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The Bell Hound

 


THE NEWS WAS not what I wanted to hear. No, no, no.
Not that that my psychotic neighbor had escaped before they even
quite got him into jail. I did not want to hear that. The
policeman, a detective named Wardell, looked distinctly
uncomfortable as he told me about it.

“Maybe you should get a dog,” he said. I had gotten
to know some of these cops over the past few weeks pretty well. My
take on this one—a middle-aged lanky country boy with a
Southwestern line of patter—was that he probably liked dogs a lot.
Probably thought everybody ought to have one.

“If you remember,” I said. “Davidson’s first victim
was a dog.”

“Yeah, but it was his dog, so I figure he took
it by surprise.”

With an axe. If I had known he was like that, I never
would have called the police on him for pissing in public. On the
other hand, I probably would have called them about the dog, even
if it was a noisy obnoxious animal. What the man did to it was what
I call Evil.

“I don’t like dogs,” I said. “And neither does my
cat.” My gray cat, Neeper, was playing in the basket of strange
knick-knacks I collected. I figured she had the right idea, and I
pulled a protection charm from the mass of chains and strings and
her paws. I slipped it over my head and wished I knew one of those
ward gestures. It might be superstition, but it made me feel more
in control. A little. Anxieties are a bitch.

“That ain’t gonna help you with this,” he said,
pointing at the charm. I looked at him in surprise that he knew
what it was. I guess cops see all sorts of behavior in scared
people.

“It can’t hurt,” I said.

“That’s for the Evil Eye,” he continued, tilting his
head. “You haven’t got a problem with a jealous goddess, ma’am.
You’ve got a vengeful psychotic who wouldn’t have the first idea of
how to use magic against you. He’ll wanna use a knife or a gun.
How’s that gonna help against an axe? Or for that matter, a
fist?”

“What am I supposed to do? I can’t afford a security
company, and I’ve got enough problems without adding a slobbering
mutt to my household.”

He paused to think, and started digging in his
pockets. He found a pencil, but he kept digging.

“You really believe in that stuff?” He gestured
toward the charm again with the pencil. I paused.

“Actually, I do,” I said, trying not to sound too
defensive. “I know it can’t stop a bullet, but it might give him
bad luck. Make him miss or something.”

“That won’t make him miss. I told you, it’s for the
Evil Eye.” He produced a little address book, bulging with extra
scraps of paper and held together with a rubber band.

“You know a little about magic, then?”

“I know somebody might help you. In that area.”

He probably did. What little I’d seen of him, he
seemed not only to know everybody, but was actually related to them
through the multiple marriages and divorces of his white trash
family. I wasn’t quite sure I believed that his momma had been
married fourteen times. He was one of those straight-faced kidders
who could pull your leg all day long and you’d never know. It made
it hard to tell when he was not kidding, though.

He produced a card from the pile of paper that fell
out of the address book when he removed the rubber band. He pulled
out his notebook and started copying the information on it. I
looked at the card.

Lunaria

Witch

That was all it had printed on it. The address had
been written in later in pencil. Wardell tore off the paper and
handed it to me.

“I doubt if magic could help you on this one, but if
anybody can, it’s her.” He shrugged.

“What’s this other address?”

“Oh, that’s in case you change your mind about the
dog. Mrs. Neary takes in strays. She’d find you a good one.”

As soon as he left, I checked all the windows and
doors. My house had old fashioned double hung windows. They all had
latches, and some of them were pretty well painted shut. You
couldn’t open them, but it seemed to me that it would be so easy to
break or remove one of the big panes of glass.

 


I MET THE witch at MacDonald’s. She had an
extra-sized everything meal spread out before her.

“My work requires a good deal of energy,” she said.
The knot in my stomach made it impossible for me to eat, and my
nerves didn’t need any caffeine, so I simply sat across from her
and told her my problem. She didn’t appear to be listening as she
munched fries.

“Magic can’t help you,” she said. Then she looked
thoughtful. “It could help him. More suited to revenge than
protection.”

“What should I do?” I said, angry that she was so
curt after she had let me go on.

“First, you have to recognize the fact that magic may
make the world go round, but that is letting nature take its
course. Nature’s magic is one thing. Human magic is mainly a matter
of messing up Nature’s magic to get the result you want. It’s very
good for making things go wrong. In this world anyway.” She looked
wistful, as if dreaming of some other world where things worked
differently. “That’s one of the reasons why witches have such a bad
reputation. You have to be very good to make things go wrong in the
right way. I can’t think of any way that would help you.”

“But couldn’t you make things go wrong for him?”

“No.” She took a giant bite of her Big Mac and I had
to wait for her to chew before she could explain. “For two reasons.
One, we don’t know exactly what his plans are, so I wouldn’t know
what to screw up. Two, we don’t know where he is for me to do
anything to him. Unless...you wouldn’t have a lock of his hair,
would you?”

“No.”

She shrugged and started in on her fish sandwich.

“Get a dog,” she said as she chewed. “A big Doberman
or something.”

“I don’t like dogs.”

“Neither do I.”

“They need too much care. They need to be walked and
fussed over.”

“They smell,” she agreed, wrinkling her nose.
“They’re messy and slobbery. And it wouldn’t be fair to the dog to
take it in if you didn’t like it.”

“Exactly.”

“What about an alarm system?”

“Too expensive, but I am considering it. Besides,
they aren’t very flexible. I mean, if the guy didn’t break in, if
he just waited for me outside, it wouldn’t help. That’s one thing I
can say for a dog. They’re alert to everything.”

“It would be nice to have an alarm system with the
smarts of a dog.”

“Yes.”

She paused and put down what was left of her
sandwich. She fiddled with the straw of her extra large coke, and
tilted her head in a calculating way that made me uneasy.

“I might be able to do something for you.”

“What?”

“Well...it would be an experiment. I’ll have to see.
Look, tell you what, if I can pull this off, fine. If not, I’ll do
some protection charms around your house. It’ll keep out malicious
magic, so maybe it’ll have some effect on malicious thought.”

“What would I owe you?”

“Nothing. Well, fifty dollars if I do the charms, but
otherwise, you couldn’t afford it.” She smiled slyly. “And if you
don’t pay me, Wardell owes me a favor. That’s more valuable than
anything you can afford.”

“Oh?”



“He has friends.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about what kind of
friends he had that could be of so much interest to a witch. I also
wasn’t sure I wanted to know what kind of solution would involve
such expensive magic.

“Look, maybe we should just go for the charms and
forget the rest....”

“No, really. I want to try this.”

I wasn’t sure I should, but I gave her my phone and
address, and she said she would get in touch with me when I got
home from work.

Work went badly that afternoon. I prefer to work at
home, in solitude. Activity gets on my nerves. That day, however, I
didn’t want to be alone until I had to be. So I spent the day
getting nothing done and being nervous. At least it reminded my
boss why she let me telecommute.

When I got home, I parked on the street where I could
be seen by passers by as I got out of my car. I surveyed the house
from the sidewalk. No sign of anyone lurking. I walked up to the
porch, and there was a package by my front door.

For a moment, I panicked. Someone had been there, and
maybe was still there. Or this could be one of those taunting
things that stalkers do in the movies.

There was a note on the plain white cake box. I
started to reach for it, then paused, wondering if it were a bomb.
I leaned forward to read the note without touching it.

“You’re in luck!” it said. “You wanted an alarm
system with the wits of a dog. I found a suitable donor at the
Humane Society. You are now the owner of a mechanical dog. No
slobber, no mess.” It was signed “Lunaria.”

The box then rustled ominously. A mechanical dog?
Donor at the Humane Society? I opened the box. Something inside it
moved, and I fell back. The box tipped over and out fell a brass
bell. A bell that shook, wiggled and righted itself.

It was about six inches high, including the
three-legged stand that suspended the bell. A little cotton rope
extended from the clapper. It shook itself with a rattle, and bent
one of its tiny metal legs up to scratch. I sat on the porch and
watched the thing. It was a dog, I told myself.

“My God,” I said, and then I thought the better of it
and corrected myself. “My Gods.” It wouldn’t do to insult any
deities. Not when the proof of my beliefs sniffed and scratched and
clunked around in front of me.

I extended a hand, palm up, like you’re supposed to.
It sidled forward, just touching the tips of my fingers with the
edge of the outstretched bell.

“That’s a good...bell,” I said. The sound of my voice
excited the thing, and it started wiggling and tried to climb on my
lap. “No, no,” I said, trying to sound gentle, but I couldn’t stop
myself from recoiling. It has always been my experience with dogs,
that the more you recoil, the friendlier, or meaner, they get. It
started bouncing around me, making clink clink sounds, and jumping
at me. I scooted away from it and found myself curling up against
the door as it bounced higher and higher.

I don’t know if a metal object can be said to have
body language, but this one certainly seemed friendly. I was sure
that whatever kind of dog this soul was stolen from, it was an
excessively slobbery one, with hot stinky breath. But this, of
course, had no slobber and no smell. And no teeth. This thought
allowed me to pull myself together. I reached out and grabbed the
thing to stop it from jumping up and down. The strange feel of
metal wiggling in my hand like a wild little critter almost made me
drop it. Instead I tightened my grip on it, and on myself, and held
it up in front of my face.

“No!” I said firmly. “Stop. Down!”

It stopped wiggling, but it strained forward,
stretching out the open edge of its bell, as if to sniff me. Or
lick me. I petted it with my free hand.

“Good bell,” I said. I stood up and got inside the
door as fast as I could. I examined it, giving it tentative pats to
keep it calm. There was a little switch at the top that worked a
little damper attached to the clapper. Volume control. I don’t
think there is a person alive who didn’t wish at one time or other
that dogs had volume controls. I told myself that this was yet
another advantage. At the moment the switch was set to the quietest
setting, which explained why it only made little clicky sounds. I
turned it up halfway, and put it on the ground. It shuffled around,
making the faintest of musical tingling sounds as it moved.

I reached for the phone. The bell shuffled over and
started hopping up and down, jingling, as if trying to get a look
at the phone.

“Yes, it rings too,” I said. “Sit. That’s a good
bell. Sit and stay!”

I called Sgt. Wardell, and identified myself.

“Have you made any progress?”

“Well, no,” he said reluctantly. “Not really.”

“What do you mean by not really? Do you mean you’ve
made a little but it isn’t worth much, or do you mean none at
all.”

“None at all. Did you do as I said and get yourself a
dog?”

“No, actually, your witch friend came up with
something better than a dog.”

He was silent for a moment. “She didn’t give you an
aversion spell or anything like that, did she? Because that won’t
work unless she can see him face to face....”

“Nothing like that.” I looked down at the little
object—creature?—that was fidgeting at my feet. It turned around
and started leaning in another direction. Neeper had come out of
her closet and was now creeping into the room.

Suddenly, with a loud ClangClangClang, the
bell clattered after the cat, who hissed and shot up the
curtains.

“I gotta go,” I said. “The bell is chasing my
cat!”

“What?”

“I mean, my cat set off the...the...the burglar
alarm.”

“You sure it was the cat?”

“Yes, yes. I haven’t got it set up right yet. I gotta
turn it off.”

I slammed down the phone and chased the bell. It had
fallen behind the couch when it tried to jump to the top of the
bookcase after Neeper. It was still ringing madly. I was glad that
I had put the Bell on medium loud, or the neighbors would be
wondering. I reached down and grabbed the hopping and wiggling bit
of brass.

“Bad bell! Baaaaad bell!” I turned its clapper off.
It stopped ringing, but it still wiggled and made little rattle
sounds, like growls.

I won’t go into great detail on the next three hours.
Let’s just say I sat on the couch, stared at the wall, and went
through the usual crisis thoughts: What am I going to do? How did I
get into this? Am I going to Hell for having that thing in my
house? That last question just goes to show what a strong hold
religion has on our culture. My parents weren’t religious. I didn’t
believe in Hell. The thought of stealing a soul though, even a
dog’s soul, seemed...demonic.

On the other hand, if it came from the shelter, odds
were that it was a doomed dog. She had saved its life, and put it
into an existence where it probably couldn’t be hurt. Not so much
anyway. No fleas.

It seemed to like to scratch anyway. It clunked
around the house, then I heard a scritch scritch of metal against
metal. An annoying sound, but was it really that bad? I could get
used to the sight of it, and my asocial lifestyle meant I wouldn’t
have to explain it to anybody. And I wouldn’t have to feed it or
walk it. All I had to do was to get it to stop chasing Neeper.

I got up to take another tour of the first floor.
Clunkity clunk. It bumped my heel.

“Nice bell,” I said, drawing away from it. As I
walked to the kitchen, it followed, the legs tap-tapping, like the
clicking of nails. It followed me all the way around the house.
When I stopped, it lay down with a clunk and started scratching.
Then when I moved again, it tapped after me. It was going to take
some getting used to.

 


I EXPECTED TO spend a horrible night. I expected
anxious thoughts and bad dreams. I expected the sick feeling in my
stomach.

As I lay in my bed, though, staring at the spooky
pattern of light that the street lamp made on my ceiling, I did not
get the chance to think anxious thoughts. Instead I listened to the
continuous tap tap tap clump, as the bell paced around my
bed. I was pretty sure it was looking for a way to climb up and
join me. The clump sounds were attempts to jump up. I was grateful
that I had one of those old high beds. Not a chance that the little
thing would make it.

It seemed, though, like it would never stop trying. I
began to wonder, it being non-organic, if it would ever get tired.
Finally, I heard it go into the corner, where I’d placed a blanket.
The cloth muffled the shuffling sound as it circled. At last it lay
down with a thump, and the tension went out of me. I rolled over
and prepared to drift off, no longer caring about maniacs with
axes.

Scritch scritch scritch....

I could swear it was licking itself. It was the most
annoying sound I’ve ever heard, like a cross between a real dog
licking itself and fingernails on a blackboard. I rolled over and
tried to ignore it. It went on. And on. At least as long as the
tapping had.

Finally I sat up and hissed at it.

“Quiet! Stop it! Stop it now!”

The scritching stopped, but now, apparently concerned
over the sound of my voice, it got up and began tapping around my
bed again.

I lay back with a groan and tried to tell myself that
this was better than being murdered.

 


WHEN I AWOKE—and I did awake, safe and sound—it was
to faint music. The gentle distant tinkling and the warm yellow
sunlight coming through the crack in my eyelids was comforting. I
snuggled deeper into my blanket, and only slowly came aware that
the music was a bell ringing.

The comfort was immediately replaced by anxiety, as I
recalled why there was a bell in my house. Sure, I was relieved to
have survived the night, but there is no rule that psychotic
stalkers can’t be morning people. Besides, now that I was awake, I
really had to wonder about the sounds that were coming from my
living room. Shuffling, tinkling, thunks.

I slid out of bed and staggered into the living room
in my long underwear. I’d worn long underwear to bed because I
didn’t want to murdered in my undies and a t-shirt, which might
seem silly, but we all have our standards.

The living room was a mess. I wouldn’t go so far as
to say a disaster area. Magazines from the table were all over, the
cushions on the couch were askew, and one lamp had been knocked off
its stand. The pictures on the wall behind the couch were all
crooked. This did not look like something that the little bell
could do. Not all by itself.

Shuffling and ringing noises were coming from the
kitchen. I took a breath and headed there.

The kitchen was a disaster area. The cabinets were
open—something which only the claws of a cat could to, in my
opinion—and a number of pans were on the floor. This was what had
probably awakened me. There was trash all over the floor, some of
it from the counter tops, but most of it from the trash can, which
had been emptied. There was another bag full of trash and garbage
in the mud room, and it was split open. Neeper was crouched by it,
watching it with great interest.

The trash bag wiggled, and suddenly, out rushed the
bell, covered in bacon grease and coffee grounds. Neeper stood on
her back legs like a kitten, ears back and front paws wide, and she
began to chase it.

Clangalangalangalang. The bell rushed toward
the living room, leaving a trail of grease across the kitchen
floor. Neeper, whose legs were longer, dashed past it and cut it
off, sending it off around the table, and down the basement stairs.
In a moment, they came back up again, side by side, Neeper shaking
a paw that had grease on it.

“Oh, god,” I said, and I sat down on one of the
chairs. I turned to the bell. “I hate you.”

It just shook itself and jingled merrily. I laid my
head on my hands. I sat there for a moment, listening to the
ringing in the background, and it was a moment before I realized
that it was the phone that was ringing.

I tripped over the chair and managed to get it.

“Hello?”

“We got him.” It was Wardell.

“You did? You really did?”

“Yep. And we’re gonna keep him this time.”

“Where was he?”

“He went after his ex-wife, instead of you.”

“Thank god. I mean...is she okay?”

He laughed. “Yes, she is okay. That lady was smart.
She moved out and she got herself a dog.”

Just then my little hound decided to go ringing
across the living room. It charged into the kitchen, Neeper fast on
its heels. Neeper was knocking it silly with one paw as they ran.
Then they turned and the bell chased the cat. Even with the ringer
set on quiet, Wardell could hear the noise.

“That your alarm system again?”

“Yeah, I never did get it quite right.”

“I gotta see that.”

“Yeah, well, I’m getting rid of it ASAP. Look, it’s
giving me a headache. I’ve got to go. Thank you, thank you, thank
you.”

“Just doin’ our job, ma’am.”

I hung up and sat down. It was over. Okay, I knew
from the movies that they could have the wrong guy, or that another
psychotic would suddenly arrive, chainsaw in hand, and get me. But
still, this wasn’t the movies. I was so relieved. And the best
thing was, I could get rid of that darn Bell.

“Ding, dong, the bell is gone,” I started singing.
“You’re going back to the witch, buddy.”

The bell only seemed to understand that I was happy,
so it dinged idiotically, splattering bits of grease around.
Neeper, offended, placed one paw firmly around its base and began
to wash the grease off it. The thing wiggled but Neeper was bigger
and more determined. I let out a yip and skipped to the basement to
get the last jar of Gramma’s apple butter. I was saving it for a
special occasion, and it seemed to me that this was as good as
any.

I hadn’t calculated for the fact that I kept the tuna
in the basement as well. Neeper saw where I was going, and let the
bell go. She gave an eager little cry and dashed right underfoot. I
adjusted my stride to miss her tail, and I hit a spot of grease on
the second step.

I don’t remember the exact feeling of pain. I do
remember that it surprised me how much it hurt as I hit (in order):
the railing, the wall, a step, several other steps, the post, and
the floor. Since I was rolling, the part of me that hit the floor
first was my outstretched hand, which did something terrible to my
shoulder and wrist. Better my arm than my head, though. Then other
parts of me hit the floor, and finally, by some miracle, my head
snapped back and hit the cat’s plastic water dish, and not the
cement floor.

I don’t think dazed is a good word for what I was
feeling. The ringing in my ears did not come entirely from that
stupid bell, which clunked down the stairs after me. I lay still,
waiting for parts of me to stop hurting, and other parts of me stop
being numb. There was no way I was going to be able to make it to
the telephone. I was pretty sure I couldn’t even sit up. Even tiny
little half-tries to move my arm sent warning twinges through my
body. I was nauseated. And there was no comfortable way to rest my
head. It hurt where I had hit it on the cat dish, and I couldn’t
find an angle that didn’t strain or hurt. At least my feet were
held up by the steps. Not that it was comfortable, but I was pretty
sure that to treat shock, you put person’s feet up.

How long was I going to be down there? Now that they
had caught Davidson, nobody would come and check up on me. At least
not for a while. Days, maybe. Could I last that long? Would I die
of shock?

The bell was shuffling around, making it’s little
scree scree sounds. I was going to die with my loyal bell
beside me. I wondered if it would follow my funeral cortege like
Greyfriar’s Bobby. The whole thought made me sick.

“Lassie,” I said. “Go get Mom and Dad. Tell them
Jimmy’s fallen down a well. Go dial 9-1-1.”

The effort of speaking told me that I was not going
to get out of this by screaming for help. Bell sidled up closer,
leaning gently against my hand. To tell you the truth, the cold
metal felt good on it.

I was there for a while, thinking morbid thoughts and
hoping that some neighbor would stop by for a cup of sugar. Not
that any of my neighbors stopped by for such trivia. Not after the
first time I chewed them out for disturbing my work. God, I’m rude.
I never realized how rude I was. And now I was paying for it. I
didn’t even appreciate this nuisance of a Bell. And I wished it
would quit bumping against my arm. I think it was trying to
encourage me to get up.

Just as I was dwelling on the fact that I was going
to die without ever tasting Peking Duck, I heard some tapping. The
door. There was someone at the door. I opened my mouth and said,
“Nyaahh!” very weakly.

I meant to be louder and more coherent, but I hadn’t
time to gather my thoughts, and louder wasn’t possible. The bell
started to ring, and bounce toward the stairs. Too bad I had turned
it down so low. Nobody would notice it. As it bounced by my good
hand, I realized that my only chance was to turn it up. I grabbed
one of its legs. It wheeled and pulled, just like Neeper would
have. It was all I could do to hold on to the struggling little
pile of brass. I heard the tapping again. Whoever it was hadn’t
left yet.

I got three fingers around its leg. That gave me just
enough grip to work my way up to get my index finger on top of its
base. I pressed downward, pinning it the way Neeper had, and then
spiderwalked my hand up it, keeping it pinned down. It was wiggling
like mad, but I managed to find the switch. It was hard to push at
that angle, but I managed. Suddenly it was roaring out a clamor,
and I let go out of sheer surprise. It bounded up the stairs.

CLANGCLANGCLANGclangclangclang....

I could hear it bumping about the first floor, like a
tiny runaway fire truck. I had no idea what the person outside the
door would think. Was a wild, moving bell a sign that something was
wrong? Or did it sound like a dog with a cowbell in its mouth?

The tapping at the door became pounding, and I
thought I heard a voice, but it was hard to tell with all the
clamor. Then I definitely heard something crack. I hoped it was the
door. The bell’s clatter became intermittent, but still loud. I
could hear it bouncing and rattling. CLANG-a-rattlerattle.
CLANG-a-rattlerattle. Like a dog barking and growling.

“What the hell?”

That was Wardell’s drawl. The cops. The cavalry.
Except that I had to get him to the basement. I had no idea if the
stupid Bell would lead him there, or try to keep him out.

“Help!” It was a pretty pathetic attempt, and I knew
he couldn’t hear it over the bell, but I did hear the bell start to
scuttle toward the basement door. Maybe it had heard me. Footsteps
followed it, so I took a breath and followed up my call with the
only sound I could muster enough energy for.

“Yeeeooowwww!”

It was so wonderful seeing his shape framed in the
doorway. The bell clattered past him and started bouncing up and
down the stairs.

“Holy shit!” Wardell hurried down the stairs, keeping
both hands on the railing, which shows he was smarter than I was. I
started to tell him what had happened, but the bell was trotting
around my head, clanging so loud it hurt. Wardell knelt down beside
me, looked at the bell and said, “Hush! Now, sit!”

The bell sat. Or at least, it stopped ringing and
kept still. The cop started checking me over.

“How long you been down here?”

“Since just after you called.”

“You got some fractures. Your back okay?”

“I don’t know,” I whimpered. “I can feel everything
that hurts down to my toes.”

“I don’t want to move you. I’m going to call an
ambulance, you hang on.”

“Okay.” I was happy to let him take care of things. I
could relax. I closed my eyes and started to let the swirling
shadows take over.

“You keep your eyes open.”

I opened them up again. It took more effort than I
thought.

“I’m tired.”

“You keep them open, or I’ll tell that thing to start
makin’ noise again.”

“Okay.”

The Bell came shuffling up and made those little
screechy sounds while he talked into his cell phone. I’m sure it
was trying to be quiet and sympathetic, but the sheer annoyance was
enough to wake me up. Which hurt. Which annoyed me more. Which kept
me more alert.

“Thanks,” I said to the Bell. “I guess I owe you
something.”

Wardell settled on the bottom step to wait with me
for the ambulance. He held his hand out to the Bell.

“So this is what Lunaria did for you?”

“Yes. And it’s horrible. I hate dogs. I can’t live
with dogs. I’m giving it back to her.”
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