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						 HARRY ADAM KNIGHT
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 “I had a damn good time with this book.” Clive Barker
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 First
						 published
						in Great Britain in 1985 by Star Books
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 First published in the United States in 1989 by Franklin Watts, Inc.,
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Fung’/us
						(-ngg-), n. (pl.-i 
						pr.-ji, -uses).
						 Mushroom, toadstool, or allied plant including moulds; (Bot.)
					
				

				
					
						cryptogamous plant without chlorophyll feeding on organic matter, things of sudden growth; (Path.)
					
				

				
					
						spongy morbid growth or excrescence; skin disease of fish.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 —from 
						The Concise Oxford Dictionary
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						 PART ONE
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 THE SPREADING
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 1
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 London, Tuesday,6.20 p.m.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 By the time Norman Layne arrived home he’d long forgotten the embarrassing collision with the
					
				

				
					
						attractive woman m Tottenham Court Road. There were other things preying on his mind now, ranging
					
				

				
					
						from the sweaty itch caused by the nylon shirt that Nora insisted was all they could afford, to the lingering
					
				

				
					
						fury he still felt towards the black youth who’d played his huge radio as though he owned the train. And
					
				

				
					
						there had been the humiliation of being called back to the ticket collector so that his pass could be
					
				

				
					
						checked even though he was always scrupulously honest about paying. But most of all he seethed at
					
				

				
					
						having wasted a whole afternoon in that cess-pit ofLondon ’sWest End . He had been specifically told
					
				

				
					
						over the phone that Bradford and Simpkins had a forester-bit brace tang which he urgently needed to
					
				

				
					
						continue his carpentry work. But when he got there they then told him they didn’t have it. He couldn’t
					
				

				
					
						understand it. He’d stood there speechless in front of the young and arrogant sales assistant and then
					
				

				
					
						realized he was suffering yet another of life’s endless, nasty tricks.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Outside he had spat on the pavement in disgust, but then, to his amazement and indignation, he’d got a
					
				

				
					
						reprimand from a passing police constable who looked even younger than the sales assistant. Furious,
					
				

				
					
						he’d stalked off down Tottenham Court Road, reflecting bitterly that he’d almost been arrested
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 for such a trivial thing while all around him the blacks were fouling up the streets with their noise, their
					
				

				
					
						dangerous roller skates, their bikes on the sidewalks and their strutting, swaggering dirty-mouthed ways.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 It was then that he’d collided with the tall, blonde woman. It was entirely his fault, he hadn’t been
					
				

				
					
						looking where he was going. And to add to his humiliation it was he who was knocked off his feet by the
					
				

				
					
						impact. He’d fallen hard on his backside and had sat there, the center of attention, for several moments
					
				

				
					
						while people had stepped around him with big smirks on their faces. Then the blonde woman had helped
					
				

				
					
						him up and apologized but he knew that behind her concerned expression and kind words she was
					
				

				
					
						laughing at him too. So he had given her one of his fiercest glares and hurried off down the street without
					
				

				
					
						saying anything to her.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 And now, finally, he was home. Not that that was much better, but at least it contained a haven where he
					
				

				
					
						could escape from all burdens that were his lot. He could even escape from the biggest burden of all—his
					
				

				
					
						wife Nora. She had done nothing less than ruin his life. That’s all there was to it. He could have been
					
				

				
					
						somebody now if she hadn’t always been dragging him back.
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						 To avoid her he went round to the rear of the house. At the back door he warily listened for sounds of
					
				

				
					
						activity in the kitchen; hearing none he quickly entered and scuttled on through into his workshop. He
					
				

				
					
						gave a deep sigh as he switched on the light and closed the door behind him. What meager enjoyment he
					
				

				
					
						got out of life was almost all in this room: the cared-for tools, the books of woodwork designs, the
					
				

				
					
						finished and half-finished projects, and the lengths of untouched timbers with their distinctive aroma.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He felt a momentary spasm of annoyance that he could not continue with his main job, but there was so
					
				

				
					
						much else to do that the room soon exerted its uplifting magic on him and he found an equally satisfying
					
				

				
					
						alternate task: the extra-fine sanding of an unfinished cabinet.. .
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 He began to caress the already smooth wood with the fine paper. It was a soothing, almost sensual,
					
				

				
					
						feeling. He would
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 never have made any sexual association with what he was doing—sex, in fact, had always been low on
					
				

				
					
						his list of priorities—but to any objective observer it would have been obvious that he was making love
					
				

				
					
						to the wood.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 As he rubbed, stroked, and caressed, the tensions of the day began to drain out of him....
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Wednesday,7.07 a.m.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Nora Layne lay in bed wondering what on earth could have happened to her husband. She had dozed
					
				

				
					
						off very early the previous night, having treated herself to perhaps one sherry too many that afternoon
					
				

				
					
						while the old bastard had been out, and she’d slept right through the night. Yet she was positiveNorman
					
				

				
					
						hadn’t been to bed at all—the covers weren’t in their usual tangle caused by his perpetual tossing and
					
				

				
					
						turning.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 This was odd because even though their relationship was one of mutual detestation, for some
					
				

				
					
						reasonNorman still insisted on sleeping in the same bed with her. She guessed it was because he wanted
					
				

				
					
						to keep up appearances for the sake of the neighbors. Or God. Maybe it was God he was worried
					
				

				
					
						about. For years she’d had no idea what was going on in his head except that she played no part in it.
					
				

				
					
						Nor did she want to.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 So where had he spent the night? On the couch in the living room perhaps? But that was so horribly
					
				

				
					
						uncomfortable. He wouldn’t have got a wink of sleep.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She smiled to herself at the thought. And now he was probably already up and in his precious workroom
					
				

				
					
						waiting for her to get up and make breakfast. Well, she’d be damned if she’d rush to do that today. She
					
				

				
					
						was going to make the most of having the bed to herself for a change.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The tension that she usually felt in the mornings was gone, and she was enjoying this momentary rebellion
					
				

				
					
						against the dead routine of so many years. A memory seeped into her mind of moments shared
					
				

				
					
						withNorman in weekend beds long ago, but it seemed so unlikely and so detached from reality
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 that it soon seeped out again. Small bitter thoughts about her wasted life took its place and she relished
					
				

				
					
						the self-pity that accompanied them.
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						 After an hour or so she got up, put on the light-blue, once-fluffy slippers and her faded green dressing
					
				

				
					
						gown, and went down to the kitchen. It was empty and there was no sign of the filth that he left on the
					
				

				
					
						rare occasions he made his own breakfast. He hadn’t even made a cup of coffee.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Puzzled now, she put a glass against the wall and pressed her ear to it. No sound came from the
					
				

				
					
						workroom on the other side. Had something happened to him?
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The idea didn’t alarm her. Life without Norm would be ideal as long as the finances were all right. She
					
				

				
					
						wasn’t sure about the finances. But if something had happened to him— if he’d had a stroke or a heart
					
				

				
					
						attack—she ought to find out as soon as possible. The sooner he was taken away the better. Before he
					
				

				
					
						started smelling. She’d heard that the smell of dead bodies was the hardest of all to get rid of in a room,
					
				

				
					
						even with the strongest air fresheners.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Tentatively she touched the workroom door with her knuckles, harder when there was no reply. She
					
				

				
					
						had to go in then, there was nothing else for it. She hadn’t been in there since the time she tidied it and
					
				

				
					
						put his tools back in the wrong positions. How long ago had that been? She couldn’t remember.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 As she opened the door she tensed, ready to retreat at the slightest sound. But she heard nothing. There
					
				

				
					
						was, however, a strong musty smell. Emboldened, she stepped inside. . . and almost screamed.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 One entire side of the workroom was covered in a thick mold.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Dry rot,
						she thought as she stared at it with horror. She loathed the stuff. It had been so expensive to put
					
				

				
					
						right in their first home. Norm had shown her the furry yellow and white fungus that had eaten up the floor
					
				

				
					
						supports and had then pushed her hand into it as a joke. She shuddered at the memory.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 But this growth was much bigger and thicker than the one
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 she remembered. It must have been growing 
						in
						 here for years! The floor, walls and ceiling were coated
					
				

				
					
						with the soft, disgusting stuff. It had also grown over what must have been shelves and cupboards but
					
				

				
					
						were now shapeless forms under the mold. And the 
						smell.
						 It was so bad it almost made her gag.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Why had Norm let it grow? Especially in here, his precious inner sanctum? Then it occurred to her that it
					
				

				
					
						might have grown very quickly. In fact it seemed the only likely explanation. Perhaps it had been growing
					
				

				
					
						under the floor boards or behind the wall for ages and had just suddenly broken through during the night.
					
				

				
					
						Yes, that would explain why Norm wasn’t here—he must have gone to get some stuff to deal with it.
					
				

				
					
						Some of that fluid that caught in the back of your throat and stank the house out for days.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Well, this was his responsibility, she told herself, and the sooner he got rid of it the better. It was 
					
				

				
					
						disgusting.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She picked up a length of wood and thrust it angrily into one of the bigger mounds of fungus.
					
				

				
					
						Unexpectedly, a ripple ran through the growth, then the whole mound moved.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Even worse, it spoke to her.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 “Nora,” it said in a thick, muffled voice. “Nora. . . It’s me!”
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 And before she could react Norm reached out with two soft, slightly sticky arms and hugged her for the
					
				

				
					
						first time in years.
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						 Tuesday,6.15 p.m.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Barbara had thoroughly enjoyed the movie and was sorry it had come to an end. She sat through the
					
				

				
					
						credits and was still sitting there when the lights came on, wondering where to go from the theater. She
					
				

				
					
						was just about to get up when a tall, attractive blonde woman sat down one seat away from her. Barbara
					
				

				
					
						immediately settled back into her own seat.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Very tasty,
						she thought, 
						very tasty indeed.
						 She waited to see if the woman was on her own or if there
					
				

				
					
						was a man with her who’d paused to buy popcorn or something. But when the intermission ended she
					
				

				
					
						was still on her own, to Barbara’s relief.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Throughout the intermission Barbara had kept her under discreet observation. Several times she’d been
					
				

				
					
						on the verge of speaking to her, but her usual shackles of anxiety held her back. She never could make
					
				

				
					
						the first move in these situations, no matter how much she wanted to. Her fear of rejection was too
					
				

				
					
						strong.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 So instead she fantasized as to how such a conversation might go, what delights it might lead to—not
					
				

				
					
						just for that night but for other nights to come. She desperately needed to get involved with someone
					
				

				
					
						else. It would give her the necessary strength to break up with Shirley. Things couldn’t go on the way
					
				

				
					
						they were for much longer. Yet she couldn’t just leave Shirley unless there was someone else to go to.
					
				

				
					
						She couldn’t stand being alone. Even life with Shirley was better than being alone.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She glanced again at the blonde woman, admiring her fine profile. She looked a proud, strong-willed
					
				

				
					
						person. Barbara needed those qualities in a partner. Shirley had them, it was true, but she was also cruel.
					
				

				
					
						This woman wouldn’t be like that, she was sure.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 By the time the lights dimmed, Barbara had decided to sit through the program again. After all, the main
					
				

				
					
						feature, a comedy starring Richard Pryor, was very funny and, who knows, something might develop.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 During the coming attractions Barbara got up to go to the toilet. As she went past the blonde woman she
					
				

				
					
						prolonged the moment of contact with her knees for as long as she could, muttering a soft, ‘Sorry.’ In her
					
				

				
					
						mind she had inflated that one word into a blatant invitation dripping with tonal suggestiveness, but the
					
				

				
					
						other woman said
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 On the way back, after some heart-racing moments of anticipation in the toilet, she deliberately stumbled
					
				

				
					
						as she passed by. Pretending to lose her balance she tipped towards the woman and for a delicious few
					
				

				
					
						seconds found herself embracing her. “I’m 
						dreadfully
						 sorry,” she said in a loud whisper as the woman
					
				

				
					
						took hold of her arm to assist her. “It’s quite all right,” said the woman in a cool, well-educated voice.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Barbara continued on to her own seat. She’d wanted to sit in one of the empty seats on either side of the
					
				

				
					
						woman but that would have been too obvious in such a sparsely populated cinema. So instead, as the
					
				

				
					
						film progressed, she kept giving the woman long, lingering glances in the hope that she would catch a
					
				

				
					
						reciprocal one. She could still feel the touch of the woman’s strong fingers on her upper arm where she’d
					
				

				
					
						briefly held her.. . .
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