all right.
You won't get lost or anything,
will you?”

“No,” said Johnny emphat-
ically, crossing his fingers behind
his back.

“You heard what my parents
said . . . I have to be home be-
fore the moon rises.”

“The moon! What's the moon
got to do with it?”

Bela just looked nervously at
the black hole in the hillside.

And Johnny didn't ask about it
again. He just sniffed,  The moon,
f'gosh sakes!” as if he were dis-
missing it as something else crazy
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that foreigners — especially Hun-
garians — worried about. Because
he knew he had a better way of
finding out.

“Johnny . . . perhaps I had
better not go in. Not now."”

Johnny put a jeer in his voice.
“Scared?”

“‘Not for the reasons you think,”
Bela said, dark eyes flashing. ““ You
do not understand.”

‘“Well, come on, then ... 1
promise —" the crossed fingers
again — *'I won't get lost.”

Johnny started again into the
black chink. Bela hesitated for a
second, and then followed.

Actually, Johnny thought as
they made their way through the
narrow fissure into increasing
darkness, the crossed fingers weren'’t
necessary — because he wasn't
planning to really get lost; only to
pretend to get lost.

And he wasn't sure he was go-
ing to do even that, now — not
if Bela was sick. That was differ-
ent. Maybe it explained a lot —
even old Buster's behavior. Dogs

sometimes got funny around sick -

people.

But he wasn't sure that that
was the explanation. It sounded a
little fishy to him. Why all the
mystery, if Bela was just sick?
Or was it some awful-to-gosh dis-
ease? If so, why was Bela let out
to play and maybe give the disease
to someone else? And Mr. Kovacs
had said that.Bela was very ac-
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tive. That didn't sound like he
was sick. And Bela sure didn’t
look sick.

Johnny decided he'd wait and
decide what to do later.

The floor of the chink dipped
down, and turned at a right angle,
and they were inside the caves.

Johnny turned on his flashlight.
And heard Bela gasp.

All around them were curtains
and draperies and carpets and
fountains of stone — gray, pink,
blue, green, lavender, stretching
from where they stood to a sharp
sixty-foot downslope ahead of
them, which led to the cave floor
below and off into inky shadows
that looked almost like solids.

Johnny played the beam of
light around, giving Bela a good
look at everything worth seeing
here near the entrance. Then he
said, “‘Let’s start down.”

They made their way across
ripples of pastel-shaded stone to
where the downslope began. The
sounds they made started to echo,
and the air was very dry and cool.

The beam of the flashlight was
hard and bright, and the black-
ness pressed in on it as if trying
to squash down it to pencil-
thinness — but the beam moved
like lightning, cutting like a knife,
and wherever it opened the black-
ness it revealed wonders of color
and shape.

“The waves in the slope make
steps,” Johnny said, pointing the
light downward. ‘' See? We can go
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down that way. How do you like
it?”

“It is beautiful,” Bela whis-
pered.

They started down, Johnny
keeping the light always on their
footing and guiding their progress
down the face of rock by familiar
rippling: formations and splashes
of color.

At last they reached the bottom,
and Johnny said, **This way.”

As they started across the un-
even floor of the cave, Bela asked,
“Do you know the time, Johnny?”

‘“'Bout four . . . you got lotsa
time."”

And soon the caves became so
beautiful that Bela forgot entirely
to worry about the time.

They passed fountains and
sprays and mists and museums of
stone, gleaming with colors purer
and more delicate than any ever
seen on [Earth's surface. They
passed rows of marching stalag-
mites of green and blue and bright
orange, here and there united with
drooping stalactites to form arch-
ing passageways and gardens of
pillars. They moved slowly be-
neath walls of rippled stone, as if
blue or pink or purple lava had
been frozen in midflow.

They passed. lakes of blue-black
water, so still and smooth that one
had almost to touch them to be
convinced that they weren't glass.

They moved up vast slopes of
colored stone like insects up a
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giant Christmas tree ornament,
and when they reached the top,
Johnny would select this dark
passage or that and lead them on
into royal chambers of purple and
white, and then up a curving crim-
son staircase to a balcony of coral
pink and green where more pas-
sages offered further mysteries to
be explored.

They moved along the edges of
crevices so deep that a penny
dropped made no sound — not
even the whisper of an echo.

Once Johnny turned off his
light and told Bela to stand still,
and they listened to the silence
which can not be qualified, the
silence which is absolute — the
silence that exists only under-
ground.

They heard their own hearts
beating.

At last Johnny was sure the
time must be about six o’clock.

“We'd better get started back,"
he told Bela. “If you're going to
get home by seven. This way.”

And he led the way back to the
place where they had entered the
caves. And there he pretended to
get lost.

It was easy. Bela was new to
the caves. He probably wouldn't
recognize the entrance even if
Johnny flashed his light up the
long slope right to the chink
where they’d come in.

Johnny wasn't sure yet whether
he wanted to keep up the pre-
tense for more than a few minutes
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— maybe just throw a short scare
into Bela, and then take him on
out of the caves so he could go
home by seven. After all, if Bela
was sick . . .

But he wasn’t sure about that.
It still sounded fishy. And he was
more curious than ever to know
what the mystery was all about —
even if it was some kind of dis-
ease.

He said worriedly, “Bela . . .
I — I'm not sure which way we
go from here. I think maybe I'm
lost . . ."”

And he looked to see what effect
it would have on the Hungarian
boy.

Bela’s eyes grew huge. ‘“Oh, no

. Johnny, you do not mean it.
You promised!"

John pretended to be confused
—even afraid. “I — I'm sorry,”
he stammered. ‘I just lost the
way. I was so interested showing
vou around. Gosh, Bela —"’

““But, Johnny, I kave to get out.
I have to get home before . . .”

‘“Come on,” Johnny said, mak-
ing his voice worried. '* Maybe —
maybe it's this way.”

And he led Bela in a huge circle
through the pillars and passages
and hanging stone curtains that
surrounded the entrance. It took
about half an hour, and then
they were right back where they'd
started from — within a hundred
feet of the entrance.

Johnny said, “‘I just don’t
know where we are!”
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“What time do you think it is? "
Bela asked, his voice terrified.

“Six thirty, about.”

Bela shuddered and looked at
Johnny, his eyes shining enor-
mously in the light. * Johnny, do
something! [ havetogetout . . .”

Johnny put panic in his voice.
“Well, what can I do? I'm sorry!
I'm scared too! Maybe we'll never
get out!”

“Try,”" Bela begged. “Try,
Johnny . . . can't you remember
the way?

Looking at Bela in the light,
at the big dark eyes and smooth
brown skin and white straight
teeth and lithe body, Johnny de-
cided abruptly that the story
about Bela’s being sick must be
phony. It was something else . . .
There was some other reason why
Bela was so frantic about being
home by seven, and why his par-
ents were so emphatic on the same
point. Some real strange, funny
reason — and Johnny wanted to
know what.

He decided to do as he'd origi-
nally planned — keep Bela down
here and watch to see what hap-
pened.

He turned around as if in in-
decision. ‘I think — I think may-
be it's off this way. Come on!”

And he led Bela in a circle the
other way around, by a slightly
different route, and they ended up
by the entrance again.

Johnny knew it must be nearly
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seven by now. He kept a sharp
eye on Bela while pretending to
search for the entrance chink that
was really right up the slope over
their. heads.

Would Bela know, somehow,
when seven o’clock had arrived?
And was it something that would
happen to him right at seven that
he was afraid of? But how could
he know? . .. and what could
happen down here in the caves?
Or was it something his parents
would do to him later, as punish-
ment for not getting home by that
time?

“Johnny!" Bela said suddenly,
close by Johnny in the blackness,
a quaver in his voice.

Johnny stopped his pretense of
searching, and put the beam of
light on Bela. “Yeah?”

Bela was trembling all over,
and he was looking up at the roof
of the cave. As Johnny watched,
he hunched his shoulders a little —
sort of cringed — and his face got
even tighter, as if he saw some-
thing horrible coming at him right
down through the blackness and
the solid rock.

“It is almost seven .
. . . do something . . .
to happen!”

“What's going to happen? What
can I do?”

“T do not know,” Bela cried,
and echoes came back, I do no!
know, do not know .

“You don’t know what I can
do?”
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. . Johnny
it is going

“I donot know . . ." . .. do
notknow, notknow, know know . . .

“You don't know what’s going
to happenr”

“I do not know! I am fright-

ened . . . it never happened to
me away from home before . . .
Johnny, you promised . . . ah,
mamma, mamma, mamma —'

and Bela began to cry. He sank
to a heap on the colored stone
floor, and tears rolled down his
cheeks and splashed on the stone
and made the colors deeper, and
he wailed things in Hungarian
until he could hardly talk any
more but just cried.

“You don't know what's go-
ing to happen?’’ Johnny asked,
amazed.

Bela choked trying to talk, and
coughed hard, and the echoescame
back like footsteps across his fran-
tic voice. “I know, but I do not
know what it is, or why, it just
happens . . . ah, mamma, mam-
ma . . ."

Suddenly his back stiffened,
and his hands clawed out in front
of him. His streaming eyes rolled
up to Johnny's face. He whined
like an animal.

“Johnny . . . it is seven . . .-
the moon is rising . . . I can feel
it ...

“ Feel the moon? Down here?
How can —" ’

“It does not matter where . . .
I can feel it . . . I can feel . . .
mamma, mamma — ah, ah, ah!/”’
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And Bela's face twisted into an
expression of such terror and ag-
ony that Johnny was suddenly
chilled — and he decided that his
joke had gone far enough. In fact,
all of a sudden he was pretty
darned scared —he hadn't ex-
pected anything like this. Golly,
if Bela really was sick . . .

He bent over the huddled figure
on the cave floor and pointed his
flashlight upward.

““Bela, look!” he said loudly.
‘Look up there . . . there's where
we came in! Come on — let's go
out!”

Bela didn't answer.

“Bela . .. Cmon."”

Bela moved, and his fingernails
scratched the rock so hard it
sounded like they'd tear off.

Johnny began to tremble. He
looked down, the flashlight still
pointing up.

Bela’s eyes gleamed up at him
from the floor — enormous, yel-
lowish in the reflected light, glassy,
fixed — somehow baleful.

As Johnny watched, they seemd
to move closer together, and get
yellower.

Johnny was so startled he
dropped the flashlight. I't thumped
on the stone at his feet, and
glass broke and the light went
out.

In the blackness — the utter
thick blackness — Johnny heard
a scuffling sound near his feet,
and a low, soft, animal snarl.

He yelled and leaped back. His
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foot struck the flashlight, and
even as he went down, he got one
hand on it, and with the other
hand he dragged his big hunting
knife out of his belt. He hit hard

_on his side. He pressed the flash-

light button and prayed that it
would work.

It did.

Bela was gone.

Wide-eyed, Johnny rolled over.
Kneeling there, he darted the
light this way and that. Finally he
found his voice.

“B-Bela . . .” he quavered.

Nothing happened.

He got to his feet and stood
shaking. ‘““Bela?"

There was a claws-on-stone
sound from the blackness behind
him.

He whirled, his neck stiff and
cold, and lashed the beam of light
across the shadows. He held his
hunting knife hard, the point
straight out, ready to stab or slice
from almost any angle.

At first he saw nothing. Rocks.

"Curtains and pillars of colored

stone. Black shadows that seemed
to lean toward him.

Then a low shadow moved at
the corner of his vision.

He swung the light that way.

Two yellow eyes, low against
the stone floor, blazed back at him.

“B-Bela?” Johnny whispered,
and lifted the light so that it
shone directly on the possessor of
the eyes.

The creature slitted the eyes
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and snarled to reveal sharp white
fangs and charged.

Mr. and Mrs. Kovacs were
looking both furious and terrified

at the same time. They stood

by the big table in the living room,
where they’d been sitting playing
some kind of game with big col-
ored cards when Johnny came
bursting in to tell them what had
happened in the caves.

“I'm sorry,” Johnny said, for
the dozenth time — and wiped a
hand across his tear-stained cheeks.
“I didn't mean to do it . .. it
was just a joke. Please, call Sheriff
Morris and ask him to get a posse
out . . . they'll find Bela, honest
they willl”

Mr. Kovacs' large eyes were
brilliant with anger — and his deep
voice was almost a snarl. ‘I will
go look for Bela, young man —
and you had better go home. I do
not think we want to see you any
more!” »

Johnny turned miserably to-
ward the door.

There was a growl from the
darkness right outside.

Mrs. Kovacs gasped, “Bela . . ."

The creature came panting
through the open door and made
a beeline for Johnny's leg.

Johnnysaid, “Itisn’'t Bela . . .
it’s that darned wolf cub!”

He dodged and dropped to one
knee and cuffed the cub playfully
on the side of the head.

It snarled like a lapdog and
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backed off and put its belly
against the floor. Its tiny ears
were flat against its head, just
as old Buster’'s had been when
he’d first seen Bela, and its yellow
eyes gleamed hungrily on Johnny's
throat.

It charged again, stubby legs
pumping.

Johnny caught it neatly by the
scruff of the neck and shook it
gently. It snapped and snarled
and waved its legs.

“I'll be darned,” he said, for-
getting for the moment that Mr.
Kovacs had practically ordered

'him out of the house. “The lit-

tle feller must’'ve followed me
here . . .”

“You saw the little wolf to-
night?"” Mr. Kovacs said sharply,
eyes widening and glowing a little
brighter.

“Sure. In the cave. Just after
Bela ran off. It tried to bite me
then too, and now it followed me
all the way to your place.” Johnny
grinned feebly, looking from Mr.
Kovacs' rather grim face to Mrs.
Kovacs’ somehow relieved one. “'1
guess it wants to eat me or
something.”

“I suppose,” said Mr. Kovacs
heavily, ‘it does.”

“T’'ll take it outside and turn it
loose again,” Johnny said.

‘“Again?”

The cub swung from Johnny's
grasp, rolling its yellow eyes hun-
grily at the nearest finger. Johnny

59



nodded. *'I carried it up out of the
caves, after I gave up hollering
for Bela. Figured it wasn’t right
to let it die down there. Maybe
when it gets older, I'll shoot it if
I see it . . . but now I figured
to give it a chance, it’s so young.”’

“Yes . .. ayoung one.” .

*Oh, give him to me, young
man,” said Mrs. Kovacs. ‘“He's
so cute!” And she took the wolf
cub from Johnny’s arms before
Johnny could protest it was dan-
gerous, and cuddled it in her own.
It whined and looked up at her
with its big yellow eyes, and
didn't struggle at all to free itself.

Johnny was too unhappy to
wonder at that, though, or even
notice it.

‘““Now go home, young man,”
said Mr. Kovacs.

Johnny turned to the door
again., “Will you turn it loose
afterwards, Mr. Kovacs? You
won't kill it, will you?”

“I will not kill it.”

“ And you better call the sheriff
to help you look for Bela. I'll
help too, if — if you want. I know
the caves like —'

‘“‘Bela will be all right,”” Mr.
Kovacs said. .

‘““When you find him, will you
please tell him I’'m sorry for what
I did?"”

llYeS.)’

Johnny had reached the front
door when Mrs. Kovacs said
something soft in Hungarian, and
Mr. Kovacs grunted and said,
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“Young man.”

Johnny turned. *Yes, sir?”

The wolf cub was on the table,
and Mr. Kovacs was thoughtfully
scratching the scruff of its neck.

“Young man,” Mr. Kovacs said
slowly. *I do not want to be
harsh. [ have thought it over.
What you did was not very nice —
but I think it is understandable.
I think it may be forgiven. And
you came to us immediately and
told us about it — and now you
have offered to help undo what
you have done.”

“Yes, sir?"”

““You may come here as often
as you wish, and play with our
Bela.”

Johnny brightened. ‘‘Yes, sir!
Thank you!"

“Provided you never do any-
thing like that again.”

“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir!"”

“Now,” said Mr. Kovacs a
little intently. ‘I would like to
make absolutely certain of what
happened in the cave. It hap-
pened like this, yes? Our Bela be-
came sick; you dropped your
flashlight; when you turned the
light on again, Bela was gone.”

“That’s right, sir.”

“You did not see where Bela
went.”

“No, sir.”

““And then you saw the little
wolf.”

“Uh, huh.” Johnny grinned.
‘It was a dope to wander in there.
Lucky I came along.”
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“M’'m,"” said Mr. Kovacs.
“Yes,” His eyes, which had be-
come a little larger as he ques-
tioned Johnny, lost some of their
wary glow; and his fingers, which
had become just a.tiny bit hatrier,
relaxed. ‘“Now, you had better
go. I will—find Bela. Good
night, young man.”

“Good night, Mr. Kovacs. Good
night, Mrs. Kovacs."

As Johnny turned to leave
again, Mr. Kovacs said, ‘‘An-
other thing, young man.”

Johnny paused.

“] was not entirely truthful
with you. Our Bela is not really
sick. It is just that at certain
times of the month, he'is expected
to be home before nightfall be-
cause . . . well, I believe you
might call it a custom. A Hungar-
ian custom. An old family custom.
It must be observed. Do you
understand?"”’

“Yes, sir.”

“We will not tell Bela what you
did . . . if you will promise never
to tell anyone what happened
tonight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We would not want to- be
thought queer by our neighbors.
After all, young man, customs
differ. We are all of us different.”

“Yes, sir. My father taught me
that.”

“Did he teach you to keep
promises?”’

THE YOUNG ONE

Johnny grinned. ‘“He licks me
when [ don't.”

“Do you promise, then?"

“Yes."”

“You will make a good play-
mate for our Bela, as I said. Good
night, young man.”

Smiling, Johnny Stevens left.
When he reached the edge of the
cornfield, he began to whistle at
the full moon overhead. He won-
dered if the moon always rose at
seven in Hungary . . .

Naw. Maybe it was just a time
set so Bela would always be home
before it happened, and observe
whatever the custom was. But,
heck, lots of times the moon rose
earlier than seven. Even the full
moon, like tonight —it always
rose when the sun set. Four
o'clock sometimes, in winter.

Maybe — Johnny nodded, re-
membering something from school
— maybe the Kovacs figured the
time for Bela to be home by the
seasons, by the months. Even by
the — the — latitudes.

What a funny custom. Maybe
someday Bela would tell him
aboutit . . .

Mr. Kovacs looked thoughtfully
at his son.

“We could have lost all,”” he
told his wife, -““but for a boy
dropping a flashlight. Our new
country is good to us. Now —
the time has come when we must
tell Bela what he is.”
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