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THE MAN-MONKEY

ere aren’t that many jobs you can get in a Radium Town, and Sam was already late for his. He
splashed some water on his face and decided that he didn’t have time to scrub his underpants and
squeeze them through the mangle. Yesterday’s would do.

“And what should happen if you get run over by a horse and cart?” asked his mother. “e under-
taker’s going to undress you and find out you’re living in a pig sty.”

Sam looked over to his bedroom, which his father had converted from the old pig sty when Sam
was born. “Ma…”

“Don’t ‘Ma’ me.”
“I work in a bath house,” Sam said. “I can take a bath any time I like.”
“You’re supposed to be related to the Pepperpots and you work in a bath house. What kind of a job

is that?”
“I am related to the Pepperpots,” said Sam, “and I like the bath house. It’s what they would have

wanted. First thing in the morning you can see the radioactive steam on the water.” Sam’s eyes began
to mist over. “It’s the best place in the world.”

“e Pepperpots spent all day playing with radium and you know what happened to them? ey’re
dead, that’s what. You want to be dead?”

“I wanna get to work on time! We gotta client from New York.”
“Well that’s different,” she said. Mrs. Ticky straightened up and started smoothing down her dress

as if trying to impress someone who wasn’t there. “What’s a gentleman from New York doing in
Oklahoma?”

“I dunno,” said Sam. “Same as anyone else, getting cured for smallpox. Anyhow, it’s no gentleman,
it’s a lady.”

Gentleman or lady, Mrs. Ticky still despaired when she thought of Sam working another day in a
bath house. She hadn’t come all the way to America for this. Her husband had hoped Sam would go to
school and get a proper education — heck, that’s the only reason he’d even mentioned the Pepperpots
in the first place. But Sam was so stuck on the local radioactive mud-pit that he didn’t bother trying to
be a doctor or a scientist or even, God forbid, a lawyer.
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Mrs. Ticky threw up her hands, brushed the gray hair away from her forehead and complained to
the radio set. “ ‘Land of Opportunity’ my foot. is is the land of stubborn children.”

Seeing Sam work in a bath house would surely have broken Mr. Ticky, if he were still alive. But
three years ago Mr. Ticky had gone to the toilet and when he came out he was pale and ghostly.

“Marta, it is terrible. I cannot tell you the horrors I have seen today.”
“What is it? Juliusz, what is the matter?”
Mr. Ticky trembled, holding out a pale, quivering hand as if to welcome death into his arms. “My

poo — I never see anything like it. ey are the least favorable I ever produce. Help me, Marta, I am
afraid.”

He died twenty minutes later, having spent fifteen of those minutes inventing new words to describe
the exact size, shape and color of what he’d done on the toilet. Since then Mrs. Ticky forbade Sam to
use the word “splunchy” in her house — the memories were just too painful.

Sam didn’t know what a lady from New York would look like. Somehow, at the back of his mind, he
imagined the beautiful and enigmatic princess from his favorite radio serial. It was the closest thing he
knew to glamor, though he supposed, on reflection, he should also count Mrs. Mackay and her flying
machine.

What Sam didn’t expect to see was a car. It was, after all, only 1927. Cars were expensive. Cars
were glamorous. Cars were something for fancy folk. Sam thought it was the most beautiful thing he’d
ever seen, outside of the radium baths.

e car was a symphony in black and chrome parked awkwardly in the middle of the dirt road. e
paintwork was so glossy it shone in the sun, making the car look alive even though it was stock still.
Sam tried to imagine the noise it made. e hood flared up to the windshield, the doors were long
perfect arches and the grille snarled with polished silver fangs. A shiver ran down Sam’s spine. at
engine must sound like a scream.

“What in the name of the Queen of Sheba is that smell? Do you seriously expect me to take a dip
in that broth? I’ve smelled camels with dysentery that were more fragrant than your so-called baths.”

It was coming from inside the bath house — most clients didn’t realize how bad a radium bath
smelled until they got there. It was a pungent, sulphurous smell that got into your clothes and churned
around inside your stomach. Sam opened the door and saw the big New York client, a behemoth of a
woman who looked like she had just swallowed a tank of marbles. Her neck was wider than her face
and her ears had been pushed so far up the side of her head they looked like gargoyles perched on the
edge of a flying buttress.

“I shall require your best facilities. You had better pray they meet my standards for size, cleanliness
and holiness.”

Mrs. Everett, whose husband owned the baths, was clutching the counter for dear life. She was in
danger of being drowned in spit from the fat woman’s shouting but she was too diplomatic to stop and
wipe her face. “I assure you, ma’am, our facilities are God-fearin’ and devout.”

“I shall be the judge of that,” the fat woman announced. “Now how often do you clean this stench-
ridden farm-festival?”
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“We —”
“Don’t interrupt! is place is filled with degenerates and parasites. I can feel your fleas attempting

to jump onto me already. No doubt they have detected their chance to escape and are now jumping
ship before this whole place descends into an orgy of itching and crawling and” — she paused for a
moment before snarling — “eruptions.

“You haven’t answered my question, girl! How often do you clean your baths?”
Mrs. Everett clung to the hope of solid ground. “We allow the natural springs to clean themselves,

ma’am. e water is always flowing up from underground.”
“You never clean them! My God, no wonder your face is so ugly. Very well then, you may take

me to my radium bath. However if I suffer so much as one gassy attack or infected toenail I shall sue
this den for all my future medical bills. ‘Salubrious infusion of radioactive salts’ indeed. More like
salubrious spag-bucket.”

Sam smiled at Mrs. Everett and she waved him over. “Sam, this is Mrs. Cholmondeley. Spelled
Cholmondeley but pronounced —”

“Chum-ley, woman! It’s pronounced Chum-ley!”
“Pronounced Chum-ley,” Mrs. Everett continued. “Can you show her to her bath?”
Mrs. Cholmondeley looked at Sam and made a face like something with wings and a beak just flew

up her nose. is “Sam” was thirteen years old and male. As if that weren’t bad enough, he had ears
that stuck out too far and a sunburn that betrayed the damning fact that he’d been outside at some point
in the recent past. e barbarity of it was almost unthinkable.

“What is that?” she squawked. “I won’t have any man-monkey undressing me in a bath! e very
notion.”

Sam hurried to fix the misunderstanding. “Oh no ma’am, it’s nothing like that. You can change in
the changing room and then I’ll take you to the baths.”

“You’ll see me in my bathing suit! e perversity of it. I don’t know how I shall react to the leerings
of a teenage hobbledehoy.” Mrs. Cholmondeley seemed quite excited at the idea. “You must promise
to avert your eyes, boy, you must take a solemn oath not to find me attractive.”

“I swear on the Bible, ma’am.”
“Blasphemy! You shut your mouth, you filthy beast. I’ll teach you to take the Lord’s name in vain.

It is clear to me that God forsook this rat’s-bottom town a long time ago. I demand you cure me so I
can get out of here before I catch any more diseases. I can feel my constitution decaying as we speak.
Your very presence is affecting my kidneys. And I’ll have no more of your back-chat,” she said with a
poisonous look at Sam.

Mrs. Cholmondeley allowed herself to be led to the changing room. She changed into her bathing
suit while Sam waited for her to emerge. It was quiet for a few moments, then a crashing noise, the
grinding of something rusty, a cackle, a screech and a rotten squelch. Something was being whipped,
then an enormous heave and a trumpeting noise Sam thought might be an attempt at “Dixie.” At last
Mrs. Cholmondeley exited the changing room dressed in a circus tent. It was a huge, flapping muu-
muu covering Mrs. Cholmondeley’s entire body with enough left over to set sail on a Spanish galleon.
It looked like she was trying to smuggle twelve clowns, two bearded ladies and a troupe of dancing
midgets underneath her swimsuit.
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Sam led her, cursing and struggling, down the corridor and into a huge open courtyard lined with
columns and pot plants. Sam held his breath and felt the happy sting of sulphur in his eyes. Mrs.
Cholmondeley’s car might have been beautiful but this was something else entirely. e radium baths
stretched out before them. e glorious mineral waters bubbled up from deep inside the Earth and
swirled onto the surface, producing a veil of mist tinted bright green with the glow of healthy radioac-
tivity. Sam couldn’t understand wanting to be anywhere else in the world.

Claremore was what they called a Radium Town. Some towns struck oil and some towns struck
gold, but Claremore struck radium. Radium water came bubbling right up out of the ground. And
the people of Claremore were no dummies — they knew how to sell it. Everyone knew radiation could
cure anything from hookworm to gunshot wounds. People with the dropsy, gout and wambling trot,
people suffering from incurable diseases like quavering kidneys, malodorous gizzard or the the dreaded
hockogrockle, they all came to take a dip in the radium baths and they all walked away again in perfect
health.

Mrs. Cholmondeley had fallen unusually silent, and Sam mistook this to mean she shared his awe.
He began to give the guided tour: “We are now entering the peristyle, where the water is naturally —”

“What are you saying?” Mrs. Cholmondeley snapped.
“e baths are decorated with a copse of native flowers —”
“What’s the matter with you? Stop talking to me.”
Mrs. Cholmondeley made her way to the water’s edge and gazed apprehensively at the radioactive

glow.
“Lord preserve me,” she groaned. “Valerie and Alexander Pepperpot used to dabble with this stuff

all the time, and everyone in America knows what a ghastly couple they were.”
“Hey,” said Sam, “that’s not fair. I really like the Pepperpots.”
“You would,” snapped Mrs. Cholmondeley. “It’s because you have no taste.”
She dipped her toe in and seemed to like what she found. Sam lowered her into the water where she

floundered for a moment. Her enormous bathing costume billowed around her before she stabilized
herself and relaxed into the pool. To Sam’s enormous surprise, a smile crept across her face.

“is is really rather nice. How does the water stay so warm?”
“e water gets heated by the underground —”
“Never mind, you quaint little Oklahoma duckling. Your rustic charms and salubrious waters have

won me over. I shall be recommending these wonderful baths to all the ladies at the Temperance
Union.”

Sam smiled and left Mrs. Cholmondeley to her cure. She was eating her words about the Pepperpots
now. All this was only possible because of their work — they were even more important than Marie
and Pierre Curie. But then, Sam reflected, that was the great thing about radium baths. ey could
win over even the hardest customers.

If only Sam’s friends were more willing to try it. He knew they’d like the radium baths too, if they
just gave them a chance. But for some reason they weren’t interested in baths that cured barnacles on
the backside. And outside of fancy baths, what did Claremore have except a hotel and a prize-winning
pig? It was a very nice pig, but after a while pigs and baths begin to lose their glamor. So Sam’s friends,
one by one, began to get bored and run away with the circus. For the parents of Claremore taking their

4



children to the circus was more than a way to spend quality time with the kids. It was a way to get
rid of them and hope they’d never come back. But Sam refused to move away to the big cities, and no
amount of circuses, pigs or guilt could budge him.

A scream from the peristyle interrupted his line of thought. He rushed in to find Mrs. Cholmonde-
ley flapping and splashing about in the water. She was desperately trying to haul herself up out of the
pool but couldn’t seem to get a grip. Sam ran over and helped her onto dry land, but she pushed him
over as soon as she stood up.

“You’re mad, you beastly Reuben! e horror, the humanity! Never clean the baths. What’s wrong?
ere’s a corpse in the baths! A corpse, you hear?”

Sam tried to process the madwoman’s howling. “e copse is an arrangement of native flowers
known as —”

“A corpse, you festering squab! ere is a dead body in the water.”
Sam peered over and saw the body of Mrs. Mackay being nudged to and fro by the currents. Behind

an outcrop of rocks he saw the wreck of Mrs. Mackay’s flying machine. Its rotor blades were sticking
up out of the water and he could just about see the rudder twisted aside at an unnatural angle. e old
woman must have flown in through the open roof last night and crashed into the baths.

“Poor Mrs. Mackay. She was nearly 90. She always said she wanted to die in the air.” Sam swallowed
the lump in his throat. “ough come to think of it she probably died in the water.”

But Mrs. Cholmondeley was inconsolable. Nothing seemed to stop the tears and blubbering. She
pushed Sam out of the way, shouting “Get me out of this place. You are all criminally deranged. I
won’t spend another moment being molested in this mad house.”

Her car howled and roared away into the dust until it faded out of sight, out of hearing and out of
Claremore forever.

5


