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Don’t look back. Ever. Something evil might be catching up to you.

JOHNSON
LOOKED BACK

by THOMAS BURKE

IDoN’T LOOK BEHIND YOU, JOHN-
son. There’s a man following you,
but don’t look behind. Go on just
as you are going, down that
brown-foggy street where the
lamps make diffuse and feeble
splashes on the brown. Go straight
on and don’t look behind, or you
might be sorry. You might see
something that you’ll wish you
hadn’t seen.

He’s a blind man, Johnson, but
that makes little difference to him,
and is of no use to you. You can’t
hear the tapping of his stick be-
cause he hasnt got a stick. He

can’t carry a stick. He hasn’t any
hands. But he’s been blind so long
that he can walk the streets of
this district without a stick. He
can smell his way about, and he
can feel traffic and other dangers
through his skin.

You can turn and twist as you
like, and use your mortal eyes as
much as you like, but that man
without eyes will be close on your
trail. He’s faster than you. He’s
not impeded by perception of
the objects that reach you
through the eyes. You are not
used to the uncertain cloud of fog
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and blears of light; you have to
pick your steps. He can march
boldly, for he marches always in
clear, certain darkness. If you use
cunning he can meet all your
cunning. Without seeing you, or
hearing you, he will know just
where you go, and he will be
close behind you. He will know
what you are going to do the mo-
ment you have decided to do it;
and he will be at your heels.

No; it won’t help you at all to
look behind you. It will only sick-
en you. It’s not a pleasant spectacle
—this man, blind and without
hands, silently and steadfastly
dogging you through the curling
vapour. It’s much better for you
not to know that you are being
pursued by this creature. The re-
sult will be the same anyway; you
won’t escape him, and it may
save you a few minutes of misery
not to know what is coming.

But why is he pursuing you?
Why did he wait so long at the
entrance to that dim street, whose
very lamps seem to be ghosts of
its darkness, to pick out your
step from many others, and to
follow you with this wolf-stride?
You will not know that until you
see him face to face. You have for-
gotten so many things; things that
the strongest effort of memory
will not recall, but your pursuer
hasn’t. He remembers; and all
these years he has been seeking
you, smelling about the streets of
London, knowing that some day

he is certain to strike the forbid-
ding street down which you went
when you first shook him off, and
that he will find you there. And
tonight he has found it and has
smelt your presence there, and is
with you once again.

Purpose is pursuing impulse.
You are idle and at ease. He is in
ferment. You are going to visit
that abandoned house because it
occurred to you to visit that aban-
doned house. He is following you
because he has been waiting for
nothing else. So there you go—he
patient and intent; you, with free
mind, picking your steps through
the fog-smeared street. You have
nothing to worry about. You walk
through the fog with care, but
with that sense of security which
even the darkest streets of London
cannot shake in Londoners famil-
iar with them and with their peo-
ple. You don’t know what is
catching up with you, and so long
as you go straight ahead and don’t
look—

Oh, you fool! Johnson—you
fool! 1 said—"Don’t look behind
you.”

And now you've looked. And
now you've seen. And now you
know.

If you hadn’t looked behind you
would have escaped all the years
of pain that are now coming upon
you. It would have been all over
in a few seconds. Now you've
made it more dreadful. You've
filled your mind with knowledge
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of it, and you're going to increase
your torment by trying to get
away. And above those two pains
will come the pain of a struggle.

You won't get away. You have
no chance at all. The man behind
you is blind, and has no hands;
but he has arms and he has feet,
and he can use-them. Don’t think
you can escape by dodging down
that alley... That was a silly
thing to do. Alleys hold fear more
firmly than open streets. Fear gets
clotted in their recesses and hangs
there like cobwebs. You thought
you were doing something clever
which would perplex him, but you
won’t perplex him. He is driving
you where he wants you. You
thought that if you could get into
the alleys, and twist and turn and
double along the deserted wharves,
you could shake him off. But you
can’t. It’s just in the alleys that he
wants to have you, and you went
there under his direction.

Already you're helping him be-
cause you're feeling the clotted
fear which has been hanging in
these alleys through the centuries.
You're getting muddled. You've
lost count of the turns you've tak-
en, and you're not sure whether
you’re going away from him or
fleeing breast to breast upon him.
You saw him in all his maimed
ugliness, and you see him now in
every moving heap of fog that
loiters at the mouth of each new
alley. Long before he is upon you,
he has got you.

If you hadn’t looked back, doom
would have fallen upon you out
of nothing. But you looked back,
and now you know the source of
that doom.

You might as well give up pad-
ding through the alleys. Their
universe of yellow-spotted black-
ness is only deluding you with
hope of refuge. No corner is dark
enough to hide you from eyes that
live in darkness. No doors can
cover you from senses as keen as
air. No turn that you take will
carry you farther from him; you
are taking the turns he wants you
to take.

There! You've turned into a lit-
tle square which has no opening
save that by which you entered.
You're done. You can’t hear him
coming because he’s wearing thin
list slippers; but he’s very near
you. He’s very near that entry.
You've no hope of getting out.
When he seizes you it would be
better to yield everything, cat-like,
and go with his desire and his at-
tack. Better that than to ficht.
Only fools fight the invincible.
But of course you will fight.

Hush—he’s here. He’s at the
entry. He’s in the square. You
know that he’s moving towards
you; you know it as certainly as
steel knows magnet. And then,
though the fog-filled square gives
you no more sight than your ene-
my, you know that he has halted;
and you feel the silence dripping
about your ears, spot by spot.
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And now he has made his
spring. He is upon you, and your
fists fly against him. But you can-
not beat him back. His blows fall
upon you, and they wound and
sting. You cannot fight him as
you would fight another man.
Your blood is cold but your brain
is hot, and your nerves and mus-
cles receive confused commands.
They begin to act by themselves,
automatically and without force.
Your brain is preoccupied by this
man.

It’s no good, Johnson. Better to
give in. You're only prolonging it.
Your fists are useless against
handless arms, or against feet. The
fight is unequal. You have fists
to fight with. He has none. And
this lack of his puts all the advan-
tage on his side. For a blow with
the fist is painful and damaging;
on the right point it may be fatal.
But a blow with a stump, while
equally painful and damaging, is
something more. You're realizing
that. Tt stains honest combat with
something anomalous. Its impact
on the face is not only a blow; it
is an innuendo. It makes you
think when you ought to be fight-
ing.
And with the blows from those
handless arms there are the blows
from what seems to be an open
hand. They tear along your face
and about your neck, and each
blow brings nausea. Not because
it's a blow from an open hand,
but because you know that this

man has no hands, and because
the feel of it is too long for a
hand. And then you know what
it is. The man with no hands is
fighting you with his feet. You
could put up with that if he were
using feet as men do use them; if
he were kicking you. What sucks
the strength from your knees is
that his feet are behaving like
hands. You feel as a drcamer feels
when fighting the dead. You are
already beaten, not by superior
strength, but by blows from hand-
less arms and from feet behaving
as hands. And you know that it
was your work that robbed him
of his hands and left him to use
his feet as hands.

And now you're down. And
now one of those feet, more flex-
ible and more full of life than any
common hand, is on your neck.
And the fog in this little derelict
square deepens from brown to
black. The foot presses and press-
es, very softly and very heavily;
and your eyes become black fog
and your mind becomes black fog.
Black upon black, increasingly,
until with the last rush of breath
you are swallowed into a black
void and a black silence and a
black cessation of being.

And so, Johnson, you destroyed
yourself, and because you looked
back you had the full bitterness of
knowing that you destroyed your-
self. For this blind and maimed
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and ferocious creature of the vel-
vet steps was, of course, yourself.
This creature without sight and
without hands was your other self,
your innermost guide, whom you
so constantly thwarted and denied
and broke. It was you who blind-
ed him that he might not see your
deeds; and it was the things you
did with your hands which cor-
rupted his, until he was left with
none, and at last turned upon
you. And then you locked back,
and you saw vyourself stalking
yourself to destruction; and in the
last blackness of terror you un-
derstood.

Happier for you if you had not
looked back, and had not under-

stood. For then, after a sojourn in
the still dusk of Devachan, you
would have returned to amend a
wasted life by another pilgrimage.
You would have returned blind
and maimed to a life of struggle
and frustration, poverty and con-
tumely and pain. And you would
have called it, with a shrug, what
most men call it—Luck.

But you looked back. You are
one of the few who die with full
knowledge of their pursuer. So,
with the blindness and mutilation,
and the poverty and the pain, you
will carry yet another tribulation:
You will carry the tribulation of
remembering why you are suffer-
ing. Em




